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Abstract 

Youth sector peacebuilding is an under-theorised field in Northern Ireland. Social and 

political life is scarred by enduring conflict-legacies in this north-easterly part of Ireland. 

These realities have invoked an internationally financed peacebuilding industry that has 

invested multi-millions of pounds, euros and dollars into youth work. Despite the 

extensive contributions of youth work practitioners to peacebuilding, limited theoretical 

models have been developed on approaches to practice. Utilising the mixed method of 

Q methodology, this research generates four statistically significant distinctive 

viewpoints of youth workers concerning peacebuilding with young people. Drawing on 

principles of morphological analysis and framed within a Bourdieusian lens, these 

viewpoints are developed into a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding. The 

model identifies a dialectic of politicising versus harmonising approaches to 

peacebuilding. Viewpoints 1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue and 4: Political Engagement & 

Social Justice are indicative of a politicising orientation. Viewpoints 2: Mutual 

Understanding and 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration orient towards harmonisation. 

Propensities towards dialogue or action are also examined through the model. The 

empirical findings are considered in relation to the influences of a neoliberal political 

economy on funding priorities, policy, and practice. Bourdieu’s thinking tools facilitate 

an analysis that argues harmonising approaches to peacebuilding are incentivised by 

those in power while more emancipatory politicising approaches are adulterated. The 

thesis provides tools for practitioners, funders, and policymakers to develop a more 

reflexive and emancipatory approach to youth sector peacebuilding. The 

methodological and epistemological approaches used in the research challenge 

pejorative and simplistic interpretations of core peacebuilding concepts. The study 

grapples with how peacebuilding is understood in contested societies and the 

structuring features of social life that give rise to different understandings. While 

focused on Northern Ireland, the study will resonate with those committed to 

peacebuilding locally and internationally. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

This thesis contributes to the theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding. Following 

Heathershaw’s (2008, p.598) assertion that “peacebuilding is overworked and under-

theorised”, it is posited that youth sector peacebuilding is overworked and under-

theorised. Overworked in the sense that much has been done with great enthusiasm 

(Milliken, 2020). Under-theorised to the extent that a coherent strategy is elusive, and 

reflexivity has not been clearly demonstrated (Kelly and Braniff, 2016; Morrow et al., 

2018).  

Peacebuilding is a multi-billion-euro enterprise in Northern Ireland (Nolan, 2012; 2013). 

The annual dividends of this investment, specifically to the youth sector, have 

transformed a reactionary and protectionist strand of youth provision in the last quarter 

of the 20th century into a bona fide, albeit disparate, community of practice within youth 

work (Milliken, 2020). Youth sector peacebuilding is synchronously lucrative and 

precarious. Availability of internal and inter-state funding, augmented with 

philanthropic funding streams, has enabled many youth organisations to expand their 

work with young people under the remit of peacebuilding. Concomitantly, the relatively 

short, fixed-term nature of programme monies, along with delays between funding 

cycles and financial penalties for failure to fulfil contracts tied to predetermined 

outcomes, contribute to organisational instability and job insecurity (Morrow et al., 

2018). A defunding trajectory has been forecast to curtail the exorbitant cash injections 

to peace work in Northern Ireland (ibid). However, there is evidence of continued 

commitment to supporting peacebuilding with the European Union funded Peace Plus 

Programme publishing an indicative budget of €1 billion from 2021-2027, of which €110 

million is directed towards the theme of “Empowering and Investing in Young People” 

(SEUPB, 2021, p.27). 

Despite over three decades of projects and programmes, capturing best practice models 

for delivering and evaluating civil society peacebuilding across Northern Ireland and the 

border counties has been piecemeal (Kelly and Braniff, 2016; Hamilton and McArdle, 

2019). Reporting on projects, practitioners have tended to focus on accountability to 

donors rather than consolidating a repertoire of grassroots expertise within the youth 

work and peacebuilding fields (Mac Ginty, 2014; Stanton, 2018). Critical agency of 

practitioners and organisations has succumbed to the orthodoxy of funder-driven 



 13 

ecosystems characterised by managerialism and quantifiable deliverables over local 

ownership and complex transformation processes (Richmond, 2011b). Beyond a 

“dearth” of material detailing the efficacy of peacebuilding interventions (Kelly and 

Braniff, 2016), there is a paucity of empirically informed, theoretically rich, and 

reflexively rigorous examinations of how youth work practitioners approach 

peacebuilding with young people. This research intends to redress this deficit in the 

literature.  

In the absence of theoretical and conceptual tools to develop reflexive practice, a 

neoliberal pragmatism predicated on fixing problems and incentivising individualism 

and self-responsibilisation abides unchallenged. A neoliberal policy climate reifies 

identifying and addressing immediate needs over critically analysing and challenging the 

socio-political and economic conditions that give rise to such needs. Anti-intellectualism 

is an ally of such neoliberal pragmatism, bound by a belief that practical experience is 

sacrosanct and theory futile (Seal, 2014a). Practical wisdom derived from experience 

has been explored to generate theory (Magnuson, 2009; Stanton, 2018). However, this 

requires reflexivity and engagement with existing scholarship and theoretical concepts. 

Baizerman (1989 cited Seal, 2014a) recognises recourse to anti-intellectualism amongst 

youth work practitioners as a symptom of the demands of everyday practice. As such, 

the luxury of theorising is squeezed out as youth workers must be resourceful with their 

time. Hammond (2018) is more demanding of the youth sector, intimating that 

effectiveness in the profession requires practitioners who embrace critical thinking and 

embed theory building within their practice. It is a lack of critical engagement between 

theory and practice that Hammond (ibid) suggests is partly responsible for youth work 

existing as a disparate and ill-defined practice. 

This study theorises youth sector peacebuilding by mapping differentiated practitioner 

perspectives on approaches to practice that co-exist and vie for distinction. The research 

brings coherence to an eclectic field, providing tools for practitioners to advance a more 

reflexive practice that considers the positionality and influence of multiple actors. These 

initial premises are explored further in chapters two and three, contextualising the 

specific fields of youth work and peacebuilding. These fields are brought together in 

what this research identifies as the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. Competing 

interests and divergent understandings of youth work and peacebuilding are carried into 
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this subfield, giving rise to a politics of youth sector peacebuilding. This politics, 

manifested through different orientations to practice and exacerbated by a cacophony 

of funding, policy and practice agendas, is investigated through the research.  

The remainder of this introductory chapter explicates the structure of the thesis 

emanating from the research question, followed by a compendious review of 

ethnopolitics within and surrounding the contested border of Northern Ireland. While 

the locale renders the findings most applicable to youth sector peacebuilding in 

Northern Ireland, it is posited that the study will provide an essential contribution to 

theorising youth work and civic society peacebuilding, relevant to an international 

audience. 

Research Question 

The research question evolved through an engagement with literature, practitioners, 

and academics within the intersecting fields of youth work and peacebuilding. While 

some have suggested that the Northern Ireland conflict is “over-researched” (Kelly and 

Braniff, 2016, p.460), a thorough analysis of youth sector peacebuilding requires further 

examination. Magnuson (2009) suggests the silos of conflict transformation theories and 

literature on youth work in contested societies have not been adequately synthesised 

or advanced through empirical research with practitioners. A sporadic and relatively 

limited literature in relation to over two decades of post-accord practice provides 

insights into youth work practitioner perspectives on peacebuilding derived from 

empirical data in Northern Ireland (Wilson, 2007; Grattan and Morgan, 2007; Harland, 

2009; Smith, 2014a; McMullan, 2018; McConville and McArdle, 2019). Furthermore, an 

appeal has been made for youth sector peacebuilding research to be explicit in “whose 

point of view is being represented” (Magnuson, 2009, p.22). A lack of clarity on 

differentiated perspectives within and between the stakeholders of young people, 

youth work practitioners, funders, and policymakers, conceals power relations and 

divergent interests. This study explicitly focalises the perspectives of practitioners. 

Motivated to investigate distinctive approaches that practitioners adopt and the 

structural influences on these approaches to peacebuilding work with young people, the 

research question asks: 
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How are youth workers both oriented and orient themselves within the politics of 

peacebuilding in Northern Ireland? 

The research question alludes to a Bourdieusian social analysis. The notion of a politics 

of peacebuilding points to the dialectics of consensus and rupture, collaboration and 

competition, autonomy and hegemony, concerning the coexistence of various 

stakeholder interests. While agency is involved in how youth work practitioners orient 

themselves within this politics of peacebuilding, Bourdieu (1930-2002) emphasises how 

agency intersects with the structuring aspects of participation in the social world (Costa 

and Murphy, 2015). These structural dynamics predispose agents to particular ways of 

thinking and being. Indeed, collective practices necessitate shared understandings and 

apprehensions of concepts such as peacebuilding, reconciliation, justice, human rights, 

citizenship, and well-being. However, different interpretations of these ideas give rise 

to different approaches to practice. An un-reflexive or pre-reflexive engagement with 

these concepts and ideas conceals distinctive interpretations and divergent agendas. A 

pre-reflexive youth work approach to peacebuilding facilitates the proliferation of a 

common-sense, hegemonic policy and practice echo chamber that bestows 

accumulative value on specific approaches while habitually negating and discrediting 

others.  

