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The AMPLIFY 
project

AMPLIFY is a two-year project co-funded by the European Union 
running from January 2019 to January 2021. The overall objective 
is to contribute to mutual understanding and cooperation between 
the EU and Canada by amplifying the voices of young people (ages 
18-30) with fewer opportunities at the transatlantic level. 

Together with Apathy is Boring, Citoyenneté Jeunesse, Interna-
tional Falcon Movement-Socialist Educational International, Ox-
fam Italy, Oxfam Québec and with research support from Youth 
Policy Labs, our goal is for European and Canadian youth  
organizations, networks, and associations to build sus-
tainable alliances and innovate together to identify 
joint priorities and common solutions to address 
gender inequality, climate change and violent 
extremism. 

In the first year of the project, Amplifiers conducted 
participatory, experimental and learner-centred, two-
day workshops (“LABs”). A total of 13 LABs in Ca-
nada¹ and Europe² were implemented to develop 
research plans in order to collaboratively propose 
evidence-based solutions to the three project the-
mes. Next, the results of these youth-led research 
projects were presented at a four-day Transa-
tlantic Youth Dialogue (November 4th to 7th, 2019) in 
Montreal, Canada. After four days of working together and 
exploring commonalities in a transatlantic context, Amplify 
youth proposed avenues of effective change and created a 
Transatlantic Youth Agenda.

In the following Action Briefs, the youth-led research results 
from our 13 LABs in the Amplify project provide evidence 
supporting the recommendations from the 
Transatlantic Youth Agenda on the topics of climate 
change, gender inequality, and violent extremism.

¹ Participating locations in Canada are Edmonton, Ottawa, Toronto, Montreal, Québec 
City, Regions of Quebec (a digital space reaching young people from Montreal, Québec, 
Laval, Beauce, Levis, Lanaudière, Saguenay, and Victoriaville), and Vancouver.

² Participating European locations are Barcelona,  Catalonia; Rome & Florence, Italy; 
Vienna, Austria; Brussels & Beyond, Belgium (a digital space reaching young people 
from: London, Oslo, Brussels, Milan, Lisbon, and Helsinki); and Ljubljana, Slovenia.

https://oxfam.qc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Amplify-Transatlantic-Youth-Agenda.pdf
https://oxfam.qc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Amplify-Transatlantic-Youth-Agenda.pdf
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YOUTH LED 
RESEARCH3

Youth-led research has no agreed definition yet, but is essentially about participatory research pro-
cesses and projects that young people design, carry out, interpret and disseminate themselves. 
Young people select the topic, design the tools, and collect and analyse the data to develop conclu-
sions and recommendations. Youth-led research provides: youth empowerment, an enriching lear-
ning process, valuable insight into Amplify's three project themes, and potential avenues for action. 
Therefore, the overall quality of the data collected and analysis should be seen in the context of 
varying levels of prior research experience from our youth researchers.

To collect data on questions regarding climate change, gender inequality 
and violent extremism, our youth researchers utilized various methodo-
logies detailed below, by city:

Vancouver, Canada: Survey
Edmonton, Canada: Survey
Toronto, Canada: Online Surveys & Interviews
Ottawa, Canada: Focus group
Montreal, Canada: Survey
Quebec City, Canada: Survey, Personal Experiences & Desk Research
Quebec regions (digital LAB space), Canada: Survey
Barcelona, Catalonia: Online Survey & Interviews
Brussels & Beyond (digital LAB space), Belgium: Survey & Explora-
tory Desk Research
Florence, Italy: Survey & Interviews
Rome, Italy: Online Survey, Interviews (telephone & face-to-face), Fo-
cus Group & Case Study
Ljubljana, Slovenia: Face-to-face Survey
Vienna, Austria: Online Survey

These surveys reached a combined 1,372 respondents across Europe and Canada. Young people 
and women were the largest group of respondents to the surveys. Also, many people identified as 
BIPOC (black, indigenous, people of colour), as having a visible or invisible disability, as coming 
from the LGBTQ+ community, or as being a gender and sexual minority.

In today’s rapidly changing world, youth leadership is vital. We also believe youth proposals for sys-
temic change, which are outlined in this Action Brief, should be at the forefront of the public debate 
in order to plan the post COVID-19 world.

³ Research Teams
Montreal, Canada: Aurore Iradukunda & Camille Georges.
Quebec, Canada: Julie Durot, Simon Parent, Guillaume Plante, Laura Magon, Amélie Chansigaud -Golzio, Anais 
Gousse, Lounès Félicin, Camille Poirot, & Antoine Descôteaux.
Barcelona,  Catalonia: Robert Arronis, Claudia Cases, Rita Trias , Eliazar Lebrón, Carmen, Alonso -Villaverde, 
Laura Matesanz, Ferran Climent, Shesica Paez, & Arnau Masclans.

