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ANALYSIS

Countering Violent Extremism among North Caucasus Youth
By Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, Conflict Analysis and Prevention Center

DOI: 10.3929/ethz-b-000426379

Abstract
Armed conflict in the North Caucasus, one of the most protracted and deadly struggles in Europe, has sig-
nificantly quieted in recent years. However, the root causes and underlying grievances that were feeding 
the violence have not been addressed, thus the threat of re-escalation is real. Being aware of this possibility, 
the Russian government has been developing radicalization prevention programs focusing on North Cau-
casus youth. This article analyzes the general approaches to countering violent extremism work that have 
been implemented in the North Caucasus through various government and non-governmental agencies, 
highlighting some of the best practices, the most serious challenges, and offering policy recommendations.

1 https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4126739 (accessed 13 May 2020).

Countering Violent Extremism in the North 
Caucasus: Mapping the Field
For nearly three decades since the collapse of the USSR, 
the North Caucasus has been riven by instability and 
armed conflict. The conflict has taken different forms 
and has passed through various degrees of intensity 
including two full-blown wars between the federal mil-
itary and separatists in Chechnya, and then protracted 
armed struggle between a regional Islamist insurgency 
and the security services across the region. Between 
2012–2017, large numbers of jihadists from Russia trav-
elled to Syria and Iraq. These individuals were predomi-
nantly from the North Caucasus. According to Russia’s 
FSB chief, Alexander Bortnikov, 5,500 Russian citizens 
travelled abroad to join international terrorist groups.1

As a result of the mass outflow of radicals to the 
Middle East and the decline and military defeat of the 
North Caucasus insurgency before the Sochi Winter 
Olympics, the security situation in the region has signif-
icantly quieted. However, since none of the root causes 
and underlying grievances of the armed conflict have 
been addressed, the threat of re-escalation of violence 
remains real. Being aware of this possibility, in recent 
years, the Russian government has been supplementing 
its traditionally heavy-handed approaches of counter-ter-
rorism with prevention programs. This article will focus 
on ideological preventive work with youth in the con-
text of the North Caucasus republics most affected by 
armed conflict—Chechnya, Dagestan, Ingushetia and 
Kabardino-Balkaria (KBR). It is based on research and 
fieldwork conducted in the region in 2018–2019.

Official CVE in the North Caucasus
Russia’s country-wide system of ideological prevention 
of terrorism and extremism is federally led, bureaucra-
tized and involves various government and non-gov-

ernment agencies and actors. The 2009 “Response to 
Terrorism Concept” defines the key principles and prior-
ities of countering terrorism that include, inter-alia: the 
principle of “inevitability” of punishment for terrorism-
related crimes, ideological propaganda for anti-terror-
ism, and an emphasis on “socially meaningful” values.

“The Comprehensive Plan for Countering the Ideol-
ogy of Terrorism in the Russian Federation for 2019–
2023”, designed as a supplement to the Concept, high-
lights the need “to carry out prevention work with 
individuals affected by terrorism and also implement 
measures aimed at forming an anti-terrorism conscious-
ness among the population by means of information 
propaganda”. The “Strategy of Countering Extremism 
in the Russian Federation for 2015–2025” also defines 
ideological prevention as propaganda in education estab-
lishments, mass media, cultural institutions.

In the North Caucasus the republics develop their 
own programs on countering the ideologies of extrem-
ism and terrorism in compliance with federally defined 
priorities. Due to regional diversity, different intensities 
of armed conflict, and differing political climates, Coun-
tering Violent Extremism (CVE) efforts vary quite sig-
nificantly. They usually involve officials from youth 
policy ministries and committees, ministries of educa-
tion and sports, local municipalities, republican Spir-
itual Boards of Muslims (quasi-government religious 
institutions uniting government-approved imams and 
mosques) and pro-government NGOs. Recently some 
independent NGOs have also made their way into the 
CVE community.

Counter-narratives are the basis of youth CVE work 
across the North Caucasus. Counter-narratives have 
been defined as “an intentional and direct effort to 
deconstruct, discredit, and demystify violent extrem-
ist messaging through ideology, logic, fact or humor” 

https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4126739
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(Hemmingsen and Castro: 2017). Effective counter-
narratives should be context specific, designed for a given 
target group, and most importantly, delivered by credible 
messengers. In the North Caucasus counter-narratives 
are usually straightforward and emotional propaganda.

The largest scale of preventive work has unfolded 
in Chechnya, which is understandable given its his-
tory of protracted deadly conflict. Counter-narratives 
in Chechnya are mainly disseminated by Chechen offi-
cials, law-enforcement, and imams. They carry out mas-
sive propaganda work through the media, internet and at 
face-to-face meetings, organized at universities, schools, 
colleges, and in village communities, including distant 
mountain villages. The main target is youth and teen-
agers, although some propaganda also reaches out to 
the adults.

Many of my respondents noted that the CVE prop-
agandists often resort to threatening rhetoric in Chech-
nya. “When the security services come to talk to the kids, 
they are threatening them. The imams are also aggres-
sive because Chechen Republic Head Ramzan Kadyrov 
is threatening the imams. Responsible officials are afraid 
that they will be beaten and fired if anything happens 
on the territory under their control. So, they come into 
the classroom charged with this negative energy, which 
comes top–down,” a Chechen expert explained to me.

Official counter-narratives are much softer in the 
other republics. For example, the Ministry of Youth 
in Dagestan has a special prevention unit consisting 
of former civil society activists close to the Spiritual 
Board of Muslims. This unit has developed a well-
designed training course called “Peaceful Dagestan,” 
which travels around Dagestan’s towns and villages and 
is presented at various events. The presentation con-
tains colorful slides which tell the history of Dagestan, 
show its natural beauty, explain the geopolitical chal-
lenges the republic is facing, and introduce the notion 
of jihad and what it really means in Islam. This training 
has reached out to tens of thousands of young people 
aged 14–30 across the republic. The Ministry of Youth 
has also produced an anti-ISIS propaganda documen-
tary, called ISIS: An Eastern Trap, which has received 
over 500,000 views on YouTube.

Similarly, in Ingushetia, the Committee for Youth 
Matters designed a training course called “DISlike 
Extremism” for high school, college and vocational 
school students. It aims to discuss internet security, the 
dangers of terrorist ideology, and various mechanisms 
of recruitment.

In Dagestan the officials are reluctant to engage 
youth in debate. The Ministry of Youth staffers explained 
to me that their lectures do not include Q&A sessions 
in order to keep the situation from getting out of con-

trol. “Initially, we had 30 minutes for Q&A at the end, 
but then we decided not to do it anymore… Debates 
break out, tensions emerge and they forget everything 
they were being told for 1–1.5 hours. The effect of the 
lecture is gone. So, we tell them: here is a website where 
you can learn more, here’s your local imam who can 
answer questions. And we close this way.” Unlike Dage-
stan, the Ingush “DISlike of Extremism” program has 
an extensive Q&A section.