This thesis seeks to disturb common-sense and taken-for-granted ideas about youth 

sector peacebuilding. In doing so, it reveals orthodox and heterodox positions held by 

practitioners. The necessity of a reflexive sector is advocated to advance an 

emancipatory peacebuilding practice. Conceptual, methodological and theoretical tools 

built around empirical data invite an ongoing critical, reflexive analysis to be undertaken 

continuously by those stakeholders in the field. Studying how practitioners orient and 

are oriented within their field, and the power relations imbued in the distinctive shared 

positions, helps agents locate and recognise their positionality (and complicity) in the 

structure of the field. Of particular interest in this research is how mapping ideational 

structures arising in the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding can inform a reflexive 

approach that equips the most disenfranchised to shake the status quo. Simultaneously 

the study invites actors at all levels of power and influence to critically consider their 

role in reproducing particular approaches to youth sector peacebuilding and the limits 

of possibility that are accepted within the field. 
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An outline of the thesis structure further indicates how the nature of a politics of 

peacebuilding is understood and how the research sets out to identify and examine 

differentiated orientations of practitioners within this context. 

Thesis Structure 

Three sections guide the reader through this thesis. Section 1 comprises two contextual 

chapters followed by a narrative review of literature. This section offers an extended 

commentary, elucidating a rationale for the study and identifying a gap in scholarship 

regarding the theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding. Section 2 elaborates on a 

Bourdieusian analytical framework that incorporates the conceptual approach of 

morphological analysis, operationalised through Q methodology. This section 

establishes a rigorous framework for investigating youth sector peacebuilding, 

integrating theoretical, conceptual, and methodological tools. Section 3 presents the 

findings in a morphological format followed by a Bourdieusian informed discussion, 

analysis, and conclusion. This final section expounds on the specific contribution of this 

research to generating new knowledge, adding to the limited existing literature that 

theorises peacebuilding in the youth sector.  

Section 1: Mapping the field of youth sector peacebuilding 

Three chapters comprise section 1 that map various understandings of youth work and 

peacebuilding, brought together in the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. Chapter 

2 begins with a policy context outlining how youth work has been aligned with peace 

work in Northern Ireland since the emergence of a statutory youth service in 1972 

(HMSO, 1972). The disparate nature of an evolving practice is then traced, drawing on 

different orientations to youth work captured in various practice models (Hurley and 

Treacy, 1993; Cooper and White, 1994; Cooper, 2018). Added to the challenge of holding 

together these disparate trajectories of practice within the youth service is the challenge 

of responding to a perceived neoliberalisation of youth policy. Chapter 2 charts debates 

that have emerged in the youth sector in response to an increasingly neoliberal socio-

political and economic context, identifying various propensities of practitioners to 

assimilate, accommodate or resist neoliberalisation.  

Chapter 3 similarly engages with literature analysing a neoliberal trajectory of policy and 

practice within the peacebuilding field. Critical peace scholarship is discussed, raising 

questions of the neoliberal assumptions underpinning an established liberal 
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peacebuilding framework. Resistance to the liberal peacebuilding consensus is 

examined with reference to emerging schools of everyday peace theory and practice 

(Mac Ginty and Richmond, 2013; Firchow, 2018).  

Together, chapters two and three convey a politics of youth work and peacebuilding, 

arising from multiple ideological perspectives and orientations to practice co-existing 

within the fields. This politics plays out both at the level of practice, with different 

approaches to practice espoused by various practitioners, and at the intersection of 

policy with practice, where specific policy initiatives conflict with how some 

practitioners view the core principles of their profession. Both these levels interact with 

one another. Bourdieu’s social theory invites this interaction to be understood through 

his thinking tools, as introduced in section 2 of the thesis. 

Chapter 4 concludes section 1 with an exploration of peacebuilding concepts relevant 

to youth sector peacebuilding. These concepts are derived from a narrative review of 

literature. The chapter emphasises the contested nature of notions of reconciliation, 

trust-building, human rights, justice, citizenship, and transgenerational trauma and 

mental health. A politics of peacebuilding concepts is identified by tracing the multiple 

and disputed ways these concepts are understood. 

Section 2: Theory-Method 

Section 2 delineates the epistemological and theoretical framework for approaching this 

study, emanating from the ideas of anthropologist-cum-sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 

(1930-2002). The three chapters that make up this section outline a Bourdieusian 

analytical framework. Chapter 5 presents Bourdieu’s collection of thinking tools, 

including the intersecting concepts of habitus, fields, capitals, and doxa. Applying these 

concepts to the present study provides a basis for considering collective dispositions and 

interests of practitioners as they orient themselves within the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding. Habitus is presented as an integral concept that mediates how agents 

make sense of social fields of practice. The habitus generates propensities, inclinations, 

dispositions and sensibilities from which certain forms of thinking and practice are 

pursued rather than others. Capturing habitus is recognised as a difficult task for social 

research (Costa et al., 2019). Within this research, practitioners’ ideational structures 

are understood as a crucial aspect and manifestation of habitus. The study thus sets out 
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to identify and analyse the ideational structures of practitioners in relation to how they 

think about approaches to peacebuilding with young people. 

Chapter 6 draws on Michael Freeden’s (1996; 2013a) morphological analysis of 

ideologies and applies his approach to a morphological analysis of ideational structures. 

Morphological analysis is premised on the contested nature of political concepts. 

Freeden argues the same concepts (justice, liberty, equality, rights etc.) are shared 

across different ideological structures (liberalism, conservatism, socialism, etc.); 

however, the meaning applied to these concepts is different in each ideology. 

Morphological analysis enables these various meanings to be identified by mapping how 

concepts are arranged in relation to one another from core to peripheral ideas. Chapter 

6 elaborates on how morphological analysis has been understood in this research. The 

focus is on identifying how shared concepts that imbue the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding are arranged in different ideational structures. A morphological analysis 

of ideational structures provides the conceptual lens for capturing this manifestation of 

habitus. 

Chapter 7 concludes the Theory-Method section, explicating how the Bourdieusian 

analytical framework, incorporating Freeden’s morphological analysis, has been 

operationalised in this study through Q methodology. This methodology chapter details 

the steps taken in applying the qualiquantilogical (Stenner and Stainton Rogers, 2004) 

approach of Q methodology, an innovative, integrated mixed method. Q methodology 

enables statistically significant shared viewpoints to be identified from a data set. Within 

this study, these shared viewpoints are understood as shared ideational structures in 

relation to peacebuilding.  

Section 2 seeks to harmonise theory with method and sets out the logical progression 

from a theoretical to a methodological framework.  

The third and final section of the thesis reinvokes Bourdieu’s thinking tools and 

Freeden’s morphological analysis to present and analyse the findings of the study. 

Section 3: Findings, Discussion & Analysis, and Conclusion 

The most significant component of this thesis, section 3, is made up of four chapters. 

Chapter 8 presents the findings from Q methodology, providing a brief quantitative 

overview of the four factors, or viewpoints, generated through the study followed by a 
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narrative account of the makeup of these four viewpoints. This presentation of findings 

implicitly follows a morphological structure. Chapter 9 analyses the findings employing 

conceptual space diagrams to chart how each viewpoint is positioned in relation to 

various key peacebuilding concepts. Building on this analysis, the chapter works towards 

constructing a novel socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding. Following 

Cooper’s (2012) discussion on various purposes of youth work models, chapter 9 argues 

that the model's value is in condensing the findings and analysis into a succinct format 

that acts as an invitation for the youth sector to develop a more reflexive peacebuilding 

practice with young people.  

Chapter 10 adds a final layer of analysis, drawing more explicitly on Bourdieu’s set of 

thinking tools. The four ideational structures represent different interests within the 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. These four viewpoints are regarded as a form of 

symbolic capital derived from the particular knowledge and experience practitioners 

embody in relation to their approach to peacebuilding. Within the subfield, efforts are 

made to legitimise some ideational structures over others. This struggle is exacerbated 

by the transnational concentrations of capital contained by international funders who 

play a significant role in giving primacy to some approaches to practice while minimising 

or negating others. The role of reflexivity across the sector is considered in this context. 

Chapter 11 concludes this thesis, explicating specific contributions to new theoretical 

and methodological knowledge and implications of the study concerning practice, 

training, and policy in the youth sector and broader civic society peacebuilding. 

Limitations of the research and future complementary research trajectories are also 

noted. 

This thesis synopsis intimates significant ideas that are developed in the proceeding 

chapters. Before commencing section 1, this introductory chapter situates the research 

within the contested space of Northern Ireland. Voluminous literature on the conflicted 

nature of Ireland-Northern Ireland exists and attracts scholarship from wide-ranging 

disciplines (Smyth and Darby, 2001). While the politics of Northern Ireland is implicit 

throughout this thesis, it is beyond the scope of the study to develop a detailed historical 

analysis. However, it is considered pertinent to sketch the contours of conflict on the 

island as a backdrop to a thesis on peacebuilding in post-agreement Northern Ireland, 

submitted on the centenary year of the partition of Ireland. The section below provides 
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a brief introduction to divisions, tensions, conflict, and conflict legacies in the North of 

Ireland. 

