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Abstract 

Youth are increasingly seen as valuable actors and partners in preventing 

violent extremism, and the notion of youth as a problematic and dangerous at-

risk group has been challenged. This research explores the ways in which youth 

are engaged in the prevention of violent extremism and work to advance and 

sustain peace in the context of Finland.  

Nine young, active actors were interviewed who have taken part in the 

prevention of violent extremism in various ways. The interviewees represent a 

diverse group of Finnish youth who have a positive impact on their 

communities and society. In addition, two expert interviews were conducted 

with representatives from the Ministry of Interior and the National Police 

Board of Finland. The thematic interviews have been analyzed by using the 

method of qualitative content analysis. 

The interviewees have engaged in youth to youth civil society activity as well 

as they have taken part in the policy-making processes and cooperated with 

officials and practitioners in the local, national and EU level.  

This research found that the activity of youth-led organization is dynamic, and 

their work is guided by the wants and needs of the youth themselves. The work 

that the interviewed youth do is nuanced and has multiple goals. Only a part of 

the work aims to prevent violent extremism while the majority of activity has a 

wider set of goals, such as improving the well-being of the youth and 

strengthening identity & a sense of belonging. This research also raises the 

point whether the term ‘preventing violent extremism’ is problematic since it 

might be perceived to be stigmatizing and it frames the work in negative terms. 

This research also sheds light on both internal and external factors that 

encourage and enable the youth to act. Youth were motivated to act because of 

their willingness to change something in their community or society. The 

support, opportunities and encouragement from other actors played a 

significant role in youth recognizing and strengthening their capacity.  

In order to build an environment of peace where violent extremism does not 

thrive, there is a need to encourage dialogue within and between groups of 

people, empower youth to active citizenship, strengthen inclusivity and to 

increase the awareness of youth on ways to influence society. The value of 

human rights-based civil society work for peace and well-being should be 

recognized and it should be supported. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Numerous terror attacks in major European cities, European youths joining 

extremist organization overseas to become foreign fighters, increased polarization 

of society and hate crimes have raised counter-extremism measures on the top of 

the policy agenda of European decision makers (Bigo et al. 2014, 6; Hemmingsen 

2015, 11–13). Terrorism and extremist movements have attracted a great deal of 

attention in the media, public discussion, research and policy-making. Extremist 

organizations and their ideologies are considered to pose a threat to open, secure 

and democratic societies that base their values on human rights. (Lynch 2013, 

241–241). 

Violent extremism means the use, threat or justification of violence based 

on the ideology. Violence extremism is not tied to a single ideology – instead it 

has many forms: religiously motivated, violent far-right and violent far-left 

violent extremism. (Ministry of Interior 2016, 12.) In addition to traditional 

security-centered approaches to terror threat – such as measures to prosecute and 

surveille potentially threatening individuals and groups – in recent years many 

countries have pressed the importance of more preventive approaches to violent 

extremism (Bigo et al. 2014; Malkki 2016, 342). The methods to prevent violent 

extremism may include tackling the drivers of violent extremism, increasing the 

resilience to counter the extremist way of thinking, engaging the communities, 

detecting early signs of radicalization and tailored measures to support the 

individuals that are at risk to get involved in extremist activity. Prevention of 

violent extremism can be done among the general public or it might be targeted 

towards groups or individuals that are at risk to become radicalized. (Stephens, 

Sieckelinck & Boutellier 2019, 1–2.) 

Increasing attention has been paid to the notion that youth have not been 

engaged in the prevention of violent extremism in meaningful ways. Instead, 

youth are commonly presented as a threat to security. They have been seen as part 

of the problem – not the solution. (Simpson 2018, 1.) The narrative which 

essentializes youth, especially young Muslims, as potential terrorists and at-risk 

group has been argued to be counterproductive and damaging for the trust 

between the youth and authorities (Lynch 2013, 242–245, 257–258). This 

narrative also poses a risk to alienate and marginalize youth as well as to increase 
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the polarization of society. For example, the Prevent strategy of United Kingdom 

has been criticized for framing Muslims as a suspect community and treating 

young Muslims as a potential danger – at risk to catch the “terrorist disease”. 

(Thomas 2016, 171, 178–179.) The negative stereotypes of youth in policy and 

public discussion prevent seeing the role of youth’s agency and resilience 

(Simpson 2018, 17). 

In this thesis, I hope to challenge the narrative of youth as either a potential 

threat or passive target of help. On the contrary, I wish to demonstrate how youth 

of all backgrounds can contribute to a more secure, open and inclusive society. 

Sustainable and long-term solutions to violent radicalization and extremism call 

for inclusivity and ownership of the communities and various groups of people – 

including youth.  

My standpoint leans on the United Nations Security Council Resolution 

2250 on Youth, Peace and Security adopted in 2015 which recognizes and 

legitimizes the role of youth in peacebuilding. According to the resolution, youth 

should not be viewed only as victims or perpetrators of conflict but instead their 

positive contribution to peace should be recognized, encouraged and enabled. 

Regarding the issue of violent radicalization, the resolution recognizes that 

radicalization poses a risk to youth, but however, notes that the majority of youth 

are not agents of violence – instead they have an important role in countering 

violence. All UN member states are responsible for ensuring that youth are 

adequately taken into account in policy regarding peace and security. (United 

Nations Press 2015.)  

Youth participation and inclusion into programs and policies that concern 

preventing violent extremism have been increasingly researched and suggested in 

recent years. Mubashir and Grizelj argue that the research on youth as actors for 

peace has previously focused on the narratives that youth are “both troublemakers 

and peacemakers” or that they are an untapped resource that needs to be 

empowered. Instead, the authors suggest that more emphasis should be put on 

exploring the work that youth are already doing. This work is too often ignored 

and not given value. (Mubashir & Grizelj 2019, 43.) The inclusion of youth is 

important in the society also in more broad terms than only related to peace work. 

Participation is a key element of citizenship and an integral part of democracy. 

(Crowley & Moxon 2017, 13.) 
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Youth in Finland are increasingly worried about global developments such 

as terrorism and climate change. Eleven years ago, only 19% reported being 

worried about international terrorism while the number had risen to 49% in 2018. 

Simultaneously, Finnish youth are also more involved in activity to make a 

change in society. The majority of youth see non-violent measures predominantly 

as effective ways to solve conflicts. However, while small, an increasing part of 

the youth see violence as effective way to influence. The majority of youth feel 

that they lack awareness on the ways they can influence to society. (Pekkarinen & 

Myllyniemi 2018 5-7, 39.) This support the argument that the work of youth 

should be researched, supported, and more opportunities should be introduced 

also to the ones that have not yet found their way to act for a more peaceful 

society. 

My research focuses on the context of Finland. The research question for 

this thesis are as follows. How youth are engaged in the prevention of violent 

extremism and work for peace in Finland? How the participation of youth could 

be further encouraged? In order to respond to the second part of the question I 

pose the following sub-questions. Why youth participation is perceived to be 

important and beneficial? What factors enable successful youth participation? 

What are the challenges to youth participation? What are the perceptions and 

attitudes of youth towards preventing violent extremism? 

This research explores the ways that young actors advance peace. Peace is 

not only the absence of violence, but positive peace refers also to absence of 

structural violence and occurs when the attitudes, institutions and structures create 

and sustain peaceful societies. Justice, democracy, freedom and respect for human 

rights are important components of peaceful societies. (Shields 2017, 5–8.) In the 

context of this research, youth participation refers to any activity where youth are 

in the role of active actors, for example, leading, planning and implementing 

activity to other youth, or engaging in advocacy or making their voices heard in 

their communities or in decision-making processes.  

My research outlines the ways that youth act as positive actors to advance 

peace. While the importance of youth taking part in the prevention of violent 

extremism and peace work is increasingly being acknowledged, not enough 

research is conducted on the concrete ways and impact of this work. Also, the 

voice of young people is not commonly present in the research. This research 

aims to fill this gap. 
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While this research takes prevention of violent extremism as a starting 

point, it can be placed also in the wider field of research about the inclusion of 

youth. The research illuminates also the example of Finnish prevention work. 

Finland’s strength in prevention of violent extremism is considered to be a good 

relationship between the officials and civil society. Thus, this research sheds light 

on the role and significance of civil society actors. 

Since the underlining assumption of my thesis is that the voice of young 

actors should be heard, I want also the methodology of my research to live up to 

this standard. Thus, for my research, I have interviewed nine young actors that 

have taken part in the prevention of violent extremism in various ways. They have 

engaged in youth to youth activity in the civil society level as well as they have 

taken part in the decision-making processes in the local, national and EU level. 

Some of the work that young actors do, aims to prevent violent extremism while a 

part of the work has a wider set of goals, such as improving the well-being of the 

youth and advancing peace and sense of belonging at the grassroot level. The 

interviewees have been selected for this research based on the premise that they 

are positive and active actors that benefit their communities and the society. The 

interviewees represent a diverse group of Finnish youth: they vary in gender, 

religion and age (between 19-30). Some but not all of the interviewees have an 

immigrant background. Five of the interviewees identified themselves as Muslim 

while the other four did not. 

I have come into contact with the interviewees through organization 

representatives (Finn Church Aid, Demos Helsinki) that are involved with the 

prevention of radicalization or youth work, or through contacts given by other 

interviewees. The limitation of my research is that is focusses on the small and 

active portion of young people. Thus, the answers represent the point of view of 

active youth – not the portion of youth that are not active in the society. 

Furthermore, it is worth pointing out that the scope of my research does not cover 

all the good work that youth do for peace and to prevent violent extremism.  

In addition to nine interviews with young actors, I have conducted two 

expert interviews with representatives from Ministry of Interior and National 

Police Board of Finland in order to get broader picture on the prevention of 

violent extremism in Finland and how the representatives of these institutions 

view youth participation and inclusion. All interviews have been conducted by 

using the method of thematic interview. The interviews have been recorded and 
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transcribed. I have analyzed the interviews by using the method of qualitative 

content analysis.  

I will start this research by giving context on the phenomena of violent 

radicalization and extremism by defining the concepts, introducing the forms of 

violent extremism in Europe and in Finland and outlining the previous study and 

theories about the process of radicalization. I will continue by defining what the 

prevention of violent extremism means, what is the approach of Finland and what 

are the main debates and critiques around this topic. The theoretical framework of 

this study consists of youth participation theories, which I will present along with 

giving context on the current debates on youth participation. I will also present the 

method of qualitative content analysis which is used to analyze the interview data 

collected with thematic interviews. Then, I analyze the interview material 

following four themes: 1. How youth have participated in the prevention of 

violent radicalization or extremism in Finland? 2. Why youth participation is 

perceived to be important? 3. What is the environment that enables the youth 

participation? 4. What are the views of youth about violent radicalization and 

extremism? Lastly, I will discuss about the findings and present my conclusions.  

 

2. Defining violent radicalization and extremism 
 

2.1. The definition of key concepts 

 

There is no single accepted definition on the term radicalization, extremism and 

terrorism. Although radicalization, extremism and terrorism are not new 

phenomena in Europe, these terms have appeared to public discussion, policy and 

academic research widely after 9/11. However, the way of coming to acquire 

radical, extremist or violent ideas is nothing new. (Pisoiu 2014, 2.) These concepts 

are not tied to a specific ideology, but any ideology may be used to justify the 

violence.  

These concepts are important for this research since this study focusses on 

the ways to prevent violence and in turn, advance and sustain a peaceful society. 

Violent extremist activity and terrorism aim to make a change in society by using 

non-democratic and violent means – and the opposing power for this is the non-

violent action that is based on the democracy and respect for human rights. 
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2.1.1. (Violent) radicalization 

Radicalization is commonly referred to as a process in which an individual comes 

to hold radical views that challenge the status quo and mainstream political views 

(Kallis, Zeiger & Özturk 2018, 26; Schimid 2013, 56). The current discussion on 

radicalization puts emphasis on the fact that radicalization is a dynamic process 

rather than clear cut path. It is a highly individual cognitive and behavioral 

process which can take many forms and that happens in variant time frames. 

Radicalization process may lead to use or justification of violence but not 

necessarily. (Pisoiu 2014, 2.) Radicalization does not have “an end point” and 

terrorism is not an automatic product from radicalization (Kallis, Zeiger & Özturk 

2018, 26). 

The term “radicalization” derives from the word “radicalism”. However, it 

is important to distinguish the terms. The word “radicalism” is not tied to being 

violent or harmful by definition – on the contrary, radicalism can be a force for 

progress. (Schimid 2013, 2.) Dalgaard-Nielsen argues that radical is a person who 

has “a deep-felt desire for fundamental socio-political changes” and radicalization 

is a growing readiness to pursue these changes (Pisoiu 2014, 2).  

Radicalization becomes problematic when the use or justification of 

violence is associated with the process – in order to distinguish this difference, the 

term violent radicalization is used. In this research, violent radicalization refers to 

a process that leads to justification or use of violence. 

2.1.2.  (Violent) extremism 

Extremism can be defined as having an “extreme” ideology which stands in stark 

contrast with moderate, mainstream or status quo positions. Violent extremism 

refers to activity in which the use of violence is justified by an ideology. (Kallis, 

Zeiger & Özturk 2018, 26–28.) 

Extremist ideologies might vary in their content, but they have often similar 

features. Extremist ideology is often characterized with having a simplistic 

worldview and a sense of common enemy. (Hemmingsen 2015, 19.) Extremists 

often strive for a society which is homogenous and based on a rigid ideology. 

Extremist movements and groups often use anti-democratic means by striving to 

silence the opposition instead of engaging in dialogue. These groups might resort 

to violence or threatening with violence instead of democratic procesess. Other 

opinions and diversity are not tolerated. Extremist groups often target minorities. 

(Schimid 2013, 8–9.) In contemporary literature, there is more emphasize more on 
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the political rather than religious-fundamental character of extremism (Pisoiu 

2014, 3). 

Extremism is a relational concept and it is important to examine with what 

are extremist ideas contrasted with. In western societies, extremism is assessed by 

what is against “western core values”, such as democracy, majority, rule, 

pluralism and freedom of thought and expression. (Schimid 2013, 8–9.) For 

example, in Denmark’s strategy to prevent violent extremism, it is argued that the 

prevention of radicalization and extremism is important because extremism poses 

a challenge to security, democracy, values and the way of life of Denmark (The 

Government of Denmark 2014). 

In Finland’s strategy to prevent violent extremism, the concept is defined as 

an act in which the violence is used, encouraged, justified or threatened with by 

using ideology as authorization. Violent extremism is argued to be a threat to 

society since the impact of extremist violence reaches beyond the individual 

attacks and provokes counter-attacks. (Ministry of Interior 2016, 9–10.) 

While radicalization and extremism are relational concepts, in authoritarian 

societies anti-terrorism laws may be used in order to crack down any opposition 

movements – peaceful or non-peaceful (Simpson 2018, 102). This is an example 

of how concepts of radicalization and extremism are not clear cut and they are 

used in various ways to describe something unwanted. The use of these terms 

should always be clear, defined and careful in order not to stigmatize a certain 

group. However, these concepts are useful when used in a clear manner. 

2.1.3.Terrorism 

There is no commonly agreed definition of terrorism – neither UN nor academics 

have been successful in drafting a single definition for the term (Malkki & 

Paastela 2007, 31). Terrorism is widely recognized being a form of political 

violence. The main thing that separate terrorism from other forms of violence is 

that it aims to inflict fear on large population. Terror attacks strive to wreak havoc 

beyond the mere scope of the damage of the attack. This is why terrorist attacks 

often are targeted towards civilians or targets that have significant symbolic 

meaning. Thus, terrorism has always a psychological goal of intimidation. 

(Malkki & Paastela 2007, 32.) A larget political goal separates terrorism from 

violence that is, for example, afflicted in order to gain material advance or to get 

revenge (Malkki & Paastela 2007, 41). 
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Terrorism is not synonymous to extremism. In Finland’s strategy, the 

difference between terrorism and violent extremism is defined to be that terrorism 

is subversive and targeted towards the state or international organization whereas 

violent extremism may have also other targets. Terrorism is always violent 

extremism but not all violent extremism is terrorism. (Ministry of Interior 2016, 

12.) 

2.1.4. Peace 

Violent extremism and terrorism are forms of violence in which ideology is used 

as a justification. On the contrary, peace means the absence of violence, conflict 

or war. However, a contemporary understanding is that the concept of peace 

entails more than the mere absence of violence. 

The concept of positive peace was first coined by Johan Galtung in 1964 

and has been developed by numerous authors ever since. Galtung argued that 

whereas negative peace means the absence of violence perpetrated by individual 

or group, positive peace is the absence of structural violence which comes from 

the structure or society. (Gleditch, Petter & Strand 2014, 149.) Positive peace is 

not something that follows automatically the seizing of the armed activity (Shields 

2017, 5–8).  

Positive peace describes the “attitudes, institutions and structures that create 

and sustain peaceful societies”  (Institute for Economics & Peace 2018, 5). 

Positive peace means having a society where justice, democracy and freedom are 

present (Shields 2017, 5–8). Rather than focusing solely on stopping and 

preventing the violence – which is undoubtedly a crucial part – positive peace 

requires tackling factors underlining the violence such as structural, political and 

social inequality and injustice (Simpson 2018, 35). At grassroots level peace is 

often formed by creating mutual understanding, trust and sense of belonging to 

the society. 

The concept of positive peace is important in this research because this 

research focusses on how youth are actors for peace. The interviewees for this 

research have been selected based on the premise that they work to promote a 

more peaceful society and aims to further outline the ways they work for positive 

peace, for example, by advancing justice, democracy, mutual understanding, trust 

and sense of belonging to society. 



 9 

2.2. The forms of violent extremism and terrorism in 
Europe and in Finland 

 

According to the European Union’s High-Level Commission Expert Group on 

Radicalization, terrorism is not a new phenomenon, but its increase is taking place 

at an alarming speed and scale. In their report (2018), it is estimated that Europe is 

confronted by a “high and evolving terrorist threat”. The level and scale of the 

threat is different in every country, but it extends to the EU as a whole. (High-

Level Commission Expert Group on Radicalization 2018, 3–4.) 

Situational report of extremism in Finland for 2018 which provides accurate 

and comprehensive information about the security situation, states that the threat 

of terrorism is ‘heightened’ which is the second level of the four staged scale. The 

threat level was estimated to rise due to an increase in homegrown radicalization, 

increase in the number of people with connections to terrorist networks as well as 

the spillover effect from the conflicts in Syria and Iraq. However, the threat of 

violent radicalization and extremism is still considered to be low in Finland while 

compared to other countries. (Ministry of Interior 2018, 8.) 

Europe and Finland face threats from multiple extremist groups that can be 

divided into numerous types: extremism justified with religion (also commonly 

referred as Islamist or jihadist extremism), violent far-right and far-left extremism, 

separatist movements and other types of extremism. The increasing polarization 

of societies affect the rise of extremist groups and ideologies. The report by 

Europol shows that the majority of terror attacks in Europe (67%) are committed 

by separatist groups. However, separatist movements are not discussed in more 

detail in this study because the phenomenon does not consider Finland. (Europol 

2018, 9.) 

The threat of extremist groups and terrorism should not be over- or 

underestimated. Europe faces only a small portion of all the terrorism and 

casualties caused by acts of violence on a global scale. 

 

2.2.1. Violent extremism justified with religion 

Contemporary Islamism-inspired terrorism and extremist activity have presented 

an evolving threat to European countries. According to Wensink et al, EU’s policy 

countering terrorism has been largely crises-driven and it has been influenced 

based on the attacks in numerous European major cities. Wensink et al. argue that 
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9/11 attacks in the USA and responses that followed, gave birth to a new, current 

discourse on terrorism and extremism, also in Europe. Numerous of extremist 

organizations have been active in Europe and have been able to recruit followers. 

(Wensink et al. 2017, 30–38.) According to Europol, the attacks in recent years 

have mostly been committed by “homegrown terrorists” that have been born or 

lived most of their lives in Europe. These individuals come from highly diverse 

backgrounds and they have rarely been known to have close contacts with terrorist 

organizations. (Europol 2018, 5–6.) 

Violent extremism justified with religion has been prevalent also in Finland. 

In Ministry of Interior’s situational report for 2018, it is estimated that the 

extremist networks aim to recruit and radicalize new people in Finland and if 

strengthened, these networks may strive to commit attacks either in Finland or 

outside the country. The stabbing attack in Turku, Finland, committed in terrorist 

purpose attracted a lot of attention in 2017. (Ministry of Interior 2018, 23.) 

A new type of threat emerged following the Syrian civil war and the rise of 

ISIS. European countries faced a phenomenon of increasing propaganda and 

recruitment efforts by the extremist organization. European citizens travelled in 

conflict areas in Syria and Iraq to join ISIS as foreign fighters. (Wensink et al. 

2017, 30–38.)  

The phenomena of foreign fighters have been prominent also in Finland. It 

has been recorded that 80 persons have left Finland on purpose travel to conflict 

areas in Syria and Iraq during 2012-2016. It is likely that the number of 

individuals may be even higher. Among the people travelling to conflict areas, 

were 20 women and 30 children – some of the children were over 18 years old. It 

is estimated that around 20 children have been born in the area. Some of the 

women have left with their husbands or families, and it is likely that the 

unmarried women have gotten married while in the area. (Ministry of Interior 

2018, 27.) Europol estimates that 5 000 individuals have travelled from the EU to 

the conflict areas in Iraq and Syria between 2011 and 2016. Most of the foreign 

fighters joining ISIS left from Belgium, Germany, France and the UK. (Europol 

2018, 26–28.) 

The foreign fighter phenomenon was most prominent in 2015 and has 

decreased since then (Radicalization Awareness Network 2017, 15–26). 

Travelling to conflict areas has become less lucrative since ISIS lost a significant 

amount of territory and travelling to the area became more difficult. On the other 
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hand, it is also more difficult to travel away from the conflict areas why the 

number of returning fighters has diminished since 2017. According to estimates, 

by late 2017, half of the foreign fighters were still in the conflict area, one third 

had returned to Europe and 1 000 were killed. (Europol 2018, 26–28.) According 

to Finnish official estimates, 20 persons have returned to Finland from the conflict 

areas (Ministry of Interior 2018, 24). However, the report by the Soufan Center 

suggests that 40 persons have returned to Finland from conflict zones (Barret 

2017, 12). 

Not all of the people travelling to conflict areas have been so-called foreign 

fighters. Among them are also the spouses of men who have taken part in military 

activity, people who have taken part in the social activity of jihadist groups, and 

people who have participated in humanitarian work done by Islamist 

organizations in the conflict zone. According to a comprehensive study on Finnish 

people travelling to conflict areas in Syria and Iraq, the travelers form a diverse 

group. They vary in nationality and place of residence in Finland. Some of them 

have been born in Finland while some have an immigrant background. A part of 

the travelers has been Muslim since birth while some are converts. Furthermore, 

some have travelled to conflict zone alone while some have travelled with their 

family or friends. (Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom & Saarinen 2016, 11–13.) 

Currently, returning foreign fighters pose a challenge to European countries. 