In Kabardino-Balkaria meetings in municipalities, 
universities and schools, youth fora, and village gather-
ings against extremism often feature Soviet-style engage-
ment with children and youth. Many follow similar 
scenarios: municipal officials, clergy, and pro-govern-
ment NGO activists make speeches and play videos con-
demning terrorism and extremism, while pupils and stu-
dents present their essays or drawings, or recite patriotic 
poems. Recently however, some of the CVE officials in 
KBR have reportedly started reaching the understand-
ing that direct confrontational counter-narratives are 
not effective and they have begun trying to offer alter-
natives. Being a multi-ethnic republic, Kabardino-Bal-
karia also organizes ethnic tolerance activities aimed at 
overcoming tensions and fostering dialogue.

The authorities across the region promote counter-
narratives in cooperation with the military-patriotic 
clubs and the Russian Guard and military. Special 
summer camps for military trainings for members of 
the Youth Army (Yunarmia) are organized for children 
aged 14–16 in Dagestan. Another format is the “Search 
Movement” which engages young people in expeditions 
where they excavate the relics of the Second World War 
in other regions of Russia.

These activities are seen as an alternative engagement, 
a way to distract and channel the youth’s energy into 
patriotic activities. Local schools are also required to 
place significant emphasis on patriotic education, which 
often means the glorification of military victories and 
the heroization of war veterans.

Another channel for youth engagement is “the vol-
unteer movement”, which is currently part of the offi-
cial youth policy across Russia. Volunteers are encour-
aged to get involved in socially meaningful depoliticized 
projects, such as environmental protection, education 
and healthcare. The federal center distributes funds for 
volunteer initiatives through the regional governments 
and during various regional and federal fora, the most 
important one for the North Caucasus being the forum 
Mashuk which in 2018 was attended by Vladimir Putin. 
In some places, the volunteer organizations are doing 
highly valuable work and are genuinely attracting young 
people, while in many other places, they mostly exist on 
paper, and are mobilized administratively when needed.
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Imams and NGOs for CVE
CVE work often involves representatives of the Spirit-
ual Board of Muslims and imams. My youth interlocu-
tors however, were quite skeptical about their impact, as 
one student from Makhachkala explained: “They (the 
representatives of the Spiritual Board) cram us into the 
class, 150 people, maybe one or two students are listen-
ing to them, some are playing with their phones, others 
are doing homework for the next class… Every month 
or so they come, sometimes it is interesting, but mostly 
they cannot present things attractively.”

In Chechnya, imams who visit schools, colleges 
and universities present religious arguments asserting 
that Chechens have all of the necessary conditions to 
practice their faith in Chechnya—that Chechnya is the 
land of Islam, with hundreds of mosques, Islamic dress-
codes and Islamic morality enforced by authorities. They 
always praise the Kadyrov family and explain that Islam 
obliges Muslims to support their ruler. Imams combine 
anti-extremist and political propaganda; for example, by 
praising President Putin or campaigning for elections. 
The fact that the mullahs have become the main ideo-
logical force of the regime prevents them from being 
seen as independent and credible messengers by many 
young Chechens.

Interestingly in Dagestan, which is probably the most 
conservative of all the North Caucasus republics with 
the strongest Islamic tradition, many schools had until 
recently managed to keep imams out of the classrooms. 
This can be explained by the fact that the republican edu-
cation ministry and many school principals still belong 
to the old Soviet generation of educators who are either 
atheists or believe that religion and the state should be 
clearly separated. One school principal told me that she 
doesn’t let religious propaganda into her school as she 
thinks the role of imams in preventing violent extremism 
in counter-productive, they impose their (Sufi) strand of 
Islam on others and thereby deepen intra-confessional 
divisions between believers.

In Ingushetia, critical imams, including moderate 
law-abiding Salafis, can speak in mosques and thereby 
produce counter-narratives from their religious posi-
tions that are much more convincing for the already 
radicalizing youth. One such imam is the charismatic 
Khamzat Chumakov who has reportedly talked almost 
70 people out of going to Syria. Moderate Salafi voices 
speaking against ISIS used to be heard in Dagestan as 
well; however, in the last several years most of the Salafi 
mosques were closed, while moderate Salafi imams who 
spoke about ISIS were threatened by the security ser-
vices, ISIS, or both.

The key problem identified by all interlocutors is that 
many of the CVE engagements are often tedious. “It’s 
so boring that after these sessions, radicalization only 

increases,” one educator joked. Professionals who work 
with the youth in Chechnya emphasize that the aggres-
sive and straightforward propaganda in this republic has 
the reverse of the intended preventive effect. “The more 
they blame ISIS, the more interest the youngsters have 
in it. It becomes attractive, romanticized,” a former uni-
versity professor from Grozny told me.

Several NGOs across the region have also started to 
focus on CVE and their work is done in a more crea-
tive and professional way than the government-inspired 
initiatives. In Chechnya, one of the NGOs with links 
to the Chechen government involves widows returned 
from ISIS in youth trainings. This is a welcome develop-
ment: the stories of these women are the most convinc-
ing counter-narratives for youth who are susceptible to 
radical propaganda. Ingush Genesis Fund is implement-
ing methodologically sophisticated trainings in several 
North Caucasus republics, while the Chechen NGO 

”Women for development” tries to reach out to women 
and offer CVE preventive trainings and support to vul-
nerable women and girls.

NGO activists and independent experts note a lack 
of trainings in critical thinking and the absence of free 
and meaningful discussions of the radicalization process 
in the region. “There are no such authentic discussions 
because in the end, we will anyway come to the conclu-
sion that we would not have such problems if we had free 
media, independent courts and real elections,” the leader 
of the Kabardino-Balkar Human Rights Center told me.

Indeed, apart from educators, the government still 
primarily trusts pro-government, patriotic organizations 
and the traditional clergy, however, these messengers 
miss a significant portion of the youth who do not find 
them credible. Still, the massive nature of CVE work 
in the region has brought some clearly positive results—
most of the young people have internalized that the ideas 
promoted by extremism and terrorism are strongly con-
demned by their society, its dominant strand in Islam 
and state and are strictly punishable by law.

CVE and Root Causes of Radicalization
One of the main problems with the current CVE 
approaches in the North Caucasus are that they are 
based on the assumption that a violent ideology can be 
defeated by counter-propaganda. This can partly be true, 
but the root causes and factors conducive to radicaliza-
tion are numerous and diverse. Counter-narratives pre-
suppose a simple causal relation between ideology and 
violent actions and do not address various other indi-
vidual, social and political factors that are conducive to 
radicalization.

For years the highly resilient insurgency in the North 
Caucasus has been feeding on radical ideologies and 
some material support from abroad, but has primarily 
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been sustained by domestic push factors: memories of 
the two wars in Chechnya, heavy-handed counter-insur-
gency practices across the region, unresolved intra-con-
fessional and ethnic conflicts, political repression, low 
quality of governance, a lack of democratic procedures, 
economic underdevelopment and a dearth of social lifts.

Jihadism manipulates young people’s psychological 
problems, issues with peers, conflicts with parents, their 
desire for adventure, and pressures of the traditional 
society. The latter is particularly prominent with young 
women. A widow returned from ISIS recently explained 
to me her motives to join ISIS in an interview. She left 
right after turning 18 and in her own words was look-
ing for an adventure:

“I had everything—studies, sufficient income, 
a job. I was studying well. But I lacked in adren-
alin, it was childhood maximalism, I am crazily 
agile. I wasn’t afraid to die and thought ‘if it 
bombs, it bombs’.”