Clem Onojeghuo I Unsplash
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“I am afraid for the future of humanity. We are facing 
an unprecedented climate crisis and climate change 
will impact us all.”  (Anonymous, Montreal)

Recent studies conducted by young researchers in Europe and 
Canada have documented the increased feelings of hel-
plessness, frustration, and fear overcoming young people in light 
of the climate crisis. In an attempt to take control of their uncertain 
futures, youth have turned toward personal reductions of their ecological 
footprint in light of what is perceived inaction by institutions to address the 
primary causes of global carbon emissions: 
ineffective governing and large polluting corporations.

Recommendations creating greater transparency for consumers, moving toward human-centred 
urban planning, scaling back and regulating high emission industries, incentivizing sustai-
nable business practices, and greater dissemination of environmentally conscious educa-
tion initiatives are among the recommended actions in this brief.

CLIMATE CHANGE ACTION BRIEF

Fuelled by an overwhelming sense of helplessness and increasing eco-anxiety, young people are 
increasingly making personal lifestyle changes to take control of their ecological footprint. These 
actions are a critical response to the perceived inadequate measures taken by political and com-
mercial institutions to mitigate the growing climate change threat. In particular, recent actions by 
global governments to stem the spread of COVID-19 have shown us that overnight transformational 
change is possible: “This is an unprecedented opportunity to move away from unmitigated growth at 
all costs and the old fossil fuel economy, and deliver a lasting balance between people, prosperity 
and our planetary boundaries. Now is the time to phase out fossil fuels and invest in the energy of 
the future” (Planetary Emergency Partnership, 2020).

In the following action brief, policy changes are proposed to elicit better responses from stakehol-
ders in the civil, public, and private sectors to take decisive action on limiting carbon emissions. The 
necessary action needed to effectively and concretely tackle the climate change issue requires a 
shift away from a linear, single-use economy toward a circular economy that promotes environ-
mentally conscientious consumerism and sustainable business practices.

RATIONALE FOR ACTION
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Introduce labelling requirements for new garments detailing the environmental cost of the 
supply and production chain. 9,500 litres of water are consumed to produce a single pair of jeans 
(Florence, Italy youth LAB, 2019). 71.6% of surveyed respondents from Florence were willing to pay 
more to buy ethical or eco-friendly products, but 56.4% believed they have little capacity to find out 
more information on the supply chain and environmental impacts of their clothing (Florence, Italy 
youth LAB, 2019). If people are interested in making sustainable fashion a priority, corporations 
should be readily providing the necessary information to consumers so they can make informed 
purchases.

Implement sustainable urban planning. Quality urban planning for human beings (and not cars) 
is essential for the future. Cities should be built using the best sustainable urban planning practices 
that privilege pedestrians, cyclists, and people using public transportation. According to survey re-
search from the youth LAB in Quebec City, Canada (2019), 75% of respondents said they were 
aware and willing to adopt sustainable mobility solutions. But the car-centric focus in current urban 
planning has made many cities ill equipped to proactively handle the increasing need for sustainable 
transportation solutions.  Respondents overwhelmingly cited the need for more sustainable mobility 
options, including proper cycling infrastructure, greater frequency and expansion of public transpor-
tation systems, universal accessibility for disabled people, children (etc.), and better consideration 
of changing weather patterns⁴ in the implementation and planning of urban public transportation 
networks. As COVID-19 rages on, experts and citizens view cycling as a safe way to avoid crowded 
public transportation systems. In New York, cycling has spiked by 52% over the city’s bridges after 
social-distancing protocols were put in place (Hu, 2020), while the London Cycling Campaign (2020) 
offers supportive advice to new riders on how to navigate urban cycling.  As populations rapidly age, 
it is also necessary to provide sustainable cities that ensure all generations can thrive and have a 
great quality of life.

Furthermore, our cities need less asphalt and more nature. Cities should provide more blue-
green spaces for public use. 73.3% of survey respondents from Montreal, Canada (2019) believed 
there are not enough blue-green spaces⁵ in their city, which in turn negatively affects their mental 
wellbeing. Survey data from Toronto, Canada (2019) suggests youth are not prepared for changes 
of extreme heat and cold related to climate change: while 60% can heat their homes during winter, 
only 45% of participants could effectively cool their homes during summer. The adaptation of more 
blue-green infrastructure in sustainable urban planning could help make our cities more climate 
adaptable.

RECOMMENDATIONS

⁴ This would include both weather seasonality and extreme weather events. For example, winter conditions in some areas could 
make waiting outside in the cold less appealing. Suitable shelter from cold conditions would alleviate hesitations to wait at public 
transportation stations.

⁵ Blue-green infrastructure emphasizes the importance of including the natural environment in land-use planning by incorpora-
ting things such as parks, urban forest, ponds, fountains, etc.