According to the RAN report, the returning foreign fighters are a diverse group of 

individuals consisting of various nationalities, ethnicities and ages. Women and 

children pose a specific case since they have often not participated in combat 

activity, but they may still be heavily affected by the ideology and traumatized by 

their experiences. Within the large group of returnees there are individuals that 

have various motivations and that pose a different level of risk. Returnees who are 

disillusioned and disappointed by the activity of terrorist organization pose a 

smaller risk than returnees who may still believe in the ideology – some of who 

might be sent back to Europe to carry out a terror attack. Criminal convictions 

cannot be only solution for returning foreign fighters since this might only 

postpone the risk. (Radicalization Awareness Network 2017, 15–26.) 

2.2.2. Far-right violent extremism 

Far-right violence has increased in Europe in recent years. Right-wing extremism 

in Europe is fragmented and consists of numerous movements and groups – for 

example, nationalist socialist-orientated and neo-Nazi groups. (Europol 2018, 51.) 
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On the right-wing spectrum, the extremist groups can be situated in the more non-

mainstream, nativist, exclusive, intolerant and aggressive side (Kallis, Zeiger & 

Özturk  2018, 22). The ideology is often concentrated around the condemnation of 

political establishment and membership of international organizations, such as the 

EU. A central theme to their ideology is often also the rejection of asylum policies 

and individuals that represent different origin, racial, ethnic or religious group or 

opposing political opinions. Numerous groups target their attacks or incitement of 

hatred towards minority groups, particularly Muslims. (Europol 2018, 51–52.)  

According to Europol report, 2% of all terrorist attacks were connecedt to 

violent far-right (Europol 2018, 9). However, commentary on the study by 

Anthony H. Cordesman, points out that the increasing stream of violent assaults 

by right-wing extremist individuals and groups towards ethnic minorities and 

asylum seekers do not often qualify as terrorism which explains why these figures 

are not included in the Europol report (Cordesman 2017). 

In Finland, over half of the crimes related to extremism, were connected to 

violent far-right in 2017 according to police filings. Most often these crimes were 

assaults or incitement to ethnic or racial hatred. The report estimates that violent 

far-right actors are the primary cause for the disturbances on everyday feeling of 

safety of the people. The activity of violent far-right actors has been generally low 

with periodically heightened activity. Typically, far-right activity is connected to 

loosely-organized skinhead movement, and the violence perpetrated by the far-

right individuals and groups happens spontaneously on the streets. The most 

organized far-right movement in Finland is Nordic Resistance Movement 

(Pohjoismainen Vastarintaliike, PVL). (Ministry of Interior 2018, 19–21.) 

2.2.3. Far-left violent extremism 

Europol reports that several EU member states have experienced a threat to public 

order by left-wing and anarchist extremist individuals and loosely-organized 

groups. Left-wing and anarchist extremist violence mostly target police personnel, 

government property, banks and right-wing extremists. In most of the EU member 

states, far-left and anarchist activity remained low in intensity. However, left-

wing and anarchist extremist and terrorist activity is heavily concentrated to 

Greece, Italy and Spain. According to Europol report, 2% of terror attack in 

Europe in 2017 were committed by far-left terrorist groups and individuals, 

mostly in these three countries. (Europol 2018, 48–50.)  
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Violent far-left movement in Finland is not organized and its activity is 

coordinated by loosely operating networks. The report by Ministry of Interior 

estimates that radical far-right activity was minor during 2017. Mostly the 

violence perpetrated by the far-left individuals and groups takes place during the 

demonstrations. In recent years, the activity has shifted towards radical 

antifascism and the purpose of the movement is to counter and attack the far-right 

movements and their supporters. (Ministry of Interior 2018, 21–22.) 

 

2.3. Radicalization as a process 

 

Radicalization process has attracted a significant amount of attention from 

academics and policymakers trying to piece together a model that would explain 

the reasons and ways an individual or group becomes radicalized. While 

radicalization has been established as a subject of study, there is no overarching 

theory about it. Study of radicalization may be placed in numerous of disciplines 

such as political science, study of religions, sociology, psychology and 

criminology – to name a few – which leads to numerous of viewpoints and ways 

to approach the topic.  

There is a growing understanding among the academic literature that 

radicalization is highly dynamic, phased process that often happens gradually 

(Schimid 2013, 24). It has been established that research focusing on the profiles 

of the individuals that have been radicalized, is not helpful in understanding the 

phenomenon since the background of radicalized people is highly heterogenic and 

certain traits cannot predict vulnerability to radicalization. Radicalization process 

is complex, and it cannot be reduced to “cause and effect” explanations. Instead, 

current academic literature focusses more on the questions “how” and “why” an 

individual or group becomes radicalized. (Pisoiu 2014, 8, 26–27.) 

There is no clear explanation of why some people radicalize while other 

people in the same circumstances do not.  This goes to show how multiple factors 

are in play when talked about the radicalization process. (Schimid 2013, 32.) The 

research on radicalization often talks about the push and pull factors that influence 

joining extremist groups. Push factors refer to negative social, political or 

economic causes that make an individual feel disenfranchised from the rest of the 

society. Pull factors are positive reasons why an individual might find an 

extremist group compelling. (Bondokji, Wilkinson & Aghabi 2016, 13.) 
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In research literature drivers behind radicalization are often divided in 

political, socio-economic and social drivers (Bondokji, Wilkinson & Aghabi 

2016, 13). While individual psychological factors do play a role, in the majority of 

cases there has not been found a mental illness that would solely explain the 

actions (Schimid 2013, 21). Political grievances have often been suggested being 

the drivers that push people to join extremist groups. This entails grievances 

towards, for example, foreign policy, external conflicts, corruption and inequality. 

While grievances undoubtedly play a role, it has been suggested that is a more of 

a mobilization devise than a personal motivation to join the group. An extremist 

group may use a particular grievance in their narrative although none of the 

members have personally been affected by this. (Schimid 2013, 26.) Daniela 

Pisoiu states that macro-level developments, such as foreign policy or 

discrimination, are not factors that cause radicalization but instead they are used 

as a part of the discourse to legitimize the narrative (Pisoiu 2014, 26–27). 

There is mixed evidence on whether socio-economic conditions, such as 

poverty or unemployment, affect radicalization (Bondokji, Wilkinson & Aghabi 

2016, 15). Studies conducted in Europe have established that Muslims that have 

joined extremist groups have not been suffering particularly from poverty or 

deprivation. On the contrary, also well-educated and apparently well-integrated 

individuals are known to become radicalized. (Bondokji, Wilkinson & Aghabi 

2016, 32.) However, there might be economical motives to join extremist groups 

in regions where there are significantly fewer opportunities, such as Somalia and 

Nigeria (Schimid 2013, 25). 

The evidence is quite clear on the fact that social factors do play a role in 

the radicalization process. The influence of friends and family is often a crucial 

part in joining extremist groups. (Schimid 2013, 26–27.) Especially peer example 

and small group dynamics are a significant factor. According to numerous studies, 

the majority of members of ISIS are actually recruited through friends. (Bondokji, 

Wilkinson &Aghabi 2016, 18.) Social contacts and networks can be formed either 

through real-life contacts or internet, but it is found that radicalization rarely 

happens only through internet networks without any personal connections. That 

being said, propaganda disseminated on the internet and social media have played 

an increasingly central role of the recruitment to extremist groups. (Schimid 2013, 

33–34.) 
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Social relations, a sense of belonging to a group, new identity and status 

might act as a pull factor to join an extremist group. Often these might be 

associated with push factors, such as discrimination, marginalization and 

humiliation. (Schimid 2013, 26–27.) It has been argued that a person’s identity – 

the sense who one is as well as perception about their role in society – deeply 

influences individuals’ behavior. Thus, European Muslim’s identity conflicts have 

been suggested being behind the radicalization since they might face rejection and 

exclusion in a European setting. (Bondokji, Wilkinson &Aghabi 2016, 19.)  

Also factors such as a prospect for adventure might act as a pull factor, 

particularly among young people who are at a stage in their life when new 

experiences are being sought after. Especially ISIS recruits have been reported in 

studies being inspired to fight for a cause they deem to be important and gives 

them personal significance and glory. (Bondokji, Wilkinson, Aghabi 2016, 17.)  

The role of religious ideas in the radicalization process has created a lot of 

debate. It has been established that some young Muslims in Europe that have 

turned to extremist groups, have little knowledge about Islam. However, this is 

not necessarily the case always. The current understanding about the role of 

religion in radicalization process is that religious narrative acts more as a 

justification and way to mobilize people than as an actual cause behind 

radicalization. (Bondokji, Wilkinson, Aghabi 2016, 19–22.) The fact that 

extremism is a larger phenomenon than jihadism, shows that multiple ideologies 

can result in behavior which takes similar forms. However, the studies have not 

explored to a great extent, if there are any differences between the radicalization 

processes between individuals that join extremist groups inspired by different 

ideologies. (Schimid 2013, 35.) 

Academics have attempted to draft various models on how individuals come 

to adopt radical ideas and join extremist groups. A common theme in these 

models is that an individual or a group faces a crises or injustice, they seek new 

ways to think and eventually, demonize “the enemy” and engage in extremist 

activity. These models have been criticized because they are often based on 

relatively few cases while they fail to take into account all the other people who 

were in a similar situation and did not become radicalized. (Schimid 2013, 23–

24.) Furthermore, it should be noted that these types of models are not able to 

fully capture the dynamic nature of radicalization and multiple, individual drivers 
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behind radicalization. The numerous real-life variables are very difficult to take 

into account in these types of models. 

Radicalization is a complicated topic to research since there are numerous 

variables depending on individuals and groups in question. Radicalization also 

may present itself differently depending on the individual since people may have 

different roles in extremist organizations. While similar types of pathways occur 

globally, the radicalization process is often characterized by local context. Global 

networks and narratives play a significant role, but the research also shows that 

social relationships have a clear impact on whether an individual becomes 

radicalized or not. When it comes to particular characteristics or drivers of the 

radicalization process, there is a need to be careful so that these are not falsely 

assumed to be simplistically causes of radicalization. Any failure to understand 

the radicalization process directly translates to failures while this process is 

attempted to prevent it. 

 

3. Prevention of violent extremism 
 

Since the focus of this research is preventing violent extremism, it is important to 

examine how the concept has emerged into policy and research as well as what is 

meant by it. Counter-terrorism discourse has emerged after 9/11 and the scope of 

these policies have broadened ever since (Malkki 2016, 342). The concept of 

‘preventing violent extremism’ derives from the counter-terrorism discourse and 

has been developed based on the critique towards the security-centered approach 

of counter-terrorism measures (Stephens, Sieckelinck & Boutellier 2019, 1–2).  

As mentioned in the previous chapters, concepts of ‘radicalization’ and 

‘violent extremism’ are contested terms. Same applies to the concepts that counter 

them. The measures that are applied to decrease the risk and allure of extremism 

and terrorism are referred to various different terms in policy and research. These 

include counter-terrorism, countering violent extremism (CVE), de-radicalization, 

disengagement and preventing violent extremism (PVE). Each of these terms has 

slightly different connotations and emphases. (Schmid 2013, 42; Stephens, 

Sieckelinck, Boutellier 2019, 1–2.) 

Counter-terrorism measures are often seen to encompass mainly of so-called 

“hard approaches” whereas countering and preventing violent extremism involves 
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soft measures. Hard approaches are often security centered and aim to expose and 

stop terror attacks by using, for example, surveillance, stop searches, border 

control, deportations and asset freezing. On the other hand, soft approaches aim to 

prevent individuals and groups to become radicalized through various measures 

and to detect the early signs of radicalization. (Bigo et al. 2014, 16–26.) While the 

concept of ‘countering violent extremism’ and ‘preventing violent extremism’ are 

sometimes used interchangeably, Stephens et al point out a very central difference 

between the two. PVE policies have emerged from the critique towards CVE 

policies that bring the security-agenda into fields of social work and education. 

(Stephens, Sieckelinck & Boutellier 2019 1-2.)  

There has been increasing attention towards preventive policies (Malkki 

2016, 342). Also, United Nations’ Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism, 

adopted in 2016, called for a comprehensive approach to prevent violent 

extremism and address the causes of radicalization – rather than relying only on 

the security-based counter-terrorism. Furthermore, the UN’s Action Plan 

encouraged member states to draft their own national plan to prevent violent 

extremism and to set priorities to address extremism in the specific national 

context. (United Nations 2015, 11–20.) Indeed, a number of countries have 

adopted a specific action plans to prevent violent extremism. 

The prevention of violent extremism can be targeted either towards a 

general public or more specifically towards individuals or groups that show signs 

of radicalization. For example, an expert group working under the European 

Commission has established a model that divides prevention work to done with 

youth to preventive, indicated and targeted prevention. Generic prevention is 

indirect and done with all youth. It aims to build the resilience of youth and to 

strengthen their democratic values and knowledge of human rights. The indicated 

prevention means work done with youth that express interest towards extremist 

movements and the targeted prevention is done with youth that are already 

engaged in extremist groups and want to drop out. These aim to disengage the 

youth and strengthen their capacity to cuts ties with the group. (European Union 

2017, 21–37.) 

In Finland, the prevention of violent extremism is based on the “triangle of 

prevention”. The biggest portion of the triangle is the “green area” which 

represents all of the work in the society, such as education, health and 

immigration policy. If done correctly, these prevent radicalization. However, if an 
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individual becomes interested in extremist movements and has increased 

motivation to the use of violence, they move into the “yellow area” (for example 

individuals and groups that have travelled to the conflict zone in Syria or belong 

to far-right movements). Targeted interventions are tailored towards these 

individuals so that they would turn back to the “green area”. The “red area” of the 

triangle represents terrorism. In this case, the interventions aim to expose and stop 

the attacks. (Interview material, representative of Ministry of Interior.) 

A number of different interventions and methods fall under the category of 

PVE. The measures can be performed by a variety of actors, such as state actors, 

civil society organization, schools, social workers or communities. Methods may 

include tackling the drivers of violent extremism, engaging the communities, 

detecting early signs of radicalization and tailored measures to support the 

individuals that may have been in a risk to get involved in extremist activity. 

(Stephens, Sieckelinck & Boutellier 2019, 1–2.)  

Stephens, Sieckelinck and Boutellier identified in the extensive literature 

review four themes that were suggested to act as good ways to prevent violent 

extremism. These were 1) resilient individual, 2) identity, 3) dialogue and action, 

and 4) engaged resilient communities. Firstly, resilience refers to certain skills and 

capacities that prevent people from being drawn towards extremist groups, for 

example skills to recognize propaganda messages, respecting human rights and 

fostering togetherness as opposed to polarization. Community resilience means 

the capacity of the community to challenge extremist ideas from within. Secondly, 

extremism might be prevented with strengthening and validating identities in 

order to avoid experiences of marginalization in society. (Stephens, Sieckelinck & 

Boutellier 2019, 3–6.) 

Thirdly, dialogue and critical discussion create space and opportunity to 

explore and critique ideologies. Action for bettering the society empowers the 

social and political agency of young people. Fourthly, community engagement 

refers to strengthening relationships between citizens and state institutions, 

particularly police. Community actors often have more legitimacy in the eyes of 

the other community members. However, it would be important that these 

relations would be genuine and not tokenistic. Stephens, Sieckelinck and 

Boutellier point out that most of the measures suggested in the academic literature 

focus on the individual and community, and thus, not enough attention is paid to 
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the role of institutions and structures. (Stephens, Sieckelinck & Boutellier 2019, 

6–11.) 

Youth participation and inclusion in programs and policies that concern 

preventing violent extremism have been increasingly researched and suggested in 

recent years. The relevance of youth has been emphasized in numerous 

declarations and policy recommendations. The Progress Study on the resolution 

on Youth, Peace and Security, outlines ways that youth across the world act for 

more peaceful societies and recommends that this work should be invested in and 

strengthened. Youth should be included in society and they should be cooperated 

with. (Simpson 2018, 117.) Similarly, the United Nations’ Action Plan to Prevent 

Violent Extremism (2015) recognizes that youth are important partners in 

countering violent extremism. The EU’s Radicalization Awareness Network‘s 

(RAN) youth working group recommended that the input and perspectives of 

youth should be consulted in drafting the policies concerning preventing violent 

extremism. The working group states that youth can provide contribution 

especially in the areas of prevention, social inclusion, use of internet and 

education since youth usually have a good and up to date understanding on these 

issues. The working group also states that youth involvement in politics would 

reduce their vulnerability to radicalization since this would provide them with an 

alternative, democratic way to address grievances and to cooperate with the 

system. (Radicalization Awareness Network 2018, 1–4.)  

 

3.1. Prevention of violent radicalization and extremism in 
Finland 

 

In Finland, the prevention of violent extremism is coordinated by the Ministry of 

Interior. The first National Action Plan for the Prevention of Violent 

Radicalization and Extremism was published in 2012 and it was updated in 2016. 

The Action Plan guides the prevention of violent radicalization at the national 

level. According to the Ministry of Interior, the current action plan is developed in 

a close cooperation with various authorities, NGO’s and communities. Various 

actors have been involved in the drafting process by participating in workshops. 

In addition, the paper has been presented to representatives of municipalities, 

Muslim communities and various officials. (Ministry of Interior.) 
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The implementation of the National Action Plan is led and coordinated by 

the Ministry of Interior and various officials, municipalities, organizations and 

communities participate in the implementation of the strategy (Ministry of Interior 

2016, 6–7). Police, social workers, healthcare professionals, youth workers, 

NGO’s and religious & other communities have a role in doing preventive work at 

the grassroots level. The Ministry of Interior has appointed a national cooperation 

group that consists of people working in relevant fields, such as authorities and 

organizations. (Ministry of Interior.) 

In the Action Plan, three main strands of violent extremism are identified: 

violent far-right, violent far-left and violent extremism that is justified with 

religion (Ministry of Interior, 2016, 26). The National Action Plan covers the 

“specific measures focused on those groups and individuals who run the risk of 

becoming, or are already, radicalized”. Matters that fall under social policy are not 

covered in the Action Plan. (Ministry of Interior 2016, 13.) A central principle in 

Finland’s work to prevent violent extremism is to prevent violence and not to 

focus on ideology (Ministry of Interior 2016, 13.) 

Support programs have been developed for individuals who want to 

disengage from extremist movements (RADINET) or to support the family 

members of radicalized individuals (Helpline). The Anchor model helps young 

people to get their lives back on track with the support from a multi-agency team 

consisting of a police officer, a social worker, a psychiatric nurse and a youth 

worker. (Ministry of Interior 2016, 22–23.) 

It is pointed out in the National Action Plan that knowledge and expertise 

about violent radicalization should be strengthened among personnel that might 

come into contact with individuals that might be radicalized in their everyday 

work so that they would be able to recognize the signs and refer them into support 

services. (Ministry of Interior 2016, 24.) 

Ministry of Interior points out that violent extremist propaganda, fake news 

and disinformation have increased since 2015 and this poses a challenge to 

society. Countering hate speech and hate crimes is a significant part of preventive 

work. (Ministry of Interior 2017.) It is outlined in the Action Plan that hate crimes 

should be detected and investigated, and the victims of hate crimes should be 

supported since this might “reduce the underlying causes of violent 

radicalization”. Also, the ability of youth should be strengthened to identify and 

guard against violence-inducing messages and propaganda. Furthermore, one of 
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the aims is also to prevent the dissemination of propaganda among asylum seekers 

and to carry out integration. In the National Action Plan, it is also acknowledged 

that individuals or groups should not be labeled or stigmatized and, thus, language 

and words should be used in a conscious manner. (Ministry of Interior 2016, 24–

27.) 

3.2. Critique and debate around the PVE and CVE policies 
and programs 

 

Prevention of violent extremism has attracted a lot of attention and critique from 

academics. There are numerous debates surrounding the phenomena and it has 

been questioned whether preventing violent extremism (PVE) and countering 

violent extremism (CVE) policies can be counterproductive, ineffective and 

stigmatizing if not done in a cautious manner. It is vital to examine the main 

debates and critiques around the prevention of violent extremism in order to form 

a full picture of the topic. 

Most of the research and critique towards prevention policies are focused on 

the United Kingdom’s Prevent program that was first drafted in 2003 and further 

updated in 2011 and 2015. The UK is considered to be a front runner in 

prevention programs but unfortunately, it can be also described as somewhat of a 

cautionary example due to extensive criticism it has received. (Bigo et al. 2014, 

27.) 

Communities’ perceptions of PVE policies have not been widely studied in 

Finland. Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom and Saarinen (2016) have researched the 

phenomena of foreign fighters travelling from Finland to Syria. The study 

presents also perceptions that the participants have on the preventive work and 

actions of officials. The researchers did not have the possibility to interview the 

people who travelled to Syria. Instead, they interviewed families and friends of 

these travelers as well as individuals living in Finland that support jihadists 

organizations. It is noteworthy that this research consists mainly of individuals 

that have been contacted by Finnish Intelligence Services and have been under 

some type of surveillance or questioning. The research material does not represent 

the opinions of all Muslims in Finland. The researchers point out that their study 

outlines the perceptions and experiences that the interviewees had about 

encounters with officials. (Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom & Saarinen 2016, 10–12, 

54.) 
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The interviewees on Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom and Saarinen’s research 

argued that securitization and suspicions targeted towards the Finnish Muslim 

communities have increased in recent years. Especially the people whose friends 

or relatives had travelled to Syria had been contacted by officials. Even though the 

Finnish National Action Plan focusses on numerous forms of violent extremism, 

the interviewees felt that preventive work is targeted especially to the Muslim 

population. (Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom &Saarinen 2016, 55, 60.) 

The interviewees argued that security-centered approaches risk producing 

self-fulfilling prophesies. (Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom & Saarinen 2016, 60) This 

is a common critique towards programs that aim to prevent violent extremism. If 

interventions are targeted towards certain communities that are deemed to be “at-

risk” – usually Muslim communities – they understandably might feel under 

constant scrutiny and suspicion (Hemmingsen 2015, 39–40). This might 

contribute to frustration and a sense of alienation in certain communities which 

increases the risk of making some individuals more vulnerable to radicalization 

(Bigo et al. 2016, 28). Polarization and mistrust among the population are 

unwanted phenomena even if they do not lead to radicalization (Hemmingsen 

2015, 40). 

PVE programs have been criticized for increasing suspicion towards 

Muslim communities which has led normal activities or religiosity being viewed 

as radicalization. Especially Britain’s Prevent program has received widespread 

criticism since teachers, social workers and other personnel working with youth 

are obligated to report people that express “signs of radicalization” to the 

program. Muslim community has felt that regular activities such as political 

involvement or religious practice may result in unnecessary referral to the 

program due to lack of experience from the officials. (Bigo et al. 2014, 28–29.) 

This has had profound effects on the lives of many. In 2015 alone, nearly 4 000 

people were referred to the program, including children younger than nine. (Ross 

2016.) 

Orla Lynch argues that British Muslim youth, especially males, are 

constructed to be perceived as potential terrorists and dangerous in policy, media 

and academic discussion. It is often falsely assumed that Muslim youth are 

essentially connected to radicalization or at least that there is a possibility to 

engage them. She argues that many of the processes that are deemed to be signs of 

radicalization such as search for identity, complexity of one’s identity and 
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perceptions of injustice are, in fact, completely normal processes for youth. 

Furthermore, she argues that increased religiosity is not necessarily a warning sign 

of potential radicalization, but instead, it can be a way to make one feel more 

secure about their identity. (Lynch 2013, 242–245, 257–258.) 