Yet, it becomes clear from her story that her escape to 
Syria was also a protest, a striving for self-realization 
and recognition:

“Since my childhood I wanted to work for 
the FSB (Federal Security Service)… I wanted 
to wear a uniform and shoulder straps. But my 
father said: ‘My daughter will never be a member 
of the security services, this is not a woman’s job’. 
Then after school I passionately desired to become 
a surgeon. But my father chose another profes-
sion for me—a construction engineer. I was hys-
terical, but I couldn’t go against his will. I had 
conflicts with my parents over the hijab. They 
didn’t accept it. Back then I didn’t think about 

my parents, I was angry at them. Now I wouldn’t 
have ever done it. I’ve reconsidered everything.”

Experts claim that supportive families, exciting activities 
aimed at self-realization, timely management of psycho-
logical problems, quality relations with peers and parents, 
socialization that provides connectedness, opportunities 
for adventure, and a sense of purpose are conducive to the 
successful transition to adulthood (Harper: 2018). Much 
of it can be created by effective youth policy through 
the educational system and with civil society programs.

In the North Caucasus it would be important to con-
sider supplementing and even replacing counter-narra-
tives with alternative narratives and engagements. For 
example, creating new opportunities for self-realization 
for the youth outside the government-controlled mili-
tary-patriotic format; facilitating modern and trendy 
activities; and creating more opportunities for girls and 
women to participate in them. Open debates about diffi-
cult subjects, where constructive, productive and feasible 
ways of engaging with challenging political issues can 
be identified, should be encouraged. Human rights vol-
unteering and engaging in other uncontrolled social and 
political activism will help to positively and construc-
tively channel frustrations within the framework of law.

It would be equally important to improve the qual-
ity of counter-narratives by making them creative and 
youth-friendly. Involving credible messengers from 
among respected public figures, educators, activists, 
sportsmen, and peers will significantly increase the 
impact of CVE work. At the same time, CVE cannot 
replace sustainable conflict resolution which one day will 
have to take place in order for new waves of radicaliza-
tion to be prevented.

About the Author
Ekaterina Sokirianskaia, Ph.D., is founder and director of the Conflict Analysis and Prevention Center (CAPC), a new 
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Abstract
The article analyzes the rhetoric of third-year female students of Chechen State University related to the 
online recruitment of women into extremist organizations. The author analyzes the attitudes of the young 
women, the levels of their fear/anxiety about online recruitment, and documents the main discourses and 
rhetoric regarding female departures to Syria and Iraq. Focus groups showed that the rhetoric of unreason-
ableness is the dominant way that female departures to the Middle East are perceived. “Weak” and “easily 
manipulatable”, women who are “crushed by housework and domestic violence” are contrasted to “experi-
enced and smart” manipulators-recruiters who pull them into terrorist networks. Given that the problem of 
radicalization in Chechnya remains acute, the author advocates for greater contributions from gender psy-
chologists and discourse analysis professionals to research the phenomenon of female online recruitment in 
the North Caucasus context.

Young People in the Chechen Republic
Young people have often been hostages of circumstance 
of both contemporary and previous generations’ ideo-
logical activities and transformations. Young people of 
the Chechen Republic, in particular, have come of age 
in a turbulent time in the history of their country—in 
the midst of geopolitical conflicts, social and economic 
reforms, and moral and spiritual confrontations. Con-
temporary Chechen society is characterized by high 
polarization and social and ideological polymorphism, 
under which the attitudes and value systems of individ-
uals representing the same ethnic culture have diverged 
in different directions. The impact of violent extrem-
ism on some youngsters, typically exposed through the 
Internet, is considerable and requires vigorous theoreti-
cal and empirical approaches for analysis. In this article 
the motivations of young people, especially girls, to join 
extremist organizations, are analyzed through the lens of 
students’ daily discourses that emerged around this issue.

Explaining Research Methods
The subject of this research are female students, the 
object—their discourses about other girls who joined 
violent extremist organizations though online commu-
nications. The spectrum of attitudes was determined by 
the extent to which the “departures to Syria” of their 
peers were problematized or de-problematized by the 
respondents. It allowed me to measure the attitudes of 
the youth, the level of fear/anxiety among the girls about 
online recruitment, as well as to understand the main 
discourses and rhetoric regarding female departures and 
the meanings produced by them.

Before proceeding to the empirical analysis concern-
ing the rhetoric and attitudes surrounding “departure”, it 

is important to clarify what is meant by the broader con-
cept of “social problems”, of which departure to Syria is 
a component. There are two main approaches by which 
to consider and analyze social issues. The first approach 
argues that there exist objective circumstances that rep-
resent a threat to society. Here, researchers refer to such 
concepts as “social pathology”, “social disorganization”, 

“deviation”, “dysfunction”, and “structural contradic-
tion” (Jenkins 2003, 49). The second approach is based 
on the idea that the “problem” has no ontological basis, 
that it is a linguistic construction of a rhetoric contain-
ing change requirements. It develops within the frame-
work of social constructionism (Jenkins 2003).

There are also researchers who study the ways of 
constituting a social problem through discourse (Hol-
stein and Gubrium 2008; Polach 2010). The main focus 
of their attention are the “methods used by people to 
define (and institutionalize) anything as a social problem, 
since it is precisely these methods that essentially con-
stitute the phenomenon of social problems” (Ibarra and 
Kitsuyuz 2007, 55). Despite the multitude of theories 
offered by media discourse, lived experiences and real-
ity rarely come into the view of researchers; in partic-
ular, few research projects analyze everyday interpreta-
tions of terrorism.

One of the few examples of such research is provided 
by Klas Borell, which describes the quotidian practices 
and representations of people living in a territory sub-
ject to terrorist attacks (Borell 2008). In his work, Borell 
does not rely on a constructivist paradigm and does 
not seek to analyze constructs articulated by his sub-
jects. Instead, his work focuses on providing a descrip-
tion of everyday interpretations of “danger” and “safety” 
as associated with these phenomena. The data obtained 
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allows us to trace how public discourse is transformed 
through the influence of personal experience and how 
it changes everyday practices. Rhetorical idioms are 
the means by which public discourse is problematized. 
Ibarra and Kitsuyuz describe rhetorical idioms such as 
rhetorics of loss, empowerment, danger, foolishness and 
disasters (Ibarra and Kitsuyuz 2007, 72–84). In recent 
years, the constructivist approach has turned towards 
the everyday realm.

As Ibarra and Kitsuyuz note, “the discourse of social 
problems is encountered in all kinds of forums and 
among the widest circle of persons” (Ibarra and Kit-
suyuz 2007, 106). Some constructivists are trying to 
analyze the construction of social problems which are 

“less visible, disguised in various ways—for example, due 
to the use of subcultural style—but are no less involved 
in expressing one’s position in relation to moral order-
ing or commenting on the positions of others” (Ibarra 
and Adorjan 2017).

