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Summary

•	 Counter violent extremism (CVE) is a growing and evolving realm of policy and practice 
that faces several significant challenges in implementation, stemming in part from its 
origins in the security and defense arena. 

•	 Long versed in the challenges of conflict prevention, the peacebuilding community and 
its related methods and practices can help develop a more expansive understanding 
of violent extremism and its causes and a more localized, inclusive, and sustainable 
approach to countering it. 

•	 The peacebuilding community already contributes in many ways to the prevention of 
extremist violence and the CVE agenda through programs designed to prevent conflict, 
strengthen rule of law, and promote peace, tolerance, and resilience. 

•	 Suggested best roles for the peacebuilding community in CVE are to support a nonsecu-
ritized space for and build the capacity of civil society and to help reform the security 
bodies charged with counterterrorism and CVE.

•	 CVE policy and global security efforts, in turn, may help provide the impetus and enabling 
conditions for effective peacebuilding.  Closer collaboration between the two domains, 
with coordinated and clearer lines of engagement, would advance efforts to prevent 
extremist violence.

Introduction
Over the past decade, the understanding of how and why individuals engage in violent 
extremism and terrorism has evolved and become more nuanced, as have the tools to 
prevent these threats. A field of policy and practice called counter violent extremism (CVE) 
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has emerged that focuses on countering the pull of terrorist recruitment and influence 
by building resilience among populations vulnerable to radicalization. As the domain of 
CVE continues to mature and expand, moving further upstream to address root causes of 
extremist violence, much of the work touches the realm of peacebuilding. 

Peacebuilders, through their broader agenda of conflict prevention, also focus on 
countering extremist violence. Violent extremism is a driver of conflict, and violent 
extremists are often spoilers in peacebuilding efforts. Peacebuilding and CVE work 
increasingly intersect, though approaches and practice in the two domains often differ. 
This report bridges that divide by exploring complementary spaces and the limitations in 
their overlap.

A New Understanding
Counter violent extremism is a realm of policy, programs, and interventions designed to 
prevent individuals from engaging in violence associated with radical political, social, 
cultural, and religious ideologies and groups. Whether it exists as a subset or evolution 
of counterterrorism (CT) policy and practice depends on where one sits. In the same way 
that the legal and policy definitions of terrorism vary across U.S. agencies and inter-
national organizations—and reflect the mandate, scope, and role of those entities in 
countering it—the term violent extremism means different things in different contexts.1 
Significantly, CVE emerged from and does, for the most part, remain parked—program-
matically and conceptually—in the international and national security policymaking 
community as part of a broader effort to counter terrorism. 

The shift to prevention began as a concept after 9/11, spurred in large part by the 
changing nature of terrorism and the advent of decentralized actors and self-radicalized 
small groups and lone wolves. This affected the ways in which the international community 
worked to counter the threat but also increased awareness that the pursuit and apprehen-
sion of terrorists was—and is—a different functional problem than the prevention of new 
recruits. The shift in emphasis to CVE engagement was also guided by the realization among 
policymakers that some CT approaches had indeed exacerbated the threat and added new 
recruits to the ranks of terrorist groups and movements. 

To a large degree, and somewhat symbiotically, CVE policy has kept pace with an 
expanded understanding of how and why individuals become involved in extremist violence. 
Over the past ten years, significant social science research has advanced a sophisticated 
analytic framework of the dynamics of radicalization. This research has led us past simplis-
tic explanations for terrorism, and we now understand radicalization as a fluid, nonlinear, 
highly individualized process (see figure 1). The process reflects the interplay of drivers on 
several levels:

•	 push factors that include structural conditions, such as poverty, and grievances, such 
as lack of access to political processes or justice; 

•	 individual psychological and emotional characteristics, such as need for belonging, 
dignity, meaning, or revenge, or the continuation of cycles of violence brought on 
by chronic conflict;  

•	 the influence of socialization and group dynamics by family, peers, and schools; and 

•	 the pull of active recruitment to include extremist messaging that inspires violence.2

What leads a young man in northern Nigeria to join Boko Haram3 or a teenager in 
Kyrgyzstan to spend time with Hizb ut-Tahrir4 or a young woman to join the ranks 
of the FARC in Colombia5 are a unique and highly contextual set of circumstances, 
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grievances, and issues. And though these stories, pathways, or trajectories toward 
extremist violence can be carefully analyzed and understood in retrospect, no models 
of radicalization are predictive.6 There is no way to determine whether an individual 
in certain circumstances, with a certain disposition, with certain relationships, and 
exposed to certain ideas will end up engaged in violence. It is only possible to gauge 
vulnerability to this likelihood. This reality is particularly problematic for those 
charged with detecting and preventing terrorism and violent extremism.