Similarly, an empirical study by Katherine E. Brown and Tania Saeed found 

that Muslim students in British Universities feel that being connected to Islamic 

societies or activism is often viewed with the lenses of suspicion. While the staff 

in the universities are encouraged to spot signs of radicalization in universities 

under the Prevent program, Muslim youth, especially those who have been 

actively involved, have felt being the suspect community. (Brown & Saeed 2015, 

1952–1955.) Also, the participants in the Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom and 

Saarinen’s study, perceived that any activity related to Islam raises suspicions 

(Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom & Saarinen 2016, 54). 

While one of the goals of preventive approaches is to build trust between 

communities and officials, it has proven to be challenging. Britain’s Prevent 

strategy has been criticized for not being able to create mutually trusting relations 

between Muslims and officials. In fact, Muslims lack trust to Prevent program and 

especially Muslim men resent the Prevent and other counter-terrorism policies. It 

has been even pointed out that the program has worsened the relations between 

some Muslims and the police. (Awan 2012, 1172.) The Prevent program has also 

been accused of exploiting the partnerships with communities as a way to ”snoop” 

and gather intelligence on them (Bigo et al. 2014, 29). Thus, one central flaw of 

Prevent has been that it lumps together integration, community cohesion, counter-

terrorism, crime prevention and intelligence gathering (Rankin & Coven 2012, 

44–45).  

The interviewees in the study of Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom and Saarinen 

pointed out that the differences in authorities’ approach to PVE creates confusion. 

On the one hand, the interviewees perceived being the target of surveillance by 

the Finnish Security Intelligence Services but on the other hand, they were 

excepted to take part in cooperation with the Ministry of Interior which requires 

trust. This led to confusion and skepticism about the motives of the officials. 

(Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom & Saarinen 2016, 55.)  

When it comes to exit-programs, combining both security-centered and 

support measures pose a practical dilemma. The threat of prosecution or eviction 

might decrease the trust of potentially radicalized individuals and thus, turn them 
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away from the support programs. The trust in authorities is crucial to the 

voluntary engagement in exit-programs as well as there is a need for adequate 

incentive to cooperate with the authorities. (Hemmingsen 2015.) 

It has been pointed out that financing related to prevention work might lead 

to the perception that certain communities are favored above others. Juntunen, 

Creutz-Sundblom and Saarinen brought up that security-centered attention has 

increased tensions and competition between Muslim communities in Finland. The 

financing that is given under ”countering terrorism” can marginalize some 

communities and strengthen others which increases skepticism between people. It 

is pointed out in the study that active members of organizations feel that they need 

to prove their loyalty and willingness to cooperate with officials. (Juntunen, 

Creutz-Sundblom, Saarinen 2016, 60.)  

Furthermore, it is problematic if only activities related to countering 

extremism are deemed to be worth financing. Britain acts yet again as a 

cautionary example since it has stigmatized the normal activities of Muslims 

communities to be prevention of terrorism which contributed to the feeling of 

being treated as the suspect community. (Bigo et al. 2014, 28.) 

Critical dialogue and discussion have often been presented as one of the 

solutions to prevent violent extremism. This requires an environment where even 

controversial topics can be discussed – while respecting the principle of human 

rights. The participants of the study by Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom and Saarinen, 

argue that “current situation in Finland does not allow critical societal discussion 

about the content of religion” (Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom, Saarinen 2016, 60–

61). According to Paul Thomas, Britain’s Prevent program presents Muslim youth 

as a target of securitazion and  surveillance as well as it has not engaged them in a 

meaningful way to prevent their attraction to extremist ideologies. Instead, 

human-rights based citizenship education would allow controversial political 

issues to be debated by young people from all backgrounds. This approach would 

engage the youth in a meaningful way and enable the educating on the topics in a 

way that would not stigmatize any communities. (Thomas 2016, 182–184.) 

Lastly, the challenge of the prevention work is rooted in the contested 

definition of radicalization and extremism. Anna-Sofia Hemmingsen points out 

that understanding of the radicalization process revolves around an individual 

which produces solutions that are centered around the individual. While 

Hemmingsen points out that the socio-psychological process is vital in the process 
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of radicalization, she argues that this definition and understanding of 

radicalization produces solutions that focus on the individual and may thus ignore 

some other approaches that might be fruitful. (Hemmingsen 2015, 19–20.)  

 

4. Theoretical framework: Youth participation 
 

4.1. The roots and legal framework of youth and children’s 
participation 

The role of youth has generated more attention in recent years (Percy-Smith 

& Thomas 2010, 1) and it has been widely suggested that youth should participate 

in all matters that affect their lives (Crowley & Moxon 2017, 13). In the context 

of this research, it is important to examine the theories and debates that surround 

the participation and inclusion of youth, and how these issues have emerged into 

policy and research. 

Participation refers to the process of sharing decisions that affect the life of 

an individual and the community (Hart 1992, 5). Participation is a fundamental 

right, key element of citizenship and an integral part of democracy that covers 

citizens of all ages (Crowley & Moxon 2017, 13). Citizenship can be defined as 

series of rights and responsibilities that bound members of the community. The 

underlining assumption behind the youth participation is the notion that youth are 

capable citizens who are able to voice their opinions, impact the decision-making 

and society in which they live in. (Percy-Smith & Thomas 2010, 344.) 

Youth should have an opportunity to voice their opinion and take part in 

decision-making that affects young people on matters they are capable of passing 

judgement. They should have a role both in political processes as well as civil 

society action. (Feldmann-Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 13.) Through participation and 

inclusion youth assume an active role instead of being the passive recipients of 

policies and programs. Furthermore, youth should not be viewed as problems or 

victims but as positive actors and resource for change. (Checkoway 2011, 341.) 

The hallmark of the participation of children and young people is considered 

to be the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, agreed upon in 1989. The 

convention sets out 54 articles focusing on the civil, political, economic, social 

and cultural rights that should cover all children. The convention defines all 

people under the age of 18 to be children. The international agreement is legally 
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binding to all the governments that have ratified it. (Save the Children, UK.) The 

articles 12, 13 and 15 ensure child’s right to express opinions, receive 

information, create and join associations and to assemble peacefully. These 

articles have started the discussion on the children’s and young people’s right to 

engage in political processes and decision-making. They have also paved the way 

for the children and young people to more actively voice their opinions. 

(Checkoway 2011, 340.) 

The article concerning child’s right to express opinions is considered to be 

one of the most violated and disregarded articles in the Convention (Shier 2001, 

108). The article has also received criticism since it talks only about expressing 

views instead of the more comprehensive participation process (Farrow 2016, 1). 

Also, the European Union encourages its member states to ensure the 

participation of youth as it is an important part of the citizenship and democratic 

Europe. The Council of Europe recommends that member states “facilitate and 

encourage youth participation in politics and in civil societies both in national and 

local level”. Youth participation is named to a priority in the European 

Commission’s Youth Strategy (2010-2018). (Crowley & Moxon 2017, 14.) 

The right for citizens to participate in decision-making concerning 

themselves is also defined in the Finnish legal framework. Direct democracy, or in 

other words, the right for the citizens to directly participate in decision-making, 

emerged in Finnish politics on the side of the traditional representative democracy 

in the 1990s. The Finnish Constitution states that public authorities should 

“promote the opportunities for the individual to participate in societal activity and 

to influence the decisions that concern him or her.” Special attention to youth 

participation is paid in the 2006 Youth Act which made youth participation and 

the right of youth to be heard in the municipalities as legal obligation. (Feldmann-

Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 20–23.) 

 

4.2. Defining youth 

 

Youth is a socially and historically constructed category which is defined by 

an individual’s age (Finnish UN Association 2017). Youth can be described to be 

a transitional period in one’s life (Crowley & Moxon 2017, 16). There are 

different social and cultural definitions on who belongs to the category of youth 

and belonging to this category has various connotations depending on the social 
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and cultural context (Simpson 2018, 12). Youth is a relational concept which is 

defined by making the distinction of youth from adulthood and childhood 

(Sukarieh & Tannock 2015, 4). 

Youth are not a homogenous group, but instead, they differ in age, gender, 

ethnicity, origin, religion, socio-economic standing, political affiliation and family 

background (Crowley & Moxon 2017, 16). The increasing prominence of the 

category of youth in development and policy discourse has also been criticized 

since this might sideline the other identity categories. Youth is such a diverse 

category of people from various social backgrounds and contexts that there is a 

need to carefully consider what youth have in common besides the age. (Sukarieh 

& Tannock 2015, 3.) It can be argued that youth are usually more marginal 

socially, politically and economically and thus, there is a need to focus on their 

inclusion and empowerment (Sukarieh & Tannock 2015, 136). 

Because the category of youth is a social construct, it’s meaning is 

constantly changing and depending on the structures, institutions and narratives of 

various actors. To understand the concept of youth, there is a need to look beyond 

the youth themselves. Sukareih and Tannock make a differentiation between 

studies that focus on the youth agency and those that focus on the social and 

economic structure in which the concept of youth is played out. They argue that 

youth agency is an important concept to examine, but the structure in which youth 

operate and in which the social category of youth is formed, is largely neglected 

in research. In my research, I find it important to pay attention firstly, to ideas, 

opinions, experiences and actions of individual youth, to examine how youth are 

expressing their agency, and secondly, to take into account also the structures that 

support, enable or hinder the possibilities of youth to act and express their views. 

Sukareih and Tannock  state that while youth are not “empty vessels” or passive 

recipients, there is still a need to recognize that youth are themselves partly 

produced by “ideological discourses, institutional infrastructures and material 

resources”. (Sukarieh & Tannock 2015, 138.) 

There are various interpretations on which age group is defined to be in the 

category of youth. UN commonly defines people between the ages of 15 to 24 as 

being youth, whereas for example in the UNSC resolution on Youth, Peace and 

Security defines youth to be persons in the ages from 18 to 29 (Finnish UN 

Association 2017). In this study, youth are defined according to the resolution. 

Children are commonly defined to belong to the age group between 0–18. In the 
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context of this research, I will not focus on children. However, some of the 

theories that refer to children’s participation are also relevant to my study since, as 

children, youth are also an age-based category that is often sidelined in the 

decision-making. The participation of children and youth looks very different 

based on the specific age group so bearing this mind, theories of children’s 

participation are relevant and a useful tool. 

4.3. Youth, Peace and Security: Youth participation in the 
context of peacebuilding & preventing radicalization  

 

An important step in recognizing the role of youth in peacebuilding and 

preventing violent radicalization, is the UN Security Council resolution 2250 on 

Youth, Peace and Security. Adopted in 2015, this resolution recognizes the vital 

role of youth (people between the ages 18 to 29) in shaping and sustaining peace. 

The resolution encompasses also the work that is done to prevent violent 

extremism. The Finnish civil society had a major role in establishing the 

resolution since three civil society organizations handed the initiative for the 

resolution to the UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon in 2011. (Finnish UN 

Association 2017.) In 2018, the Finnish Foreign Minister announced that a 

national plan for the implementation of the resolution 2250 is being drafted 

(Mäkinen 2018). 

The resolution on Youth, Peace and Security challenges the negative notions 

that are too often connected with youth, and in turn, emphasizes their positive 

role. While talking about conflict situations, youth are often portrayed either as 

victims or perpetrators of violence. In other words, the discourse about youth 

commonly centers around infantilizing or demonizing them. Youth are 

simultaneously seen as being powerless and in need of protection as well as they 

are perceived to be dangerous, violent or apathetic. The concepts such as “youth 

bulge” and “at-risk-youth” are often used in a way that strengthens the perception 

of youth being something to be feared and controlled. (Alpaslan 2016.) 

These stereotypes are often gendered. Men are commonly presented as 

perpetrators of violence or spoilers of peace while women are seen as passive or 

invisible. While it cannot be ignored that young people are acting also as the 

perpetrators of violence, reducing them to this does not depict the reality since 

youth play various roles. The majority of youth do not engage in violent activities, 

instead, youth do considerable amount for peace, but these efforts are often 
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ignored. The negative discourse ignores the positive impact youth have as actors 

of peace. (Simpson 2017, 5; Alpaslan, 2016.) 

Recognizing the role of youth in conflicts and peace is central since a large 

and increasing portion of the world’s population is young, and they are a majority 

in many countries in conflict (Finnish UN Association 2017). Youth are often the 

ones to suffer the consequences of violence and conflict. Governments and armed 

or other interest groups often seek to recruit and mobilize youth to meet their 

goals which is why involving youth to work for peace is vital. (Simpson 2017, 5.) 

Youth have enormous potential to affect their communities and societies in 

building more peaceful and just environments (Alpaslan 2016).  

It is stated in the resolution that UN Member states should include youth to 

institutions and mechanisms that work to prevent violent conflict. Furthermore, 

the work that youth are already doing should be recognized and supported. 

Member states and other actors are encouraged to include youth and to take their 

views into account in all decision-making processes concerning peace and 

security, such as peace negotiations and policies on prevention of violence. All 

actors are invited to develop and support mechanisms that strengthen peace, 

tolerance, inter-cultural and -religious dialogue and peace education. The 

resolution states that partnerships should be created and strengthened between 

important actors, such as civil society and local communities, in order to enhance 

the effectiveness of the peace work. Special attention should be given to 

education, employment and prevention of marginalization of youth. (Finnish UN 

Association 2017.) 

The UN resolution on Youth, Peace and Security is important since it 

recognizes and legitimizes the role of youth for peace and prevention of conflicts 

and violent extremism. It is states that sustainable peace cannot be achieved 

without the participation youth. 

4.4. What youth participation looks like? 

 

Youth participation can take place through various channels and on various 

levels, and it can occur in multiple spheres of society. Various academics have 

attempted to bring out the multiple aspects of youth participation and to clarify the 

concept by offering classifications. 

Quite often youth participation is understood to imply only political 

participation, such as having a say in political decision-making processes. 
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However, the concept covers also participation in social or cultural aspects of 

society. (Feldmann-Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 14.)  For example, youth participation 

can be divided into public, social and individual spheres. Public sphere includes 

existing decision-making structures and processes (such as youth councils, school 

councils or youth advisory panels) whereas formal or informal structures that are 

created outside of formal political structures belong to the social sphere (for 

example civil society organizations, faith-based groups, grassroots campaigns or 

community development groups). Individual sphere refers to decisions and 

choices that youth make in their everyday lives or in family settings. Youth 

participation can take place either at global level, (for example in global inter-

governmental or non-governmental organizations and initiatives), at national level 

(within national policy-making or programs) or at local level (local councils, 

schools, organizations, sports facilities and youth centers). (Farrow 2016, 2–3.) In 

this study, I will focus on youth participation that happens in the public and social 

spheres, in national, local and in the lesser extent global levels.  

Youth participation can exist both in representative or open and direct forms 

of democratic processes. Elected or appointed youth can take part in various 

existing decision-making bodies, for example in school councils or have 

representation in mainly adult committees. In more open forms of democratic 

decision-making, youth may take part in activities such as youth hearings, round 

table discussion or participation in various types of working groups. Youth 

participation can also occur in a project-based form when youth participate in 

planning and implementing projects in matters that are relevant to them. It is 

important to have multiple different forms of participation available to youth. 

(Feldmann-Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 17–19.) 

Interest to increase youth participation has been raised recently among 

various actors. Decision- and policy-makers, workers implementing and planning 

social and development projects, as well as people working with education or civil 

society activities may be interested in including youth more in the planning of 

their programs and policies. (Sukarieh & Tannock 2015, 2.) 

While arguing the importance of youth participation, two main lines of 

arguments can be identified. Firstly, according to the rational approach youth 

participation provides added benefits to solving various challenges. (Feldmann-

Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 15.) It is seen more and more that youth can provide 

valuable input and that their views are worth hearing. Youth are regarded as 
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“experts on being youth”. Thus, youth can provide expertise that can be used in 

the decision-making process concerning subject matters that affect their lives. 

(Checkoway 2011, 341.) Participatory methods can also help create more 

responsive services and improve the quality of various programs and policies 

(Farrow 2016 7.) 

Secondly, according to the normative approach, participation is an integral 

part of the democratic process and an important value in itself (Feldmann-

Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 15). Participation is a process in which members of 

societies and communities are given a voice. Numerous authors see that youth 

participation is essentially about strengthening democracy and political 

participation. (Hart 1992, 5; Checkoway 2010, 340.) Youth participation also 

increases youth’s skills on citizenship and political participation (Checkoway 

2010, 340). According to Hart, the understanding of democratic participation 

develops only through experiences (Hart 1992 5). Participatory practices increase 

the sense of ownership and belonging, build self-esteem and responsibility as well 

as improves the youth’s skills to self-initiate and commit (Shier 2001, 114; 

Feldmann-Wojtachnia et al.  2010, 14). 

Genuine participation requires environment and actors that support it 

(Checkoway 2011, 342–343). This includes legal frameworks for participation 

and mechanisms for youth to be included in policy-making. In addition, cultural 

and attitude change among adults and decision-makers is needed for the 

importance of youth participation to be recognized. (Farrow 2016, 2.) Both adult’s 

views on youth and youth’s views about themselves may hinder participation. If 

adults do not recognize the value of youth’s input and youths do not see 

themselves as capable of making a change, constructive youth participation is 

unlikely to occur. Adults have multiple roles supporting youth participation. They 

can reach out to youth, nurture their ideas and support their work in various ways. 

(Checkoway 2011, 342–343.) 

It should be noted that youth are not a homogenous group, and various 

factors have an impact on youth’s capacity and attitudes to participation. Within 

youth, individuals have different degrees of power, wealth and resources. 

(Sukarieh & Tannock 2015, 137.) The category of youth varies in socio-economic 

standing, gender, ethnicity, religion and origin (Checkoway 2011, 342). Other 

factors that affect their attitudes and opportunities to participation can be, for 

example, the level of education, family, media and place of residence. Studies 
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have shown that youth from lower socio-economic standing participate less in 

formal politics (Crowley & Moxon 2017, 16) but they still may participate in a 

way that they feel more comfortable with and they are still not disengaged from 

democratic processes. (Checkoway 2011, 342.) Furthermore, the membership of 

associations is also often linked to a higher level of education (Crowley & Moxon 

2017, 16). Thus, participation comes with limitations. Often realistically only a 

low number or a specific group of youth is involved in the decision-making 

process (Farrow 2016, 6). There is also often a portion of youths that are 

extremely active while some do not participate in any way (Checkoway 2011, 

342). 

The attitudes and values of Finnish youths aged 15 to 29 towards the 

involvement and participation in the society have been studied in the Youth 

Barometer research in 2013 and 2018. The sense of insecurity and worry about 

global developments have increased rapidly among the youth in Finland. Eleven 

years ago, only 19% reported being worried about international terrorism while 

the number had risen to 49% in 2018. Also, climate change (65% worried) and 

world politics (42% worried) caused the feeling of insecurity among youth. 

(Pekkarinen & Myllyniemi 2018, 5-7, 39.) 

Simultaneously, the interest of youth in politics is at a record high level with 

65% of youth being interested in politics. Youth are also more involved in the 

activity to make a change in society. 15% of youth reported having been involved 

in politics, and 45% had attempted to influence some other way. (Pekkarinen & 

Myllyniemi 2018, 5-7, 39.) According to Youth Barometer 2013, the youth feel 

that voting, active influencing (i.e. in youth council or civil society organization) 

or giving feedback are the most influential ways to make a difference. The least 

influential ways were considered to be violence and not voting. (Myllyniemi 

2013, 22–27.) 

The majority of Finnish youth see non-violent measures predominantly as 

effective ways to solve conflicts. In 2018, 80 % thought that peace is a matter of 

will and 68% responded that all the conflicts can be solved by talking. Youth view 

that it would be important that they would be taught skills to solve conflicts 

(80%). Also, trust in institutions, such as police and justice system, has increased. 

(Pekkarinen & Myllyniemi 2018 39.) Even though only a small percentage of 

youth resort to counter-democratic ways to act, there are a few signs of Finnish 

youth becoming more radical. Civil disobedience and direct action were 
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considered to be effective ways to influence by 18%, and one fourth of them 

reported using these methods. Also, in other studies it has been noticed that the 

willingness of youth to exercise violence towards those in power and to engage in 

violent action has increased. (Myllyniemi 2013, 22–27.)  

The study points out that participation concentrates on the same individuals. 

In other words, some of the youth are very active while a portion is inactive. It 

was noted that the level of education, success in school, family background and 

minority status affected the level of activeness of the youth. The most important 

reasons to influence, were to further something that is important to oneself and to 

further the common good. Also, social motives and new experiences were 

considered to be important reasons. Ideology was not considered to be an 

important factor in participation. The most important reason why youth did not 

participate, was that the youth did not find meaningful methods. Also, reasons that 

were mentioned most often were that they did not have time, or they had not been 

encouraged or asked to join the activity. (Myllyniemi 2013, 22–24, 27-32.) 

4.5. Challenges and debates around youth participation 

 

The concept of youth participation has also its challenges and numerous 

factors call for consideration. An integral question regarding the participation is 

whether youth participation leads to meaningful impact. Some researchers have 

argued that youth participation has had little impact on the actual result. (Farrow 

2016, 7.) Too often, youth participation is merely a smokescreen behind which 

adults make the decisions (Percy-Smith, Thomas 2010, 2). Sinclair (2004) notes 

that the mere existence of participation mechanisms should not be the goal but 

instead they should be utilized to achieve a lasting change (Farrow 2016, 7). 

According to Barry Checkoway, the success of participation should not be 

measured only by its scope, such as the number of activities and people included, 

but more so on the quality of it. This can be determined by evaluating the effect of 

the process and the influence that youth have on a particular decision. 

(Checkoway 2011, 341.)  

The main critique for the formal youth participation narrative is that real 

empowerment and change does not rise from the established structures. It has 

been critiqued that the formal processes do not often encourage a genuine youth 

agency, but youth participation is seen positively when it happens on adults’ 

terms. In other words, youth participation represents an opportunity when it 
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occurs on invitation from the adults, but direct empowerment and agency of youth 

is not always encouraged. Sukaireh and Tannock argue that the narrative on youth 

depends on the context: youth can be seen as both “positive revolutionaries and 

negative threats to society that are radicalized and dangerous” (Farrow 2016, 5–8). 

Bacalso (2016) poses critique on traditional forms of youth participation 

(such as in formal politics and in hierarchical institutions) because, in this context, 

the main goal of youth participation is often educating the young people to 

become active citizens –rather than viewing youth as actors “in the here and 

now”. Bacalso states that according to this paradigm, youth are seen as subjects to 

be guided and monitored – not active agents. (Crowley & Moxon 2017, 18–19.) 

Sukareih & Tannock argue that involving youth into formal, elite structures does 

not lead to empowerment. Instead, there is a need for in-depth understanding 

about how the category of youth is developed in the neoliberal society and to 

create new, more equitable and democratic relationships within the heart of the 

society. They see that collective self-mobilization of both young and old people is 

required to make this happen instead of top-to-bottom initiatives. (Sukarieh & 

Tannock 2015, 142–143.) 

4.6. Theories on youth participation 

 

The concept of youth and child participation is built on two main theories: 

Roger Hart’s ladder and Harry Shier’s Pathway to participation. The theories 

discuss the participation of children and young people in the context of decision-

making and social and developmental projects. They are mainly intended to help 

practitioners to identify and develop the degree of participation. Hart and Shier 

focus on children’s participation but the models have been commented widely 

also on the context of youth participation which refers also to people over 18 

years of age. 