Why Are Young Girls Leaving for Syria?
My goal in this research is to reconstruct the daily dis-
course of university students related to the problem of 

“young girl’s departure to Syria” as a result of recruit-
ment through social media and the internet. Two focus 
groups with 18 and 21 participants, respectively, were 
carried out involving Chechen State University Law Fac-
ulty third-year students. The interview guide included 
several semantic blocs measuring interests, values, the 
frequency of online communications, online publica-
tions of personal data in social networks, as well as the 
level of comfort/security and discomfort/danger related 
to online recruitment and departures.

The focus groups found that female students have 
neither anxiety while discussing this issue nor use dis-
aster rhetoric. In some cases, they demonstrated elements 
of bewildered (rather than anxious) rhetoric: “they say 
they force [women] to marry the militant after the death 
of the husband, that’s so strange…”

The respondents’ rhetoric was also colored with feel-
ings of pity and concern: “I feel sorry for [their] relatives 
and moms”, “now, what should be done with the chil-
dren who were born during the war?”

This kind of rhetoric does not mean that respon-
dents do not recognize the potential danger of online 
recruitment; they do, but they feel fully confident that 
recruitment only happens to naive and romantic girls, 
or those from dysfunctional families, and that it would 
not affect them personally.

“I think it’s stupid to believe beautiful online 
stories, although some people are naive, so they 
lap it up” (respondent, 19 y/o).

Some respondents have personal experience of such 
recruitment attempts:

“My boyfriend told me all the time that a true 
Muslim should give their life for the faith. But 
when he asked if I would go with him [to Syria], 
I told him it is impossible without our parents’ 
blessings, eventually he stopped our communi-
cation. I heard later that he was gone, maybe he 
left, I don’t know” (respondent, 18 y/o).

The tension felt during the focus groups was palpable; 
several factors could explain this, though we believe two 
are the most important. First, the issue of radicalization 
is extremely securitized in Chechnya; as such, there is 
a significant fear to be too frank in judgments due to 
the security services’ close control over any manifes-
tations of “loyalty” to extremists. Second, “preventive 
measures” such as lectures and conferences on terror-
ism and extremism issues are often held in educational 
establishments; participants may have been suspicious 
of our focus groups as being connected to official repub-
lican programming. Official rhetoric is based on threats, 
sanctions, and publicly stigmatizing the relatives of the 
people who left for Syria, blaming them for “allowing 
this to happen”, “not preventing” the situation, or “rais-
ing their kids badly”. Therefore, the students were reluc-
tant to share opinions evaluating any particular cases. 
It is clear that the risk of sparking the interest of law 
enforcement or exposing their acquaintances to the spe-
cial services’ scrutiny was a significant reason for them 
to be reserved in their comments.

Some statements could be described as deliberate 
reproductions of official discourse, of “the correct narra-
tive”, in order to protect oneself and avert any suspicion 
of having sympathy for the girls who had left.
• “I’m sorry for their mothers and relatives” (respon-

dent, 20 y/o)
• “These girls disgraced their families, forefathers, 

and nation, how could they? I don’t feel sorry for 
them, they had to think for themselves, how dare 
they?” “Did the girls really care about their par-
ents or relatives? It seems to me they don’t love the 
republic or the motherland in general” (respon-
dent, 20 y/o)

“Rhetoric of Unreasonableness”
Focus groups showed that the rhetoric of unreasonable-
ness is the dominant way of problematizing the recruited 
girls’ departures. As Ibarra and Kitseyuz posit, the use of 
this rhetorical idiom depends on the ability to describe 
the situation in terms that highlight concerns about 
exploitation, manipulations, and brainwashing. In the 
framework of this rhetoric, the recruited women were 
described as “trusting”, “naive”, “easily manipulatable”, 

“submissive”, “weak”, “looking for a brave knight”, 
“crushed by housework”, “romantic”, “inexperienced”, 
“not thinking about consequences”, “fleeing from domes-
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tic violence or humiliation”, and “uneducated”. At the 
same time, a potential recruiter was described as a “smart 
psychologist” who “knows how to win the trust of a girl” 
and “capable of brainwashing easily”.

Perhaps the “rhetoric of unreasonableness” in respect 
to those who left and the description of recruiters as 

“smart psychologists” whom no one can resist is in fact 
an attempt to rationalize the recruitment of women to 
war and to describe them as victims. This is also con-
firmed indirectly by the respondents in the following 
narratives: “well, she followed her husband, and what 
else could she do, he was her husband”, or “[She was] 
a very smart girl, she was so modest, and these recruiters 
are very talented, this is how it works”.

Conclusion
In general, the discourse analysis of female students’ 
narratives shows that they see the following drivers of 
online recruitment of young women as dominant:

1. willingness to share the fate of her husband and 
thereby to prove her devotion to her marital and 
religious duties;

2. gender inequality, which in traditional local com-
munities make women perceive terrorism as a pal-
atable act of “equalization” with men in their strug-
gle “for the purity of the faith”;

3. domestic violence as a factor used by extremists for 
the recruitment of their victims;

4. search for a romantic hero, striving for a happy mar-
riage is one of the appeals of propaganda;

5. loneliness, the search for a purpose in life, an attempt 
to diversify one’s daily routine.

This study suggests that gender psychology and discourse 
analysis professionals should make more contributions in 
research on terrorism issues. It is important to strengthen 
preventive work with girls and to involve gender psychol-
ogists who are thematically trained as well as familiar 
with the skills and tools used by online recruiters.
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Abstract
While cadres of professionals have been mobilized and trained to engage with the violent extremist threat 
in the North Caucasus, families—those closest to the vulnerable people countering violent radicalization 
(CVE) work tries so hard to reach—have been ignored, blamed, and left to navigate perhaps the most dif-
ficult moment of their lives alone. This article identifies what makes families unique in their capacity to 
influence loved ones, addresses some common misconceptions about their role in the radicalization proc-
ess, and highlights some potential challenges of family involvement in CVE. The article draws on empir-
ical evidence from various international studies and programs and analyzes its applicability in the North 
Caucasus context.

Introduction
Radicalization and violent extremism have affected 
the North Caucasus for decades. In all the waves of 
violence—through the separatist movements to ISIS’s 
recent terrorist attacks—the approaches to combatting 
insurgents has been largely within the control of security 
agencies and law enforcement. While methods had tradi-
tionally been heavy-handed, beginning around 2010 soft 
measures were introduced in Dagestan and Ingushetia 
which included liberalization of the regime towards law-
abiding Salafis, efforts at facilitating dialogue between 
Sufi and Salafi communities, and commissions for the 
rehabilitation of fighters. These measures were success-
ful and visibly reduced the outflow of young radicals to 
the insurgency, however, they were rolled back in the 
lead-up to the Sochi Olympics in early 2013. Further-
more, the introduction of some soft-measure elements 
did not bring about a change in the general strategy that 
continued to rely on heavy-handed approaches.

