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Violent Extremism and Its Prevention: The Role of Women 

Meeting Report and Recommendations 

 

Summary:  

On December 16, the Spanish Permanent Representation to the EU, in cooperation with the 

European Institute of Peace (EIP), hosted an event on ‘’Violent Extremism and its prevention: 

the role of women’’. The event was attended by a majority of national diplomats from EU 

member states together with representatives of NGOs and think tanks, with a balanced 

representation of women and men. The purpose of the meeting was to put in relation two of 

the prominent agendas during the Spanish UNSC Presidency in October: Women, Peace and 

Security and Counter-Terrorism, whose linkage was later confirmed by the adoption of UNSCR 

2242. With this objective, an exchange views was held in order to deepen the analysis on the 

role of women in preventing violent extremism but also as drivers of it, inside and outside 

Europe. Moreover, this event was an opportunity for member states, UN and EU representatives 

to engage with women’s civil society organisations who have first-hand experience in working 

on the field of extremism.   

The discussion opened with a presentation of Spain’s engagement on these issues. This was 

followed by personal accounts of representatives from civil society explaining how their 

experiences with children leaving to join violent extremist groups had led them to establish 

their organisation, how it works and the major challenges they encounter. Having already 

trained 800 women, they seek to teach women how to protect their children from radicalisation 

and recruitment. The second presentation laid out the UN’s institutional architecture and 

broad policy approach, linking them to the clear evidence in the 2015 Global Study on the 

Implementation of UNSCR 1325 regarding the key role of women in preventing violent 

extremism and the expectation that this will be prominent in the upcoming Global Action Plan 

on Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE)1. The Action Plan is expected to focus on the root 

causes of radicalisation, terrorism and early prevention, as opposed to short-term reactive 

policies that have proved comparatively ineffective until now. The timely passing of UNSCR 

2242 – the  eighth resolution on women, peace and security – and UNSCR 2250 on youth, peace 

and security – the first of its kind focusing on youth – are further examples of continuous 

commitment from the UN on this issue. A third input enumerated key initiatives and 

approaches being developed in the EU, including a role on the new UNSC informal experts 

group on 1325 and the appointment of the EEAS Principal Advisor on Gender. Lastly, the EIP 

drew attention to women’s complex and multiple identities and roles, the proven need for 

strong gender analysis and the challenge of media portrayals; the presentation emphasized that 

there is much good practice and learning that can be used from the experience of implementing 

the 1325 agenda to date. 
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The ensuing discussion focused on the impact of counter radicalisation policies in Europe, the 

challenge of rehabilitation of returnees, and the role of engaged vigilance and continuous 

education in battling violent extremism. Particular attention was given to European domestic 

policies for the prevention of violent extremism, while it was acknowledged that they are 

progressively integrating the essential element of prevention and early action that adds to the 

ones related to countering violent extremism (CVE). Nevertheless, there is still room for the 

amelioration of existing policy frameworks in Europe. For example, from the civil society side 

it was suggested that the difference between hotlines and helplines has an indirect impact on 

the success of preventive strategies. A helpline is managed by social workers, whereas a hotline 

is generally managed by the police or security services, making the families reluctant to discuss 

the situation of their children, risking their arrest. Given that these instruments are usually the 

first resort of support for families, their amelioration could significantly improve the 

deployment and success of early action mechanisms. 

Several participants highlighted that policy frameworks are often outdated and ignore the real 

and multiple factors that lead people to extremism. It was mentioned that violent extremists 

were often religiously illiterate and/or not motivated by sectarian concerns, at least in the 

beginning of their radicalisation process. Participants were reminded that the UN estimates 

600 million young people live today in fragile and conflict-affected areas. Addressing root 

causes (lack of governance, fragile livelihoods, and socioeconomic disparity) that exacerbate 

sentiments of isolation and marginalisation was signalled as a priority for all national and 

international actors involved. At the transnational level, it is crucial to monitor relevant 

developments of other regional organisations (OSCE, AU). At the national level, collaboration 

among national authorities, civil society organisations and local communities was suggested as 

the key for more impactful prevention policies and emphasis was put on the need to involve 

women in the design and implementation of CVE strategies. Moreover, it was suggested that 

national authorities would benefit from engaging with grassroots organisations in local 

communities which could result in fostering an ambiance of communication and trust.  

A gendered perspective is important not only when designing and implementing domestic 

policies, but in civil-military missions as well. In these structures, strong leadership and 

commitment can result in a positive change of mind-set with the hope that in the future ‘a 

gender advisor will no longer be needed’ as gendered analysis will become the norm for policy 

making. 

Finally, the role of media in feeding or even creating gender-based stereotypical narratives was 

discussed in relation to its ability to influence the perceptions of the audience regarding women 

and violent extremism. Counter-narrative initiatives, such as the Moroccan Mourchidate 

(Religious Guides) Initiative, are increasingly seen as an efficient tool to combat radicalisation 

which gains attention among policy makers.  

Despite the high level of interest and engagement of participants on the topic, the discussion 

easily expanded from the specific role of women to broader issues of radicalisation. This 

perhaps underlines how challenging the topic still is and how much more concrete efforts are 

still needed to make women’s participation and the use of gendered perspectives an operational 

and conceptual reality for policymakers and practitioners.  
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Recommendations: 

The hosts of the meeting have distilled the following recommendations to EU member states: 

 

1. Use gendered analysis to comprehend the diverse factors that lead to radicalisation of 

women and men taking into account the multitude of women’s identities and roles in 

societies when designing and implementing policy responses. 

 

2. Make it a priority to collect gender disaggregated data and empirical research in order to 

better inform policy analysis and tailor action approaches more efficiently.  

 

3. Ensure that National Action Plans on 1325 are linked to national counter terrorism policies 

acknowledging women’s role in conflict prevention as an important bridge. Similarly, 

regional level policy on women, peace and security2 should be linked to regional level 

counter terrorism policy3.  

 

4. Increase core funding for civil society organisations, including women’s organisations, 

working on the prevention of violent extremism in Europe and abroad; engage with them 

systematically to share information on successful examples of prevention, especially 

regarding women’s roles therein. 

 

5. Support the development of tailored communications and campaign responses that address 

the distinct recruitment strategies utilised to attract women and girls, such as personal 

contact in local communities and web-based radicalisation campaigns.  

 

6. Design and employ narratives stressing the universal principles, in particular tolerance, 

situated at the core of the European project. 

 

7. Promote inter-faith dialogue in local communities, insisting on the intrinsic value of 

women’s active participation. Collaborate with religious leaders in reversing distorted 

impressions of religions and preventing the use of religious references for violent purposes. 

 

8. Improve the impact of prevention policies benefiting from the position of women in the 

private/domestic sphere with the view to protect children and teenagers from radicalism.  

 

9. Broaden the scope of return, reintegration and rehabilitation policies recognising the 

different experiences and needs of women, men, girls and boys and allowing civil society 

actors to become involved in the process. 

 

10. Invest in emerging good practices to design non-punitive, support mechanisms for families 

who suspect that their members are in danger, or have been, radicalised.  

1 UN Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism, 24 December 2015. 
2 Comprehensive approach to the EU implementation of UNSCRs 1325 and 1820 on WPS. 
3 European Council conclusions on counter-terrorism, 09 February 2015. 

                                                      