Roger Hart’s model of eight ladders of child or youth participation is built 

on Arnstein’s model of citizen participation (1969) (Shier 2001, 108). Arnstein’s 

central argument is that citizen participation has to be seen in relation to power 

and that real participation cannot be achieved without sharing and re-distributing 

power (Farrow 2016, 3). 

A central theme in Hart’s theory are that he distinguishes the modes of 

genuine participation from superficial participation. In Hart’s model, there is eight 

ladders of participation, three of which represent non-participation and four of 
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which depict participation. Hart names the three modes of non-participation as 1. 

manipulation, 2. decoration and 3. tokenism. In these modes, the children are 

either not given adequate information in order for them to form their own 

opinions, or the messages conveyed by the children are in reality given by the 

adults. It may be represented that an idea is inspired or planned by the children, 

but in reality, it is unclear how exactly their views have been used. The children 

are seemingly present, but their opinions are not listened genuinely but rather they 

are used as a façade. (Hart 1992, 9–10.) 

According to Hart, the minimum level for children’s genuine participation is 

that “the children understand the intentions of the project; they know who made 

the decisions concerning their involvement and why; they have a meaningful 

(rather than ‘decorative’) role and they volunteer for the project after the project 

was made clear to them” (Hart 1992, 11). 

In Hart’s model, the modes of genuine participation are: 4. young people 

assigned but informed, 5. young people consulted and informed, 6. adult-initiated, 

shared decisions with young people, 7. young people lead and initiate action, 8. 

young people and adults share decision-making. 

In the fourth step, adults assign the tasks for the children or young people, 

but the children, as well as adults are aware of the content and importance of their 

tasks and volunteer for the task. In the fifth step, the adults design and run the 

project but children or youth are aware of the process, their views are taken 

seriously, and they are informed how their opinions are taken into account. Hart 

describes the sixth rang of the ladders, as true participation because on this level, 

the decision-making is shared with young people – while the action is initiated by 

the adults. The seventh step differs from the previous because on this, the children 

or young people not only participate in the decision-making, they also initiate and 

implement the action. The adults’ role is to support the activity of the youth. The 

eighth and final rang of the ladder refers to an action in which the power is shared 

between youth and adults. (Hart 1992, 12–14.) 

Harry Shier published his theory on “pathways to participation” in 2001 as 

an alternative or complementary model for Hart’s ladders of participation. Shier 

states that his model owes a great deal to Hart’s theory. What separates these two 

theories from each other is that Shier’s model does not cover the modes of non-

participation as Hart’s ladder does.  Shier himself mentions that many 

practitioners have reported that Hart’s articulation on the modes of non-
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participation has been the most useful for them because this has allowed them to 

recognize genuine participation from the superficial one. (Shier 2001, 108–110.) 

Shier’s model includes five levels of participation: 1. Children are listened 

to, 2. Children are supported in expressing their views, 3. Children's views are 

taken into account, 4. Children are involved in decision-making processes, 5. 

Children share power and responsibility for decision-making. (Shier 2001, 110.) 

A new element in Shier’s model is that he articulates different degrees of 

commitment on each level. Shier has named the three stages of commitment as 

openings, opportunities and obligations. An opening occurs when a worker is 

willing to operate at a certain level and makes a commitment. An opportunity 

occurs when there is an enabling environment to work at a certain level, such as 

enough resources, skills and knowledge. The level of participation becomes an 

obligation when there is a policy that all staff must work according to principles 

of this level and thus, participation becomes an established element in all work. 

(Shier 2001, 110.)  

By applying the theories of Hart and Shier, questions can be formed that 

help determining the level of participation. Whether the participation is genuine 

can be determined by using the following questions: Do youth understand the 

subject matter and the process in which they participate in? Are youth genuinely 

listened to?  

Hart and Shier guide to asking: who initiates the action? Does the idea come 

from the youth themselves or is it given by adults? Also, Hart and Shier put 

emphasis on the fact who has the lead. Is the activity lead by the adults or is there 

youth leadership? Special attention should also be paid to the role of youth in the 

decision-making. If the action is initiated and led by the adults, are youth actively 

encouraged to take part in the process? Are young people aware of the impacts of 

their input? If the youth are leading the action, do they also get to make a decision 

about their own activity?  

Hart and Shier view participation as sharing power. The level of 

participation can be determined by looking at who uses power in the action. The 

youth may have various roles and various levels of power in various actions and 

situations. Thus, each context must be looked at separately. The more central the 

theme is in children or young people’s lives and the more directly the decisions 

affect them, the higher their degree of participation should be. 
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5. Data and method 
 

5.1. Collecting data: Thematic interviews 

The data for this research was collected by conducting 10 thematic 

interviews. The interviews had altogether 11 participants. The interviews could be 

also described to be as semi-structured since the interview questions were formed 

beforehand. Semi-structured, or thematic interviews have predetermined themes 

or questions that guide the interview. However, the order of the themes or 

questions might vary between different interviews. The interviewer can decide 

whether to pose exactly the same questions to every interviewew and are the 

questions worded exactly the same way. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2002, 77.) 

Thematic interviews were used as a data collection method because I 

wanted to bring out the voice of young people. Since the premise of my study is 

that inclusion of youth and hearing their opinions is both valuable and beneficial, 

also my research methods need to live up to this standard. Interviews are a good 

method for finding out what certain people think and why they act the way they 

do. In this research, the attitudes and actions of people were at the center of the 

research.  

Furthermore, flexibility is one of the benefits of interviews. Compared to 

surveys done in paper or online, interviews enable asking additional questions and 

pointing out if something remains unclear. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2002.) For this 

research, there was no existing data that I could have used to answer my research 

questions, and using some other method to collect data would prove to be difficult 

or impossible.  

I had prepared for the interviews by drafting the questions that were divided 

by the broad themes: 1. work in the organization, 2. attitudes and opinion on 

violent extremism and how to prevent it, 3. attitudes on youth participation. I 

started every interview by asking an open-ended question about the work that the 

interviewee has been doing in the organization or the network they work in. It was 

then natural to proceed by asking more focused questions about the activity, goals 

and impact of their work. A great portion of the interview was also targeted 

towards finding out about the attitudes of the interviewees on the themes of youth 

participation and prevention of violent extremism. I did not only want to analyze 

what the youth are doing but also, how do they feel about it and the phenomena in 
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general. A thematic interview is ideal for finding out people’s interpretations 

about the themes and the meanings they give (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2002, 77). I 

intended every question to be as open-ended as possible although some of the 

questions were also meant to provoke thoughts.  

Every interview proceeded in its unique way depending on where the 

conversation led the topic. This means that the questions were not asked in a rigid 

order but according to the flow when possible. Some interviewees also had more 

to say on certain questions so in that case the topic was discussed in more detail. 

However, mainly the same questions were asked from each interviewee, or at least 

the same themes were covered. The interview questions changed a bit after the 

first pilot interview, but the difference was not significant.  

The data for this research was collected by conducting 11 interviews. The 

main data consists of 8 interviews in which 9 young people were interviewed. 

Most of the interviews were conducted with one person at a time, but in one 

interview there were two interviewees from the same organization. In addition, 

two experts working on the themes central to research were interviewed – from 

the Ministry of Interior and the National Police Board of Finland – in order to get 

broader view on the topic. Most of the interviewees were done between 

September and November 2018. Two interviews were done in January 2019. One 

pilot interview was done in March 2018.  

The interviewees were selected for this research based on the premise that 

they are young persons who had worked or currently are working on a voluntary 

basis with the issue of preventing violent extremism. All the interviewees could 

be described as proactive actors that provide their contribution to a more peaceful 

and inclusive society. People interviewed for this research are not in any sense 

“at-risk” group for violent radicalization, on the contrary, they constantly work for 

the betterment of the society and their communities.  

The ways and scope that the interviewees were involved with the prevention 

of violent extremism varied. Three of the interviewees mainly worked in the 

youth network which purpose is to cooperate with officials and other youth in 

preventing violent extremism. The network does not have any political or 

religious affiliation. Five of the interviewees were active members of voluntary-

based Muslim youth organizations. The main task of these organizations was not 

to prevent violent extremism, but to cooperate with other actors around the theme 

of preventing extremism. Members from three different organizations were 
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interviewed. In addition to the youth network and three Muslim youth 

organizations, one of the interviewees has acted as a volunteer in numerous 

projects that tackle the themes of preventing violent extremism and aim to 

promote critical thinking skills both in Finland and abroad. The names of the 

organizations are not mentioned in this research because the interviews were 

conducted anonymously. In addition, four of the interviewees had been a 

representative in the national cooperation group for preventing violent extremism 

and two of the interviewees had acted in the EU’s Radicalization Awareness 

Network (RAN). 

At the time of the interview, most of the interviewees were between 18-29 

years old which is the definition of youth in the UN SC resolution 2250 Youth, 

Peace and Security. Five of the interviewees were between the ages of 19-24 and 

three between 25-29. One interviewee was slightly over 30 years old but including 

this person is justified because the person had been active with youth work for a 

long period of time.  

Five of the interviewees are women and four are men. The interviewees 

seemed to be overall active in the society and some of them reported being active 

also in other civil society organizations. Belonging to religion was not specifically 

asked in the interviews but five of the interviewees reported themselves being 

Muslims and four did not. The religion of an individual was not a criterion for 

selecting people for this research. The background of the people interviewed 

varied: some have Finnish origin, and some have immigrant background 

themselves or their parents have. Their background was not specifically asked but 

many of the interviewees shared it during the interviews. At the time of the 

interview, seven of the interviewees resided in the metropolitan area while two 

resided outside. These two interviews were done by phone. The remaining 

interviews were conducted face to face in Helsinki.  

All the interviews were conducted in the Finnish language. The Finnish 

language was chosen because it was the natural choice for both the interviewees 

and the interviewer. The citations that were included in the final research paper 

were translated into English. It is possible that there might be minor differences 

between the original citation and the translated citation due to the fact that some 

words and expressions might have slightly different meanings in Finnish and in 

English. However, this is unlikely to affect the content of the citation. I have 

given my best effort to convey the message from Finnish to English.  
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The interviewees were reached through contacts given by representatives 

from Finn Church Aid, Demos Helsinki and Ministry of Interior or through 

contacts given by other interviewees. The persons that replied for the proposed 

interview, reacted to the interview proposal in a positive manner. Some of them 

told that they are interested in answering because the topic is interesting, timely 

and important. 

As part of the research, two experts were interviewed from the Ministry of 

Interior and the National Police Board of Finland. The purpose of these interviews 

was to get a broader understanding of the topic of the research. The expert 

interviews were not the main subject of analysis, but they complement the 

interviews of young people who work with the prevention of violent extremism. 

The representative from the Ministry of Interior was chosen because Ministry of 

Interior coordinates the prevention of violent extremism in Finland and I think it 

was necessary to get their view on the inclusion of youth in this work. Personnel 

from National Police Board was chosen because police are a central actor in 

preventing violent extremism and cooperates also with civil society actors. 

Furthermore, representatives from Finn Church Aid, Demos Helsinki and 

Allianssi were consulted during the research process because they had worked 

with the themes of youth participation and/or preventing violent extremism. 

The interviews were conducted anonymously. Thus, the names, specific 

ages and specific names of the organizations are not visible in the thesis. 

However, the interviewees were told that it is specified in the research that 

interviewees are young people that work in one way or another with preventing 

violent extremism. The duration of the interviews with young actors varied from 

one hour to one hour and a half. The interviews make up 65 pages after 

transcription (Calibri, font size 11, space 1). The duration of the expert interviews 

varied from half an hour to an hour. 

5.2. Method: Qualitative content analysis 

Method of this research is qualitative content analysis. Content analysis 

allows analyzing texts in a systematic and objective manner. It can be used as a 

tool to organize the research material in a clear way without losing the 

information it contains. By using qualitative analysis researcher provides meaning 

for the data. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2002, 105–110.) 

Content analysis can be utilized for finding similarities, differences, logic or 

pattern from the data (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2002, 95). In the process of content 
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analysis, the data is picked apart, conceptualized and then formed into a new 

comprehensive piece. The goal of the qualitative content analysis is to provide a 

view to a research topic in a summarized form. James Drisko and Tina Maschi 

write that researchers can use the content analysis to “identify and document the 

attitudes, views, and interests” of individuals or groups. (Drisko &Maschi 2015, 

2.) Content analysis allows examining the actions and attitudes of the young 

actors. I am interested in analyzing what they say about the research topic.  

Studies done with content analysis have at times have been criticized for 

only describing the material. Content analysis is essentially a tool for organizing 

the data for making the conclusions. It is up to the researcher to form conclusion 

based on the organized data. (Tuomi &Sarajärvi 2002, 105.) 

Content analysis can be either deductive, inductive or abductive. The 

deductive or concept-driven approach means that the researcher uses theory to 

examine the data and thus, the concepts originate from the existing literature. The 

risk is that the researcher simply repeats the existing model. By using an 

inductive, text-driven or data-driven approach, the researcher searches patterns 

from the data and formulates a theory based on the data. While using an abductive 

or combined approach, the research takes advantage of both deductive and 

inductive approaches. (Graneheimab, Lindgrena & Lundmana 2017, 30–31.) 

The process of doing inductive content analysis begins from reducing the 

data. This means finding and summarizing the relevant information. Research 

question guides in discovering the relevant parts. The second part of the analysis 

process is to group summarized findings into subcategories and further into main 

categories. As a process, the information will become more condensed because 

findings are merged into larger categories. Thirdly, theoretical concepts are 

formed based on the categories. A description is formed from the subject of the 

study. When the results of the study are presented, the categories formed in the 

study and their content is described. The researcher strives to understand what the 

topic of study means for the participants of the study. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2002, 

110–115.) 

I would describe the type of analysis used in this study as an inductive 

content analysis. The concepts and findings are mainly derived from the data 

itself. However, existing theoretical concepts also play a role in research. The role 

of the theoretical framework in this research is two folds. First of all, the 

theoretical framework helped in forming the questions that the interviewees were 
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asked. In other words, theories helped in determining what aspects are central 

while examining this theme. Secondly, theoretical concepts and findings can be 

compared to those based on the data. 

The process of doing the analysis started with reviewing the transcribed 

interview material and the interview questions. I identified four key themes that I 

wanted to examine. 1. How youth have participated in the prevention of violent 

radicalization or extremism in Finland? 2. Why youth participation is perceived to 

be important? 3. What is the environment where successful youth participation 

occurs? 4. What are the attitudes and perceptions of youth regarding violent 

radicalization and extremism and their prevention? 

The first theme seeks to answer the first part of the research question; how 

youth are engaged in the prevention of violent extremism in Finland and work for 

peace? It aims to explore the diversity of actions, channels and goals that youth 

participation has. I also attempted to examine the level and quality of youth 

participation as far as it was possible based on the interview material. This was 

done by using models of children and youth participation by Hart and Shier as an 

inspiration. I formed categories based on the interview data, but theory was used 

to inform about the other existing models for categorization.  

The second and third theme were formed based on the second part of the 

research question; how the youth participation could be enhanced. A central part 

of bettering the opportunities for youth to participate is to create an environment 

that enables genuine participation. The attitudes are the first part of making this 

happen. This is why I wanted to hear the perceptions, attitudes and examples of 

the youth on why their role as civil society actors is important and why they 

should be heard in the decision-making processes. Under the third theme, the 

motivations, supporting factors and challenges to the  action of youth were 

explored.  

The fourth theme focuses on the perceptions of youth towards violent 

radicalization and extremism and its prevention. Since this study is about the 

prevention of violent extremism, it is vital to hear how the respondents view this 

topic. Furthermore, it is important that young interviewees could share their views 

and expertise about the topic.  

The process of the analysis was done by dividing the interview data into 

these four categories and then further into subcategories. The main messages of 

the responses were highlighted and summarized. Then, the main messages of the 
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responses were categorized. Common themes and differences were searched. The 

analysis chapters were written based on the common themes and occasional 

differences that were visible in the responses of the interviewees. Since one of the 

guiding principles of this research was to bring out the voice of youth, I strived to 

use a good number of direct quotes in this research. Some of the quotes were very 

long and thus, in some cases, only a part of a quote was used. This was done in a 

way that it did not change the main message of the quote, but rather highlighted 

the main point the interviewee made. 

 

6. Analysis 
 

6.1. How youth have participated in the prevention of 
violent extremism and worked for peace in Finland? 

 

Youth take part in the action to prevent violent extremism and to further 

peace in various ways. Youth can work through different channels (organizations, 

networks, working groups) and on multiple levels (local, national or 

international). The youth that participated in the research, work with multiple 

different organizations and do work that has various goals. It is important to map 

out what are the actions of the interviewees that have participated in this study. 

In the theoretical framework chapter, I presented two theories that have 

been developed as tools to analyze the level and depth of children’s and young 

people’s participation. The models base themselves on Arnstein’s model of 

citizenship participation which emphasizes the distribution of power. While these 

models are developed with young people under the age of 18 in mind, the same 

models can be used to recognize the level of youth participation. However, it is 

worth recognizing that youth at the ages18- 29 years old – a group that is studied 

in this research – has more opportunities and skills to conduct activity 

independently. Also, legally they are considered to be adult. In the UNSC 

resolution 2250 on Youth, Peace and Security, young people at the age of 18-29 

are considered to be youth. 

The models of Shier and Hart focus on the inclusion of youth into more 

formal decision-making processes and programs. There is an underlining 

assumption that children and youth take part in something that “adults” deem to 
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be important and the level of participation “goes up the ladder” while children and 

youth have more say and take more responsibility.  Thus, these models are not 

used as a direct framework, but they point out numerous of useful factors that are 

important to examine. The questions that the models guide asking are: Who 

initiates the action? Who has the lead? What is the role of youth in decision-

making? If the decisions are made by someone else, are the young people 

informed on how their opinions are taken into account? 

To answer the question about the ways youth take part in the prevention of 

violent extremism and work for peace, I have identified three different categories 

that were present in the interview material. The categories were created by 

observing the interview material. Two differentiating factors stood out. Firstly, the 

goals and main themes that the activity was mentioned to have. Secondly, was the 

activity done by youth to youth, or was it done in cooperation with decision-

makers or practitioners. The limitation of this categorization is that only the 

activities described in the interviews are present in this model. 

All of the people interviewed had participated in some form of activity 

presented in this chapter. Most interviewees have taken part in activities that 

belong into two different categories while a couple people interviewed had taken 

part in all types of activities. 

1. Youth to youth activity about the themes of violent radicalization and 

extremism. This type of activity consists of projects, events, panel discussions, 

workshops and trainings that focus particularly on the prevention of radicalization 

and violent extremism and that aim to disseminate knowledge about the topic and 

initiate discussion. Civil society organization projects aiming to prevent violent 

extremism at the local level belong also to this category. These types of activities 

are often youth-led. They might be initiated by youth themselves or they might be 

proposed by someone else. Young actors can make decisions independently and 

they mostly aware of the impacts of their input. 

2. Youth advocacy and cooperation with policymakers and 

practitioners. Youth representatives are included in working groups aiming to 

prevent violent radicalization and extremism on the national and international 

level. This includes Finland’s national cooperation group to prevent violent 

extremism, the EU’s Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN) working groups 

as well as steering groups of projects that work with the prevention of violent 

radicalization. Also, the Police is an important cooperative partner. This type of 
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activity is initiated and led by the officials or practitioners and the role of youth is 

to offer consultancy and input on the decision-making processes. Cooperation 

among youth groups and officials also builds mutual trust. The interviewees felt 

that they are genuinely listened to, but some were not aware of the impact that 

their participation had. 

3. Youth to youth activity aiming to increase the well-being of youth, 

grassroots-level peace and active citizenship. Prevention of violent 

radicalization and extremism is not one of the explicit goals in this category, but 

the activity aims to create an environment of inclusion and peace. Other goals for 

this action include strengthening identity, empowering youth to active citizenship 

and to creating a sense of belonging. Thus, this might decrease the drivers of 

radicalization such as perceived alienation, marginalization and inequality. This 

type of activity is often youth-led and youth-initiated. It is often motivated by the 

needs of the youth themselves. The young actors steer the activity of the 

organization independently. The action belonging to this category is most often 

done in the community at the local level. 

 

Brodie at al. present a division of youth participation to public, social and 

individual spheres. Public sphere includes existing decision-making structures and 

processes (such as youth councils, school councils or youth advisory panels). 

(Farrow 2016, 2–3.) The activity on the category 2 belongs to this sphere. Formal 

or informal structures that are created outside of formal political field belong to 

social sphere (for example civil society organizations, faith-based groups, 

grassroots campaigns or community development groups) (Farrow 2016, 2–3). 

Categories 1 and 3 thus represent social sphere in the division of Brodie et al. 

Individual sphere refers to decisions and choices that youth make in their 

everyday lives or in family settings, but this sphere is not a subject of this 

research. 

In this chapter, I will outline the characteristics, actions and goals associated 

with each category. ‘Youth to youth activity’ refers to action where youth are both 

executors and target group for the activity. ‘Youth to policymakers or 

practitioners activity’ refers to action where youth advocate their point of view or 

provide consultancy to officials or practitioners that are responsible for making 

policies, guidelines or strategies to prevent violent radicalization.  
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6.1.1. Youth to youth activity about the themes of violent 
radicalization and extremism 

The first category that can be identified from the interview material, is youth 

to youth activity that aims to prevent violent radicalization, initiate discussion and 

increase awareness about the topic. This type of activity consists of projects, 

events, panel discussions, workshops and trainings that focus particularly on the 

topic of prevention of radicalization and violent extremism. In this type of activity 

youth are often in the roles of trainers or mentors to other youth. The activities can 

be initiated by the youth themselves or they might be proposed to other actors 

such as officials or organizations. However, all the activities are done in 

voluntary-basis. 

A Finnish NGO Demos Helsinki arranges Safari camps for youth about 

various of societal topics. In summer 2016, one of the topics of the camp was the 

prevention of violent extremism. During this camp, a youth group aimed to gain a 

profound understanding about the topic and to draft their suggestion on how 

violent extremism could best be prevented. This camp was arranged with the 

cooperation of Finnish Ministry of Interior and Finn Church Aid. As one of the 

outputs of this camp, a network of youth aiming to prevent violent extremism was 

established and it started acting independently. One of the participants 

summarized that the goal of the network is to “act as a bridge between youth and 

policymakers”. The youth network participated in numerous events, workshops 

and panel discussions geared towards both policymakers and other youth. 

Furthermore, they were invited to the National Cooperation Group to Prevent 

Violent Extremism by the Ministry of Interior.  

One of our ideas at the camp was to establish a youth network that actively 

does things, reaches out to people to educate about the topic and the reasons 

behind it, to brainstorm and think about new solutions. 

Interview 2 

 

Youth have aimed to disseminate information about the topic of violent 

extremism and how to prevent it. One of the camp participants summarized well 

why it is important to increase the knowledge about violent extremism among the 

youth: it may help to alleviate the many misconceptions and stigmatization 

surrounding the topic. Understandably, youth – like people in general – often feel 

intimidated about the topic. 

Dissemination of information is important since before the camp, I was 

aware of the issue, but I didn’t get the full picture. It was important for us to 
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gain understanding about this topic and we also got to tell other youth what 

it is when talked about this issue. - - Before the camp I hadn’t thought about 

this topic a lot. It was just a scary, weird thing that I couldn’t grasp. - - If 

you don’t know anything about the topic, it becomes even more 

intimidating.  