Northern Ireland: 100 years of division 

Northern Ireland exists as a “distinct and devolved” (Morrow, 2011, p.308) entity that 

was “born in violence” (McKittrick and McVea, 2012, p.4). Centuries prior to the 

implementation of a compromising solution to create a land border on Ireland in the 

early 1920s, antagonism and rivalry between native Irish Catholics and settler British 

Protestants proliferated, undergirded by the politics of empire and imperialism. Critical 

commentaries emphasise the violence of this process where “British settler-colonialism 

in Ireland… [was] a means of controlling the indigenous population” (Browne and 

Bradley, 2021, p.8). Through this process of facilitating the mass settling of British 

citizens in Ireland from 1609 onwards, Britain socially engineered an ethnic frontier 

where “Empire had left identifiably different groups sharing the same territory” 

(Morrow, 2011, p.303). Derived from Wright’s (1987) analysis of societies separated 

from their “metropolitan blocs”, Morrow (ibid) explains “ethnic frontier areas are 

characterised by more than one people and overlapping claims to territory”. With 

neither people group succeeding in dominating the other, ethno-national antagonisms 

tend to pervade relations at all levels of society. 

Fundamentally, conflict between nationalists and unionists reflected divergent 

perspectives on British imperialism in Ireland (Morrow, 2017) manifested in “two 

competing national aspirations” (McKittrick and McVea, 2012, p.2). Nationalists became 

increasingly committed to complete Irish independence following several failed Home 

Rule bills brought to the Westminster parliament in 1886, 1893, and 1912-1914. These 

bills would have allowed for a devolved Irish government in Dublin to manage domestic 

affairs while remaining part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. 

Unionists in Ireland vocalised their aversion to Home Rule. They mobilised to prevent 

the British government in Westminster from establishing Home Rule in Ireland, fearful 

this would threaten the link with the Union and act as “a prelude to complete Irish 

independence and the ending of Protestant and British domination of Irish affairs” 

(McKittrik and McVea, 2012, p.3). Violence ensued in 1916, beginning with the Easter 

Rising in Dublin where several Republicans participated in armed insurrection against 

British rule in Ireland. The violent response of the British state appeared an overreaction 
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and played an important role in inciting the Irish Republican Army’s (IRA) War of 

Independence from 1919-1921 (ibid).  

The Government of Ireland Act (1920) set in motion the partition of Ireland. The act was 

a fourth attempt at establishing Home Rule, legislating for two devolved institutions in 

Ireland, one in Dublin and the other in Belfast. Six of the nine majority protestant north-

eastern counties of Ulster were “carved out of the rest of the island of Ireland” and 

designated as Northern Ireland (McBride, 2019, p.353). These six counties of Northern 

Ireland were established as a constitutional part of the United Kingdom in 1921, 

separate from the other 26 counties. Nationalists, making up an overwhelming majority 

of the population of the 26 remaining counties, rejected the Home Rule system of 

devolved government. The IRA’s War of Independence continued into 1921 until a treaty 

established the Irish free state that subsequently was declared as the Republic of Ireland 

in the 1948 Republic of Ireland Act (O’Toole, 2010). Partition of Ireland was a pragmatic 

solution to appease the competing constitutional desires of the population and an effort 

to contain mounting violence (McBride, 2019). Tensions, however, proliferated between 

nationalists and unionists in the newly formed Northern Ireland. 

The creation of Northern Ireland crystalized the ethnic frontier where religion became 

a marker of competing national identities forced to co-exist (Morrow, 2015a). Partition 

instigated a rupture for northern Catholics who experienced “exclusion from the wider 

Irish community” (Ruane and Todd, 1996, p.51). Meanwhile, the Protestant political 

class in Northern Ireland sought to embed British loyalties and a “Protestant Parliament 

and State” (Craig, 1934, cited Cochrane, 2013, p.27). These two distinct communities of 

Catholic nationalism and Protestant unionism have become embedded binaries in 

Northern Ireland, where “identity is everything precisely because it is so vulnerable” 

(Morrow, 2020). The pre-eminence of a “‘two communities’ thesis” (Hayward and 

McManus, 2018) has been influential in framing peace-making and peacebuilding in 

Northern Ireland. The rhetoric of two communities has also been challenged for the 

implications it has in “exclud[ing] a lot of people” who do not fit neatly within the binary 

(McKay, 2021a, p.9). 

Antagonism is the mark of relationships in an ethnic frontier (Morrow, 2011; 2015b), 

and in Northern Ireland, suspicion, mistrust, and fear were instilled from the outset 

(Wright, 1987). Following almost five decades of mounting tensions since the formation 
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of Northern Ireland, the “sectarian powder-keg… exploded in 1969” (Jeffs et al., 2019, 

p.38). 1969-1993 witnessed an “endless chain of violence” (Wright, 1987, p.11) within 

Northern Ireland. Over 3600 people were killed due to this eruption of ethnic violence 

known as the Troubles (Smyth and Hamilton, 2003). Young people aged between 20-24 

accounted for the highest proportion of deaths by age group (20.2%) (ibid, p.21). Males 

were significantly more likely to be killed by violence (91.1%) than females (8.9%) (ibid, 

p.19). Over 40,000 people are estimated to have been injured (ibid). With a population 

of little over 1.5 million in these years, the impacts of the Troubles were acutely felt.   

Republican and Loyalist paramilitary forces were responsible for around 80% of deaths, 

British security forces for approximately 10%, and the rest civilian or unknown (Smyth 

and Hamilton, 2003, p.23). Ending the violence involved secretive backchannel meetings 

between representatives of these paramilitary organisations, political parties, the 

British and Irish states, and public interventions of community and political leaders to 

condemn violence and appeal for peace (McKittrick and McVea, 2012). The 1994 Irish 

Republican Army’s (IRA) announcement of ceasefire marked cautious optimism of a 

decade where peace-keeping and peace-making efforts gained traction. The ceasefire 

was revoked in 1996, and the Troubles-related death toll for 1995-1996 was 31, fuelling 

scepticism of those disillusioned with the rhetoric of peace.    

Amidst a backdrop of continued and often indiscriminate violence, political leaders from 

Ireland, Britain, and Northern Ireland produced what became the Belfast / Good Friday 

Agreement (GFA), approved by referendum on 10 April 1998 (British and Irish 

Governments, 1998). The agreement was an “ambitious rewriting of the 1920s 

settlement” (McKittrick and McVea, 2012, p. 256) that conferred power to the citizens 

of Northern Ireland to decide by majority vote whether to remain part of the United 

Kingdom or unite with Ireland. Building on previous intergovernmental negotiations and 

agreements between the British and Irish governments, the GFA embedded the right of 

citizens to hold dual nationality as British and Irish, regardless of any future change in 

the constitutional status of Northern Ireland. The GFA also provided new mechanisms 

for a democratically elected devolved government in Northern Ireland. Since 1972, 

when the highest death toll was recorded for the Troubles, the Northern Ireland 

parliament was resigned, and the British government imposed Direct Rule from London. 

Through the GFA, a consociational form of power-sharing was devised to ensure a single 
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majority could not monopolise executive power, as had been the case for unionism since 

the creation of Northern Ireland. Under the new arrangements, power would be shared 

between unionism and nationalism, with the largest parties on both sides of the ethno-

national divide appointing the First and Deputy First Minister for Northern Ireland 

(Hamber and Kelly, 2018).  

For many, the agreement persists as a watershed moment in Anglo-Irish relations and a 

beacon of hope for Northern Ireland (Morrow et al., 2013). Some have argued that the 

political arrangements of the GFA, and the peacebuilding phase it inaugurated, provides 

the basis of a model to be replicated in other settings emerging from violent ethnic 

conflict (Donnelly and Hughes, 2006; Hughes, 2011; Jarman, 2016). However, Browne 

and Bradley (2021) are critical of the GFA, arguing that it erases a history of colonial 

struggle. From their perspective, the GFA appeased Irish claims to self-determination 

without significantly recognising British imperialism as the root of the conflict. This 

colonial lens is an important perspective on the evolution of Anglo-Irish relations. 

However, it must also be recognised that the GFA brought those at the extremes of 

political and physical struggle, with popular community support, not only into dialogue 

but also into government (Morrow, 2015a).  

Implementation of the GFA was fraught from the outset. In the early years of the new 

millennium, disputes over spying allegations, continued collaboration between political 

parties and paramilitary groups, the slowness with decommissioning of weapons, and 

faltering commitment to the new institutions led to political impasses (Hamber and 

Kelly, 2018). Following three prior suspensions of the new Northern Ireland Assembly 

since the year 2000, Secretary of State Peter Mandelson imposed a fourth extended 

suspension that spanned the years 2002-2007 (McCready, 2020d). The Assembly was 

suspended again during 2017-2020 following incompetence attributed to the 

Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) in the management of public funds in relation to the 

Renewable Heat Incentive scheme coupled with criticisms that unionism was reneging 

on commitments to advance recognition of the Irish language in Northern Ireland (ibid; 

McBride, 2019).  

Restored in January 2020, the Northern Ireland Executive continues to enact habitual 

patterns of politics infused with sectarianism. Handling of the Covid-19 pandemic has 

not escaped “sectarianisation”. Members of Sinn Féin, including Deputy First Minister 
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Michelle O’Neil, were widely criticised for circumventing government restrictions on 

public assemblies to attend the funeral of ex-IRA political prisoner Bobby Storey. No 

arrests were made, and in response, the DUP First Minister Arlene Foster called for the 

resignation of Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) Chief Constable Simon Byrne 

(Sproule, 2021). The careful diplomacy required in responding to the incident is 

informed by a backdrop of suspicion and mistrust, where both main parties seek to 

maintain the support of a polarised electorate (Byrne et al., 2018). Furthermore, a 

history of antipathy and violence between the old Protestant-dominated Royal Ulster 

Constabulary (RUC) police force and Sinn Féin is potent in contemporary policing issues. 