Pauline Loroy I Unsplash
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Additionally, the closing and increasing restrictions of national borders during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has illustrated the vulnerabilities our cities face in providing food for 
their residents. For example, nearly 40% of everything that is consumed in Canada during the 
winter and spring seasons has come from or transited through the United States (Charlebois, 
2020).  A vital part of sustainable urban planning requires relocalisation⁶ of certain economic 
and productive activities to ensure our cities are more resilient and autonomous.

Support alternatives to air transportation. 93.5% of survey respondents (Barcelona, Catalonia 
youth LAB, 2019) believed there needed to be better controls and reduction of domestic flight op-
tions in favour of greener transportation methods such as trains and buses. When making decisions 
as to which mode of transportation to use, respondents prioritized (in order): price, duration of 
travel, and comfort. However, many would consider more sustainable transportation options over 
time and comfort for short distances. Additionally, 80.7% of respondents believed there should be 
an increase in taxes on airfare and gasoline consumption for airlines (Barcelona, Catalonia youth 
LAB, 2019). Therefore, increased taxes on air transportation and a lowering of taxes on domestic 
bus and train options could make alternatives to air travel more appealing. Furthermore, 92% of 
surveyed respondents from Barcelona, Catalonia (2019) believed that trains and buses should uti-
lize renewable energy in an effort to compound sustainable approaches in domestic transportation.

Incentivize environmentally conscious business practices. While recognizing the integral role 
local and national action plays in politics, focus group participants from Rome, Italy (2019) per-
ceived either international or European levels of action as the most efficient for implementing 
new environmental policies. While recognizing the importance of national-level commitments to 
the reduction of carbon emissions, greater commitments from the international community are also 
necessary. Universal, international, binding climate laws around emission reduction with real incen-
tives for participation and real consequences for those who fail to meet their goals should be adop-
ted. These can take the form of government subsidies for green energy production, tax benefits for 
companies that implement sustainable business practices, and stricter regulations for high polluting 
corporations.

Second, financial institutions must report investments in a socially and environmentally responsible 
manner. For example, 70.4% of survey respondents from Vancouver, Canada (2019) were unaware 
of whether their bank/credit union invested money in a socially and environmentally responsible 
manner. Financial institutions have an obligation to report investments that harm the environment 
so consumers can make financial decisions that reflect their commitment to combating the climate 
crisis. Moreover, financial institutions could also create socially and environmentally responsible 
investment opportunities.

6Refocusing on favoring local-regional production and transportation of goods  instead of products that are pro-
duced abroad and shipped afterward.
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Climate change has and will continue to be a global issue as inaction by institutions to address 
the primary causes of global carbon emissions continues. The intention of these proposed recom-
mendations is to promote decisive action aimed at stemming the growing climate change crisis 
by presenting stated fears and solutions from young people in society. In an effort to build a more 
sustainable, environmentally conscious society, civil, public, and private sector stakeholders should 
carefully examine the ways they can contribute toward creating greater transparency for consumers, 
moving toward: 
• human-centred urban planning; 
• scaling back and regulating high emission industries;
• incentivizing sustainable business practices;
• and committing to greater dissemination of environmental and climate-change related education.

Provide better access to information regarding climate change. Youth feel there is an overall 
lack of access to knowledge that needs to be addressed. Survey results from Barcelona, Catalonia 
showed that 60.4% of people believe tools to calculate CO2 emissions are important, while 78.2% of 
people with little awareness of the climate crisis are unaware of any tools that exist to calculate their 
individual CO2 emissions. Many young people do not feel equipped to understand their climate im-
pact. According to the same study, young people often feel there is a lack of universally understan-
dable, effective and interesting education initiatives that highlight alternatives or climate impacts. In 
order to address this concern there needs to be accurate, comprehensive environmental education 
and accurate, scientifically backed media coverage of environmental issues. These educational pro-
grams should not only include information on personal actions that can be implemented to mitigate 
carbon emissions⁷,but also on environment-related impacts due to production⁸.

Furthermore, there needs to be greater promotion of green jobs at the university and trade le-
vel. For example, 52.1% of respondents were unaware of certificate/degree programs in Vancouver 
related to the environmental movement (Vancouver, Canada youth LAB, 2019). Current education 
and vocational training should include a focus on environmental regulation and policy-making and 
reach different sectors.