Interview 5 

 

Youth have also roles in mentoring and training other youth. Among the 

interviewees couple of them saw their role mainly as being a mentor for other 

youth and they had taken part of trainings geared to youth about the topics of 

prevention of violent extremism as well as other topics. 

As a trainer, I get to share my experiences and knowledge so that 

others can arrange activity, events and make their voice heard. I have 

been involved in supporting this and making this possible. - - It has 

been great to see others taking a big role. 

Interview 6 

 

In addition to the network that focused on the topic of preventing violent 

extremism, some of the Muslim youth organizations have also activities directly 

concerning the topic of preventing violent extremism. The three Muslim youth 

organizations interviewed had few different ways to approach PVE. One of the 

organizations had been involved quite closely with it and has a project targeting 

the issue. They viewed that the issue is important for them to tackle.  On the 

contrary, another organization stated that they do not have activities targeting 

violent extremism because they did not see that as a problem that needs targeted 

interventions. The third organization viewed the work in the prevention of violent 

extremism important and cooperated with officials, but they did not have projects 

targeting PVE. 

One of the Muslim youth organizations interviewed has a project that aims 

to provide support to youth that might be at risk to radicalize. The interviewee 

tells that they are making sure not to stigmatize anyone but to evaluate the need 

for support through discussion. There are two employers in the project. The 

project was initiated with the cooperation of the police department since they 

needed support from local organizations.  

In the past couple of years, we have been more actively involved in 

preventing radicalization. We have noticed that we need to pay a bit more 

attention to that. - - We are a youth organization, so we have done a lot of 

cooperation with the police. We have observed that police need help from 

organizations, and we have thought together how to cooperate. 

Interview 3 
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Out of the four organizations/networks interviewed, only one named 

working with the prevention of violent extremism as their main activity. The main 

methods of the network were initiating discussion about the topic, increasing 

awareness and brainstorming new ideas. None of the Muslim youth organizations 

considered prevention of violent extremism being their main activity. However, 

some organizations were more involved than others. It seems that the three 

Muslim youth organizations had a bit different view on the role and relevance of 

the prevention of violent extremism in current day Finland. 

The activity belonging to this category is often led by the youth themselves. 

The initiation for the activity can come from youth themselves or another actor 

might suggest that for them. Cooperation with other actors is still important to 

conduct this activity. Young actors have an integral part in the decision-making 

and directing their own work since they have the opportunity to conduct their 

work in an autonomous way. 

 

6.1.2. Youth advocacy and cooperation with policymakers and 
practitioners 

The second category that is present in the interview material is youth to 

policymakers or practitioners’ advocacy and consultancy about the topic of 

prevention of violent extremism. Youth representatives take part in working 

groups both at the national and the EU level. This includes the national 

cooperation group of Finland, EU’s Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN) 

working groups as well as steering groups of projects that work with prevention of 

violent radicalization. Five interviewees reported taking part in this activity. 

The national cooperation group is lead, coordinated and appointed by the 

Ministry of Interior. National cooperation group has representatives from various 

authorities and organizations, and the group members can share their comments 

and opinions about the matters at hand. 

Hart argues that the level of youth participation can be determined by 

asking, are the youth genuinely listened to and are they informed on how their 

opinions are taken into account in the decision-making processes (Hart 1992, 11–

12). The interviewees told that they feel that they can always voice their opinions 

and that they are genuinely listened to. Some of the youth brought up that they 

feel that they have been able to make a difference and get their point across when 

participating in the national working group while some were not sure if their input 
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had impact. That being said, all of the interviewees that had taken part in the 

group agreed that it is important that also young people are invited. 

We are involved in the Ministry of Interior’s national cooperation group for 

preventing violent extremism as a representative of youth. We tell if we can 

help with something and give the point of view of the youth so that the 

young people are not forgotten.  

Interview 3 

 

The fact that we have been taken into a group like this tells that we can 

make our voice heard. In the meetings, we are always asked if we have 

something to add. Sometimes I feel like I have nothing to add after a bunch 

of officials and researchers have spoken but we have always the opportunity 

and possibility. 

Interview 9 

 

Civil society actors had a significant role in drafting the National Action 

Plan to Prevent Violent Extremism. The representative of the Ministry of Interior 

tells that the current National Action Plan to Prevent Violent Extremism was 

developed with the close cooperation of authorities and organizations from 

various fields relevant to the prevention of violent extremism. Also, young 

representatives were included in the process. 

We drafted the first the National Action Plan in 2012 and this was largely 

drafted by the authorities. We saw that the role of civil society was 

important, but it was not so involved in drafting the plan. The second Action 

Plan in 2016, was prepared by conducting workshops with people relevant 

to the subject matter and organizations that were important to the topic. 

There were authorities, organizations and individuals. The Action Plan was 

drafted based on this material. It was presented in various events and 

seminars. For example, I visited various mosques and asked their opinions; 

do they feel that this stigmatizes them. Finn Church Aid arranged events as 

well. - -  Our starting point was to get people together who have something 

to contribute. This was the first criteria based on which we invited people. 

There were also young people. 

Representative of Ministry of Interior 

 

The representative of the National Police Board of Finland who specializes 

in the prevention of violent extremism, tells that the input of various civil society 

groups, including youth, was central in creating the National Action Plan. 

A significant change was that when we started to do new action plan, we did 

not prepare it in a bureaucratic way – thinking only in ministries and central 

offices that here is the problem, how we can solve it. But instead, we 

changed the mindset. The action plan was prepared on a widescale manner, 

there were workshops for government officials, religious communities, 

youth, organizations… The mindset was that even though this is a global 

problem, it should be solved locally. This is how we can recognize the 
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challenges on the local level better and local level actors often know the 

solutions as well. 

Representative of National Police Board 

 

One of the ways how youth got to voice their opinions, was the Safari camp 

where youth group gained an understanding about the topic of violent extremism 

and drafted their own propositions on how to prevent violent extremism. The 

members of the youth group were invited to take part in the national cooperation 

group as well as they were asked to come and speak in various events and panel 

discussions. For example, they took part in a round table discussion were also two 

Finnish ministers were present.  

We got to share our opinions with the Minister of Interior and Minister of 

Education and Culture. That was a really great event. Other government 

officials participated also in the round table discussion. We shared the 

results and proposed solutions that we had thought in the Safari camp. We 

got the tell the decision makers what youth think about this topic.  - - We 

got very encouraging and positive feedback.  

Interview 5 

 

In addition, a couple of the interviewees had taken part instudy trips, 

trainings or seminars about the topic of prevention of violent radicalization 

alongside other civil society actors and practitioners from various fields. Also, a 

couple of them have taken part in the steering groups of various projects that work 

with the prevention of violent extremism and EU’s Radicalization Awareness 

Network (RAN) working groups. 

The work is even more concrete at the EU level. Recommendation papers 

and action plans for various countries are drafted there. The working groups 

have good resources, there are young researchers and knowledge on how 

youth can be involved. 

Interview 1 

 

The cooperation between the authorities and youth organizations & 

communities have also the goal of strengthening the relations between the two. 

The representative of the National Police Board argues that the goal of the 

cooperation is building trust. According to the representative, if the actors know 

each other, it is easier to approach the police and get adequate support if someone 

expresses worrying behavior. As mentioned previously in the chapter, inviting 

young representatives to the cooperation groups, is a one way to foster good 

relations between youth and officials since young representatives can be a part of 

the processes and make their opinions heard.  
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In addition, building trust and fostering good relations have been done by 

increasing dialogue between police and local communities. For example, police 

have participated in various events and panel discussions as well as visited 

communities and mosques. Police have answered the questions that people might 

have. Police officers have also been encouraged to spend time in places where 

youth are present, such as youth centers, and to be available if they are needed.  

The representative of the National Police Board points out that there should 

be even more cooperation between the police and the youth organizations and 

communities. A challenge is that there are only limited resources for the police to 

do this type of work. For example, police have had to decrease yearly visitations 

in schools that familiarize the kids and youth to the work of the police. If police 

are only present when there is a problem, positive and constructive relations are 

less likely to form. The representative of the National Police Board argues that 

mutual understanding between communities and police can be formed through 

small but concrete gestures. The representative shares an example of how the 

good relations between a community that has encountered the effects of violent 

radicalization and police can be strengthened.  

Some years ago, we went to meet people whose friends had gone to Syria. 

Some of these friends had died there as well. They said that “the officials of 

the municipality and all had come here to talk with us, but nothing has come 

out of that”. Those can be even small things that are needed. Then we said, 

so that this will not be just talking, you can pose one wish that police can 

concretely make happen. They asked for the police officers to come and 

play football. Then, we organized a football match. Youth do not want to 

rotate reports; they want action and we should strive more towards that. 

That would work better in the long run. They see that the influence is 

something concrete. Some small things came from that. For example, they 

wanted to organize football matches during the summer, but they did not 

have a place for that. Then, the municipality realized that rather than having 

a hundred youth roaming around the city without nothing to do, they could 

give couple of grands so that the youth could use the football occasinally. 

Things like this. Eventually, security and well-being sector have very 

similar goals.  

The representative of National Police Board 

 

The youth participation in this category is often initiated by the officials or 

practitioners, and young representatives are invited to become a part of the 

working groups. The work is mostly led by the officials. However, at the EU-level 

there are working groups solely for young representatives. 
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The young interviewees viewed the cooperation with officials was mainly in 

positive terms and the youth felt that their opinion is genuinely listened to. 

However, while some felt that their input has made a difference, some were not 

sure if their participation had had an impact. The interviewees brought up that 

they feel that including young civil society actors to working groups is important. 

It seems that the cooperation between them had created an environment of trust. 

Cooperation with officials increases the sense of inclusion to society and in 

broader terms, strengthens trust between youth groups and structures of society. 

6.1.3. Youth to youth activity to increase the well-being of 
youth, grassroots-level peace and active citizenship 

Third and the largest category present in the interview material is youth to 

youth activity that aims to increase the well-being, grassroots-level peace and 

active citizenship of the youth. Prevention of violent extremism is not one of the 

main goals of this type of activity, instead, it has a multitude of goals, such as to 

increase well-being, strengthen identity, empower youth to active citizenship and 

to create a sense of belonging. It can be argued that the activity in the third 

category increases positive peace among the communities and it aims to create an 

environment where extremism does not thrive. It might also decrease alienation, 

marginalization and inequality.  

While numerous organizations conduct activities that might fit into this 

category, in this research all three organizations discussed in this chapter were 

Muslim youth organizations. The network of youth focusing on the topic of 

preventing violent extremism does not have activities that belong to this category. 

The work of the three organizations is geared towards Muslim youth, but their 

activity is open for everyone. These organizations have been selected to this 

research based on the fact that they also take part in activities that more explicitly 

aim to prevent violent extremism, for example, participating in the National 

Cooperation Group managed by the Ministry of Interior. 

Activity in this category is often youth-led and youth-initiated.  The 

organizations interviewed are established and directed by the youth themselves. 

Youth are both planners, directors and executors of the activities as well as they 

are the target group. Most of the activity is geared towards other youth, mostly 

from ages 13 to 30. The motivation and inspiration for activities rises from the 

needs of the youth themselves. These organizations operate often in a dynamic 

manner and they are able to adapt their activity based on the needs and interests of 
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their members. For example, when one of the organizations got a lot of new 

members that recently moved to Finland, they started to arrange clubs to help 

school kids with Finnish language and homework. The organizations also act as a 

platform for their members to do the activities. The members of the organizations 

work on voluntary basis.  

Everything began when we had a group of Muslim youth and we gathered 

together and thought about what we would have needed in our everyday life 

growing up in Finland when we were in school. Based on our own 

experiences, we started to develop activities for other youth. 

Interview 8 

Youth themselves come up with events that we arrange. This our way of 

doing this. We include the youth and encourage them so that they take 

responsibility for the future of society and it is also more meaningful for 

them when they get to do and influence themselves. This also prevents 

alienation from society. 

Interview 3 

 

The organizations have a multitude of goals. Most often the interviewees 

mentioned their main goals to be empowering youth to active citizenship, 

strengthening their identity and creating sense of belonging – both in their own 

community as well as Finnish society. A common theme was that youth should 

feel that they belong to Finnish society while being Muslims and/or immigrants. 

Furthermore, the organizations aimed to encourage the youth to be active 

members of the society. Some of the activities are also aimed to alleviate the 

difficulties of being Muslim youth in Finland, such as arranging separate 

swimming shifts for women and men, or alcohol-free celebrations on major 

holidays. In order to establish these goals, the organizations conduct numerous 

different type of activities: sports events, camps, panel discussions, movie nights, 

playing games – or just spending time with each other.   

In practice, our work is conducting different camps, workshops and 

trainings. We try to help youth to be more proactive and to take more 

responsibility in their life and community. We want them to take ownership 

in Finland. We are saying that we are Finnish Muslims because Finnish is 

our mother tongue and we live here, most likely also our children will live 

here. There should be no such attitude that we don’t belong here. One of the 

reasons why people travel to Syria and such is that they feel like they don’t 

belong here. They feel that being Finnish and Islam don’t go hand in hand. 

Interview 4 

Teenagers often struggle with their identity and immigrants often have 

multiple identities so that can be even more challenging. Our organization 

tries to help them to feel that they are Finnish simultaneously while they are 

Muslims and immigrants. 

Interview 3 
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The point is that immigrant youth, Muslim youth or everyone that feels like 

being outside of the society or might face discrimination, would find a 

group where they belong and avoid being alienated. 

Interview 8 

 

The interviewees brought up also activities that aim to increase their 

knowledge and understanding about their own religion or to initiate discussion 

about various topics – also other than religion. This enables the youth to expand 

their knowledge and to learn skills on critical thinking. Through discussion, youth 

can also share their own views, experiences and stories.  

We have discussion forums and every time we have a different topic, for 

example, marriage, Islam and sports or something else related religion. Then 

we have a free discussion about religion, and everyone can ask questions. 

We ponder upon these questions, not just ask from Imam. I have liked this a 

lot and I have learned a lot about my own religion. I have learned to 

understand a lot. Sometimes others can ask provoking questions about 

Islam, and I’m not sure if they are true or not, now there are answers in clear 

language that youth can understand. 

Interview 8 

We have had a couple of movie nights from the themes of extremism, 

islamophobia, alienation and mental health issues followed by discussion. - 

- Youth were able to discuss about these topics. - - They were really 

engaged, participated in the discussion a lot and shared their own 

experiences about discrimination. 

Interview 7 

 

Muslim youth organizations seem to view their identity different from “the 

older generations”. It is visible that the youth feel that they need a place for their 

own generation and own activities. One of the interviewees also brought up that 

the need for establishing the organization came from the realization that Muslim 

communities should not be divided by ethnicity or country of origin and that there 

is a need for more unity.  

Muslim youth organizations have also done cooperation past the Sunni-Shia 

“divide”. Globally Sunni and Shia Muslims may have differences in opinions or 

even conflicts. The Sunni and Shia youth organizations interviewed arranged  

celebrations together. In addition, the members of the more experienced 

organization have provided advice and guidance to establish the newer 

organization. Mutual cooperation builds trust between the communities and thus, 

advances peace at the grassroots level. This also marks the difference between the 

old and the young generations. Youth are willing to cooperate and find similarities 

instead of differences. 
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For example, there are many reasons behind the conflict of Syria, but one of 

the reasons is the Sunni-Shia divide. Last Ramadan, we celebrated Iftar 

together. When they wanted to establish their organization, we gave them 

advice and shared our experiences. We know each other well and we go 

sometimes to pray in their mosque. Not all do that. 

Interview 4 

 

In addition, to the many activities described above, these youth 

organizations do advocacy work on themes related to youth. They also participate 

in activities for the common-good, such as campaigns to donate blood. 

The activity of these organizations can be described to further and sustain 

peace. As the concept of positive peace suggests, peace means more than the mere 

absence of conflict; it means the absence of violence of exclusion and tackling 

factors underlining the violence such as structural, political and social inequality 

and injustice (Simpson 2018, 35). In the environment of peace, the sense of 

disenfranchisement, alienation, hatred or discrimination do not thrive. 

Instead, the environment of peace can be created by providing opportunities 

to participate and act as an active citizen, creating a sense of belonging to own 

community and society as well as increasing mutual understanding. Encouraging 

critical thinking and dialogue are also important parts of combatting extremist 

thinking. The work of these organizations might help create an environment that 

is characterized with peace rather than extremist views. That being said, the work 

of these organizations is valuable in its own rights and it serves multiple purposes. 

Its main goal or value is not – nor it should be – preventing violent radicalization. 

Activity in this category is often youth-led and youth-initiated. Young actors 

also make the decisions regarding the actions of the organization. The activity 

rises often from the needs and experiences of the youth themselves. Youth to 

youth activity is seen as an important way to act and as a value itself. 

 

6.2. Why youth participation is important? 

 

All the interviewees argued that youth participation and inclusion are 

important. While they were quite unanimous about that, the interviewees used 

different arguments to back this up. Most commonly interviewees mentioned that 

youth have unique knowledge about the everyday life of people from their own 

age group. Other reasons that were mentioned were, for example, the feeling of 



 56 

being listened and valued, and the significance of work that is done with peers. 

The interviewees were also asked to provide examples. 

Inclusion of youth in society, for example in the form of civil society 

activity or participating in decision-making processes, is important because it 

creates the sense that youth are an important part of the society and they get the 

feeling that their opinion is appreciated. This could be viewed as a normative 

approach to why youth participation is important; participation is an integral part 

of the democratic process and has an important value in itself (Feldmann-

Wojtachnia et al.  2010, 15). This strengthens the sense that the opinions of youth 

matter and that decisions about them are not made without listening to them. 

Participating in the decision-making processes is also a chance to ensure one’s 

rights. Thus, the inclusion of every relevant group to decision-making processes is 

an important part of the democratic society.  

When young persons are included, they get the feeling that people want to 

listen to them. Not just that the official does all of the decisions or that only 

parents decide. One has to include youth to decision-making process and 

discussions. They need to be listened to. 

Interview 3 

If you are not on the table, you are on the menu. That’s just how it is. It is 

better to be on the table as long as it is at least partly relevant and beneficial 

– rather than complain afterwards that why these decisions are made.  

Interview 7 

 

Youth have the most information on what it is like to be a young person in 

society today and what are the issues that they face in their everyday lives. 

According to the rational approach, youth participation provides added benefits to 

solving various challenges (Feldmann-Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 15). Youth are 

regarded as “experts on being youth” (Checkoway 2011, 341). The interviewees 

brought up that youth have knowledge, experience, ideas and different way of 

seeing the world that the older generations may not have. Some of the 

interviewees pointed out that things that they feel are self-evident have actually 

come as a surprise to the officials.  

Young people have firsthand knowledge on what is going on in the 

environment where they are living and what challenges their peers have. Youth 

are familiar with the discourses and the common topics of discussions among the 

young people. They also know what are the main channels that youth 

communicate within social media. Furthermore, youth have fresh knowledge on 

what is going on in schools and what are the gaps in the educational curricula – 
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especially the importance of student counselling and social studies was 

highlighted. Furthermore, a couple of interviewees pointed out that violent 

radicalization is often phenomenon that affects mostly young people which is why 

they are the natural group to consult with in order to understand the challenges 

youth might face. 

I think it is always surprising that when there has been a meeting with a 

decision-maker, things that I consider to be self-evident, from everyday life, 

have come as new information to the decision-maker. This is why bringing 

out your own experience gets you pretty far. 

Interview 1 

Sometimes we have taken part in the panel discussions where the youth 

discuss and an official participate as well, they have come to tell afterwards 

that “oh, is that like that?”, because they don’t know everything. They see 

things through their own lenses, and they don’t know why something is 

going on, or why youth think about things in a certain way. I have noticed 

that they want to hear. Not just that they want to milk information, but they 

genuinely want to know. - - I can’t think of one example but for example, 

why in some areas there is more criminality among the youth, what are the 

reasons behind it or why some youth don’t go to school. 

Interview 3 

 

It is important to bear in mind that youth are heterogeneous group and their 

experiences vary greatly among the youth themselves. One interviewee pointed 

out that their group does not represent all of the youth, so it is impossible to act as 

a voice for all youth. Therefore, it is important that youth from all backgrounds 

get to share their experiences. For example, some of the interviewees pointed out 

that they have personal knowledge on what it is like to be an immigrant youth in 

Finland and their strength is to be able to share their experiences on that. As I 

pointed out in the previous chapter, youth organizations have arranged activities 

based on the needs of their own communities, similarly, youth can bring up their 

point of view in the decision-making process. 

What we have to give is our own experiences and stories, and what 

experiences others have had.  

Interview 8 

The group that is in the most vulnerable position is the youth, especially 

alienated youth. - - The easiest thing would be that those who have been in 

the same situation or who can identify with that, could get their voice heard. 

They have knowledge and experience in that. 

Interview 9 

 

The interviewees pointed out that cooperation between various actors and 

sharing various points of view is beneficial. They acknowledged that different 

actors have different strengths and together they are able to combine their 
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knowledge. Cooperation helps both parties. One of the interviewees pointed out 

that the knowledge of youth cannot replace the knowledge of experts or 

researchers but instead, the best solution would be to benefit from both points of 

view. 

Cooperation is the key in order to be successful in preventing radicalization. 

No one can do it alone. We know quite a lot what is going on in the life of 

young people at the moment that police don’t know necessarily. Police 

know things that we don’t know as an organization. When we cooperate, we 

get better results.  

Interview 3 

 

Youth are important actors among other youth because they encourage other 

youth to participate and create spaces where youth can feel a sense of belonging 

with their peers. The active youth can act as an example. It is easier to take part in 

the activity when other participants are youth also – youth identify themselves 

with other youth. Activity in youth groups among their peers also creates a sense 

of belonging. 

If the youth are actors and organizers of the activity, the youth feel it is 

easier to take part. For example, if some forty-year old talks about 

something, it feels distant. If someone your own age talks about that, it is 

easier to identify with thme and take part. 

Interview 8 

 

The interviewees that took part in this research saw the participation and 

inclusion of youth as important. Based on the interviews, youth argue that they are 

important actors among other youth. Furthermore, youth see themselves as actors 

that have a point of view and knowledge that the older generations do not have. 

This is why cooperation between a wide range of actors from different 

backgrounds should be emphasized since every actor can bring their point of view 

to the table and by combining these, they get better results. 

Youth are not a homogenous group and thus, it is a question worth 

pondering who are the youth that are important to be included to decision-making 

processes and to what extent they can be held as representative of youth. The 

opinions of different groups of youth may vary and, thus, the limitations of age-

based categorization has to be recognized. In some cases, other identity or socio-

economic categories might be even more significant to the matter in hand.  

It is also worth mentioning that when asked about why youth participation is 

important, the interviewees brought up only what they can give to others – but it 

was not emphasized that youth inclusion is important because of the benefits that 



 59 

youth get themselves. This question was asked separately and discussed in the 

next chapter. 

6.2.1. Benefits to youth 

The interviewees were asked what they got themselves from the activity 

they took part in and what they have learned. They pointed out numerous benefits 

that they experienced: they improved their social skills and got to network, they 

learned about the society and the phenomena of violent radicalization, they 

learned new practical skills and they got to implement activity which has personal 

meaning to them.  