In the last five years or so, the fight against radical-
ization in the North Caucasus witnessed a fundamen-
tal shift in thinking as to how radicalism and violent 
extremism are most effectively combatted. Instead of 
fighting radicalization exclusively through investigations 
and counter-terror operations, CVE approaches began 
to engage individuals before they radicalized, while they 
could still be turned away from radical narratives. In 
some republics, various civil society groups and NGOs 
have gradually made a seat at the table for themselves, 
introducing a new toolbox of soft-power messaging and 
programming. However, despite the broadening of CVE 
actors and activities, there remains a layer of prevention 
that has not been sufficiently accessed or empowered: 
the family. Families are uniquely positioned to support 
countering violent extremism, yet in the North Caucasus 
they have not been adequately included in CVE efforts.

The authorities in the North Caucasus have come to 
recognize the important role of families; as such, par-
ents and other family members have begun to receive 
some attention when it comes to their potential to pro-
tect their loved ones from radicalization; however, prog-
ress has been slow and superficial. This article introduces 
theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence in sup-
port of the argument for greater family involvement in 
CVE in the North Caucasus and offers suggestions for 
how to achieve it. Evidence is supported by analysis 
through three sections that focus on understanding the 
role of families, the misconceptions surrounding their 
involvement in radicalization, and the challenges that 
their inclusion may bring.

Why (Not) Families
Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) is a catch-all 
description that refers to non-coercive attempts to 
change attitudes and behaviors about using violence 
for political objectives. Because there is no interna-
tionally (and even at times nationally) defined stand-
ard for CVE, programs “throughout the world vary, from 
projects aimed at changing behavior to ones that chal-
lenge ideas and beliefs, to activities aimed at building 
social cohesion” (Harris-Hogan, Barrelle and Zammit 
2016, 6). Despite this diversity of engagement, however, 
theories of resilience have almost exclusively focused on 
the individual and have not paid attention to contextual 
effects from the structures and institutions one is shaped 
by. Perhaps the most important context in which one 
exists, positionality in one’s family, has been virtually 
unexplored. Why?

Conduct within the family is difficult to operation-
alize; as such, the sponsoring agencies and organiza-
tions that develop CVE have not prioritized the family 
space. To start, it is difficult to conduct family-centered 
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research in any context, much less with a security sen-
sitive focus such as radicalization. Furthermore, each 
family has its own history, vulnerabilities, trauma, and 
interpersonal dynamics; as such, designing a family-ori-
ented CVE program that is effective for everyone while 
also accommodating a range of circumstances is no small 
task. Most importantly however, it is not only a matter 
of access to the family, but a matter of timing—the fun-
damental challenge of all prevention work is identifying 
a worrisome change in behavior before it is too late. To 
expect families to definitively “know” when to call for 
help is an impossible barrier to entry. For these reasons 
and more, the family environment has not been a cen-
tral focus of most CVE programming, with research 
and intervention instead focusing on more predictable 
and structured spheres of influence and working with 
community members such as teachers, imams, sports 
coaches, social workers, psychologists and other com-
munity and youth leaders.

Recently, “researchers and practitioners have rec-
ognized the importance of ensuring that families are 
addressed as a prevention target, as well as recogniz-
ing the valuable resource that they represent in preven-
tive efforts” (El-Amraoui and Ducol 2019, 190). The 
incorporation of families into the cadre of CVE pro-
fessionals not only expands the network of CVE actors, 
but it also enables a new front of CVE work that lever-
ages the inimitable qualities of families that no govern-
mental, civil society, or professional group can replicate.

Inimitable Qualities of the Family
Individuals both influence and are influenced by their 
families; individuals change and grow within a family 
context as do the relationships between parents, children, 
and siblings. In regard to radicalization, there are sev-
eral important factors that can make families a unique 
and irreplaceable resource and connection. To start, the 
family often has personal and frequent access to the vul-
nerable individual in the home. Whereas traditional 
CVE efforts often have an air of officiality, especially in 
the North Caucasus where lectures are often delivered by 
staid police officers, educators or imams, the home can 
allow families to connect in a less structured and formal 
setting. The other inherent strength of families is the 
continuity that they share with the vulnerable individual. 
Individuals are vulnerable to radicalization for very per-
sonal reasons, “to divert an individual on this path, it is 
crucial to understand their environment, as well as their 
individual psychology” (UNESCO 2019). Only fami-
lies can possess a deep history of a person—they know 
what they have experienced, the traumas in their life, 
and what their aspirations may be. The North Cauca-
sus history of insurgency and war has left many families 
with deep trauma that has been passed through gener-

ations—these memories and legacies influence an indi-
vidual’s composition in intimate and subtle ways.

Families have an emotional attachment that pro-
fessional groups cannot imitate. In the North Cauca-
sus, mothers in particular have a long record of going 
to great lengths to fight for their children’s lives and 
security. Most importantly, families are instrumental 
in shaping attitudes of their children. While countering 
violent extremism implies that the radicalization proc-
ess has already started and must now be reversed, fam-
ilies have an opportunity to foster resilient attitudes in 
the home to prevent radicalization from ever taking root 
in the first place. A 2015 study by the RAND Corpora-
tion named "What Factors Cause Youth to Reject Vio-
lent Extremism?” found that family plays a greater role 
than friends in shaping attitudes toward nonviolence 
(Cragin et al. 2015). While peer groups may influence 
the radicalization of young people, it is the influence 
of the family that affects their willingness to engage in 
violence. While current CVE programming works pri-
marily with individuals who have been identified as at-
risk, by enabling the family, specifically parents, to act 
as CVE actors, resilience can be fostered within the chil-
dren before any vulnerabilities emerge.

Families undoubtedly play a unique role in the lives 
of their loved ones. They are educators, guides, confi-
dants, and helpers; they raise the next generation and are 
reservoirs of legacy and promulgators of values. North 
Caucasus societies have very thick and rich kinship net-
works, especially in Chechnya, Ingushetia, and Dage-
stan, which have the highest birth rates in Russia. Fami-
lies are big and often reside together in kinship enclaves 
in villages and towns; respect for elders is pronounced 
and carries a high social value. Yet for all their inher-
ent potential, families have been underutilized in CVE 
work or utilized in the wrong fashion. Particularly in 
Chechnya, there are some significant misconceptions 
to the role of families in the radicalization process that 
have led families to be regarded with suspicion, blame, 
and mistrust, and even be subjected to violence.

Across the North Caucasus, the primary target for 
family programming are those with radicalizing youth—
those who have plausibly demonstrated an ideological 
openness and perhaps even behavioral adherence to 
extremist narratives. The methods used across the repub-
lics are largely the same uncreative lectures; they empha-
size what parents should do but they do not actually teach 
parents the information and skills that would make them 
effective sources of counterinfluence. Despite a simi-
lar conversational approach to family involvement in 
CVE, the tones that authorities strike across the repub-
lics range from ineffectual to detrimental. In Chechnya, 
the standard format for engaging families involves spo-
radically gathering parents together and having author-
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ities lecture them on why and how they should “con-
trol” their children better. These lectures often strike 
an accusatory tone, suggesting that the parents are to 
blame for the decisions of their children. Internet secu-
rity is often a significant emphasis of these lectures, as 
is the importance of developing in the younger genera-
tion a proper “spiritual and moral education.” In Ingu-
shetia, official CVE rhetoric directed at parents is softer 
and more approachable, however, the substance of the 
family programming remains largely ineffectual. Specif-
ically, policies in Ingushetia have focused on urging par-
ents to convince their children of the error of their ways; 
authorities have emphasized the possibility for those 
fighting in extremist groups to return to a peaceful life 
if they reject radical sentiments and repent. Although 
these programs ostensibly offer generous and nonpuni-
tive support for involvement in violent extremism, levels 
of trust in the republic remain considerably low.