Amplify lesser heard voices in climate activism. 83.3% of respondents from Edmonton, Canada 
(2019) believed there is a relationship between the impacts of colonization and climate change. Cur-
rent climate activism needs to do better in supporting local, community-based efforts and recognizing 
the systemic barriers preventing people of colour, low income groups, rural areas, and indigenous 
groups from  participating, and being represented and consulted in the climate justice movement. 
Climate change activism must encourage a greater diversity of approaches to action from different 
cultures and lifestyles to tackle climate change. In the focus group from Ottawa, Canada (2019) 
colonization and capitalism were seen as contributing to a problematic, linear relationship with the 
conceptualization of land as a resource. This contradicts a cyclic relationship perspective between 
humans and land that is needed in the climate justice movement discourse. Diverse frameworks of 
knowledge, which have a more holistic view of the relationship between humans and nature, 
need to be recovered. Furthermore, better commitments to the healing process for indigenous 
groups due to land alienation should be included such as: fighting for land reparations, promoting 
land literacy, and acting in solidarity with food justice initiatives.

CONCLUSION

⁷In the Youth LAB Ljubljana, Slovenia survey, 51% of respondents were aware of current EU policy regarding the restrictions of 
plastic bags. 39% of those respondents that were aware of current plastic restrictions felt they were not enough or that more alter-
natives to eliminating single-use plastic to help the environment needed to be addressed.

⁸ Specific examples mentioned in our Rome survey include the effects of intensive farming techniques, overuse of plastics and 
Styrofoam, and groundwater pollution from industry.
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GENDER INEQUALITY ACTION BRIEF

“Je dois davantage justifier tout ce que je fais ou dis, 
car c’est toujours moins pris au sérieux.” (I constant-
ly have to justify everything that I do or say because 
it is always taken less seriously.) 
(Anonymous, Quebec)

“I have been told not to come back to my job if I have 
braids in my hair because it looks wild and 
unprofessional.” (Anonymous, Brussels)

RATIONALE FOR ACTION

9 Examples from respondents from the Quebec regions digital LAB:
“A frail and feminine physical appearance makes me first establish my credibility. There is 
a prejudice that a woman cannot be both pretty and smart.”
“I am automatically considered as an incubator for babies, not a scientist.”

Gender inequality is still a global problem, particularly for women 
in positions of leadership and decision-making. 92.5% of respon-

dents (Quebec regions digital LAB, 2019) indicated that they had 
witnessed a situation where a woman was not heard because of her 

identity as a woman. In the same study, women in the decision-making 
sphere stated that 67% received irrelevant comments9 related to their 

gender, 44% were criticized for “harshness,” and, as a result, 64% ques-
tioned their skills. As of 2014, 143 out of 195 countries guarantee equality 
between men and women, however, discrimination persists in the form of 
laws and policies, gender-based stereotypes, and through social norms 
and practices (United Nations Women, 2015). Even with new commit-
ments from international  organizations to level the playing field between 
men and women, women are often faced with consistent persecution and 
harassment in addition to economic, social and political barriers. 

Free-Photos I Pixabay

Our youth-led research projects on the topic of gender inequality have concluded that despite the 
increased legislation worldwide promoting gender equality, disparities between genders are still 
prominent in society. Women who are decision-makers or in positions of power consistently feel 
controlled in terms of dress and behaviour according to survey respondents from different regions 
of Quebec (Quebec Regions digital youth LAB, 2019). In addition, globalized efforts to promote in-
tersectional gender equality — inclusive of all sexual and gender minorities — are severely lacking.

A recent survey conducted by the Vienna youth LAB (2019) found that only 1% of respondents 
considered gender diversity to include the visibility of sexualities and genders between and beyond 
the binary. In this brief, the recommended actions paramount to the continued promotion of equa-
lity between all genders include: the necessity to change cultural norms regarding gender and 
diversity; the promotion of intersectional gender equality; and supporting vulnerable popula-
tions in safe public spaces.
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Moreover, the discussion of gender equality has a limited lens which often only focuses on inequality 
between men and women, overlooking gender and sexual minorities. According to survey partici-
pants in Vienna (2019), 66% associate gender diversity with “gender visibility in society" or “having 
the same status in society regardless of gender.” While only 1% of survey respondents in Vienna 
mentioned the visibility of sexualities and genders in between and beyond the binary genders. The 
discussion of gender equality needs to be intersectional and inclusive in order to properly reflect 
on issues of diversity and inclusion. Space must be created for all genders and sexual minorities, 
while acknowledging the combining identity factors of discrimination within this space.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Change cultural norms. Much of what we have seen to tackle gender inequality takes the form of 
simple quota systems to ensure fair representation of women in decision-making spaces of society. 
Yet, these measures are not enough to combat the prevailing culture which has led to gender ine-
quality. In two surveys (Quebec regions digital youth LAB and Brussels & Beyond digital youth LAB, 
2019), the most common problem for women is the criticism and regulation of their appearance 
and bodies¹⁰. The regulation and commentary on women’s bodies and behaviour are rooted in the 
structured patriarchal control of women’s bodies through persisting gender norms. Furthermore, 
survey findings from the Vienna, Austria youth LAB (2019) indicate toys are still considered gender 
specific, where 63% of respondents would not buy their daughters a toy car and 57% would not buy 
their son a doll. From a young age, children are being molded into certain roles and expectations are 
attached to certain genders. The reference of certain toys belonging to certain genders perpetuates 
the inequality and injustice of rigid gender roles.