Although the radicalization process is highly contextual, many of the push factors that 
relate to an individual’s internal traits and psychological motivations can be universally 
understood.7 Jerrold Post, Marc Sageman, and others have identified common social-
psychological motivations for participating in terrorist groups and movements, such as a 
need for belonging and validation.8 Others have pointed to emotional drivers, such as a 
desire for revenge and responses to perceived humiliation, especially in the case of suicide 
attacks.9 A sense of thrill seeking and adventure also can play a part in pushing others 
toward engagement in violence.10 In this way, understanding the dynamics of radicaliza-
tion requires an appreciation for human psychology.

Underscoring this more nuanced concept of radicalization is an acknowledgment that 
there is not a direct causal relationship between radical ideas and extremist violence. Some 
scholars even posit that not all violent extremists are radical in their belief system, in that 
some have only a superficial adherence to the ideology believed to “inspire” the violent 
acts.11 This is an important perspective that suggests that focusing on “countering the 
narrative” of extremists is only part of the solution.

This thinking is manifested in the policy shift to a “whole-of-government approach” 
to countering violent extremism and is reflected in the “development and security nexus” 
debate.12 CVE practice has expanded to include a spectrum of interventions that range 
from working to counter the narrative of terrorist recruitment messaging to development 
projects designed to mitigate the more structural causes that make an individual vulner-
able to recruitment. CVE can now be best characterized as a rapidly growing and evolving 
international community of practice. 

However, the translation of CVE policy, as currently conceptualized, into effective prac-
tice continues to face several significant interrelated challenges:
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Figure 1. Dynamics of Radicalization
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The problem of definition: addressing the grey. The national and international 
government entities charged with developing and implementing CT and CVE policy 
and protecting the public from security threats are appropriately limited by their 
jurisdictional scope and existing legal frameworks. Their focus, however, forces some 
artificial distinctions on the nature of the problem. Functionally, most governments, 
including the United States, distinguish between criminal violence and violence 
rooted in or associated with an extremist ideology and have separate laws, policies, 
tools, and organizations empowered to protect the public from these threats. In the 
real world, terrorist and criminal activity are often closely intertwined, and violence 
tied to ideologies is often politicized and linked to corruption—to the extent that 
violent extremist trends are sometimes deliberately manipulated or fostered by  
political entities. Some violent extremist movements may even enjoy broad passive 
popular support. Counterviolence and abuse by authorities is a further complicating 
factor. Violent extremism cannot be neatly packaged, and government institutions 
often lack the agility and capacity, or even the legitimacy, to operate effectively in 
this grey area. 

The problem of contextualization: lost in translation. Mapping interventions to 
the specific and local contexts in which individuals radicalize requires an innate level 
of understanding, typically too great a reach for outside experts. Often it seems that 
although the tool kit used to counter violent extremism has expanded well beyond a 
single hammer, the international community still struggles with perceiving every poten-
tial community at risk of radicalization as a nail. What works as an intervention in Aceh 
may not in Islamabad. Counter narrative strategies, for example, may be less effective 
in environments in which the ideological sway is less of a driver than structural push 
factors such as access to resources. 

The problem of relevance: also lost in translation. A pillar of CVE policy and 
practice is the promotion of cooperative and trust-based relationships between civil 
society and local police and the practice now known ubiquitously as community-led 
policing.13 Although this approach may yield results—and has done so in places such 
as Copenhagen and Boston—significant risks are associated with it in fragile states 
with unreformed security services that lack oversight and may indeed persist in vio-
lating human rights. In certain environments, civil society actors are at risk of being 
instrumentalized by security services in the effort to prevent extremist violence, and 
the relationship is used more to collect intelligence than to work cooperatively. This 
reality demands thoughtful implementation of this particular CVE strategy.

The problem of safety: how to engage nongovernmental actors. Some CVE 
practices, especially those that come close to confronting the recruitment efforts of 
terrorist groups or focus on police interventions, are appropriately managed by security 
bodies, but civil society can play a vital role in building resistance to extremist vio-
lence. However, countering violent extremism is dangerous work whether it is directly 
challenging the recruitment narratives and messages of terrorists groups or working to 
teach tolerance in a highly polarized and fragile environment. The need to calculate the 
appropriateness of who should intervene, when, where, and on what level with an eye 
to security and safety—especially when engaging civil society—is critical.