Most of the interviewees told about the benefits related to the social aspects 

of the work. These included improved teamwork and interpersonal skills. The 

interviewees pointed out that they had learned how to interact with different 

people from different backgrounds – for example, how interacting with a youth 

group is different from sharing your point of view to a minister. The interviewees 

had also gotten a lot of networking opportunities. They got to meet people from a 

similar field and with similar interests. Some of the interviewees pointed out that 

they got to have interesting discussions, some told about the new friends they had 

made and some even got work opportunities through these contacts. Furthermore, 

a couple of interviewees told that they had learned leadership skills and how to 

take responsibility for a youth group. Some of the interviewees told also that 

taking part in the activity had provided them with new experiences and had 

opened doors to opportunities that they otherwise would not have had. 

Communication skills have improved when I have to talk with officials and 

also to youth in their own way. - - I have learned a lot about team work, how 

to share responsibilities in a group, I have learned about decision-making. 

That is an experience that I would have not otherwise gotten – at least in this 

stage of my life. I feel that I have gotten a lot from this. 

Interview 3 

 

The interviewees also reported that they learned more about society and the 

phenomena of violent radicalization and extremism. A couple of interviewees 

pointed out that they had learned about the complexity of radicalization and 

multiple factors behind it. In more broad terms, interviewees told that they had 

learned about the roles and work of various actors, for example, government 

entities and organizations. Some of the interviewees also reported learning from 

the decision-making processes and how to do advocacy. 
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The work youth had done as part of the various civil society organizations 

and networks also taught them a lot of practical skills. Many interviewees told that 

they had learned how civil society organizations are managed while doing the 

work. This included arranging meetings and managing finances. Interviewees also 

reported learning about event organization and communications. 

When we established our organization, we were a group of people who 

didn’t have any experience in the work of organizations. We have learned a 

lot about how the organizations work, what actors finance this type of 

activity, what documents are needed – annual report, income statement. We 

have learned it all by doing. That has been one of the challenges as well. 

Even still, we don’t know everything. The learning process is still going on.  

Interview 8 

 

One important benefit that the interviewees pointed out was that they got to 

take part in the activity that was personally important to them and that they 

themselves enjoyed. They got to work and spend time with a community of 

people they felt connected with and implement activities they perceived to be 

meaningful. Taking part in the activity also had an identity strengthening aspect. 

Some interviewees told that taking part in the activity had shaped their personal 

life. 

You learn a lot doing this type of work, but this is a great experience for 

myself too. Although I missed this type of activity when I was 15,16, 17 

years old, I still want to do this type of activity. I don’t do this only for 

others but also for myself. Everything what we do is precisely the type of 

activities that I also want to participate in. 

Interview 9 

 

The importance of youth inclusion and participation lies on not only how youth 

can benefit their community and society, but what they get out of the work 

themselves. Youth learn important skills for the future but also for the present. 

The examples of the interviewees that participated in this research tell that youth 

participation has enriched their life in multiple ways – it has provided them with 

new skills, experiences, opportunities, contacts, friends and points of view. The 

activity has had personal meaning to them and they have got to work with themes 

that they feel are important. If youth feel that they get something out of being 

active, they are more likely to continue being active. Since all the interviewees 

belong to the “active part of youth”, it is likely that they have experienced that 

their involvement in activity has enriched their lives. 

 



 61 

6.2.2. Why youth participation is important – the point of view of 
the officials  

 The representatives of the Ministry of Interior and the National Police 

Board were also asked why they see the participation of youth to be important.  

The main reasons they brought up were quite similar to the ones that young 

interviewees pointed out. It was argued that youth have influence among their 

peers and communities. Both pointed out that youth should be able to participate 

in shaping their future and youth have knowledge and know-how they can bring 

to the table. However, young interviewees did not explicitly bring out the point 

that cooperation between youth and police builds trust between them – although 

police was named to be one of the partners in cooperation.  

The representative of the Ministry of Interior argues that youth are not an at-

risk group, but they are a target group for the recruitment to extremist groups. 

Also, the UN Action Plan to prevent extremism emphasizes the importance of 

including youth. Furthermore, youth have influence among their peers, and they 

listen to their friends more than the older generations. Thus, youth have a better 

opportunity to support each other to counter recruitment efforts. Also, the 

representative of the National Police Board points out that youth can spread either 

positive or negative message which is why cooperation with them is important. 

The representative of the Ministry of Interior pointed out that the inclusion 

of youth is important in every aspect of society – not only in the prevention of 

violent extremism, and that ministries have guidelines on how to hear youth as 

part of all decision-making processes. The representative of the Ministry of 

Interior stated that on the one hand, youth should be able to participate in shaping 

their own future, and on the other, youth have important knowledge and skills that 

they can bring to the table. According to the representative of Ministry of Interior, 

youth have emphasized especially the importance of education and media literacy. 

Furthermore, the youth have pressed the point that the target group for the 

prevention of violent extremism should be all youth, not just a specific group of 

youth. 

I think that there are two sides to this. On the one hand, it is important 

because youth live in this world now. If we think about what has happened 

in the past years, the environment has changed quite a bit. Youth are 

interested in what’s going on. Youth are thinking “what if I am living in a 

world like this in ten years”. If things do not go well, our society will be 

very different. There might be no openness, mobility or trust to other people 

or institutions. That would be a very different society that we have gotten 

used to. In that sense, this is important for youth because we are building 
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their future. On the other hand, it is important that youth bring their 

knowledge and know-how to the table. Because nobody else has it. 

The representative of Ministry of Interior 

 

The representative of the National Police Board tells that cooperation with 

youth actors is important because contacts between youth and police builds trust 

between them. If there is trust, it is easier to approach the police if someone 

expresses worrisome behavior. He told that the impact of youth and police 

cooperation is visible on the individual level. 

That is how (with cooperation), contacts have been formed and trust has 

been built. Also, if youth are concerned with one of their friends, this lowers 

the threshold to tell the police. There is still unclarity among youth about the 

legislation. Youth do not know that if they tell something about their friend 

to police, what will happen – to themselves or their friend.  

The representative of National Police Board 

 

Both argued that including multiple different actors is important because the 

prevention of violent extremism requires broad cooperation and combining the 

strengths of each actor.  

Working groups that ponder upon broad-based issues such as radicalization 

– if there are only officials that have a similar background, life situation and 

way of thinking, in my opinion they cannot solve broad-based issues. People 

who have different backgrounds, different ages and different situations in 

life, bring so much more. It is important as such to have youth and people of 

different ages, Youth have grown up in today’s world. - - It is good to have 

people that tell about their own experiences.  

The representative of Ministry of Interior  

 

The strength of Finland is a broad-based approach. Officials don’t try to 

solve the issues themselves, but organizations and civil society have a big 

role. 

The representative of National Police Board 

 

The officials interviewed argued that youth are one of the important civil 

society groups that needs to be involved in the prevention of violent extremism. 

An interesting question is, who are the youth that are cooperated with. The 

representative of the Ministry of Interior told that the actors that are involved in 

the National cooperation group to prevent violent extremism are chosen based on 

what they have to offer to the topic. The representative of the National Police 

Board emphasized that police cannot be partial, and they cannot look partial. 

According to the representative, in some cases groups compare who police 
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cooperate with and they may express their dissatisfaction if they are not 

cooperated with. 

Another interesting question is on what grounds officials decide the 

relevance of various actors or groups. Based on this study, it can be observed that 

already active and influential civil society organizations, networks and individuals 

that are cooperated with – either youth organizations or active youth that took part 

in the Safari camp for youth interested in societal topics. While these are 

undoubtedly important cooperative partners, it is worth pondering, does this mean 

that only the people who are already active and networked get their opinions 

heard. Hearing the opinion of those who are alienated from society is challenging, 

but it might be that their way of seeing the topic would be very different. 

 

6.3. Environment that enables the youth participation 

 

6.3.1. Factors that support youth participation 

Genuine youth participation cannot succeed without an environment and 

actors that support it (Checkoway, 2011, 342–343). The interviewees pointed out 

many factors that supported their capacity to be active in their groups and 

networks. However, there were also differences. The organizations or networks 

that were established more recently, reported getting more support. On the other 

hand, the organizations that had worked for longer, told that they had given 

support to others. 

Almost all the interviewees mentioned that they had gotten encouragement, 

capacity building, advice and opportunities from other actors. The actors that had 

supported the interviewees were officials, other organizations, other youth-led 

organizations or religious communities. Interviewees mentioned that they had 

gotten advice on how to work as an organization, how to manage finances, how to 

form a strategy, what type of events to organize and how to reach other youth. 

Other actors supporting the interviewees had also suggested them events and 

projects they could participate in. Some youth had also participated in capacity 

building activity, such as trainings, study trips or visits, in order to broaden their 

knowledge and networks in the topic of preventing violent extremism.  

We work in the spaces of other organization. They have given us a lot of 

practical help, for example, what type of program we should arrange. They 
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have also promoted our activities to others. In addition, we also get financial 

support to implement our activities. 

Interview 8 

What has helped us is that we got contacts and projects that we went along 

with from the people we cooperated with. They have proposed things and 

events where we could get involved. 

Interview 2 

 

In many cases, the active encouragement and practical advice played a 

significant role in activating the youth and getting the activity started. Even 

though youth-led activity is often implemented by youth themselves and 

motivated by the wants and needs of the youth, support to their activities is often 

important in order for the activity to run smoothly. Supporting mechanism, 

capacity building and frameworks are important in enabling youth activity and 

providing opportunities for youth to get involved to work with issues they have 

interest in.  

In the very beginning, we were involved in a project in which one of the 

goals was to activate youth. - - Through that project, we visited various 

actors, such as the police unit that focusses on the prevention, Scouts, Finn 

Church Aid, Muslim youth organization, a lot of meetings. This is how our 

organization got started. This project lasted for one year, and after that we 

wanted to establish an organization with the youth that was involved in the 

project. - - That is how we got our group together.  

Interview 9 

 

Both the representative of the Ministry of Interior and the National Police 

Board agreed that youth are important actors to cooperate with. The National 

Police Board representative stated that some youth organizations that have also 

been interviewed for this research have done a good work. They have been 

encouraged to stay active and continue their good work. The representative of the 

Ministry of Interior tells that youth have been invited to take part in the national 

cooperation group and they have been provided with opportunities to share their 

views. Youth are also supported in their work if that is needed. The representative 

also emphasizes the importance of the ownership of the youth. Youth participation 

is about youth taking responsibility for the things that they can take responsibility 

for. 

We have tried to avoid that kind of process where youth come up with 

something and we take from that. Instead, youth come up with something 

and we listen but the youth themselves have the responsibility to implement. 

 The representative of Ministry of Interior 
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Based on the interviews, it can be observed that youth organizations and networks 

have received support from other actors. The support has been important for them 

to be able to realize their potential and to implement their ideas. The interviewees 

reported that the support is especially important at the beginning of the activity. 

The organizations that had worked for a longer time did not emphasize the need 

for support that much, but instead, they told that they had been given support to 

other actors and organizations that were about to begin their activity.  

Since youth participation and inclusion are argued to be important, there is 

also a need to support this activity. Youth need encouragement, opportunities, 

capacity building and adequate funding to be able to implement their activity. In 

order for the motivated youth to find their way to get involved, they need also 

awareness about the different ways and channels to participate and act. Also, the 

officials, such as police, need not only the willingness to cooperate with youth, 

but also enough resources to be able to dedicate time for this. 

6.3.2. The motivation of the youth 

One of the factors that is vital for youth participation is the motivation of the 

youth themselves to be involved. When asked what are the factors that motivated 

the interviewees to get involved and to stay active, main reasons mentioned were 

the willingness to change something in the society or in their own community, 

feeling that they have something to give back to others, feeling that there is 

possibility to make difference in the society, interest in the topic group worked 

with and social networks, friends or other actors, that encouraged the 

participation.  

The main motivation that came up in the interviews was the willingness to 

change something in the society or in the own community. A couple of 

interviewees told that they wanted to tackle the issues they have experienced as 

Muslims in their everyday lives and make living in the society easier for others in 

the same position. One interviewee told about the willingness to unite their own 

community and to create an environment of cooperation. Furthermore, some 

interviewees told that they wanted to create a platform for youth to do their own 

things and to place trust in them. Also, current societal changes motivated to act. 

One interviewee described that witnessing the polarization of Finnish society in 

2015, when a lot of asylum seekers came to Finland, motivated the interviewee to 

find ways to help with the situation. The interviewee disseminated knowledge 

about the conflicts and root causes behind the refugee situation. 
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The sense of belonging to a group and finding others like myself. I have 

grown up in Finland, but I have a background from elsewhere and I am 

Muslim, so as a teenager I longed for a community that would not 

necessarily have the same background as me but would not have exactly the 

same background as people who are from here. It is good to enable this for 

others. To get involved that Muslim youth have fun things to do, an activity 

that strengthens identity.  

Interview 9 

I could see in my circles, in Facebook my old peers from school, that I 

haven’t been in contact with since, started posting various of opinions, 

sometimes a bit aggressive. I thought that how we are in this situation. Why 

do we see things so differently? How our thoughts could be brought closer 

together and get people to reflect on their opinions? When there came a lot 

of refugees to Finland in 2015, I thought about what I could do in this 

situation. - - My solution to the situation was that I attempted to give 

background information and to create a process that others could understand 

the situation better.  

Interview 6 

 

The perception that youth are listened to acts as a powerful motivating 

factor. Interviewees described that the feeling that there is a possibility to make a 

difference in society and to influence things, motivated them to get and stay 

involved. In addition, some interviewees pointed out that the feeling that they 

have something to contribute and to give to others, motivated them to act. For 

example, one interviewee told being involved in the activity before as a 

participant and later on, wanted to contribute by taking a role in enabling the 

activity.  

Personally, that was a unique opportunity to influence. When I know that I 

have influenced on things, it is motivating. - - To know that people are 

listening. Always when I see that I can influence and my work makes a 

difference, that feels good and motivates to continue.  

Interview 1 

 

Furthermore, some interviewees described that social networks had 

influenced them getting involved and staying active. Working with a group in 

which they feel the sense of belonging motivates them. Also, encouragement and 

example from others, such as friends, teachers or other actors, had an impact on 

taking part in the action. Interviewees told that interest in the themes of preventing 

violent extremism, international relations, advocacy and multi-disciplinary issues 

had motivated them to get involved in an activity that aims to prevent violent 

extremism.  

In the beginning, I got involved when I heard about the opportunity from 

my high school teacher. Then I was very interested in societal themes, 
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advocacy and multidisciplinary issues. - - I got interested in pondering upon 

difficult problems. Also, I had heard positive feedback from others.  

Interview 5 

 

The common factor among the active youth that participated in the study, 

was the strong personal motivation to change something in their life, community 

or society. This was paired with the perception that they could make a difference. 

Thus, it can be argued that motivation does not only derive from the willingness 

to do something – but also from the perception that there are opportunities, 

channels and ways to make it into reality. On the contrary, it can be argued that 

willingness for change can also become a source of frustration if the change does 

not occur despite the efforts. Thus, I refer to the point I made in the previous 

chapter about providing youth with opportunities and support to implement their 

activity – if the youth can turn their ideas into reality, they are more likely to 

continue to be active.  

6.3.3. Challenges of youth participation 

When asked about the challenges that the interviewees face while doing 

their work, numerous factors were mentioned. Every interviewee mentioned that 

there are challenges, but these varied depending on the person. The challenges 

included: the challenge of reaching out to other youth and finding active 

members, lack of resources, attitudes of youth about the significance of the 

participation, busy life situation of the young people and the unclarity of the role 

of the organization. 

Some interviewees pointed out that reaching out to other youth has been 

challenging. Often, the participants consist of the same group of people. The 

organizations need also a steady group of people to maintain consistency. Youth 

find their way into the groups through friends or other networks. This also poses a 

challenge – how to reach the youth that do not have strong networks or friends 

who would encourage them to join? Many activities of the organizations prevent 

alienation by building team spirit and sense of belonging. However, youth that 

participate are often already active – but how to reach the youth that are not active 

and encourage them to join.  

We don’t reach as wide group of youth as we would like to. The people who 

participate are often the same people. How we could broaden our group so 

that more people would hear about us and have the courage to come? Maybe 

more people hear about us but maybe it is difficult to come and participate. - 

- It is difficult to find youth that are interested in doing the same things and 

are enthusiastic.  
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Interview 9 

 

The attitudes of the youth can prevent them from being active and trying to 

make a difference. Youth might not recognize themselves that their role is 

important. If youth do not see that there is a possibility for them to make a change, 

they probably will not be motivated to take part in the action. It has been 

previously outlined in this study that feeling that there is a possibility to make a 

difference motivates the youth to join– one the other hand, motivation will be 

lessened if the perception is that the participation is not significant.   

When you try to get youth involved, for example to discussion events or to 

influence something, not all of the youth understand the importance of 

participating. They might think that no one will listen, or they are not 

interested. Youth should be told that it is important that you come, tell our 

opinions and ideas.  

Interview 3 

My interest weakened a bit because I felt I couldn’t personally influence so 

much as I did before. 

Interview 5 

 

Since youth organizations and networks often operate on a voluntary basis, 

there might be lack of continuity and resources. Youth have often changing life 

situations and voluntary work is usually not the only thing on their schedule. 

Active youth have often also studies, work and in many cases also other voluntary 

positions. Also, participation to official meetings or cooperation groups might be 

challenging for the organizations that have only voluntary-based representation. 

Furthermore, the lack of financial resources was mentioned to be a constraint for 

efficient work. 

What could be improved, we have had a lack of resources, both financially 

as well as the number of people working. We have not had the opportunity 

to make our activity as regular as we would have hoped for. We don’t have 

enough personnel that could keep the place open so that youth could come 

and play games in evenings. Also, we haven’t had the chance to work as 

actively as we would have hoped with the officials because of the lack of 

resources. Everyone has work and school so we can’t always take part in the 

meetings. That could be better. 

Interview 3 

 

A couple of interviewees pointed out that unclarity of the role, goal and core 

actions of the organization was one of the challenges for the work. While the 

freedom to do the activities was also seen as a good thing, the interviewees 

pondered upon whether it also diminished the motivation to be active.  
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We were a bit in a confused state because we had so much freedom to do 

our activity. We were not under any entity. It was a bit difficult to continue 

because we weren’t provided with clear guidelines on what to do. 

Interview 5 

Maybe that we do not have an official standing anywhere. - - On one hand, 

it is good that we operate freely and take part in things. But on the other 

hand, I’m afraid that when we are not part of something official that makes 

us less active.  

Interview 2 

 

The representatives of the Ministry of Interior and the National Police Board 

agreed with the youth respondents that practical issues present a challenge to 

cooperation between officials and youth. The representative of the Ministry of 

Interior points out that youth have often changing and busy life situations which 

make it more challenging for them to participate. The representative of the 

National Police Board states that youth are rarely available during the office hours 

when meetings are usually held due to their own work and studies. He also points 

out that successful youth participation requires a change in attitudes also in police 

– not just to work with colleagues but to also involve youth. Furthermore, he 

points out that while youth are enthusiastic actors, their work also needs adequate 

funding. 

Youth would do even more but then we come to the financing. There are 

good actors at the grassroots level. They work on the level where people 

have left to Syria for example. They get their work going but then the 

financing is cut short. The state should view this more than just voluntary 

work. 

The representative of National Police Board  

  

The organizations that had worked for a long time did not face as many 

challenges as organizations that were established more recently. Both practical 

difficulties and attitudes had proven to be a restraint for organizations. Many 

mentioned challenges that are related to the life situation of youth and are 

common to any work that is done on a voluntary basis, such as lack of time and 

resources. The attitudes can also be an obstacle for youth participation. Finding 

other active youth to participate was also commonly mentioned to be a challenge. 

If society and youth themselves do not recognize the importance of participation, 

meaningful participation is unlikely to occur. Challenges that youth organizations 

and networks face could be alleviated by changing the attitudes on the 

significance of youth participation as well as by ensuring adequate resources, 

capacities and support for organizations. 
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6.3.4. Perceptions about the possibilities for youth participation 
in Finland 

All the respondents thought that youth in Finland have good or excellent 

opportunities to influence society in general. However, a part of the interviewees 

pointed out that the challenges might be either that youth do not take advantage of 

these opportunities or that the opportunities vary depending on the background of 

the individual person. 

The interviewees argued that the opportunities to influence might vary 

depending on for example, place of residence, socio-economic background and 

education. Also, it was pointed out that if a youth’s family has an immigrant 

background and there is lack of language skills, the parents might not have 

enough knowledge to encourage the youth to participate in the society. The 

example of friends or family might encourage or discourage youth. 

Very good opportunities. There are differences between individuals 

depending on the socio-economic factors. Social mobility is relatively low 

in Finland, mobility from one socio-economic class to another is not easy. 

Immigrant background and parent’s poor language skills might lead that the 

parents don’t know how to support the youth to get active. The services are 

not always designed in a way that people in the most vulnerable position are 

taken into account. 

Interview 7 

 

Some interviewees argued that the opportunities are there, but the youth 

might not take advantage of these opportunities. The level of activity varies 

greatly among individual youths – a part of the youth is extremely active while a 

part is not active at all. A couple of interviewees felt that maybe there is not 

enough knowledge among the youth on the various ways to participate. Some of 

the interviewees pointed out that when talked about “influencing to society”, 

political parties are the first thing to come to mind, but not all the youth are 

interested in party politics. The interviewees pondered that there should be more 

knowledge available on how to participate in non-political voluntary work on the 

grassroots level. When talked about political participation, some interviewees 

pointed out that it might be seen as elitists or not a place for youth. Often there is 

a limited representation of the youth in politics. Politicians are often older men or 

women so youth might not identify with them. Furthermore, the interviewees 

pointed out that a challenge might be that youth do not perceive that their 

participation would be important, and they do not feel that their input would be 

needed. 
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Especially politics can be perceived to be elitist. If someone perceives that 

they don’t belong to the group of people who makes the decisions, politics 

are not seen as a way to influence society. There should be low-threshold 

opportunities to influence. The understanding of how society works could 

be strengthened. It is not just boring” how the parliament elections work” 

but also, the understanding about grassroots activity should be supported. 

Interview 6 

I believe that there are possibilities but I’m not sure if youth are encouraged 

enough that your voice matters as well. Usually, the decision-makers are 

middle-aged men and women, so youth do not feel that their opinions or 

actions matter. They might think that they are too young and inexperienced. 

I think that they would get their voice heard and make a change by taking 

part in the youth councils or youth activity of political parties or by being 

active in social media. But I don’t know if youth are willing to do it, or do 

they believe themselves that they could make a difference. 

Interview 9 

 

The interviewees felt that youth have good opportunities to influence 

Finnish society. However, some pointed out that this depends on the background 

of an individual or that youth do not take advantage of these opportunities. It is 

understandable that the youth that have experience in civil society activity and 

have been involved in influencing the society, feel that there are many 

opportunities. While the interviewees were able to point out many reasons why 

their peers might not be as actively involved, it would be interesting to hear what 

less active youth would have to say about the same question. More knowledge on 

how the society works and different opportunities would be needed so that the 

youth could find a way to act that suits them. 