In order to begin to address the problem of unequal social norms, society should be moving toward 
the acceptance of gender neutrality in our expectations of roles, norms, and language¹¹. Institutions 
should conduct internal research to identify possible areas of bias and discrimination in order to 
develop a systemic approach to changing sexist cultural norms. Institutions should also update exis-
ting documents, policies, and procedures to promote gender neutrality in order to avoid favouring 
one gender over another or marginalizing gender minorities.

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, women are more likely than men to be affected by the 
crisis (Scharff, 2020). Women are more likely to stay at home with children, where “39% of working 
mothers must take time off and stay home when their children are sick, over ten times the share of 
men”  (Ranji & Salganicoff, 2014). Cultural norms expect women to take on the mental burden of ba-
lancing domestic and work life. Furthermore, women disproportionately hold jobs in industries with 
poor protections, with little to no family leave or sick leave (Scharff, 2020). They are also overrepre-
sented in health and social service related jobs (Desrosiers, 2020). This makes women especially 
vulnerable to a pandemic-related crisis. 

¹⁰ Examples from respondents from the Quebec regions digital LAB:
“When I meet male clients, very often the first comment is on my appearance.”
“At work, men commented on how I dress (more masculine than what a woman should look like for them).” 
“Overweight women do not mix well in a business as women who are promoted often meet more universal beauty criteria.”

Examples from policy: According to Bill 21, in the province of Quebec, public servants (government, teachers, etc) are prohibited 
from wearing religious symbols in the workplace. This obviously targets religious minorities (women who wear the hijab, Sikhs, 
etc).

¹¹ Examples include: making gender neutral bathrooms available; encouraging the use of gender inclusive language when addres-
sing groups of people; eliminating gender-marked job titles, or instructing employees to introduce themselves with their preferred 
pronouns to avoid misgendering.
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In Canada, women are bearing the brunt of CO-
VID-19, both in terms of health and economi-
cally. There are more cases of women contrac-
ting the virus, and women are dying more often 
than men (Ankel, May 2020). Institutions such 
as the YWCA and Wilfrid Laurier University are 
calling this a “she-cession,” since “women ac-
counted for 62 per cent of the jobs lost between 
late February and March” (Schirle, May 2020). In 
order to address these issues, which are exacer-
bated by the global COVID-19 pandemic, there 
is a need to create a more equal division of the 
labor burden by providing more comprehensive 
parental leave, flexible work hours, and a fairer 
division of responsibilities in the household.

Promote intersectional gender equality. Pro-
moting gender equality needs to be more inter-
sectional and inclusive. According to a small sur-
vey conducted by the Brussels & Beyond digital 
youth LAB (2019), 88.7% of respondents said 
they were the only women of colour in their work-
place, class, or graduation. In the same study, 
75% of respondents said they did not feel safe in 
their organization or workplace due to feelings of 
hyper-visibility and vulnerability. In addition, res-
pondents said they felt the need to modify their 
appearance before going to university or work 
in order to “tame” their hair and avoid degrading 
comments. The majority of women of colour sur-
veyed felt out of place, unsafe, demeaned, hy-
per-visible and/or regulated in their place of work 
or educational institutions

This points to the lack of intersectionality in the gender equality discussion and concrete measures 
to address how additional factors of class, race, disability, etc., compound prejudice, discrimina-
tion and danger. Institutions with dress policies should re-examine their policies contributing to the 
overregulation of women’s bodies, particularly policies which enforce rigid forms of respectability. 
Furthermore, sexual and gender minorities are almost completely left out of the discussion when 
implementing gender equality measures. Therefore, active creation of space for women of mino-
rity groups and non-binary people in leadership roles are necessary. The public, civil society, 
and private sectors should actively promote non-discriminatory recruitment processes emphasizing 
a culture of inclusivity.

Liam Edwards I Unsplash

Heather Mount I UnsplashI
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Support Vulnerable Groups. In a recent survey from the Rome, Italy youth LAB (2019), 83.1% of 
respondents did not feel safe in public transport, 63.1% in public parks, and 57.7% in night clubs. 
The reasons most cited were: fear of harassment (82.3%), being robbed (58.8%), and physical 
safety (43.1%). Currently, young people do not perceive many public spaces as safe. Thus, particu-
lar attention must be paid toward planning and designing: safe public spaces that are well lit and 
maintained; universal accessibility to foster greater participation and community engagement; and 
better proximity to emergency services.

