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Introduction 

 The recruitment and conversion of youth to religious extremism is an ongoing problem throughout 
the world, and although statistics are hard to collect, it is thought that the numbers of youth in such 
extremist groups are on the rise. In many cases, youth who are vulnerable due to lack of socioeconomic 
opportunities, marginalization and discrimination, or exposure to violence, are exploited by extremists, 
who turn to religious extremism for a "sense of purpose". However, often times these youth are led to 
believe they will have a "family" or receive security but instead are subjected to violence that no child 
should have to experience. Both boys and girls have been known to be recruited, girls as "jihadi brides", 
and boys as child soldiers. Such infringement of a child's basic right must be put to an end. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Religious Extremism  

 Religious extremism can be defined as any form of religion that "reject people who hold either 
different beliefs or different interpretations of the same religious belief. In doing so, the extremist group 
holds that their religious belief system, and adherents of it, are superior to all other groups". Religious 
extremism can commonly be seen in the form of violence. 

Radicalization 

 Radicalization, as defined by the European Union (EU), is the "complex phenomenon of people 
embracing radical ideology that could lead to the commitment of terrorist acts".  

Terrorism 

Terrorism currently lacks a universal definition in the UN, but is defined by NATO as "The 
unlawful use or threatened use of force or violence against individuals or property in an attempt to 
coerce or intimidate governments or societies to achieve political, religious or ideological objectives. 

Child soldier 

         A child soldier is, as defined by the UN’s Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-
General for Children and Armed Conflict, “any person below 18 years of age who is, or who has been, 
recruited or used by an armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to children, 
boys and girls, used as fighters, cooks, porters, spies or for sexual purposes”. 

 

History 

Jihadi Brides 

           One of the most well-publicized cases of youth converted to religious extremism was that of the 
"jihadi brides" of London. In 2015, three Muslim girls from London were found to have been radicalized 
by a friend, and online Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) members, and ran away to Syria to be 
married off to men there. This was a famous case partly due to the fact that it was one of the first 
instances that a group of young women had radicalized together. By this time, it was well established 
that both men and women were being radicalized, and being sold a utopian vision of ISIS. 
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ISIS Video  

 In multiple propaganda videos released by ISIS, children are often seen killing prisoners. These 
videos are partly what raised awareness of the issue of youth being converted to religious extremism.   

Key Issues 

Social media  

 Social media plays a key role in the recruitment and conversion of youth to religious extremism. 
Due to the prevalence and accessibility of the internet, it is thought that much of the radicalization of 
youth takes place online. Social media is a big issue for 2 reasons. Firstly, extremists through the use of 
social media are able to specifically target youth and their vulnerabilities. Second, it is difficult for 
companies and governments to monitor online activity, and are unable to monitor private chats. 
Furthermore, even with suspicious activity, it is hard to distinguish the line of the activity taking place 
being a "threat to national security". One such instance was a 14-year old boy from Malaysia was 
recruited through Facebook to fight alongside ISIS militants in Syria.  

Zones of conflict  

 Most commonly, the proposed solution to combat the recruitment of youth to religious extremism 
is education. However, in zones of conflict, where extremist groups are commonly found, such education 
is difficult to implement. As such, youth in the area are especially vulnerable to radicalization, but 
solutions for such areas are harder to establish.   

Data gaps 

 As extremist groups are not held accountable by governments, data regarding the issue is hard 
to gather. Data gaps and dilemmas hinder the gathering data on scale and scope and clarity on what is 
to be measured. The absence of clear baselines and effective ways to monitor progress undermines 
efforts to evaluate the impact/effectiveness of initiatives to solve the problem. 

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

Islamist Groups - ie. ISIS, Boko Haram 

 Islamist groups such as ISIS, Boko Haram have been known to recruit youth, particularly through 
the use of social media. With no governing body holding them accountable, these groups manipulate 
and entice youth to leave their homes to join their cause. As in Islam, starting from the age of 9 for girls, 
and 12 for boys, children can be considered "adults", they may not see their recruitment as recruitment 
of youth. 

United Nations 

           The United Nations is mainly concerned with violent extremism, and views the issue of 
combatting the recruitment of youth as a means to tackle the greater issue of violent extremism as a 
whole. The United Nations has made some progress in starting to tackle this issue, through the 
establishment of an education-focused solution in the UNESCO.    

Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events 

Date Description of event 

1989 UN publishes Convention on the Rights of the Child which states that those under 15 may not 
engage in conflict. Later revised to include children aged 15-18.  

2001 In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the Security Council forms the Counter-Terrorism Committee 
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2006 United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy was adopted by General Assembly resolution 
60/288 

2015  At the 70th session of the UN General Assembly, the Plan of Action on Countering and 
Preventing Violent Extremism is established  

2015 197 EX/46 UNESCO Resolution "UNESCO's Role in Promoting Education As A Tool To Prevent 
Violent Extremism" is passed 

2016  First International Conference on Prevention of Violent Extremism through Education: Taking 
Action, takes place 

2017 Facebook, Microsoft, Twitter, and Youtube announce the formation of the Global Internet Forum 
to Counter Terrorism (GIFCT)  

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

Many policies and resolutions on the issue have been implemented by the UN in recent years an 
example being the 2015 "Plan of Action on Countering and Preventing Violent Extremism". As many of 
such resolutions have focused on the education, and are more long-term solutions to the issue, a fair 
evaluation cannot be made on the solutions yet. In addition, as mentioned, there are data gaps which 
make it hard to monitor the progress of established programs. 

 

Possible Solutions 

Unfortunately, with issues like these that have many root causes, it can be difficult to isolate a 
solution to the problem. The root causes are also complex, and require separate discussion of their own. 
However, these are a few things that can be done: 

Education is a top priority for children. It is important that children remain in school or catch-up 
classes are provided for those who leave and then return later. Countries should consider how education 
will prevent irrational decisions to join extremist groups. 

As is standard with all issues, raising awareness of the issue in countries where this issue is 
prominent can reduce the number of children joining combat. By raising awareness, parents and school 
teachers can learn how to better monitor, and discourage children from being converted to extremist 
groups.  
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