While the PSNI replaced the RUC in 2001, Sinn Féin did not support the reformed 

institution until 2007 (Hamber and Kelly, 2018). 

The power-sharing arrangements established by the GFA have also been critiqued for 

playing a role in further embedding polarisation and community entrenchment. In this 

context: 

“It is often the ethno-national division (broadly Catholic and Protestant) that 

tends to over-shadow other social division, such as gender and class (and the 

intersectional nature of all three)” (Hamber and Kelly, 2018, p.122). 

Notwithstanding these critiques, progress has been made since the violent years of the 

Troubles. However, deep antagonisms persist, and segregation in housing and education 

are omnipresent sectarian legacies that have not been sufficiently addressed (Gray et 

al., 2018; Milliken 2020). The fraught and fragile nature of peace is exposed in the 

intermittent collapse of a power-sharing government, residual paramilitary activity, 

periodic eruptions of civil unrest, and unresolved victims’ issues (Nolan, 2014; Wilson, 

2016; Gray et al., 2018). Peace walls continue to separate interface areas marking out 

predominantly nationalist or unionist areas that have been prone to rioting and unrest. 

The Executive Office’s commitment made in 2012 to remove all peace walls by 2023 

seems tantamount to impossible (Gray et al., 2018). While difficult to determine the 

exact number of peace line structures across Northern Ireland, the Belfast Interface 

Project reported 97 of these peace wall barriers across Belfast in 2017, only two less 

than reported in 2012 (ibid). Commitments to the GFA have been questioned in the 

handling of the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union. Morrow and Byrne 

(2016, p.31) likened the implications of the Brexit referendum in Northern Ireland to “a 
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game of diplomatic Jenga”. The peace process has been nested within the architecture 

of European Union membership, enabling the UK and Irish governments to negotiate 

North-South and East-West relations across the islands with open borders. Brexit 

destabilised this “edifice of political stability” (ibid). Inevitably controversy has arisen 

over the Northern Ireland protocol that has effectively created a border between 

Northern Ireland and Britain in the Irish sea, stoking unionist concerns that Northern 

Ireland’s relationship with the UK is compromised (Landow and McBride, 2021).  

Paramilitary killings, while far from the levels of pre-1998, have not been entirely 

eradicated. Twenty-nine-year-old Lyra McKee was murdered by the paramilitary group 

Saoradh in 2019 (Simpson, 2019), evoking an emotive response from the peacebuilding, 

journalist, and LGBTQ+ communities as well as broader civil and political society (McKay, 

2021a). Lyra was fatally shot whilst reporting on a standoff between the Police Service 

(PSNI) and rioters. The killing was a tragic incident adding to the human cost of the 

Northern Ireland conflict.   

Unaddressed antagonisms concealed within a veneer of peace are susceptible to further 

iterations and eruptions of violence. Morrow (2011, p.303) discerns:  

“Peace is at best a truce, and at worst a pause in a history of fear, asymmetric 

relationships to power and reciprocal violence.”  

This research is situated within a historical context of antagonism contained within the 

ethnic frontier of Northern Ireland. Daly et al. (2019) have surmised that for young 

people born after the GFA, their current experience may become known as pre-conflict, 

as the potentially destabilising impacts of Brexit and a border poll on Northern Ireland’s 

constitutional status carry the potential to reignite political violence. Changing 

demographics of Northern Ireland and recent polling suggests shifts in historical voting 

trends.  

A transitioning electorate 

McKay (2021a) highlights that compared with the near 2:1 ratio of Protestant to Catholic 

when Northern Ireland was formed, the over-sixties remains the only group in which 

Protestants are in a significant majority. Furthermore, 100 years on since partition, there 

are more Catholic than Protestant schoolchildren (ibid). Opinion polling on first 

preference votes conducted by LucidTalk in 2021, ahead of the scheduled 2022 
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Assembly elections, shows Sinn Féin, the largest nationalist party, are on track to be the 

largest party elected to the Assembly for the first time (LucidTalk, 2021). This result 

would be a historic gain for nationalism in Northern politics resulting in the first 

nationalist First Minister of Northern Ireland. The LucidTalk poll shows that the DUP, the 

largest party in the Assembly since 2007, is on course to lose first preference votes to 

more hard-line unionism in the form of the Traditional Unionist Voice (TUV) party 

(Breen, 2021). While this suggests a polarisation within unionism, the poll also shows 

continued growth in support for the centrist Alliance party. Alliance came out of the 

polls as the joint second-largest party receiving first preference votes, alongside the 

DUP. The Alliance Party “claims neutrality on Northern Ireland’s constitutional future” 

(Tonge, 2020, p.461).  Acknowledging that opinion polling is an imprecise science, the 

poll nonetheless offers interesting evidence regarding the different positions, shifting 

demographics, and future changes in party support. These trends signify the stage is set 

for another constitutional change for the island’s six north easterly counties, perhaps 

before Northern Ireland reaches another milestone anniversary. 

While population and party demographics are experiencing historical transitions, other 

surveys suggest a change to the status of Northern Ireland is not quite imminent. 

Opinion polling commissioned by the BBC Spotlight programme to mark the “contested 

centenary” found that in Northern Ireland, of those polled in April 2021, 49% would vote 

to remain in the UK while 43% would vote to unite with the Republic of Ireland 

(McGonagle, 2021). The same poll found that a majority (55%) of people thought 

Northern Ireland would still be part of the United Kingdom in ten years; however, 51% 

thought this would not be the case in twenty-five years (BBC, 2021). An alternative 

survey, conducted by Northern Ireland Life and Times (NILT) at the end of 2020, suggests 

less enthusiasm for Irish unification at 30% of those who took part, although this figure 

continues an upward trend from 26% in the previous annual survey (Hayward, 2021). 

The 2020 NILT survey also found that those identifying as “neither” unionist or 

nationalist were the largest group at 42% (Hayward, ibid). The constitutional 

propensities of these ‘neither’ voters in any future border poll will likely be decisive.  

These surveys highlight that the constitutional status of Northern Ireland is unfinished 

business. The tacit implications behind the commentaries on the shifting landscape of 
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Northern Ireland politics is that the relative peace founded on the Good Friday 

Agreement is one that “like life itself, is fragile” (Cochrane, 2021, p.xvi).  

Putting aside speculation on the future, the current state of Northern Ireland is one of 

pervasive conflict legacies. Poignant among these is increasing suicide rates and what 

Brewer et al. (2018, p.19) refer to as “inward directed violence”, which,  

“covers violence and aggression against one’s person and family and is evidenced 

in domestic violence, drug misuse, alcohol abuse, forms of self-harm and suicide, 

and mental health problems. That suicide should increase once peace has been 

won seems absurd… but it reflects inward-directed violence that constitutes a 

legacy of the brutalization of everyday life, a brutalization which continues once 

the conflict is over.”   

Impacts of such inward-directed violence have been felt by the post-GFA generation of 

young people. 

Peacebuilding processes are crucial considerations in this fluctuating socio-political 

landscape and worthy of continued examination and theorisation. The evolution of a 

state-funded youth service in Northern Ireland, originating in 1972 – incidentally, the 

bloodiest year of the conflict, was and continues to be informed by community tensions 

and political instability, conjugating youth policy with notions of building community 

relations, tackling sectarianism, and consolidating a sustainable peace. It is in this 

context that practitioner orientations to peacebuilding work with young people in 

Northern Ireland are studied. The beginning of chapter 2 adds further context, outlining 

how peacebuilding has become embedded in youth policy.   

The final section of this introductory chapter offers a brief rationale for employing the 

term “peacebuilding” in a context where peace work has assumed a range of titles, 

including community relations, reconciliation, good relations, conflict transformation, 

peacekeeping, or peace-making. 

A rationale for “peacebuilding” 

Multiple terms have been drawn from and added to the peace work catalogue 

to articulate the essence of work in conflict settings. In Northern Ireland, cross-

community and community relations were favoured terms from the 1970s onwards. 

These titles conveyed an impetus to tackle sectarianism by bringing those from opposing 
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Catholic and Protestant traditions together to reduce prejudice. By the mid-2000’s the 

notion of good relations gained currency as a more encompassing term 

that recognised ethnic minority groups as critical stakeholders to be more intentionally 

included in reconciling a divided and contested society (Hamilton and McArdle, 2020).  

Galtung’s (1975) distinctions of peace – keeping, making, and building have been applied 

to Northern Ireland, analysing strategies to contain conflict and build peace since the 

eruption of the troubles in the late 1960s. The peacekeeping phase, which McCandless 

(2010, p.201) summarises as “keeping enemies apart”, coincides with the beginning of 

widespread violence from 1969 to the signing of the Belfast Good Friday Agreement in 

1998 (Stanton, 2018). Those committed to nonviolence worked to de-escalate tensions 

and appeal to the pursuit of community and political goals through non-violent 

means.  Peace-making, the “negotiation processes between decision-makers and third 

party efforts” (McCandless, ibid.), was both public-facing and, as noted above, involved 

secretive negotiations between paramilitary groups and the state, often facilitated by 

religious leaders (McKitrick and McVea, 2012). This peace-making phase ran 

intermittently from the 1970s, encountering many false starts, eventually leading to 

paramilitary ceasefires in the 1990s and ultimately the signing of the Good Friday 

Agreement in 1998 (ibid). The way was prepared for a subsequent era of peacebuilding 

that persists today, where strategies are employed to address conflict legacies and 

embed a sustainable peace.  