 

6.4. The views of youth about violent radicalization and 
extremism 

 

6.4.1. Defining the terms 

The interviewee’s understanding of the terms “radicalization”, “violent 

extremism” and “terrorism” was very close to those defined in the research 

literature. This is probably due to the fact that the youth have been familiarized 

with the topic already. All the interviewees worded their definitions differently, 

but some common themes were identified. Many interviewees pointed out that 

making definitions on these terms is difficult and some acknowledged that even 

researchers do not have consensus on the definition of these terms. 
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The interviewees viewed that violent extremism is the use or threat of 

violence in order to influence society according to the ideology and advance one’s 

political goals. In numerous answers, extremism and radicalization were 

connected with the black and white thinking, “extreme ideas” and distance from 

the society’s mainstream way of thinking. Also, it was pointed out that “us versus 

them” mentality is common among people with extremist ideas. In other words, 

extremism is a way to justify the use of violence towards the “enemy group” or 

those who do not belong to “the right” group. Violence is seen as a way to 

influence society for extremist individuals and movements. Radicalization was 

understood as being the process leading to extremism. In many answers, it was 

described how the process of radicalization advances from the sense of 

disenfranchisement towards more extremist views and the use of violence. 

A person that feels like an outcast in the society or otherwise feels that there 

are no other ways to influence on surroundings, society or community. 

Often there is not a lot to lose. The person sees things as black and white 

and feels that there are no other ways to influence except violence. 

Interview 2 

Difficult question. When someone is at the far end; when is goes to the 

extreme. There is no rationing, but a person has decided a certain direction 

and sticking to this idea without thinking are there other choices or points of 

view. Then, the person has decided that they can do anything if someone 

comes and says that they disagree. I can’t say it in one sentence. Also, might 

be alienated from society and is not willing to cooperate.  

Interview 3 

 

A couple of interviewees pointed out that violent extremism should be 

differentiated from radicalism. Whereas radical ideas that are different from the 

current state of society might be useful for the development of society, violent 

extremism refers to the activity that is not compatible with the democratic society. 

Violence should not be accepted in any circumstances. Violent extremist 

movements often argue that their way of thinking is the only correct one and they 

might impose their ideas on others as well as use violence or threat of it in the 

process.  

All of the interviewees pointed out that religion should not be seen as the 

cause of extremism since no religion is inherently more violent than others or that 

it encourages violence. However, some interviewees pointed out that religious 

ideas may be used to recruit people. Thus, religious ideas are deliberately used to 

influence thinking. One interviewee also pointed out that religious conservatism 

should not be mistaken for radicalism. According to this interviewee, extremism 



 73 

is the literal reading of religious texts in a non-constructive manner that does not 

go along with the contemporary society – and at times go against the teachings of 

Islam itself. In other words, religious texts are used to justify the ideology and the 

use of violence against “the enemies” although the text could be seen in a 

completely different way when putting in a context. 

Religion is an excuse, but it also taken advantage of, on both sides. For 

example, ISIS takes advantage of religion by pleading to it and uses it to 

recruit people. Similarly, western countries use religion when they want to 

have a name for a bad thing that they don’t want to take responsibility for. It 

is taken advantage of a lot. 

Interview 8 

There are two things that can be mixed very easily, and they sometimes 

appear to be the same. Conservatism and radicalism. But they are two 

different things. - - In conservatism, there are certain values that are upheld 

but there is some flexibility to liberalism. The values are reflected against 

society and reality, what is going on. But then extremism is very stupid 

literalism. 

Interview 4 

 

The interviewees quite unanimously viewed terrorism as a form of political 

violence. Some interviewees also pondered upon where is the line between a 

terror attack and other types of attack. The goal of terrorism is to invoke fear in 

society and to advance political gains.  

It is difficult because there are many different definitions. There are 

differences in opinion even in the research of terrorism. It can be agreed that 

it is an attempt to rule with fear that looks coincidental. You are never safe 

if you think in a certain way or do not think in a certain way. If you are not 

in, you are in danger all the time. It is attempted to influence how people act 

and increase the atmosphere of fear.  

Interview 6 

It is practicing political violence with the motive that someone wants to 

invoke fear in a group of people or nation and/or to make a political change. 

It is pressuring the ones in power to do changes in the current state of 

things. 

Interview 7 

 

Although some of the interviewees found it hard to form a definition of 

violent radicalization, extremism and terrorism, all of them seemed to have quite 

similar view. This is probably due to the fact that they already know a lot about 

the topic. It is likely that their views have developed through cooperation with 

officials, discussions with other people or their own interest towards the topic. A 

common theme in their definitions, was the emphasis that violence is used to 
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influence society and that extremism is connected to strong us versus them 

mentality. 

6.4.2. How radicalization, violent extremism and terrorism are 
portrayed in the media? 

 When asked about the interviewees’ perceptions on how radicalization, 

extremism and terrorism are portrayed in the media, the interviewees were quite 

unanimous that the coverage is quite superficial and does not often address the 

complexity of the phenomena and the multiple reasons underlying the 

radicalization process. The interviewees also criticized that the prevention of 

violent extremism is often not discussed in the media but only the attacks attract 

the attention of the media.  

Many of the interviewees also felt that media frames only the attacks done 

by people from Muslim descent to be terrorism. One of the interviewees pointed 

out that media is interested in getting a comment from their Muslim youth 

organization only when it comes to radicalization, thus something negative. The 

interviewee pointed out further that because they are Muslims, they are often 

assumed to be experts on the topic of radicalization. Many interviewees pointed 

out that terrorism should be called terrorism despite the ideology which is used to 

justify the violence. 

Terrorism is trying to invoke terror and fear. For example, if some young 

person has been shooting in a university or a school, not all see that as 

terrorism. It differs from country to country what officials categorize as 

terrorism. I would count that as terrorism as well. Some think that it the 

attacker just has a mental illness. But I think that there is mental illness 

involved in all of this type of violent acts. 

Interview 3 

 

Simultaneously, the interviewees emphasized that the media has a big role 

in how the general public sees the phenomena. It would be important that media 

as well as officials who give statements to the media, would use words in a way 

that would not be stigmatizing. Correct and more robust understanding of the 

phenomena would be needed in order not stigmatize any group of people and not 

to feed misunderstandings about the phenomena.  

Every time there is an attack, a large portion of people get their information 

about radicalization and terrorism in those couple of days after the attack. 

After that, the analysis of the situation is based on the reporting going on in 

the next two or three days. If there are mistakes in the reporting, those 

remain in the discourse. That is the narrative. That creates 
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misunderstandings and polarization in the background. - - If the officials 

can’t get the narrative straight and some other actor can, it is a problem. 

Interview 1 

 

The interviewees called for the responsibility of the media to provide 

accurate and robust information about the issue since media provides a big part of 

the information regarding the topic. Simultaneously, it would be important that 

the youth and people in general would have skills to evaluate the media messages 

and misinformation – not only those present in the mainstream media, but also in 

social media which plays an increasing part in the dissemination of information. 

 

6.4.3. Are radicalization and extremism perceived being threats 
in Finland? 

The interviewees had different opinions on whether radicalization and 

extremism are threats in Finland. While some argued that it is a possible threat, 

some argued that the threat level has been exaggerated. However, none of the 

interviewees stated that it is a serious threat. 

Most of the interviewees argued that violent extremism and radicalization 

are somewhat of a threat in Finland nowadays. The attack in Turku in 2017 and 

the increasing polarization of the society were argued to signal that extremism 

poses some level of risk in Finnish society. Some of the interviewees stated that 

extremism poses only a quite moderate risk at the time, but the risk might increase 

in the future. This is why it should be ensured that the polarization of the society 

does not increase and that the risk factors that might contribute to radicalization 

are minimized.  

Yes, it is a threat in a sense that if we don’t find ways how people can feel 

like belonging to the society, that will cause problems at some point. It is 

difficult to say what kind of threat it is in reality, for example, terrorism, 

Islamist extremism, far right extremism – what is the threat level for these. 

If there are groups in society that fear each other and does not know each 

other, that can escalate to using violent means. That is always a threat. 

Interview 6  

 

Some of the interviewees felt that the threat level of violent extremism is 

being exaggerated. One of the interviewees felt that violent extremism is not a 

threat in Finland, but it is rather used in public discussion as a political tool. 

Another interviewee also pointed out that interventions that are targeted towards 

preventing violent extremism are not in line with the actual threat level since 

violent radicalization is not a systematic threat in Finland. Some interviewees also 
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argued that the threat level for a terror attack is lower in Finland than in some 

other countries because Finland has not made controversial foreign policy choices 

as some other countries in Europe have, especially Great Britain and France.  

No. That is the least of our worries. Western society has overestimated it 

after 9/11. It is a bit of a circus. It is important work and I do it myself also. 

But the role it has in the public discussion – it is talked for hours and given 

so much attention. The probability of being a victim is extremely small. I 

wouldn’t say that it is the biggest threat in Finnish society. It is made to be a 

threat. It is a very easy political tool to use.  

Interview 1 

 

The interviewees of this research did not see violent extremism as a big 

threat in Finland, although some of the interviewees pointed out that there are 

signs of the increasing threat. On the contrary, some felt that the threat is 

exaggerated. According to Youth Barometer of 2018, the sense of insecurity 

among Finnish youth has increased rapidly, and 49% of Finnish youth reported 

being worried about international terrorism. It is worth pondering what factors 

affect the sense of security of young people. Based on this research, it can be 

observed that the youth in this research who have up to date and non-

sensationalized knowledge about violent extremism and its prevention, do not feel 

very intimidated and have the tools to evaluate the phenomenon. That being said, 

this is only one possible factor in play. 

Although the interviewees did not feel that violent extremism is a big threat 

in Finland, they argued that the work for equality and mutual understanding is 

important to prevent the threat. If polarization of the society continues to increase, 

that might feed into the extremist way of thinking in future.  

6.4.4. What are the pathways to violent extremism? 

 The respondents recognized that there are multiple and complex pathways 

for individuals and groups to come to adopt extremist views. The interviewees 

agreed that there is no single reason or profile that would determine who can 

become radicalized. While the interviewees were unanimous about that, they 

emphasized different things on their answers. Some put more weight on social 

factors that could lead to radicalization such as alienation, poor future prospects in 

life, bullying, discrimination and inequality, while others emphasized political 

factors, such as perceived injustices related to foreign politics.  

Many interviewees emphasized that often various factors coincide. Some of 

the responses described radicalization as being a process; poor outlook in life and 
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frustration might manifest in hatred and this hatred might be targeted towards a 

group that is perceived to be the scapegoat and enemy. Then, violence might 

become to seem legitimate, or only possible, way to influence things.  

There are many reasons and each and every person has their own story. 

Usually, a bad situation in life, alienation and frustration are central. That 

encourages to act because there is an idea that something is right and wrong 

and how to correct it. At some point in the process, there is an epiphany that 

difference can be made, but it is through violence. The person can’t see any 

other choice. They are stuck in black and white thinking. Then there is a 

certain group. A person might gravitate towards certain type of people so 

that they could feel a sense of belonging. That instigates black and white 

thinking and us versus them mentality.  

Interview 5 

Alienation, bullying, hopelessness. If you get kicked in school and in 

society, you don’t have a support network, you are not successful in school 

and then fall off and get stuck in limbo. You think that your life is not going 

anywhere. Then you start blaming. 

Interview 1 

 

As numerous studies have pointed out, social networks have a great deal of 

importance in the radicalization process. This came up also in the answers of 

some interviewees. Strong social networks can act as a factor that creates 

resilience against violent radicalization, and on the contrary, the lack of social 

networks might increase the need to belong to some group. Interviewees pointed 

out, that individual might be introduced to extremist ideas through social contacts 

or the radicalization process might be strengthened through these social networks. 

This might happen either through real-life contacts or online. 

That varies quite a bit. Some might be just lonely, and they get lost on the 

internet. Some girls might find a boy from the internet and something 

happens through that. There have been those cases. Then it might be that 

someone has experienced injustice, they have been bullied and then, the 

hatred grows, and they become radicalized. There are many ways how a 

person can be radicalized. That is why also prevention work is difficult.  

Interview 3 

 

One theme that come up in the interviews, was the perceived injustices or 

frustration. This might be connected to foreign policy or some other area of life. 

Violent radicalization comes in the picture if violence is seen as a legitimate way 

to revenge the wrongdoings and to “make amends”. The grievances connected to 

conflicts and foreign military interventions are often used in the propaganda of 

ISIS and other extremist organizations. 
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Regardless of the starting situation, someone does not see that they could 

make things any better. Someone might have a feeling that he or she is 

wronged in some way and he or she wants to make it right or have revenge 

to whoever represents that wrongdoing. There is a want to say the last word. 

That is seen as the only opportunity to make something worthwhile in life 

and get the community around you.  

Interview 6 

 

The understanding of the interviewees seemed to be quite unanimous about 

the fact that there are many pathways and drivers behind violent extremism and 

that each case is different. Some of the interviewees emphasized the significance 

of factors that are close to the everyday life of young people, such as social 

relations and future prospects. A part of the interviewees put more weight on 

political factors such as perceived injustices, foreign policy and lack of ways to 

influence society. The interviewees perception about the phenomenon is quite 

close to the one commonly present in research literature while each interviewee 

emphasized different aspects. 

 

6.4.5. How to prevent violent extremism? – thoughts on 
preventive work 

The interviewees were also asked how violent extremism could be best 

prevented, especially among young people. The prevention work could be seen 

consisting of two different levels: how to prevent radicalization among the general 

public and how to prevent radicalization among people who are already interested 

in extremist ideologies or movements. According to the “triangle of prevention”, 

the bottom of the triangle (green area) is the work that is done among the whole 

society so that everyone’s well-being in the society would be ensured and no one 

would become interested in violent means of influencing. The middle part of the 

triangle (yellow area) consists of individuals that are already  interested in 

extremist movements or have increased motivation to act. 

The interviewees seemed to describe mainly how the violent extremism 

could be best prevented among the broad public. In other words, how it could be 

prevented that “an ordinary citizen” would not turn to extremist ideologies or 

movements. While these factors contribute to the more peaceful society and 

decrease the allure of extremist ideologies, they have also broader functions in 

society. 

One common theme in the answers was the role of education, critical 

thinking skills and respect for dialogue. Education and critical thinking skills are 
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important so that propaganda would be easier to detect. Furthermore, prejudices 

could be challenged through critical evaluation of own thinking as well as through 

discussions and encounters with different people. The black and white thinking 

that is often connected with extremist ideologies and polarization of the society 

might decrease if people would learn to listen to other’s point of view. Many 

interviewees argued that there is no need to agree with everybody, but it is 

important to address the topics of disagreement with dialogue. No one should be 

labeled straight away but their point of view should be listened. Mutual 

understanding and trust between people are some of the ways to achieve peace at 

the grassroots level. This can be achieved, for example, by “getting to know other 

people and learning to understand their point of view” as one interviewee 

described the benefits of open and critical discussion. 

What could prevent radicalization, is breaking the prejudices. Everyone’s 

prejudices. Immigrants have prejudices towards some things, people that are 

originally Finnish have also prejudices. Through breaking the prejudices, 

people learn to understand each other better. That is something that is 

important to take into account. That is how youth can understand each other 

better.  

Interview 3 

One thing that I use to say to my family and others is that get to know 

different people. That is one way to understand others. Then, you will 

understand that we are not that different after all. We all have the same 

worries and hopes and we are very similar. 

Interview 4 

 

The interviewees also argued that providing meaningful ways for everyone 

to influence in society and to have an opportunity to make a difference would be 

good ways to prevent violent extremism. This is connected to the notion that 

everyone should be included in the society. One’s background should not be a 

factor if a person has the change to be an active citizen or not. As one interviewee 

pointed out, if there are no ways of frameworks to influence in society, these 

frameworks should be created and encouraged.  

It is important to have channels through which youth can influence things. If 

it all starts from the feeling of powerlessness – to be a genuinely active 

citizen and have the opportunity to influence things, channels are needed to 

be created so that everyone can make a difference and be included. Not just 

people coming from a certain background and certain standing in society. - - 

It is important that everyone would find their own way on how they want to 

make a difference and they would have the possibility to do it.  

Interview 6 
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The importance of social networks and feeling of belonging to society was 

named as one of the factors that could prevent violent extremism, alienation and 

polarization in the society. The interviewees also pointed out ways how young 

Muslims could feel more comfortable in society. Strengthening identity was 

named as one them. Furthermore, the interviewees pointed out that the teachers’ 

and students’ knowledge of Islam should be strengthened, and the schools should 

take students from Muslim background better into account. There is also a need 

for more representation in media and in high positions. However, it is worth 

pointing out that this is mainly important because it increases the well-being in 

society. Feeling of belonging to society and community is important for multiple 

reasons – it not important just for the sake of preventing violent extremism.  

When it comes to immigrant youth, something that would strengthen their 

identity; they could accept being Finnish and similarly something else, that 

they could accept being Finnish and being Muslims. To prevent that they 

would not have the feeling that they don’t belong here, “these people don’t 

like me and I don’t like them, they don’t appreciate me and I don’t 

appreciate them”. That type of pitting people against each other makes them 

more vulnerable to alienation and extremist ideas.  

Interview 9 

It would be important that everyone would have support networks around 

them. Everyone would have somewhere to contact, to get support and 

belong to a community. 

Interview 6 

 

One interviewee also raised the point that while individual-level 

interventions are needed, there is a need to address the macro-level grievances that 

ignite frustration and sense of injustice especially among the Muslim population. 

While perceived injustices related to conflicts and foreign politics and military 

interventions, are widely acknowledged as being one of the motivating factors for 

extremist groups, this is rarely taken into account while making policy 

interventions and programs. The interviewee stated that “it is an uncomfortable 

fact that some of the governments that finance interventions are partly guilty of 

contributing to violent extremism”. The interviewee suggests that the perceived 

injustices and frustrations should be brought to mainstream discussions.  

It is often proposed that youth should be provided with forms of alternative 

activism so that they would not choose violence. - - One way is to provide 

an alternative route. This requires that the topics can be discussed and start 

to think about how these injustices can be corrected. This also requires that 

those who have been responsible for these injustices are held responsible, in 

the best case, but at least start a discussion about injustice. Not just in 

marginal forums but in the mainstream.  
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Interview 7 

  

Some interviewees pointed out that the strength of Finland’s approach to 

preventing violent extremism has been that a broad scale of actors have been 

included in the process. Especially the good cooperation between civil society, 

police and officials was highlighted. Also, the fact that the many forms of 

extremism are taken into account in Finland’s strategy was mentioned to be an 

upside in Finland’s approach. One interviewee pointed out that it is good that 

Finland’s approach has not been to tell people how to think or to practice their 

faith. 

The answers from the interviewees indicated that they felt that critical 

thinking skills, respect for dialogue, sense of belonging, possibilities to influence 

in the society and addressing perceived grievances would be good ways to prevent 

violent extremism. Furthermore, the interviewees emphasized the significance of 

cooperation between various actors and inclusivity in order for the prevention 

work to succeed. All of these actions have broader functions on society and would 

benefit the everyday lives of all youth. It seems that the young interviewees 

described the ways how violent extremism could be prevented among the general 

public rather than focusing on the ways how to disengage persons that are already 

interested in extremist movements. Youth might feel that the actual phenomenon 

of violent extremism is quite distant from their lives. 

It is also interesting that while youth did not see their civil society activity 

with youth as prevention of violent extremism, their work seems to feed into the 

same goals of critical thinking skills, sense of belonging and active citizenship 

outlined in this chapter.  

6.4.6. The challenges and risks of prevention work 

The interviewees recognized multiple challenges and risks that prevention 

work has. Prevention of violent extremism is challenging because of the 

complexity of the phenomena. It is also a challenge to identify the people who 

need support to disengage from extremist ideologies or groups and how to reach 

out to them. The interviewees named stigmatization of individuals and groups of 

people to be the biggest risk in the prevention of violent extremism. It could be 

also questioned if the term ‘prevention of violent extremism’ is inherently 

stigmatizing and whether instead a broader concept of building positive peace 

should be used. 
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Radicalization is a complex phenomenon and pathways to extremism are 

never straightforward. Thus, the challenge of preventing violent radicalization 

derives from the fact that multiple root causes and contributing factors affect the 

phenomenon. How to plan interventions for an issue which is affected by a 

complex set of factors and people from various different backgrounds? This is 

also why some of the interviewees emphasized the need for cooperation between 

various actors. Furthermore, measuring the success of interventions aiming to 

prevent radicalization is very difficult. Can it be said the interventions have been 

successful if no one has been radicalized? Or has some other factor contributed to 

this more? Furthermore, it was pointed out that lack of funds especially in the 

civil society sector might make it challenging to do long-term work with the 

theme. 

It is very a complex problem. It is difficult to know where interventions and 

resources should be targeted. There are many issues and root causes. They 

might be difficult to find.  

Interview 5 

 

A part of the interviewees pointed out the difficulty of reaching out to 

people who are at risk to become radicalized and how to support them. The 

responses bring out that there are not simple signs by which the persons at risk 

could be identified. Many pointed out the significance of parents, schools and 

friends in noticing worrying behavior. Even if the worrisome behavior is noticed, 

the threshold to get help for one’s child or a friend is very high. Some 

interviewees brought up the importance of civil society organizations as actors 

which can provide low-threshold support. Often, civil society or community 

actors are easier to contact than authorities. One challenge is also how to help a 

person that does not necessarily want to be helped. These questions do not have a 

simple answer.  

This is very difficult to think how to categorize, there isn’t a pattern or 

checklist, it is always individual. Somebody might see that someone is 

radicalized even though the person is just interested in religion. Or if 

something has happened that someone’s opinions have changed. This 

doesn’t mean that the person has been radicalized. It is a very difficult to put 

simply who is radicalized. It is difficult task for officials and teachers who 

see young people. Parents can’t always tell if something is part of teenage or 

is someone actually radicalized. Then, some can hide it from parents if they 

have. Parents don’t know everything that a youth does. It is not visible on 

the outside necessarily. 

Interview 3 
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That is one of the biggest challenges. - - If you think about the parents, if 

you are worried about your child, do you call the police? Does somebody 

come and take away your child? That is mentally hard. This is why direct 

call to police is difficult. This is why civil society has an important role. 

Interview 1 

 

Among the interviewees there were disagreeing opinions on to which extent 

individuals that might be at risk to radicalize should be attempted to recognize. 

Some of the interviewees brought up identifying individuals at risk to radicalize as 

an important part in the prevention of violent extremism, but some criticized this.  

It was also questioned whether it is even possible to identify individuals that are at 

risk – and whether this can be done in a way that is not stigmatizing. There might 

be risks if people are identified without adequate information and training. 

There has been a lot of talk that personnel in schools should be able to 

identify, to recognize the signs. This is a bit scary. Who are the teachers 

who have the capacity to do this? Where this can lead? - - There is no 

profile, that has come up in studies many times. A person that views 

violence as a legitimate form of action does not have a single profile. The 

criteria should be violence. When someone starts to talk about violence. At 

that stage there might be useful tools, this can be discussed. Not how 

someone dresses etc. 

Interview 7 

 

To summarize, recognizing and identifying individuals that might be at risk 

to radicalize was considered to be both a challenge and a risk by the interviewees. 