Moreover, there is a gendered component to safety in public spaces: 83.1% of survey respon-
dents from the Rome, Italy youth LAB (2019) perceived safe space to be influenced by gender (i.e., 
more dangerous for women than men). Given the gendered nature of feeling safe in public and so-
ciety, it is paramount to create safe spaces for women, sexual and gender minorities, and non-binary 
people¹². 

According to the same survey, 66.9% of respondents did not know about women’s shelters in their 
area. This is problematic for those who might require support from these shelters but do not know of 
their existence. These shelters are shown to be needed and wanted by community members: 76.2% 
of respondents believed women’s shelters are a valid place to find support and 95.3% believed wo-
men’s shelters enrich the neighbourhood. According to interviews from a women’s centre in Rome, 
Italy, institutional support for the women's centre is lacking, making it a completely community-driven  
organization. The solution is two-fold: greater support and involvement from the local com-
munity and additional funding from public institutions. 

The need for greater support for women’s shelters is even more vital in the wake of the  COVID-19 
pandemic. UN Secretary General, Mr. António Guterres, notes that the number of women calling 
support services has doubled in some countries, in response to increased domestic violence (2020).  
He urges all countries to “make the prevention and redress of violence against women a key part 
of national response plans for COVID-19” (Guterres, 2020).  In order to support vulnerable groups, 
governments need to increase investment in online services and civil society organizations focused 
on providing support for vulnerable groups; ensure  judicial systems continue to prosecute abusers; 
establish emergency warning systems in pharmacies and groceries so that vulnerable groups can 
safely seek help; declare shelters as essential services; and create safe ways for women to seek 
support, without alerting their abusers.

CONCLUSION

According to the UN Secretary-General, Mr. António Guterres, “Achieving gender equality and 
empowering women and girls is the unfinished business of our time, and the greatest human 
rights challenge in our world” (2018). The recommendations presented in this action brief are 
from young people aiming to create a more inclusive society by encouraging civil, private, and pu-
blic institutions to actively commit to change cultural norms regarding gender and diversity, promote 
intersectional gender equality, and support vulnerable populations in safe public spaces.

¹² According to ILGA’s report on State Sponsored Homophobia (2016) 73 states can be classified as criminalizing states that outlaw 
same-sex relations (Carroll, 2016). Furthermore, the LGBTQ+ Danger Index ranks 150 most-visited countries to reveal safe travel 
locations for LGBTQ+ travellers. While in some countries homosexuality is not illegal, treatment of LGBTQ+ people in some places 
is so bad that caution or complete avoidance is recommended (Fergusson & Fergusson, 2019).
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“The answer that the government should give to these associations 
[extremist groups] isn't only judicial. It isn’t only to disband them. The 
solution has to give an alternative to young people, adults, and fa-
milies who not only have extremist groups in their suburbs, but who 
also live in places with high levels of social unrest. These [extremist] 
groups do food drives and give basic social aid to families…because 
there isn’t a government body able to cover the suburbs’ political and 
institutional gap.” (Victim of fascist aggression, Rome)

VIOLENT EXTREMISM ACTION BRIEF

Stressors such as climate change, changing population dynamics, and changes in the social struc-
ture and roles in society contribute to growing violent extremism. Strategies for preventing violent 
extremism must take into account the increasing feelings of agitation, fear, marginalization, and 
uncertainty faced by young people and other vulnerable groups.

Among the recommended actions in this brief — and based on recent youth-led research projects 
— there is a growing need for: promoting a sense of community and multiculturalism through 
intercultural and intergenerational dialogue; improving public services; stabilizing employ-
ment; conducting better research on the multifaceted dimensions of violent extremism; and 
increasing advocacy to better fund anti-violent extremism initiatives.

RATIONALE FOR ACTION

Violent extremism is a diverse phenome-
non with no clear definition. It is neither new 

nor exclusive to any particular region, nationality, or 
system of belief (United Nations General Assembly, 
2015). In recent years, violent extremism has become 
a growing concern globally. According to the United 
Nations, “terrorist groups such as the Islamic State in 
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), Al-Qaeda and Boko Haram 

have shaped our image of violent extremism and the 
debate on how to address this threat” (United Na-
tions General Assembly, 2015).