While the broad distinctions made by the terms peacekeeping, peace-making and 

peacebuilding are helpful, there is a risk of misrepresenting peace work in conflict 

settings as a linear process following a predictable pattern. Such an understanding 

conceals the complex nature of conflict. McMullan (2021) combats this by utilising all 

three terms in his Peacebuilding Through Youth Work model of practice to describe 

different iterations of practice, all occurring within the context of post-agreement 

Northern Ireland.  

Introducing another term, Little (2011a) contends that the notion of conflict resolution 

that has variously been adopted in policy and practice in Northern Ireland is misleading. 

Little (ibid) argues conflict is an essential feature of social life and posits conflict 

transformation as a more accurate and authentic term. Like Little’s semantic argument 

targetted the term conflict resolution, Verwoerd (2021) takes issue with the term 
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peacebuilding and appeals for an entirely new set of metaphors that displace the 

methodical intimations of building peace. For him, peace and reconciliation work is a 

relational process that develops organically. The building imagery supposes an overly 

determined approach with “precise control by [a] builder, clear plans, working with 

inanimate objects” (ibid, p.240). In contrast, his experience involved “messy, 

unpredictable, humbling realities of facilitating dialogue and enduring relationships 

between human beings” (ibid). Cultivating peace is presented as a metaphor much more 

in tune with such processes (ibid).  

Hayward’s (2011) response to Little’s critique on the use of conflict resolution is that 

while an imperfect term, it is appropriately broad in the field of peace research and 

practice to provide a common heuristic. This research adopts peacebuilding as an 

imperfect term, appropriately broad for the research at hand.  

Theorising youth sector peacebuilding by examining how youth workers orient 

themselves within this subfield is the focus of this research. Debates over terminology 

have intimated a politics within peace work, anticipating the scholarship that follows. 

Section 1 further establishes this politics of both peacebuilding and youth work, carried 

into the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. The three chapters of section 1 provide 

the reader with a fuller sense of the rationale and positionality of this research project. 
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Section 1 - Youth Sector Peacebuilding: Mapping the Field 

Introduction 

Three chapters comprise this section, contextualising the study: 

Chapter 2 – Policy and practice of youth sector peacebuilding 

Chapter 3 – Beyond a technocratic peace  

Chapter 4 – Literature review: the concepts of peace 

Building on the historical backdrop outlined in the introduction, chapter 2 begins with 

reviewing the policy context youth workers have operated within in Northern Ireland, 

enunciating a practice where peace and reconciliation act as core ontological anchors. 

An exploration of literature follows, outlining differentiated and competing approaches 

to youth work. The overarching purpose of chapter 2 is to chart the contested nature of 

the youth work field and set the scene for problematising any notions of a homogenous 

approach to peacebuilding within the sector. Recognising the value of sociological and 

political models of youth work that delineate distinctive approaches to practice, this 

chapter foreshadows the trajectory of this thesis towards a socio-political model of 

youth sector peacebuilding constructed from the findings.  

Inseparable from the policy and practice context is the political economy. Critical 

accounts delineating the neoliberalisation of youth work are examined in chapter 2. 

Critiques of a neoliberal agenda are mirrored in the peacebuilding scholarship discussed 

in chapter 3. The hegemonic status of a technocratic, top-down, (neo)liberal 

peacebuilding is examined with critical peace scholars offering alternative visions of a 

locally owned, everyday peace (Richmond, 2005; Mac Ginty, 2012; Firchow, 2018). Both 

chapters consider the impacts of neoliberal ideas on contemporary manifestations and 

future trajectories of practice. The significance of neoliberal ideas is returned to in 

chapter 5 and incorporated into a Bourdieusian analytical framework. 

Chapter 4 presents a narrative review of literature. This review identifies a gap in 

existing scholarship for a theoretical study of youth sector peacebuilding focused on 

differentiated orientations of practitioners. Furthermore, the chapter identifies core 

concepts related to peacebuilding, examining multiple interpretations of these 

elucidated in the literature.  The three chapters of section one contextualise the study, 

introducing salient themes that permeate the unfolding narrative of this thesis. 
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Chapter 2 Policy and practice of youth sector peacebuilding 

This chapter begins with a situated overview of youth sector approaches to 

peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, evident through strategy and policy documents. As 

the chapter progresses, a broader view and critique of the purpose of youth work is 

presented. This critique of various purposes and agendas shows that divergent 

understandings of youth work, in general, inform different orientations to the specific 

application of youth work in a peacebuilding context. A dialectic between grassroots 

practice, the policy landscape, and the wider political-ideological context is a theme that 

runs throughout this chapter, offering a context for the current study. 

Strategy and Policy Context 

Peacebuilding initiatives with young people began in the 1970s as efforts to facilitate 

cross-community contact between the socially, religiously, politically, and educationally 

divided nationalist and unionist communities. In these early years, responding to 

widespread political violence, the evolving youth service was focused on “keeping young 

people safe” (McCready, 2020a, p.48). The youth service was “reactive” and “needs 

responsive”, conditioning practitioners to engage primarily with young men, using 

recreation to divert them from paramilitary involvement, and producing a 

preoccupation with “keeping young people off the streets” (Jeffs et al., 2019, 

p.38). Consequently, young women were conspicuously absent from the youth service 

and “were not considered or recognised as direct or indirect victims or perpetrators of 

violence” (Morgan and McArdle, 2018, p.300). The invisibility of young women in the 

youth sector has been a persistent concern (Morgan and McArdle, 2020). 

Table 2.1 details significant strategy and policy developments that influenced an 

evolving youth service committed to peacebuilding. The chronological arrangement of 

table 2.1 includes strategy and policy across government departments, including the 

Department for Education (DENI) and the Office for the First Minister and the Deputy 

First Minister (OFMDFM). Discussion on key themes emanating from the strategy and 

policy context follows table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1 Policy and strategy informing youth work and peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, 1982-2015 

Year Strategy / Policy Relevance to peacebuilding with young 

people 

Critique 

1982 DENI Circular 

The Improvement of 

Community Relations: The 

Contribution of Schools 

All educationalists have a responsibility for 

promoting community relations with young 

people. 

Little activity was undertaken in the context of 

segregation and a deeply divided education 

system. The lack of an infrastructure for this work 

was an inhibiting factor (Dunn, 1986). 

1987 DENI  

Cross-community contact 

scheme 

Schools to actively develop contact 

experiences across the Catholic-Protestant 

divides. 

One-off contact experiences were not 

strategically developed into an ethos of 

partnership within the segregated education 

system (Smith and Robinson, 1992; 1996). 

1987 DENI Policy for the Youth 

Service (the Blue Book) 

Cross community programming to be 

embedded in youth work. Youth work was 

established as “firmly educational” (DENI, 

1987 cited McCready, 2020b, p.115). 

The “Conservative philosophy” of the Education 

Minister who authored the Blue Book 

emphasised young people as entrepreneurs and 

implied that efficiency would be a guiding 

principle of the youth service and the 

“bureaucratisation of youth work” (McCready, 

2020b, p.115 & p.127). 

1989 Education Reform (NI) 

Order  

Education for Mutual (EMU) was introduced 

as a cross-curricular theme. Schools had a 

statutory duty to implement EMU from 1992 

onwards. Youth workers supported teachers 

in applying EMU in a school context. 

Lack of training and support for teachers to 

incorporate EMU in their lessons. Many lacked 

the confidence to raise controversial issues in the 

context of ongoing political violence and did not 

want to bring antagonisms into the classroom 

(Smith and Robinson, 1992). 

1997  DENI Youth Work: A 

model for effective 

practice 

Provided a clear focus for the youth sector 

that included testing values and beliefs as a 

core focus. 

The notion of political education was dropped 

from youth work strategy. 

It became seen as “the” model of youth work, 

squeezing out creativity and space for other 

models (McCready, 2020c). 
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1999 DENI A Youth Service for 

the New Millennium – 

Youth Service Policy 

Review 

Took stock of the youth service and charted a 

course for the future. Community relations 

was assigned as a priority area. 

The only recommendation to be brought forward 

was expanding the age range of the youth service 

to 4-25-year-olds. 

2000 DENI Joined in Equity, 

Diversity and 

Interdependence (JEDI, 

2002) 

Support the youth sector in embedding and 

quality assuring EDI principles. Over time 

accredited training was developed for 

practitioners on EDI. Sought to advance 

peace work beyond notions of inter-group 

contact. 

 

While JEDI consolidated and advanced 

community relations practice, it only partially 

succeeded in embedding a more radical vision of 

peacebuilding in the de-facto youth work 

curriculum for NI – A model for Effective Practice. 

2003 DENI Relaunch of Youth 

Work: A model for 

effective practice 

Principles of Equity, Diversity and 

Interdependence incorporated as core values 

of the model 

EDI appeared to be an add on without a thorough 

development of how these core values could 

advance a radical youth work curriculum (Scott-

McKinley, 2020, p.404). 