The problem of measurement: evaluating impact. The security community has 
struggled with the problem of how to measure the impact of CVE initiatives and with 
the conundrum of how to measure a negative, or a decrease in numbers of potential new 
recruits to violent extremist movements. What complicates this exercise is the challenge 
of isolating the variables that might be correlated to a decline in extremist violence.
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A Peacebuilding Perspective
For the peacebuilding community, most of these problems are familiar issues. Peacebuilders 
are accustomed to working in fragile “grey” environments in which roles, identities, and 
relationships can change rapidly and significantly. Peacebuilders are also often focused on 
local implementation, working from existing mechanisms and viewing conflict through an 
anthropological lens. 

This approach, however, is sometimes criticized for being too local or narrow; for avoid-
ing engagement with other sectors, such as security; and for not linking with international 
levels and trends. Despite these limitations, the approaches, methods, and experiences of 
peacebuilding organizations and practitioners can help enhance the security-centric prac-
tice of CVE in several ways. 

Working with the grey. Peacebuilders operate with a broader and more neutral under-
standing of violence and its causes and, by virtue of this more objective optic and status, 
are able to engage with a larger range of stakeholders. By focusing strategically on the 
prevention of violence and conflict and unencumbered by certain policy and related defi-
nitional constraints, peacebuilders can work with the ambiguity that comes in situations in 
which lawmakers and enforcers may be part of the problem. This more expansive approach 
also affords more explanations and a more nuanced analysis of causes, which in turn helps 
map more contextually relevant interventions. 

Do no harm. An important practice of the peacebuilding and development worlds is 
the do-no-harm methodology, which helps practitioners think through the short- and 
long-term effects of certain initiatives or programs on a community. This practice ensures 
that well-intentioned programs do not have unanticipated negative consequences. Such 
consideration would add value to the implementation of CVE projects, especially those—
such as community policing efforts—that are borrowed from and tested in more developed 
contexts, the viability of which may be lost in translation.

Local ownership. Peacebuilding approaches include an emphasis on building capacity 
among local stakeholders, and to this end, the peacebuilding community houses a well-
tested pedagogical library of teachable skills associated with empowering actors in fragile 
or conflict environments to build resilience and prevent violence. Expanding the concept of 
a CVE intervention to something that is taught and learned and has associated skills, rather 
than an operation carried out against a target, would significantly address the problem of 
contextualization. Peacebuilders know also that working within existing local mechanisms, 
networks, and practices ensures the sustainability, relevance, and impact of any conflict 
prevention program. 

A consideration of gender. A central tenet of peacebuilding is that sustainable 
peace is achievable only with the engagement and consideration of the rights and 
needs of both men and women. CVE policy and practice have been criticized for fail-
ing to consider the pivotal role women can play in preventing extremist violence.14 
Because of the significant influence of socialization and relationships in the process 
of radicalization, both men and women are inherently part of the dynamics that push 
and pull an individual toward and from violent extremism. In many societies, gender 
identities and norms are also deeply embedded in ideas about violence and peace. 
Peacebuilders appreciate the need to examine the role gender plays in both mitigating 
and fostering trajectories of violence.15

Supporting the role of civil society. Civil society actors are critical stakeholders in 
peacebuilding and play a pivotal role in building good governance in conflict or postconflict 
societies. They contribute to reform and transformation in powerful ways and often represent 
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a society’s true capacity to withstand violence. Civil society in weak and fragile states are 
often substitute service providers and, in this way, are significantly positioned to help prevent 
conflict and violence. CVE programs that focus on building capacity in civil society can be 
truly effective if undertaken in a way that ensures the safety and non-instrumentalization of 
these actors.

Because peacebuilding organizations focus on preventing conflict and work with both 
state and civil society actors, they are uniquely positioned to contribute to the objectives 
of CVE programs. Indeed, they already do on many levels but often not with the explicit 
objective to prevent extremist violence. USIP’s justice and security dialogues, which are 
implemented on the community level in countries in transition, use facilitated dialogue to 
promote cooperation, enhanced relations, and joint problem solving among state and non-
state justice and security actors, the government, religious leaders, tribal leaders, elders, 
business elites, and community members. The goal of the program is to prevent, mitigate, 
and resolve local conflict and promote human security and access to justice. Although not 
designed to prevent violent extremism per se, the aspects of the program do in effect mirror 
elements of the CVE practice of community-based policing.