Maria OswaltI Unsplash
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However, violent extremism can also manifest itself through far right-wing politics and fascism. Cur-
rently, it is gaining prominence in three domains: rising neo-Nazi and white supremacist youth vio-
lence and terror; growing populist nationalist rhetoric; and the electoral success of far right political 
parties (Miller-Idriss, 2019). The risk of violent extremism becomes even more prominent when we 
consider the current global reaction in containing COVID-19 within “a backdrop of strong mainstrea-
med exclusionary nationalism¹³ in key countries around the world, in particular in Europe and North 
America” (Bieber, 2020). Stressors related to issues of health, employment uncertainty, and gene-
ralized precarity are exacerbated in society due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Within these times of 
uncertainty, violent extremism might become more frequent worldwide. In a survey by youth resear-
chers in Rome, Italy (2019), 86.6% of participants believed episodes of violent extremism happened 
with relevant frequency. Violence from extremist organizations is being considered less as isolated 
incidents and more as an emerging pattern in society. Young people, often feeling marginalized and 
out of place in society, are especially vulnerable to recruitment by extremist groups.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Bring back a sense of community to society. In the Rome, Italy youth LAB (2019), 58.8% of res-
pondents believed young people joined extremist groups because these groups respond to a lack of 
belonging to a community. In order to bring back a sense of community to society, there is a need for 
greater cultural openness, promotion of multiculturalism, and bringing back a shared sense 
of care. From a sociological standpoint, nearly half of the respondents in Rome believed schools are 
an efficient tool to bring about change. Therefore, legislation promoting inclusivity that emphasizes 
the benefits of multiculturalism, diversity, and community in schools is necessary. Furthermore, the 
building of community centres promoting a diverse cultural exchange is necessary in supporting 
community development while fostering a shared sense of commitment and care for one-another.

¹³ Exclusionary nationalism can be defined within the context of far-right political parties “that seek to establish ethnocracies (i.e., 
monoethnic states dominated by a specific nation that is usually defined in narrow ethnic terms [Mudde 2019, 64])” (Bieber, 2020)

Clay Banks I Unsplash
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Government responses to COVID-19 have given rise to new nationalist mentalities, which challenge 
international interdependencies: states have halted exports and raced to secure enough supplies 
for their own populations in the wake of global shortages (Torres, 2020). Furthermore, the pandemic 
has led to an unprecedented restriction of civil liberties and freedoms in democracies and authorita-
rian regimes (Bieber, 2020). Due to growing fears and biases associated with the pandemic, right-
wing nationalists, in their search for scapegoats, target or exclude minorities and other vulnerable 
groups (Bieber, 2020; Torres, 2020). Through these turbulent times, a growing solidarity movement 
between citizens and the most vulnerable has emerged ¹⁴, providing support and basic services. 
These initiatives should be provided greater public funding as an avenue to promoting a greater 
sense of community and care in societies. 

Improve public services. There is a growing gap between people, particularly young people, and 
institutions. Youth disengagement with electoral politics and democratic institutions has been a par-
ticular concern within many countries. The dwindling youth voter turnout has led to a lack of repre-
sentation in political institutions. Extremist groups are thought to fill this gap created in the deficiency 
of representation in political institutions by giving unheard youth a platform. Nearly 56.7% of res-
pondents from Rome, Italy (2019) suggested there is a need to facilitate people’s participation in 
public life so young people can feel heard. According to 53.6% of respondents in the same survey: 
the absence of institutional solutions to providing youth with gathering places leads to an increase 
in violent extremism. As political institutions fail to provide these gathering places, the private sec-
tor has increasingly filled the gap by mainstreaming and standardizing youth participation. In turn, 
young people are having to pay more in order to access these gathering places, making accessibility 
dependent on money and not available to everyone. In an effort to expand their influence, extremist 
groups offer inexpensive alternatives. Therefore, the government should fund and create more (and 
different kinds of) gathering spaces for young people to meet and live together in a sense of com-
munity. And in so doing, disrupt recruitment efforts by extremist groups.

Stabilize Employment. 45.4% of survey respondents from Rome, Italy (2019) believed that eco-
nomic solutions can disincentivize the rise of violent extremism. According to findings from youth 
researchers from the Brussels & Beyond digital youth LAB (2019), violent extremist groups prey on 
feelings of frustration, injustice and anger felt by those most vulnerable to shifts in the natural envi-
ronment. High youth unemployment provides yet another opportunity for extremist groups to exploit 
feelings of injustice. Furthermore, there is a gendered component to employment and radicalisation. 
According to a report by Oxfam Canada, “Gender inequality […] drives conflict. Focusing on gender 
in these contexts is not only good for women, but can also help prevent violent conflicts in the future” 
(Lamber, 2018, p. 7). In many countries, women and young girls are often among the most vulne-
rable in situations of conflict in society, where “the gendered division of labour in most countries also 
makes women the first to suffer from the direct and indirect depredations wrought by violent conflict” 
(Alam, Bhatia, & Mawby, 2015, p. 16). Therefore, the creation of sustainable, equal opportunity 
employment and comprehensive skill-building programs for women and youth can mitigate this risk.