2005 DENI Strategy for the 

delivery of youth work in 

Northern Ireland 2005-

2008 

Recognised the “crucial role of the youth 
service in promoting peacebuilding and good 
community relations” (DENI, 2005, p.23). 

 

Lacked commitment of resources and limped on 

as the de-facto youth policy until 2013. 

2005 OFMDFM A Shared Future 

good relations strategy 

Resonated with some of the pioneering work 

in the youth service in pursuit of an 

integrated society. Adopting the stance 

“shared but equal is not an option” 

(OFMDFM, 2005, p.15). 

 

Devised under direct rule, the re-established NI 

Executive shelved the strategy in May 2007. 

2010 OFMDFM Cohesion, 

Sharing and Integration 

strategy 

Was rejected by many community and 

voluntary organisation for lack of ambition  

It appeared the Executive were setting out “to 
manage rather than eradicate sectarianism” (Irish 

News cited Know, 2011a, p.551). 

Lack of indicative targets or budget. 
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2011 DENI Community 

Relations, Equality and 

Diversity (CRED) policy 

Focus on equality legislation and 

complementing existing developments in 

schools and youth work curriculums. 

Provided funding for schools and youth 

projects. 

Equity was replaced by equality, and 

interdependence dropped, reflecting lower 

ambitions of the two ruling parties in Northern 

Ireland (Milliken, 2020). 

Replacing this policy and accompanying funding 

with T:BUC led to a loss of momentum change of 

direction. 

2013 TEO Together: Building a 

United Community 

(T:BUC) 

Focus on shared education 

United Youth Programme to engage 10,000 

young people not in education or 

employment  

Summer camps for young people. 

Notion of summer camps seemed like a step 

backwards in time to early cross-community 

contact work (Milliken, 2020). 

Could have been more ambitious and focused on 

integrated rather than shared education. 

Scope for more strategic and long-term planning 

(Hamber and Kelly, 2018). 

2013 DE Priorities for Youth 

(PfY) 

New policy for the youth service 

Cross-references made to CRED and T:BUC 

however lacked commitments to 

peacebuilding emphasised in earlier youth 

work strategy document. 

 

Youth work considered as a service to support 

achievement of formal education outcomes 

rather than making a unique contribution to 

young people’s learning through informal and 

non-formal education 

2015 DE Sharing Works: A Policy 

for Shared Education 

Emphasised the role of youth work in 

supporting and advancing shared education. 

 

Detracts from focus on integrated education 

2015 TEO A Fresh Start: The 

Stormont Agreement and 

Implementation Plan 

An emphasis on tackling paramilitarism led to 

a strand of funding for youth work 

practitioners to be employed to engage with 

young people deemed at risk of exploitation 

from paramilitary influence. 

 

Lack of training, developed models, or dialogue 

around the role of youth work in tackling 

paramilitarism 
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The first policy for the youth service (DENI, 1989) unequivocally identified youth work 

as an educational activity. The youth service was utilised to complement and support 

community relations and peacebuilding initiatives in schools. Milliken (2020) traces 

educational segregation to 1831 where the separate Protestant and Catholic churches 

opposed a united national school system in Ireland. Again, in 1923, the churches 

opposed a non-denominational education system in the newly formed Northern Ireland. 

Subsequently, segregation was “institutionalised through a system of formal education 

that served to ensure enduring division” (Milliken, 2020, p.435). Lagan College was 

established as the first integrated school in 1981, purposefully bringing together pupils 

and staff from both sides of the ethno-national divide and those from other ethnic and 

(non)religious backgrounds. Four decades on and despite a statutory duty on the 

Department of Education to promote integrated education, 93% of pupils continue to 

attend schools that do not meet the criteria for integrated status (Milliken, 2020). An 

integrated school must work “to attract at least 30% of pupils [] from the minority 

tradition within the school’s enrolment” (DE, ca. 2021a). 

The Together: Building a United Community (T:BUC) good relations strategy (TEO, 2013) 

and the Sharing Works shared education policy (DE, 2015) have both been critiqued for 

circumventing the challenge of incentivising ambitions towards an integrated schooling 

system. Instead, the focus is on developing shared education, “plugging the gap” 

between ad-hoc cross-community initiatives and full integration (Hughes and Loader, 

2015). Both documents explicitly emphasise the role of the youth sector in advancing 

and supporting shared education in both the formal and informal sectors.  

Apparent ambivalence over integrated education at the governmental level reflects 

both a series of underwhelming peacebuilding strategies from The Executive Office and 

a cautious approach vis-à-vis a divided society and partisan electorate. Responses to the 

Executive’s proposed Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI) strategy (OFMDFM, 2010) 

illustrates a chasm between political leadership and civil society peacebuilding. The 

Northern Ireland Council of Integrated Education (NICIE) contended:  

“The consultation document Cohesion Sharing and Integration is deeply flawed... 

It does not reach out to the citizens of Northern Ireland and, instead 

of recognising and seeking to harness the potential, energy, creativity and 
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idealism of our young people, it presents our youth as a problem to be managed” 

(NICIE, 2010, p.1).  

Receiving widespread criticism, the consultation document failed to progress. 

Juxtaposed with the much more ambitious Shared Future strategy devised under direct 

rule, it was apparent that CSI was deficient. The dominant parties in Northern Ireland 

appeared content with accommodating separation and sectarianism (Knox, 2011a) 

rather than aspiring to a future where “separate but equal is not an option” (OFMDFM, 

2005, p.15). 

T:BUC has also been critiqued for complying with and reproducing the presumption of 

enduring “sectarian blocs” (Wilson, 2016, p.111). Hamber and Kelly (2018) argue that 

T:BUC has not sufficiently built on the momentum of previous documents such as the 

GFA and A Shared Future. Subsequently:  

“Some of the headline actions read like a programme for a funding constrained 

philanthropic organisation, rather than a long-term government mainstreamed 

strategy for social change” (Hamber and Kelly, 2018, p.115). 

Hamber and Kelly’s critique of T:BUC could equally be levelled at four decades of 

reviews, strategies, and policies that have guided youth work since the beginning of the 

troubles in the late 1960s and the emergence of a statutory youth service in 1972. Table 

2.1 includes an inexhaustive overview of several key developments. While each 

document evidences an alignment between youth work and peacebuilding, a coherent 

strategy is elusive, and a consistently resourced approach has not transpired.  

The first Policy for the Youth Service Northern Ireland was launched in 1987, bound with 

a blue cover and colloquially known as the blue book. Community relations work 

was prioritised and “had moved away from being a marginal activity to a core element 

within youth work in Northern Ireland” (Milliken, 2020, p.439). The language of 

Education for Mutual Understanding (EMU) that was established as a statutory duty to 

be included in the school curriculum from 1992 was similarly embraced in the youth 

service. EMU focused on themes of respect and understanding of divergent cultural 

traditions, interdependence, and handling conflict non-violently (NICC, 1989a cited 

Smith and Robinson, 1992). Subsequent youth policy initiatives tended to incorporate 
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the EMU ethos.  Building on the foundation of EMU, the youth sector embraced 

additional concepts to shape and guide practice.  

Some conjectured EMU was a strategic “trojan horse”, another scheme intent on 

diluting unionist patriotism and paving a trajectory towards a united Ireland. A 

nationalist antithesis perceived EMU as a politicised initiative designed to promote 

harmony and a passive and submissive integration of the next generation into the British 

state (Smith and Robinson, 1996, p.7). Morrow (2008) suggests that 

such polarising narratives have persisted since the inception of community relations 

work in Northern Ireland. In this climate, practitioners have taken risks in committing to 

peacebuilding work at times in the face of overt opposition. 

A model for effective practice (DENI, 1999; 2003) consolidated various ideas of youth 

work tied to a curriculum. In 2003 the model was relaunched, incorporating as core 

values the principles of Equity, Diversity and Interdependence (EDI). The EDI principles 

had been developed and advocated by Eyben et al. (1997) to frame community relations 

in Northern Ireland and had been championed through the Joined in Equity, Diversity 

and Interdependence (JEDI) youth work initiative launched by the Minister of Education 

in 2000. Significantly, the notion of political education, which many researchers and 

practitioners had been emphasising as core to youth work, had been dropped from A 

Model for Effective Practice (McCready, 2020). The absence of political development in 

youth policy and strategy had implications for practice going forward. A central theme 

of personal and social development curtailed the more radical visions of a youth work 

curriculum actively pursuing social justice through equity, diversity and 

interdependence (Scott-McKinley, 2020).  

The language of community relations and good relations has been influential in the 

development of youth work. While both resonate with the relational focus of youth 

work, debates have emerged over whether resources should address sectarianism as 

indicated by the notion of community relations or take a broader focus on inclusion 

issues that incorporate issues of race, disability and gender. More recent policy and 

strategy developments have added further dimensions to youth work’s contribution to 

peacebuilding. T:BUC's explicit focus on employability issues contributes to an 

“employability paradigm” in peacebuilding (Hamilton and McArdle, 2020). As such, 

connections are made between peace and employment, and the youth service is tasked 
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with facilitating this process. The efficacy of employment programmes as a 

peacebuilding tool has been questioned (Izzi, 2013). Another development has been the 

emphasis on countering violent extremism as outlined in the Fresh Start report (TEO, 

2015). The subsequent START programme has led to the workforce development of a 

cohort of outreach youth workers focused on engaging those deemed at risk of 

paramilitary involvement or exploitation (Morrow and Byrne, 2020). Appeals have been 

made to extend a focus on countering violent extremism throughout the youth service 

that is trauma-informed and equipped to respond to presenting mental health concerns 

(ibid). 