In examining the drivers of extremist violence in many communities, it is clear that 
trauma healing is needed not just to prevent individuals from engaging in extremist violence 
but also as a prerequisite to empowering others, who have been scarred by violence, to work 
as preventers. Initiatives such as Strategies for Trauma Awareness and Resilience (STAR)—
a training program that brings together theory and practices from neurobiology, conflict 
transformation, human security, spirituality, and restorative justice—work to break cycles 
of violence and heal trauma.16

Curricula and training materials, such as USIP’s Peacebuilding Toolkits, are valuable 
resources for teaching the skills, knowledge, and awareness needed to build resistance to 
and resilience against the pull of extremist violence on the individual, school, and com-
munity levels.17 Conflict prevention and resolution skills, such as mediation, dialogues, and 
negotiation, coupled with increased awareness and appreciation for how and why violence 
and conflict occur can help make young people less vulnerable to recruitment. 

The overlap between CVE and peacebuilding work is clear, but CVE is tied to security 
policy and practice, and peacebuilders and their local partners need to maintain a certain 
level of neutrality to be effective and safe. The concept of neutrality, however, can be a 
false construct in an increasingly polarized world, especially when dealing with subjective 
issues such as extremist ideologies. It is more important to be transparent in intentions and 
objectives, and peacebuilders must be afforded that space.

A Way Forward
Peacebuilders and peacebuilding practice can contribute to and enhance the CVE agenda in 
several ways:

•	 Support a nonsecuritized space for civil society. Civil society has a role in the preven-
tion of extremist violence independent of engagement with the security sector or other 
state actors. In certain fragile environments, it may be dangerous or counterproductive 
or inappropriate to collaborate with police in identifying groups of individuals who are at 
risk of radicalization or pose a security threat. With the help of peacebuilding organiza-
tions, civil society can develop effective programs to increase community awareness of 
the dynamics of radicalization and teach the skills associated with building resilience and 
resistance to the drivers of violent extremism.  
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•	 Empower and equip women to participate. Women have been overlooked as a 
resource in CVE policy and planning but are poised to play significant and unique 
roles in their homes, schools, communities, and governments to help prevent violence 
and conflict. Indeed, some already do, although their participation is not recognized 
or documented as CVE per se. Peacebuilders, with their inclusive and gender-sensitive 
ethos, are well-positioned to help empower women in local communities engage safely 
and productively in preventing violence. 

•	 Focus on building resilience. As civil society actors become increasingly involved in 
countering extremist violence, and because of its related danger, a natural division 
of focus emerges. State and security actors are best positioned to focus on direct 
engagement with the pull of recruitment messages and techniques. Civil society actors, 
more vulnerable to retaliation from violent extremists, are better placed to address the 
push factors that make individuals susceptible to recruitment or joining. Peacebuilders 
can help equip civil society with the skills and knowledge needed to build resilience 
through trauma healing and transformation and peace and tolerance education. This 
level of engagement also partially addresses the measurement conundrum as it shifts 
focus to evaluating a positive gain (in skills, awareness, capacity, and social cohesion/
resilience) from measuring a negative (decrease in potential violent extremists). 

•	 Help reform the security entities charged with CT/CVE. Peacebuilders can help lay 
the groundwork for effective police CVE work in fragile environments by working to 
reform and build the capacity of those security bodies charged with this mandate. 
Training programs that focus on enhancing the delivery of security services within 
the framework of democratic governance with full respect for human rights and the 
rule of law are a significant step toward building trust between civil society and the 
security sector.

•	 Expand the definition. By working directly in country with a full range of stakehold-
ers and actors, peacebuilders have privileged access and insight into the dynamics 
and factors that contribute to radicalization and violence in a community. The peace-
builder’s appreciation for the ambiguous and mutable nature of these issues and the 
evolving roles of state and civil society actors allow for a sophisticated and nuanced 
level of analysis. By viewing the problem of extremist violence using the broader and 
more neutral lens of conflict prevention, peacebuilders can help extract a deeper 
understanding of the drivers of violent extremism.

In this way, the local, contextualized, and inclusive approach of peacebuilding can add 
considerable value to CVE practice. The peacebuilding community can also help translate 
trends that emerge in an embryonic civil society and evolving state institutions in a con-
flict or postconflict environment for security policymakers. CVE policies and resources, in 
turn, may provide the impetus and enabling conditions needed for effective peacebuilding 
work. A stronger bridge between the two domains, with coordinated and clearer lines of 
engagement, would help advance the whole-of-government approach to countering violent 
extremism from theory to effective practice.
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