Additionally, the perpetuated narratives of COVID-19 as some sort of great equalizer infecting eve-
ryone equally is not helpful. Or that COVID-19 can be controlled through social distancing, a mea-
sure which is not possible for everyone, does not accurately reflect current systematic inequalities 
(Collard, 2020; Blow, 2020). Society and institutions must realize current inequalities are amplified 
by the COVID-19 crisis as the most vulnerable populations are more exposed, more fragile, more 
infected, and are becoming more ill (Blow, 2020).

¹⁴ A few examples:
Montreal, Canada: The Fondation “Santé Urbaine” has been fundraising to create  emergency funds for people 
facing homelessness, poverty, social exclusion, and psychiatric problems (La Presse Canadienne, 2⁰2⁰).
Germany: The creation of Gabenzäune (donation fences) to make small donations of food and hygiene products to 
homeless people, as many shelters and food banks were forced to close (https://www.berliner-obdachlosenhilfe.de/
helfen/hilfe-wahrend-der-corona-pandemie/).

https://www.berliner-obdachlosenhilfe.de/helfen/hilfe-wahrend-der-corona-pandemie/
https://www.berliner-obdachlosenhilfe.de/helfen/hilfe-wahrend-der-corona-pandemie/
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The International Monetary Fund says that the global economy will shrink by 3% this year (Jones, 
Palumbo, & Brown, 2020).  A slowing economy is bad news for employment stabilization and the 
creation of jobs, which in turn creates an atmosphere of economic uncertainty and precarious living 
conditions in the short and medium term. This increased instability might increase inequalities, exa-
cerbating the social and economic exclusion felt by the most vulnerable groups in society. Violent 
extremist groups rely upon the continued marginalization of vulnerable groups to recruit members. 
Therefore, now is the time for institutional change through the promotion of better working condi-
tions and wages for low income earners, particularly in service-related and health care sectors 
that were deemed essential during the pandemic.  

The need for better information. According to research from the Brussels & Beyond digital youth 
LAB (2019), mapping good practices from local communities would provide useful information to sup-
port the UN Security Council’s work on combating violent extremism as “climate change threatens 
to deepen tensions within societies and undermine the means of peaceful conflict prevention and 
resolution in affected societies. […] Shifting physical and social environments influence how com-
munities distribute resources and settle conflicts” (Alam, Bhatia, & Mawby, 2015, p. 16). However, 
at the moment, much more research is necessary to identify causal links between climate change 
and violent conflict. Therefore, there is a call for  organizations in the civil, public, and private sector 
to write a comprehensive report on climate-related security risks, analyzed through the realities of 
local communities. This report is necessary to provide comprehensive research as a basis for future 
advocacy.

Advocacy and lobbying. The UNSCR 1325: Women, peace and security (2000) details the com-
mitment of the UN Security Council in adopting a gender perspective when examining the needs 
of women and girls during conflict. According to the UN report Preventing conflict, transforming jus-
tice, securing the peace - A Global Study on the Implementation of United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 1325 (2000), the wealth of evidence suggests that investment in women is beneficial in 
terms of conflict prevention, crisis response and peace. However, the allocation of adequate funds 
to support this endeavour remains the most serious and persistent obstacle. According to research 
from the Brussels & Beyond digital youth LAB (2019), there is a consistent disparity between poli-
cy-level and financial commitments needed to achieve these goals. As of 2016, only 28.5% of coun-
tries worldwide have national action plans (NAPs) that implement UNSCR 1325 (Rahmanpanah & 
Trojankowska, 2016). These localized plans are an effort to turn commitments made at the inter-
national level into concrete action. However, concrete action requires adequate funding. Only 16 of 
the 68 NAPs dedicated to the implementation of UNSCR 1325 and supporting resolutions allocate 
a budget (Cabrera-Balleza & Santos, 2017). Therefore, there is a need for advocacy and lobbying 
efforts to convince states to guarantee higher percentages of regional, national and local budgets to 
the application and enforcement of the UNSCR 1325.

Additionally, building upon the frameworks of UNSCR 1325, UNSCR 2250 on Youth, peace and se-
curity (2015) outlines the UN Security Council’s recognition of young people’s role in the promotion 
and maintenance of peace and security, where “youth should actively be engaged in shaping lasting 
peace and contributing to justice and reconciliation” (“Youth4peace.info,” 2016). Actors in all sectors 
of society should advocate for the full empowerment of youth in the fight against violent extremism 
by calling for more participation from young people in the decision-making process.
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With the above recommendations, it is the intention of Amplify’s young researchers to ensure vio-
lence from extremist organizations does not become an inevitable facet of society. In order to prevent 
the further growth of these groups, civil, public, and private sector stakeholders must commit to: the 
promotion of a sense of community and multiculturalism through intercultural and intergeneratio-
nal dialogue; improving public services; stabilizing employment; conducting better research on the 
multifaceted dimensions of violent extremism; and increasing advocacy to better fund anti-violent 
extremism measures.

CONCLUSION
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