The interviewees agreed that prevention work might have risks if a certain group 

of people is stigmatized and labeled as at-risk-group. This might create the feeling 

that they are surveilled and not trusted. Also, the stereotyping and fear towards 

them from the general population might increase. Thus, wide-scale interventions 

towards a certain group of people might be counter-productive. Also, some 

interviewees pointed out that words and language should be used in a correct way 

in order not to stigmatize groups.  

Yes, there can be risks. In some cases, certain groups might feel that if some 

event is organized that might feel like an attack, and not that there is an 

attempt to help and make sure that nothing happens. They might feel that 

they are automatically labeled as something. For example, in Britain, when 

something has been done with youth belonging to racism-motivated groups, 

there have been problems not to label them as criminal or violent. There is a 

risk that a group is not labeled beforehand.  

Interview 3 

That increases skepticism towards the system of course and feeling that we 

are being surveilled. That is something that many might have experienced. 

Feeling the need to overly prove, I got nothing, I’m cool, I’m clear. Then if 
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some family member has gone somewhere (in the conflict zone), someone 

might not want to keep in contact to avoid problems. There are more studies 

done in Britain, many people have left from there. 

Interview 4 

 

Another risk in prevention work is that the measures geared towards the 

prevention of violent extremism are not adjusted to the real risk level. The risk has 

to be taken seriously, but on the other hand, the threat should not be exaggerated. 

If the measures are not adequate, there is a risk that the acts of violence cannot be 

prevented. But if the measures are exaggerated, this is not only unnecessary, but 

this might create stigmatization of groups and increased fear among the 

population. One interviewee also questioned whether it is even possible to create 

interventions that would erase the problem. There are limited opportunities to stop 

individuals that are willing to act. Furthermore, the prevention should not focus on 

particular communities, such as the Muslim community. 

It is interesting whether interventions can decrease the risk or is the 

risk there anyway. - - We do not talk about a systematic problem that 

needs systematic interventions. This is a very marginal problem that 

can be influenced very little in terms of interventions. We do not talk 

about communities where violent extremism would be a systematic 

problem or where there would be systemic recruiting. No. This is not 

about a Boko Haram area in Nigeria. - - Maybe this is more 

intersectional topics and themes that should be talked more than 

targeted PVE/CVE interventions. They might not be the most 

influential in Finland. 

Interview 7 

 

Also, the representatives of the Ministry of Interior and the National Police 

Board agreed that stigmatizing groups is a central risk in the prevention of violent 

extremism. Thus, attention should be paid that groups are not labeled. An Official 

from National the Police Board argued that the risk of preventive work is that 

intervention might act as a trigger for a chain of events that have been attempted 

to be prevented. 

While the majority of the interviewees felt that prevention of violent 

extremism is important, also criticism towards the concept of ‘preventing violent 

extremism’ was brought up in some interviews. These interviewees questioned 

whether it is fruitful to focus on the ‘prevention of radicalization’ but rather, 

should the focus be on the root causes. These interviewees argued that more 

emphasis should be put on the root causes of violent extremism such as perceived 

grievances and opportunities to influence the society. Also, it was pointed out that 
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‘prevention’ as a term is negatively loaded. It makes a difference how the 

prevention work is framed and what words are used. It is an interesting question 

whether the term ‘preventing violent extremism’ is inherently stigmatizing since it 

frames the work in negative terms. As one interviewee pointed out, even if the 

methods would be the same, it is important how it is talked about. Are the 

cooperative partners expected to be the problem or the solution? 

We have tried to sell the idea that it should not be talked about as prevention 

of radicalization but rather prevention of alienation, the lack of future 

prospects of youth because these are the reasons that are behind it. Then we 

could get the whole topic into a new context.  

Interview 1 

If that would be like “we are really concerned about you” and not like “hey 

we want to search which one of you is radical.” “We want to support your 

community, we want that everything is going well in your community, we 

want to benefit from your good values, and we want to share our good 

values. Let’s talk more and do more things together.” Maybe this would 

influence how things are seen. Now I maybe see the whole thing negatively 

because there is an assumption that something in me should be prevented. 

What is the illness in me that should be prevented? - - Maybe the methods 

are the same but how is it talked about. But it is difficult to say what would 

work best. I think it works best if you care genuinely.  

Interview 4 

 

 While the majority of the interviewees felt positively about the prevention 

of violent extremism, also criticism towards the prevention work was presented. 

The overall positive view might be due to the fact that the interviewees were 

selected based on their involvement with prevention work and cooperation with 

officials. The interviewees had quite similar views on many questions but what 

divided the interviewees the most was that some critiqued the ways and scope of 

the prevention work. Some of the interviewees felt that the prevention of violent 

extremism focusses too much on the Muslim communities and that the measures 

that are targeted towards it are exaggerated. Thus, attention should be paid on the 

notion that prevention of violent extremism does not target disproportionally any 

communities, and that human rights-based approach is kept at the center of all 

work also in the future. 

All interviewees agreed that including civil society actors and youth to the 

prevention work is important. The role of civil society actors is to voice also 

critical opinions and challenge the existing views – especially on the topic as 

complex as preventing of violent extremism. 
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7. Conclusion 
 

As it has been increasingly suggested in policy and research, there is a need 

to recognize and understand the work that various actors, including youth, do to 

further and sustain peace in their own contexts and in their own capacities 

(Mubashir & Grizelj, 2019 43). This research has focused on answering the 

questions: How youth are engaged in the prevention of violent extremism and 

work for peace in Finland? How the participation of youth could be further 

encouraged? This has been done by exploring how an active, diverse group of 

Finnish youth view their own work and participation, what it means to them, what 

motivates them and what external factors have played a role in their participation 

and inclusion. This research sheds light on some of the ways that youth are 

already advancing peace in the local and national level. 

In the conclusion, I present the main findings of this research. Firstly, I 

argue that the work that youth do in civil society organizations as well as 

cooperating with officials has a great value and it serves multiple goals. Secondly, 

while it is important that youth implement their ideas independently, the research 

material shows that the encouragement, support and opportunities from other 

actors have played an important role. In order for the youth to realize their 

potential and to develop their capacities, their work should be actively supported 

also in the future. Thirdly, it worth pondering upon whether the concept of 

preventing violent extremism problematic since it may be perceived to be 

problematic and it frames the work in negative terms. 

The limitation of this research is that it covers only a portion of the work 

that the active youth have done in Finland. Thus, youth do also other sorts of 

important work that is not presented in this study. The research could be expanded 

to cover a wider range of youth and their ways and possibilities to influence the 

society in Finland – also beyond the prevention of violent extremism. Also, youth 

are not a homogenous category and a larger sample size would elaborate on how 

their individual background has affected their work and views. Further research 

would be needed also concerning the attitudes of youths that are not particularly 

active in order to hear their views on the topic.  
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7.1. The value and significance of the work that youth do 
for peace 

Youth do important work for the prevention of radicalization as well as to 

further peace, equality and well-being. While the premise of this research was to 

explore youth participation in the context of prevention of violent extremism, 

which has been widely promoted in policy recommendations and research, it soon 

became clear that the work of youth is much more nuanced and broader than that. 

Youth themselves described their work having multiple goals and only a small 

part of it concerned explicitly the themes of prevention of violent extremism. 

Based on the interview material and considering the research literature, the 

activity of the young people who participated in this research can be divided into 

three broad categories. While making the categorizations, the theories of Hart and 

Shier encouraged to ponder upon; who has initiated the activity, who has the lead, 

what is the role of youth in decision-making and are youth aware of the impacts of 

their input (Hart 1992, 9-14; Shier 2001, 108-110). Youth work through different 

channels (organizations, networks, working groups) and on multiple levels (local, 

national or international). Young representatives can participate in formal existing 

structures or informal civil society activity. (Farrow 2016, 2–3.) It is important to 

have multiple different forms of participation available to youth (Feldmann-

Wojtachnia et al. 2010, 17–19). Most of the interviewees participated in the 

activity in at least two different categories. The limit of this categorization is that 

only the actions that came up in the interviews could be used to form these 

categories. 

1. Youth to youth activity about the themes of preventing violent 

radicalization and extremism. This type of activity consists of projects, events, 

panel discussions, workshops and trainings that focus particularly on the 

prevention of radicalization and violent extremism and that aim to disseminate 

knowledge about the topic and initiate discussion. Projects aiming to prevent 

violent extremism at the local level belong also to this category. These types of 

activities are often youth-led. They might be initiated by youth themselves or they 

might be proposed by someone else. Young actors can make decisions 

independently and they are mostly aware of the impacts of their input. 

2. Youth advocacy and cooperation with policymakers and practitioners. 

Youth representatives are included in working groups that deal with the 

prevention of violent radicalization and extremism on the national and 
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international level. This includes Finland’s national cooperation group to prevent 

violent extremism, EU’s Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN) working 

groups as well as steering groups of projects that work with prevention of violent 

radicalization. Also, the Police is an important cooperative partner. This type of 

activity is initiated and led by the officials or practitioners and the role of young 

representatives is to offer consultancy and input. The interviews felt that they are 

genuinely listened to, but some were not aware of the impact that their 

participation had. Cooperation among youth groups and officials builds mutual 

understanding and trust.  

3. Youth to youth activity to increase the well-being of youth, grassroots-

level peace and active citizenship. Prevention of violent radicalization and 

extremism is not one of the explicit goals, but this type of activity aims to create 

an environment of inclusion and peace. Other goals for this action include 

strengthening identity, empowering youth to active citizenship and creating a 

sense of belonging. This type of activity is often youth-led and youth-initiated. 

The young actors steer the activity of the organization independently. The action 

belonging to this category is most often done in the community at the local level. 

 

The work of youth has multiple goals. The interviewees themselves 

described that they aimed to raise awareness, bring out the voice of youth, create a 

sense of belonging, strengthen identity, empower others to active citizenship, 

disseminate knowledge and to generate critical discussion. In general, their work 

could be described to increase their well-being and promote positive peace.  

Youth organizations and networks seem to work in a dynamic way, and they 

can adjust their activity based on the wants and needs of their peers. The 

interviewees found it important that they could give other youth a platform where 

they can implement their own ideas. The participants of this research had the 

willingness to give back to other youth. For example, some of the representatives 

from the Muslim youth organizations described the difficulties they faced while 

growing up. Thus, with their work they wanted to provide their peers with a space 

where they felt a sense of belonging both to their own community as well as 

Finnish society and take part in the activities tailored for them. Young generations 

also differentiate themselves from older generations. For example, Muslim youth 

organizations cooperate beyond the Sunni – Shia groupings which is always not 

self-evident among the older generations.  
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Some of the interviewees found it also important to raise awareness about 

the topic of violent extremism.  For example, one interviewee described feeling 

very intimidated about the topic, before taking part in the workshops that allowed 

participants to explore the background of violent extremism. The interviewee told 

about wanting to give this knowledge also to other youth. By getting deeper and 

non-sensationalized information about the phenomenon, also the fear around it 

seemed to diminish.  

The interviewees that took part in this research have also cooperated with 

officials. In this setting, it seems that the role of young representatives was to act 

as a voice of youth. Cooperation was mostly viewed positively among the 

interviewees. They felt that they get to voice their opinions and that officials are 

genuinely interested in hearing what they have to say. The cooperation increases 

mutual understanding and builds trust between the youth groups and officials – 

and in broader terms between youth and the structures of society. 

Sukareih & Tannock have criticized that involving youth into formal, 

established structures does not lead to empowerment since participation is seen 

positively only when it happens on adults’ terms and invitation. They argue that 

real change rises from informal structures. (Sukarieh & Tannock 2015, 142–143.) 

However, the inclusion of youth into formal structures also serves a purpose, since 

it is an important part of democracy and it creates trust. Sherry Arnstein’s central 

argument is that citizen participation has to be seen in relation to power and that 

real participation cannot be achieved without sharing and re-distributing power 

(Farrow 2016, 3). 

This research has provided examples and evidence of the activities that 

youth do to sustain and further peace in their communities and society. In order to 

change the narrative of youth from being a potential danger, at-risk group or target 

of interventions to positive forces for peace, youth activity must be understood as 

work for a more inclusive and peaceful society. When the many ways and roles of 

youth participation have been recognized, it becomes possible to encourage and 

support both formal policy-making and informal civil society activity. 

7.2. Why the work of youth should be actively encouraged 
and supported? 

The findings from this research suggest that both the young actors 

themselves and the two experts interviewed perceived the participation of youth to 

be important. While young people act often independently, the participants of this 
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research also received support, advices and encouragement from other actors. 

Thus, it could be argued that in order for the youth participation and inclusion to 

be successful and the youth to be able to fulfill their ideas, their work should be 

actively supported and encouraged.  

Inclusion of youth into society, for example, in the form of civil society 

activity or participating in decision-making processes, is important because youth 

get the feeling that their opinion is appreciated and that they are respected 

members of the society. The interviewees brought up that youth have unique 

knowledge on the environment they live in and issues that they experience in their 

everyday lives that older generations may not have. Youth can also encourage 

their peers to participate and create spaces where youth can feel a sense of 

belonging. The interviewees reported on many benefits that they got themselves. 

They improved their social skills and got to network, they learned about various 

topics and new practical skills. The activity had personal meaning to them. Being 

active in the society and in their communities, benefits both society and the 

community as well as the youths themselves.  

This research sheds light on both internal and external factors that 

encourage and enable the youth to act. The motivation of youth themselves is one 

of the most important aspects of why youth become and remain active. Most of 

the interviewees stated that the willingness to change something in their 

community or society was an important motivating factor. Young actors also felt 

that they have something to give. Likewise, Youth Barometer 2013, stated that 

furthering something important to oneself or for the common good, motived youth 

to act. Social motives and willingness to engage in new experiences were 

considered to be important reasons in both studies. Ideology was not mentioned 

being an important factor in participation in either of these studies. (Myllyniemi 

2013, 22–24.) 

An interesting point that came up in many interviews was that the 

interviewees were motivated by the feeling that there is a chance to make a 

difference. On the contrary, the interviewees that felt that they did not have such 

an influential role anymore, also felt less motivated to continue. Thus, it is 

important that opportunities to influence are actively given to young people and 

their input is actually taken into account. It has to be made visible how the work 

of youth has made a difference. Youth should also have enough capacities to 

conduct their activity. It is vital that youth feel motivated to act – without that, 
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participation is just imposed from the outside and not genuine. The willingness for 

change can also become a source of frustration if the change does not occur 

despite the efforts. 

The encouragement and support from other actors were one of the factors 

that motivated the interviewees to get started and to stay active. This research 

shows that while young people act proactively to implement their own activity, 

also support, encouragement and resources play an important role. As Barry 

Checkoway argues, genuine participation requires environment and actors that 

support it (Checkoway 2011, 342–343). The interviewees told that other (youth) 

organizations, encouraging individuals and officials had a central role in getting 

the activity started and making the young people realize the importance of their 

work. Other actors supported youth by giving capacity building (training and 

study visits), giving advice, providing opportunities, encouragement and material 

support. Not only youth organizations need adequate resources – it is also 

important to ensure that the officials and other cooperative partners, such as the 

police, have enough resources to cooperate with youth. 

Youth also faced challenges in their work. Some of the interviewees pointed 

out that it is challenging to reach out to other youth and to find active members. 

Youth themselves do not always find it important and worthwhile to participate, 

and thus, the attitudes of youth themselves may hinder their inclusion. Also, the 

busy life situation of youth and lack of resources are some of the challenges. 

Some interviewees also reported that the unclarity about the role of their 

organization diminished their capacity.  

While all the respondents thought that youth in Finland have good or 

excellent opportunities to influence the society in general, many pointed out that 

many youths do not take advantage of these opportunities and that the 

opportunities vary depending on the background of the individual person. The 

data from the Finnish Youth Barometer confirms that activity is concentrated on 

certain young people. In other words, some of the youth are extremely active in 

multiple different forums while a portion is inactive. The level of education, 

success in school, family background and minority status affected the level of 

activeness of the youth. (Myllyniemi 2013, 27–32.) Youth are not a homogenous 

group and various factors have an impact on youth’s capacity and attitudes to 

participation. Within youth, individuals have different degrees of power, wealth 

and resources. (Sukarieh & Tannock 2015, 137.) Attention should be paid so that 
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youth from every background have the change to get involved. The participants of 

this study represent the active part of the youth, and they noted that it is a 

challenge to find the inactive youth that could benefit from the work of the youth 

networks and organizations. The awareness of various ways youth can act to 

influence the society should be increased. 

It can be argued that both society’s views on youth and youth’s view on 

themselves may encourage or decrease participation. In order for the youth to 

realize their own capacity and importance, the attitudes need to be challenged and 

changed also in society. Youth get motivated when they feel that their work is 

meaningful and makes a difference. Opportunities and encouragement are needed 

for the youth to take ownership and make a positive change in society. 

7.3. Is the concept of ‘preventing violent extremism’ 
problematic? 

The concept of preventing violent extremism is useful in defining the target 

of the work. Also, the work is vital since violent extremism is unwanted 

phenomenon in society. However, as research literature and interview data from 

this research point out, the concept is not without its problems. Both the young 

actors and the two experts interviewed argued that the biggest risk in the 

prevention work is the possible stigmatization and labeling of individuals and 

communities. Often in media, public discussion and even policy, youth – 

especially Muslim youth – are falsely presented as a group that is inherently more 

vulnerable to radicalization. The Finnish officials are very aware of this risk and 

aim to act in a way that would not be stigmatizing. Also, the many forms of 

violent extremism – violent extremism justified with religion,  violent far-right 

and violent far-left – are taken into account in Finland’s Action Plan to Prevent 

Violent Extremism. 

Even still, critical voices have been presented also in the Finnish context. 

The study by Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom and Saarinen pointed out critique 

towards the actions of officials. There was a perception among the participants of 

that study that securitization, suspicions and surveillance targeted towards the 

Finnish Muslim communities have increased in recent years. (Juntunen, Creutz-

Sundblom & Saarinen 2016, 54–56.) Although some of the interviewees brought 

up points of critique, similar strong opposition was not visible in the interview 

material of this research. Partly this is due to the fact that the participants of this 

research were selected based on the fact that they cooperated with the Ministry of 
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Interior, the Police and civil society organizations. Thus, it is likely that at least 

the majority of the participants in this study had an essentially positive outlook 

about cooperation with officials. The pool of individuals interviewed was 

different in these two studies. 

While the majority of the interviewees in this study felt that prevention of 

violent extremism is important, also criticism towards the concept of ‘preventing 

violent extremism’ was brought up in some interviews. A couple of interviewees 

felt that the need for prevention work is exaggerated and disproportionately 

targeted towards Muslim communities. The work to prevent violent extremism 

and to further peace should not disproportionally focus on a specific group of 

youth or people. Some of the interviewees questioned whether it is fruitful to 

focus on the ‘prevention of radicalization’ but rather, should the focus be more 

clearly on the drivers of violent radicalization. They argued that more emphasis 

should be put on the root causes of violent extremism such as perceived 

grievances and opportunities to influence society.  

Also, it was pointed out that ‘prevention’ as a term is negatively loaded. It 

makes a difference how the prevention work is framed and what words are used. 

It is an interesting question whether the term ‘preventing violent extremism’ is 

inherently stigmatizing since it frames the work in negative terms. As one 

interviewee described the negative connotations of prevention of violent 

extremism: “What is the illness in me that needs to be prevented?” The way that 

the issue is framed and discussed is important. Are the cooperative partners 

expected to be the problem or the solution?  

The interviewees argued that violent extremism could be best prevented by 

developing and strengthening critical thinking skills, respect for dialogue, sense of 

belonging to community and society, possibilities to influence in the society, and 

addressing perceived grievances. They also found it important to cooperate with 

various actors. The view of interviewees is also present in the research literature 

where it is often suggested that resilience to violent extremism can be developed 

by fostering values, such as human rights and togetherness, and empowering 

social and political agency of young people (Stephens, Sieckelinck & Boutellier 

2019, 6–7). 

The methods that youth mentioned being good ways to prevent violent 

extremism resonate strongly with the activity that youth are already doing in civil 

society organizations and networks. However, in many cases the interviewees did 
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not present this activity as prevention of violent extremism. Youth viewed that 

their work with preventing violent extremism was done in cooperation groups, 

separate awareness-raising events or projects. It seems that the work to prevent 

violent extremism is often initiated from the outside and youth were invited to 

take part in this by other actors. The work that youth initiated themselves and that 

rose from their own needs and everyday experiences, focused on broader goals, 

such as empowering youth to active citizenship, increasing their well-being and 

strengthening identity. However, they viewed it important that they were included 

in cooperation and decision-making processes concerning the issue.  

Since it has been established that the concept of ‘preventing violent 

extremism’ may be problematic and it may be construed as stigmatizing 

individuals or communities, in addition to that, there should be more emphasis on 

the broader scale peace work that would serve multiple purposes. While the 

emerging discourse of youth as important and positive actors in preventing 

extremism is a welcomed change to the narrative that represent youth as an at-risk 

or dangerous group, there are still some debates around the concept of prevention.  

Thus, instead of ‘preventing’, more emphasis should be put on building. If 

there is a possibility to change the narrative as youth being the problem or 

victims, there is also a possibility to change the narrative from preventing to 

creating an environment of peace. It should be ensured that everyone has 

opportunities in the society they live in and feel a sense of belonging. If youth 

experience exclusion from meaningful civic and political participation, this 

creates mistrust between them and the structures of society (Simpson 2018, 63, 

67). The social and political empowerment of youth itself has been argued to be a 

powerful way to decrease the attractiveness of extremist groups (Stephens, 

Sieckelinck & Boutellier 2019, 6–7). Cooperation and mutually trusting 

relationships between officials and youth should be fostered and strengthened. 

The value of human rights-based grassroot work for peace and well-being should 

be recognized and it should be supported more clearly. Critical discussion and 

dialogue within and between groups, cultivating a sense of belonging and action 

for more equal and inclusive society would tackle prejudices, polarization of 

society and marginalization. This would serve multiple purposes and also 

decrease the attraction of violent extremism. 
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Annex 1  
 

Tentative interview questions 

All interviews were conducted in Finnish language. Additional questions 

were asked. 

1. Participation of the interviewee 

-Could you start by telling a bit about yourself and the work & goals of the  

organization/network you work with?  

-What kind of work you have done with the prevention of violent radicalization 

 and extremism? 

- Who is involved in the activity and who has the lead? 

-Do you do cooperation with other actors? 

-How did you get involved with the activity? Why you became interested? 

-What factors have supported your work and what factors have posed a challenge? 

-Do you think that youth participation is important? Why? 

-Do you have concrete examples on how the point of view of youth has been 

 useful? 

-In general, do youth in Finland have good possibilities to influence society? 

-What are the challenges of youth participation and inclusion? 

 

2. Defining the terms & phenomenon 

-How would you define (violent) radicalization, extremism and terrorism? 

-What do you think are the main factors that affect the radicalization process? 

-How you think that media portrays (violent) radicalization, extremism and 

 terrorism? 

-Are violent radicalization and extremism threats in Finland? Why or why not? 

 

3. Prevention of violent extremism, challenges and risks 

-How violent radicalization and extremism could be best prevented? 

-What groups should be involved in the prevention of violent extremism? 

-What do you think about the notion that is it possible to recognize people who 

 are at-risk to radicalize? Can this be done without stigmatizing individuals or 

 groups? 

-What are the biggest challenges in preventing violent extremism? 

-Are there risks in preventing violent extremism? 