This potted review of the Northern Ireland policy context highlights affinities between 

youth work and peacebuilding, portraying a significant, albeit fragmented, subfield of 

youth sector peacebuilding in Northern Ireland. While policy and strategy directions 

certainly influence practitioners, attention in this study is given to the ideational 

schemes practitioners construct as they navigate the policy environment. Of significance 

are the meanings and logic practitioners impress as they make sense of peacebuilding 

with young people in the contexts they inhabit. The proceeding sections of this chapter 

locate this subfield within the broader field of youth work. Contested conceptions 

regarding purpose and approaches to youth work are explored. Wider youth work 

literature is significant as it informs the under-researched and inadequately theorised 

domain of youth sector peacebuilding. 

Youth Work: A defining struggle 

Youth work has been deemed a “disparate” and “ill-defined” practice (Hammond, 2018; 

Coburn and Gormally, 2017). Mindful of distinguishing the profession from other areas 

of work with young people, a range of underpinning principles and characteristics are 

invoked to articulate distinction (NYA, 2000; Jeffs and Smith, 2010; Banks, 2010; Davies, 

2015). These include: 

• Voluntary participation of young people 

• Informal education approaches  

• Relationally driven 

• Fostering association 

• Democratic participation 
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• Embedding equity, diversity and interdependence 

• Promoting the welfare of young people 

Debate envelops the interpretation and application of these principles as youth work 

has found purpose in diverse contexts, including schools work, youth justice, faith-based 

initiatives, and social care settings (Cooper, 2018; Davies and Taylor, 2019; Williamson, 

2015). UK youth work has been grounded in educational theories, drawing on social and 

informal education (Hammond, 2018; McCready, 2020b). Core to these approaches is 

balancing power relations between youth workers and young people by emphasising 

conversation and dialogue and fostering democracy (Jeffs and Smith, 2005; Lambert, 

2009). The democratic nature of practice seeks to establish that young people are 

“autonomous agents” and not “passive subjects” in the world (Jeffs and Smith, 2005, 

p.43). Critical notions of participation, beyond mere taking part in activities, are 

predicated on a democratic youth work practice that seeks to analyse power relations 

and pursue social justice (Podd, 2010). This pursuit of social justice “aims to create equal 

worth, equal rights, opportunities for all and the elimination of inequalities reinforced by 

poverty” (Ledwith, 2020, p.xv).  

Freirean critical pedagogy features prominently in youth work literature, integrating 

dialogue with democracy as an emancipatory form of education that opposes didactic 

methods (Freire, 1996; Batsleer, 2008; Beck and Purcell, 2010; Seal, 2016). Critical 

pedagogy has been defined as “a democratic process of education that encourages 

critical consciousness as the basis of transformative collective action” (Ledwith, 2020, 

p.xii). Seal (2014b) contends that the political orientation of transformative collective 

action is, at times, elided and substituted with a more individualistic notion of personal 

transformation. This dichotomy of personal versus political is a recurring tension within 

the profession (Hammond, 2018; Davies and Taylor, 2019).  

An alternative framing of youth work is concerned with welfare rather than education 

(Hammond and Harvey, 2020). Through this lens, youth work inclines towards 

preventative and protective measures to address issues such as child poverty and 

exploitation; social exclusion; academic underachievement and youth unemployment; 

self-harm reduction; suicide prevention (Davies and Taylor, 2019; Hammond and 

Harvey, 2020).  
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Focusing on the core processes of youth work has been proposed as a unifying model, 

holding together the disparate trajectories of practice. These processes have been 

articulated as: 

• Conversation and dialogue  
• Relationship building  
• Participation  
• Experiential learning   

(Hammond, 2018; Hammond and Harvey, 2020)  
  

Regardless of the context, it is implied that youth work 

practitioners typically demonstrate commitment to these four processes. These 

processes can be seen as powerful tools for engaging with young people in ways that 

many other adults and professions do not. Commitment to these processes is assumed 

within this research; however, it is the purpose for which they are employed in the 

context of peacebuilding with young people that is of significant interest.  

While a common articulation of purpose remains elusive (Hammond, 2018), further 

examination of competing notions of purpose is an illuminating entry point for mapping 

distinctive conceptualisations of practice within the youth work field. 

In search of purpose 

Statements of purpose raise challenges for youth work. Jeffs and Smith (2010, p.6) 

identify that “Social and personal development is seen as a core purpose for youth work 

by many commentators”. This oft-cited purpose is partial when considering the diverse 

contexts in which youth work takes place. Cooper (2018) demarcates different 

approaches that define youth work across geographical borders. UK youth work is 

predominantly aligned with an informal educational focus, transcending the rigidities of 

the formal sector and facilitating a creative, generative, and holistic practice (Jeffs et al., 

2019). Youth work in the United States is premised on Positive Youth Development and 

building resiliency in young people. Youth workers providing counselling for young 

people is a common practice within the Positive Youth Development approach and 

appears as an important service in many youth work organisations (Cooper, 2018). The 

Australian youth sector is a complex interplay of social care, informal education, 

recreation, and crime prevention. Policies and approach vary from state to state within 

a federated political structure (ibid). 
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While the typification’s outlined are generalist and cannot account for the rich diversity 

of practice in each location, broad propensities are evident, particularly within the UK 

context. Such dispositions are arguably informed by the policy context in each 

jurisdiction, shaping practice and guiding a dominant discourse. In Northern Ireland, the 

Priorities for Youth policy directs youth work to “complement the formal education 

service” (DE, 2013, p.1) by “reinforcing and enhancing the learning that takes place in 

formal education settings” (ibid, p.6). In so doing the policy firmly embeds the 

educational remit of youth work. This policy builds on early youth service policy 

developments where the youth work remit resided with the Department of Education 

under the Education and Library Boards (that would later become the Education 

Authority) rather than district councils (McCready, 2020b). 

Added to the disparate trajectories of informal education, social care and welfare, and 

positive youth development is a focus on politicisation where emphasis is placed on 

engaging young people in politics and a radical democratic practice (Batsleer, 2013; Beck 

and Purcell, 2010). Forrest (2010, p.68) depicts such a political approach to youth work 

as engendering: 

“A level of collective empowerment [that] seeks to problematise the world, and 

to activate individuals into challenging existing social policies and political 

decisions.”  

These distinctions resonate with Furlong et al.’s (1997 cited Forrest, 2010, p.57) analysis 

outlining four models of youth work that can be traced in the history of practice 

development as: 

Control – A deficit approach where young people are regarded as at risk of 

causing social problems 

Socialisation – Concerned with putting young people on the ‘right track’ to 

succeed and contribute positively to their social environment   

Informal Education - Emphasis on experiential learning and supporting young 

people to be democratic and critical thinkers 

Citizenship – A focus on political engagement and social action 
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A more comprehensive analysis of the various discourses surrounding the purpose of 

youth work involves taking cognisance of the political landscape the profession operates 

within and the political orientations of key actors. The following section draws on Hurley 

and Treacy’s (1993) sociological model of youth work and Cooper and White’s (1994) 

curation of political models. These frameworks enable the analysis of distinctive modes 

of practice based on political propensities.  

Models of youth work  

A sociological model of youth work 

In response to a “dearth of literature” and theory informing youth work in early 1990s 

Ireland, Hurley and Treacy (1993, p.ii) determined that practice was eclectic. 

Practitioners were “free to interpret the concept of youth work according to their own 

analysis, experience and competence” (ibid). Their contribution to the youth work 

theory-base was to map out four approaches to practice that brought coherence to this 

eclecticism and enabled different orientations of practice to be understood with greater 

clarity. Figure 2.1 depicts Cooper’s (2018) adaptation of the Hurley and Treacy model. 

Salient ideas discussed in the original publication are incorporated within the adapted 

model, including indicative programming priorities and practitioner roles. 

Informed by Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) sociological take on organisational analysis, 

the model presents a dialectic between functionalism through the sociology of 

regulation and conflict theories through the sociology of radical change. Functionalist 

notions of consensus within a social order constructed through established cultural and 

social norms are contrasted with conflict perspectives that seek to problematise the 

status quo and dismantle what are perceived as oppressive structures (Hurley and 

Treacy 1993). The regulating domain of practice is distinguished between subjectivist 

orientations towards promoting personal development and what is referred to as more 

objectivist notions of character building. Within the arena of radical social change, the 

subjectivist approach orients towards stimulating change through “changing human 

consciousness”, while the objectivist approach gravitates towards “changing structures” 

(Hurley and Treacy, 1993, p.6). 
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Figure 2.1 Cooper’s (2018) adaptation of Hurley and Treacy’s (1993) Sociological 
model of youth work 

 

 

Further analysis of the political motivations underpinning practice is required to map 

the distinctions between commitments to radical social transformation and those more 

aligned with maintaining order and fostering competence in navigating the prevailing 

social hierarchies. Cooper and White’s (1994) work provides one framework for this 

political analysis, presenting six approaches to practice “brought together through the 

organising principle of political ideology” (Cooper, 2012, p.106). These six modes of 

practice are outlined in table 2.2. 