Common Misconceptions
A significant barrier to expanding the role of families 
in CVE is the misconceptions and suspicion that many 
people have about the role of families in radicalization. 
For many of the same reasons that were mentioned above 
as to why families can be strong positive source of coun-
terinfluence, those same factors can be cause for suspi-
cion. Take for example the strength of emotional attach-
ment: while on the one hand the fact that families share 
deep emotional attachment with a vulnerable person 
can make them work tirelessly to ensure their safety, 
that same logic can be extended to suspect that fami-
lies will also conceal the radicalization of a loved one in 
order to protect them.

However, suspecting families to be accomplices over-
looks the fact that “Families are often the people most 
impacted by acts of violent terrorism and recruitment 
to extremist ideas. They are the first hit with loss and 
pain after a terrorist act and feel deep pangs of shame 
and guilt when a loved one becomes radicalized” (Rafiq 
2018, 8). The Kadyrov regime in Chechnya is particu-
larly prone to this fallacy; families of (suspected) rad-
icals are often held accountable for the behaviors of loved 
ones and are often forced to publicly condemn their 
behavior and disown them, and in extreme cases family 
members can also have their homes burnt down by the 
regime, be exiled, subjected to torture or taken hostage 
(CAPC 2019).

Before suspecting families to be complicit in the rad-
icalization of a loved one, it is important to note that 
the signs of radicalization can be far from obvious; it is 
wrong to assume that families that failed to spot the early 
signs of extremism are inattentive, that they do not care, 
or that they are sympathetic to radical messaging. Not 
only are the signs of change difficult to notice, behav-

ioral changes do not obviously point to radicalization. 
Adolescence is characterized as a period of great change; 
young people at this stage in their lives are expected to 
be rebellious, to challenge authority, experiment with 
religion, and to demand more privacy in their lives. For 
example, in Dagestan, youth who are frustrated with the 
widespread abuse of power and corruption in the repub-
lic can reach the seemingly logical conclusion that secu-
lar governance is oppressive, and instead support alter-
native forms of justice as advocated through customary 
and sharia law. This in itself is not an unfounded prop-
osition as the corruption of the clan system in Dagestan 
is rampant; radicalization as it stems from injustice can 
thus be difficult to identify.

Furthermore, some of the changes that can in hind-
sight be a sign of radicalization can in the moment be 
cause for relief. “Parents sometimes feel secure and 
relieved when their child turns away from drugs and 
embraces Islam instead. From then on, there is no smok-
ing, no drinking, no sleeping until noon” (Schlaffer 
and Kropiunigg 2015, 20). In Chechnya, strict rules of 
Islamic behavior—such as a dress code and prohibitions 
on alcohol—are enforced by the Kadyrov regime such 
that a turn towards an Islamic code of conduct is not 
unusual in and of itself, it can be indicative of many 
things. Knowing what behavioral changes to take seri-
ously is a fundamental challenge of CVE work that vir-
tually every organization and agency has struggled to 
accurately classify.

Finally, even if radicalization is suspected, respond-
ing can be a daunting task. To believe that a loved one 
is radicalizing means acknowledging the possibility of 
losing them, your own cluelessness of how to help them, 
and the risk that they and the rest of your family may 
face from the security services. While families are posi-
tioned to serve as educators, protectors, and confidants, 
they do not necessarily have the skills to engage effec-
tively. Like any other professional group working in the 
CVE space, families need to be taught the information, 
language, and techniques that are used in the counter-
ing violent extremism portfolio. Without the proper 
skills to intervene, families are often left feeling help-
less in their ability to bring their loved ones back from 
the path of radicalization.

Challenges
Despite the need to bring families into the CVE space 
there are many potential and real challenges of doing so. 
To start, given how difficult it is to not only identify rad-
icalization but also to respond to it, it is likely that there 
will be divergent opinions on how to react. For exam-
ple, suspecting radicalization, one parent may want to 
seek professional help while the other parent denies the 
signs altogether. Or, if they both identify radicalization 
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but one parent wants to consult professionals while the 
other parent wants to deal with this themselves, how 
do they proceed? North Caucasus tradition, in some 
republics more than others, dictates strict aloofness in 
the relationship between a father and his children, which 
consequently limits parents’ capacity to speak sincerely 
about certain issues with their maturing children, to 
debate with them, and hinders their ability to notice 
changes in their worldviews. Moreover, wives often-
times do not have the sufficient power or community 
support to address the radicalization of their husbands 
and are fearful of reporting it once things get really bad.

Bringing families into the CVE space can also be 
challenging because family members can be part of the 
problem that contributed to radicalization in the first 
place. It is often the case that vulnerable youth come 
from troubled homes where there is active or unresolved 
sources of trauma, pain or domestic violence. CVE tar-
geted programming in the North Caucasus focuses on 
individuals from “socially underprivileged, incomplete 
and dysfunctional families,” many of whom find them-
selves in difficult circumstances due to the legacy of 
insurgency in the region, which has contributed to sig-
nificant and unaddressed trauma (CAPC 2019). Fami-
lies of former fighters (defined as deceased or convicted) 
in particular can find themselves under immense pres-
sure from the republican and security authorities, pres-
sure which can exacerbate grievances and trauma and 
contribute to destructive behaviors. It is important to 
note that “experiencing an unstable family environment 
does not guarantee involvement in VE or any other 
criminality” (Simi, Sporer and Bulboz 2016, 546). Due 
to the relative insularity of the home, however, it may 
be difficult for professionals to entrust CVE responsi-
bilities to an environment that at best unknown, or at 
worst dangerous.

Perhaps the most difficult terrain to navigate is 
contact with the security services. The lack of trust 
between families, local communities, and local and fed-
eral authorities makes establishing cooperative relation-
ships and good-faith information sharing difficult. A cli-
mate of fear surrounding contact with security services 
is pervasive across the region given the systematic and 
grave human rights violations reportedly committed by 
security services in all of the republics, including tor-
ture, enforced disappearances and falsification of crim-
inal cases. The situation is the worst in Chechnya due 
to a long history of persecuting families of radicals, but 
is also severely dysfunctional in Dagestan given its use 
of profuchet, or a preventive registration list for “sus-
pected” religious extremists. The list is largely an exer-
cise in stereotyping and the threshold for being added 
to the list is low. At its peak in 2015 the profuchet list 
reportedly had over 16,000 names, including nearly all 

family members of former fighters. Being on the list 
led to detentions at checkpoints and borders, forced 
appearances at police stations, and a slew of other har-
assments (CAPC 2019). While the list was reported to 
have been dissolved in 2017, reporting from Dagestan 
indicates that it is still active. As such, concerned fam-
ilies may be reluctant to reach out for help out of fear 
that by disclosing their concerns they will be subject to 
a life of harassment.

Ways Forward
Radicalization and violent extremism have complicated 
origins and thus require comprehensive approaches that 
engage a broad range of CVE actors such as psycholo-
gists, police officers, social workers, theologians, teachers, 
and, as this article argues, families. For a long time, CVE 
work in the North Caucasus involved primarily heavy-
handed, top-down approaches that were sponsored by 
security agencies and local police forces. The expansion 
of the CVE network to include civil society actors was 
unequivocally a positive step for prevention work. The 
incorporation of families must be the next one.

Many creative and inspiring CVE practices have 
been successfully developed to support prevention 
efforts; that same level of energy and dedication must 
now be directed at improving family involvement. The 
ideas listed below will require collaboration between 
families and the entire network of CVE stakeholders 
and professionals. These suggestions are general and 
should be tailored to specific local and republic contexts.
• Develop more interactive training courses for parents 

to learn about their role in countering the influence 
of violent extremism. These courses should move 
past a lecture model and educate parents on the psy-
chology of adolescence, how to discuss difficult issues 
with their children, and how to recognize possible 
signs of radicalization, how to intervene, and where 
to seek help. These lessons must be gender sensitive, 
focusing on the similarities but also the divergences 
between the recruitment and ideological narratives 
targeted at boys and girls.

• Train parents in internet security. Simply put, many 
parents are computer literate and are not familiar 
with the countless media platforms and forums 
where their children may come across radical ideol-
ogies. Parents should be made aware of the key argu-
ments and images that recruiters use and prepare 
counter arguments for the material. While deliver-
ing counter narratives is always difficult, reducing 
information asymmetries is a critical step to impro-
ving communication.

• Make psychological health resources more avail-
able for both parents and children. Free counseling 
should be accessible to families and vulnerable youth 
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and must not be stigmatized or securitized. Rad-
icalization often occurs in families where there are 
problems and unresolved traumas; CVE may not be 
effective so long as the personal wounds of individu-
als go unhealed. Furthermore, individuals who have 
previously experienced the radicalization of a loved 

1 https://secureservercdn.net/160.153.138.163/ppf.da0.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/doklad_2020-1_compressed.pdf 
(accessed 13 May 2020).

one are great resources and intermediaries as they 
can identify with the personal experience.

For more information and recommendations for impro-
ving family involvement in CVE in the North Cauca-
sus, see the Conflict Analysis and Prevention Center’s 
recently released methodological cards.1
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Abstract
The problem of radicalism and extremism has manifested itself in many different parts of the world and is 
usually associated with social tensions, civil unrest and violent conflict. The North Caucasus region is no 
exception. This article aims to analyze the context in which processes of prevention work take place through 
the prism of the experience of the Genesis Fund, a North Caucasus NGO that has been engaged in such 
work since 2005. The article describes the formats and methodologies of countering violent extremism 
(CVE) activities with youth and shares some of their results in the region. The experiences of many initia-
tives implemented in the North Caucasus are especially interesting and important given that the region has 
been home to protracted armed conflict for many years, and that North Caucasus youth are still the focus 
of attention for recruiters from various extremist and radical groups.

The Pressing Problem of Youth Extremism
The forms and contexts of violent extremism and rad-
icalism vary across different parts of the world but are 
largely associated with social tensions that go hand in 
hand with unrest and armed conflict. The North Cauca-
sus is no exception. Radicalization and extremism have 
led to significant violence in this region.

The NGO Genesis was originally confronted 
with the issue of radicalization and extremism in 
2005–2007 while implementing a joint project with 
UNICEF. For several years, this issue has been acute. 
Genesis specialists and psychologists were regularly 
approached by school teachers, youth workers, and 
parents. The questions were similar: “How can we stop 
the radicalization of youth?”, “How can we teach our 
youth to think critically and minimize the influence 
of Wahhabism?”

In October 2012, the Advisory and Analytical Coun-
cil for the Prevention of Extremism was established by 
Yunus-Bek Yevkurov, the then head of Ingushetia. A rep-
resentative of Genesis joined the council at a time when 
the issue of extremism and radicalization were recog-
nized at all levels. Numerous social, economic and cul-
tural programs made youth a key focus group. Later, 
a similar council was created in Chechnya and the coor-
dinator of Genesis projects in the Chechen Republic 
became a member.

The Role of NGOs in Countering 
Extremism
It is an important and promising sign that the role of 
NGOs in countering extremism has changed. Formerly, 
anti-extremism, counter-terrorism, and counter-radical-
ization efforts were considered to be mostly the prerog-
ative of the security services. However, it soon became 

obvious that it was impossible to deal with the issue with 
coercive methods exclusively.

In 2013, Genesis conducted research for the World 
Bank in five republics of the North Caucasus (“Research 
of the vulnerabilities in the North Caucasus”). Ninety 
percent of respondents mentioned radicalization and 
extremism among the most serious and pressing prob-
lems of the region. Most respondents believed that the 
main reason for radicalization is deep distrust of the 
authorities, lack of open social dialogue and limited 
possibilities for young people to articulate and solve 
their problems. “There is a wall of alienation and mis-
trust between youth and authorities in the region,” as 
one respondent described the situation.

Experts point out that in the national republics of 
the North Caucasus, radicalism and extremism mani-
fest themselves not only through participation in armed 
groups but also through grassroots extremism aimed 
towards local ethnic and religious minorities. Minor-
ity representatives, namely, members of Russian, Greek, 
Armenian, Tatar, Roma, and other communities, report 
that they as well as their children face discrimination 
and marginalization in their places of residence and edu-
cational establishments.

In other regions of Russia, clashes between the 
youth of Caucasian origin (students, labor migrants, 
etc.) and the local population also contribute to the 
problem. Oftentimes the youth, especially from Dage-
stan, Chechnya and Ingushetia, are not ready for non-
violent or equal interaction with representatives of other 
cultural groups. The phenomenon is often explained 
by the isolation and violence they have experienced, 
as well as the region’s economic backwardness caused 
by two Chechen wars, repression, terrorism and long-
term instability.
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Addressing the Problem of Youth 
Radicalization
According to our experts, trainers, psychologists and 
active volunteers, there are several general characteris-
tics of modern youth with regards to CVE:
• even though young people are an immediate tar-

get, as well as a direct victim of terrorism and rad-
ical recruiters, in many cases they are very passive;

• they assess most information through the lens of 
its practical applicability in daily life and its use for 
personal success;

• most of them are willing to participate in CVE 
events, but only if they are organized and conducted 
by someone else;

• young people are mostly motivated by some direct 
benefits (like trips, grants or awards); many do not 
consider the opportunity to gain knowledge, new 
experience or contacts, or personal development, to 
be “profitable” even if it brings dividends later.

According to experts working with youth in the North 
Caucasus, a systematic approach is required to address 
the problem of youth radicalization, which would 
include both educational methods and the opportun-
ities for youth to speak out and be heard—the latter 
being the most important. It is crucial to involve repre-
sentatives of major faiths and religions in this activity 
due to the fact that the content of extremism and rad-
icalization in the region is often promoted under the 
banner of religion. Spiritual leaders of different denomi-
nations should deliver true messages and philosophies 
of the world religions, emphasizing the inadmissibility 
of violence and terrorism.

The “Together!” Project
The Genesis team was deeply concerned about the prob-
lem of youth radicalization and the growth of extrem-
ism in the North Caucasus. As a result we developed 
the “Together!” project. It focused on empowering and 
building the capacity of civil society, developing con-
structive civil dialogue to prevent radicalism and extrem-
ism among young people through the establishment of 
an information platform, and facilitating a dialogue 
among the government, civil society, clergy of various 
faiths and youth.

The project is guided by our own experience and 
the analysis of international agencies that studied the 
issue of youth extremism and radicalism. According to 
the Department of Communities and Local Govern-
ment’s research (UK, 2010), there are two types of suc-
cessful interventions in youth development: capacity 
building or empowerment of young people, and edu-

1 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272348701_Preventing_Religious_Radicalisation_and_Violent_Extremism_A_Systematic_
Review_of_the_Research_Literature/download (accessed 13 May 2020).

cation and training that can challenge theologically 
based ideologies.1

While developing the project, we considered both 
the specificity of our youth and the recommendations 
of experts. Interactive methods like trainings, discus-
sion meetings, case-studies, quests, and forum theatres, 
among other activities, are used. A wide range of youth-
specific topics are covered:
• communication and non-violent conflict resolution,
• intercultural and interfaith communication and 

tolerance,
• counter-manipulation behavior, including in online 

forums,
• leadership and team building,
• social project design, and
• public speaking skills and creating public campaigns.
This project provides an opportunity for young people to 
participate in creativity contests and cultural festivals of 
different ethnic groups. An applied academic conference 

“Academia and Education for the Prevention of Extrem-
ism and Radicalism” was organized for young scholars.

The project is implemented in four republics of the 
North Caucasus: Dagestan, Chechnya, Ingushetia, and 
Kabardino-Balkaria. Weekly youth trainings are our 
main type of activity. Other formats are more time and 
resource consuming and therefore take place every 3–4 
weeks.

Project updates are published on the Genesis web-
site and social media, like Facebook, VKontakte, and 
Instagram, because these three are the most popular in 
the region. The main aims are:
• to inform society about the project and to provide 

visibility for it,
• to attract youngsters who would like to participate in 

such activities, but don’t know how to get involved,
• to encourage activists and motivate them, and
• to create a volunteer database for other organiza-

tions and projects.
Aside from organizational work, local project coordi-
nators are invested in all the events personally. They act 
as mentors, friends, and protectors for our volunteers. 
It is not the designed goal of the project, but the conse-
quence of it. We believe that the project values and the 
work atmosphere that our team has tried to create are 
the main reasons for it.

Communication with government agencies and spir-
itual leaders has been an important part of the project. 
Government agencies provided administrative support 
to the events and joined the discussions; at the same 
time they were also provided with advice and training 
for their own activities. Religious leaders explained to 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272348701_Preventing_Religious_Radicalisation_and_Violent_Extremism_A_Systematic_Review_of_the_Research_Literature/download
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272348701_Preventing_Religious_Radicalisation_and_Violent_Extremism_A_Systematic_Review_of_the_Research_Literature/download
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our participants that all the main world religions are 
non-violent and reject terrorism and that they spread 
the narratives of wisdom, mercy, forgiveness, and peace.

The Creation of Youth Networks
Experience has shown that the best way for engaging 
youth in public activities is the creation of youth net-
works. It provides young people from different regions, 
republics and social groups with strong and vibrant ties. 
The networks are highly effective in ensuring community 
mobilization when young people actively interact with 
their environment, which can include family, relatives, 
friends, elders, community leaders, clergy, civil society, 
and business professionals who can become influential 
agents of change. Ultimately, the network is the source 
of new initiatives and leaders. Girls and women play 
a critical role here but their capacity has been underes-
timated for CVE activities. By creating alternative ref-
erence groups for youth, networking can make CVE 
efforts more successful and help the participants turn 
their backs to extremist groups.

A networking format for youth work is not new for 
the North Caucasus; however, it requires time and sig-
nificant funds to build a network. It should be sustain-
able after external support is terminated, which is the 
most difficult aspect of the project. As such, youth net-
works are rare in the region.

Within the framework of the “Together!” Project, 
a new network has been created. It is supported by the 
resource centers in the four republics of the North Cau-
casus and organizes at least 100 peer-to-peer events with 
some 3,000 participants annually.

Impact
Since 2014, Genesis conducted annual research within 
the framework of the “Together project”. Its aim is to 
measure the level of youth awareness about the causes of 
extremism and their interest in anti-extremism and anti-
radicalism efforts. In addition, the dynamics of youth’s 
opinions and attitudes were monitored.

According to the results, the number of people aware 
of extremism has increased from 2014 to 2019. The vast 
majority of the respondents have a negative attitude 
towards it; some half of the respondents define extrem-
ism through extremely negative value judgments (ille-
gal actions or extreme intolerance).

Over half the respondents associated the rise of 
extremism with social and political reasons, like social 
inequality, struggling for survival on the labor market, 

low credibility of law enforcement agencies, the declin-
ing influence of national cultures, and the influence of 
mass media. Immaturity, distorted values of youth, and 
mental disorders were also mentioned as possible rea-
sons for extremism.

In general, the results of the research reflect the main 
vulnerabilities of modern society. Most participants are 
deeply concerned about the issue.

It is noteworthy that the majority of respondents 
appreciated the importance of preventive activities and 
were interested in joining them. At least 2,000 people 
from four republics of the North Caucasus and 30–50 
experts, like academics, government youth specialists, 
and representatives of law enforcement agencies, took 
part in the annual research.

Conclusions
We are often asked about the reasons for our project’s 
popularity and sustainability. The experience and cer-
tain fundraising skills of the organizers made a differ-
ence, for sure. We should pay tribute to our wonderful 
donors. I believe the projects’ core principle, “Do no 
harm!”, is the key to success. The ideas of tolerance and 
pluralism are the cornerstone of our events. We do not 
impose the “truth” but present our participants differ-
ent opinions and positions. Non-violence and freedom 
of choice are attractive for the youth, and it motivates 
them to get involved and spread the ideas of non-violence.

Also, sincerity and honesty are a must when work-
ing with youth! They sense a phony a mile away. We 
always bear that in mind; and if we don’t know the 
answer, we just talk about it honestly and try to find 
the answer together.

We also try to use informal and creative methods 
for the prevention of violent extremism. We believe that 
activities should use appropriate language and tools 
understandable for the target audience. They should be 
disseminated by all possible means: interactive educa-
tion, mass media, social media, videos, etc.

Genesis, like any other NGO, cannot address the 
problem of unemployment or provide access to material 
resources. But if we provide the youth of the North Cau-
casus with knowledge and life skills, they will be able 
to withstand the destructive influence of radical and 
extremist groups or acts. To this end, our team sug-
gests informal approaches to overcome social apathy 
and alienation and for shaping a positive identity that 
is grounded in dignity and usefulness.
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