Political models of youth work 

Drawing on political theory, Cooper and White interrogate political ideologies and 

assumptions that infuse different approaches to youth work, revealing disparate 

purposes and diverse manifestations of practice. Their work enables distinctive 

approaches to youth work to be named and explained; develops a theoretical construct 

for interpreting these; and has implications for policymaking as the youth sector can 

more clearly articulate to relevant stakeholders the political agenda of their practice 

(Cooper, 2012).  
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Table 2.2 Cooper’s (2018) adaptation of Models of Youth Work Intervention (Cooper 
and White, 1994). 

 

Models of practice underpinned by social and political theory are crucial to the 

theorisation of youth work. Indeed, theoretical models have consolidated and advanced 

the understanding of an international professional youth work community of practice 

(Cooper, 2012).  Models offer a springboard into increasingly sophisticated analyses of 

practice relevant both within the sector and for those who interact with youth work on 

interdisciplinary terms and those involved in devising youth policy. Fried (2020) argues 

that models present theoretically derived ideas in accessible ways. They are important 

links between theory and practice, serving as “intermediaries between theories and the 

real world” (Fried, 2020, p.336). The models discussed in this section offer an important 

context of existing research prompted by similar motivations in this study to identify, 

analyse, and theorise approaches to youth work. 

Investigating “how youth workers relate to the theoretical basis of youth work”, 

Hammond (2018, p.28) found a cognitive dissonance between practitioners and 

theoretical constructs that guide their practice - an “apparent lack of theoretical 

vocabulary and thinking” (ibid, p.303). Reifying experience over theory, none of 

Hammond’s participants discussed a political framework for conceptualising their 
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practice. The impetus for this study emerges partly in response to this omission, seeking 

to capture how practitioners think politically about their practice within the specific 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding.  

Youth work is conceptualised and practised within a specific political economy. 

Investigating how practitioners construct their understanding of practice requires the 

political-ideological context to be examined. This socio-political and economic context 

is crucial within a Bourdieusian approach to studying how agents habituate to and are 

habituated within the social spaces they inhabit. Individual dispositions and orientations 

are a manifestation of collective social practices. These dispositions and collective 

practices are intimately connected to social relations of power, value and recognition 

inscribed within and made possible through a particular social order. Within the subfield 

of youth sector peacebuilding, a Bourdieusian analysis emphasises how professional 

propensities and orientations reflect and reproduce social relations of power. A reflexive 

analysis is required to apprehend these dynamics that are otherwise inclined to remain 

misrecognised as natural demarcations (Bourdieu, 2000; James, 2015). The earlier 

strategy and policy context section indicates how a backdrop of protracted conflict, 

segregation, and instability has informed youth work in Northern Ireland. In the next 

section, the growing influence of neoliberalism on youth policy and provision is 

elucidated as an additional influencing structure. 

Evolution of neoliberal youth policy 

Bright and Pugh (2019a, p.63) aver that since the emergence of youth work in the 

nineteenth century, it has operated within “paradoxes of emancipation and control”. A 

social change versus social control agenda characterises distinctive positions 

practitioners adopt, reflecting Hurley and Treacy’s (1993) sociological model (figure 2.1). 

Practitioners in both the voluntary and statutory sectors committed to youth work's 

iterative, process-driven nature increasingly experience the control agenda through the 

product-oriented demands of governmental funding (Ord, 2016). The emergence of 

bureaucratic, outcomes-determined mechanisms that characterise state funding for 

youth work in the UK can be traced to the waning of post-war consensus politics and 

the establishment of neoliberal hegemony (Davies and Taylor, 2019).  
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This neoliberal turn did not originate as, nor inaugurate, a homogenous ideological 

project. There are many iterations of neoliberalism (Cahill et al., 2018). However, there 

are broad features and resemblances across these iterations that have underpinned 

particular currents in transnational, national, regional and local policy developments. 

These features are elaborated on throughout this chapter and the next, examining 

particular manifestations of a neoliberally oriented policy and practice landscape in 

youth work and peacebuilding. The lens of a globally dominant neoliberal politics with 

local manifestations across social space is one (important) layer of analysis. It should 

inform rather than preclude a critical analysis of policy contexts and empirical realities. 

In other words, neoliberalism is not a panacea for radical critique detached from 

empirical investigations. To this end, Peck et al. (2018, p.3) examine “actually existing 

neoliberalism.” The authors scrutinise the various ways that neoliberalism as a 

theoretical construct manifests in practice. Within this thesis, the literature emphasising 

neoliberal influences on youth work and peacebuilding is incorporated within a 

Bourdieusian oriented epistemological and methodological examination of empirical 

data. 

From welfare to neoliberal consensus 

Three decades of relative concord epitomised UK politics following the end of WWII. 

Labour and Conservative governments endorsed reforms to social policy informed by 

the Beveridge Report (1942), establishing the basis for a welfare state (Alcock and May, 

2014). It was in this era that the influential Albemarle report (HMSO, 1960) was 

published, acknowledged as “a watershed in the development of Youth Work in England 

and Wales that had resonance for Northern Ireland” (McCready and Loudon, 2015, 

p.74). Youth work was recognised as having the potential to meaningfully engage with 

young people beyond a protectionist deficit model (Davies and Taylor, 2019). The status 

of youth work was elevated by the rising tide of post-war optimism premised on social 

democratic ideals (ibid). 

Following the period of aligned priorities across the political spectrum for ‘welfarism’, 

palpable discontent reappeared. By the mid-1970s, ideological debate was 

reinvigorated in UK politics with the right working to curb and roll back state welfare. At 

the same time, the left campaigned for more extensive state interventions in the 

ongoing struggle for social justice (Alcock and May, 2014). The last two decades of the 
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twentieth century were dominated by rejuvenated conservativism under Thatcher and 

Major’s respective Tory governments. A new consensus, however, was on the horizon 

of the new millennium characterised as the ‘Third Way’. The vision of the Third Way was 

a recognition of the strengths of state intervention to address inequality as demanded 

by the left and acknowledgement of the necessity of economic growth unfettered by 

excessive government-imposed taxation and regulation as charged by the right. Policy 

was to be “located between the state and the market” (Alcock and May, 2014, p.9). 

Blair’s New Labour government garnered support from moderates across the left-right 

divide and proclaimed an ideology of centrist politics. Critics of New Labour note that 

this centrist strategy served to abandon any remaining socialist leanings of the party. 

When Blair (1999) proclaimed “the class war is over”, Sayer (2015, p.296) contends “he 

meant we should accept the victory of the rich”.  

The pragmatism of the Third Way sought to depoliticise social policy (Flinders and Buller, 

2006). Appealing to the rationality of scientific conclusions arrived at by notionally 

independent expert groups and committees, those with political power sought to 

remove political ideology from politics (Susen, 2014). Such are the manoeuvres of “a 

politics that is depoliticized, neutralized, promoted to the state of technique” (Bourdieu 

and Boltanski, 1976 [2008] cited Susen, 2014, p.88). Debates exist regarding the 

desirability of this pragmatic politics (Flinders and Wood, 2015). Ledwith (2020, p.22) 

exhorts flaws in the aspiring “Third Way” omnipotent consensus arguing “without 

adversarial positioning, policies and practice became flawed by the absence of a 

structural analysis of inequality and injustice”. In this analysis, the power of decision-

making and the distribution of resources is given an illusion of common sense, 

suppressing political debate (Susen, 2014).  

Pragmatist politics and depoliticising endeavours have been identified as features of a 

global neoliberal project (Harvey, 2005). The case has been made that neoliberal politics 

has shaped youth policy since Thatcher’s rise to power and has become firmly 

embedded globally throughout the beginning of the twenty-first century (Bright and 

Pugh, 2019). Within the Northern Ireland youth service, a neoliberal paradigm was 

evident in the “Blue Book” that, in 1987, set out the first youth service policy. Authored 

by Conservative Education Minister Dr Brian Mawhinney, emphasis was placed on “a 

more effective means of judging performance” and “to provide every opportunity for 
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young people to develop entrepreneurial skills” (DE, 1987 cited McCready, 2020b, 

p.115). The scene was set for the next thirty-five years and beyond of youth service 

policy in Northern Ireland. Blair’s Third Way rhetoric implanted neoliberal ideology 

within the Labour party, curtailing left-leaning hopes of opposition to neoliberal ideals 

(Ledwith, 2020). Bregman’s commentary indicates how neoliberal principles became 

assimilated across the political spectrum, recounting: 

“When asked what she considers to be her greatest victory, Thatcher’s reply was 

‘New Labour’: under the leadership of neoliberal Tony Blair, even her social 

democratic rivals in the Labour party had come around to her worldview” 

(Bregman, 2018, p.249 cited Ledwith, 2020, p.24). 

Drawing on Clarke et al. (2000), Bunyan and Ord (2012) identify the changing ideological 

epochs towards the latter half of the twentieth century. Welfarism, lasting from 1947-

1979, was subsequently replaced with post-welfarism, which remains the dominant 

common sense in politics. The former was broadly “characterized by a commitment to 

social democracy” while the latter “by a commitment to neoliberalism” (ibid, p.19). 

Implications of this neoliberalising trend on youth work are considered shortly. First, 

indicative features of the neoliberal project are explored. Vast amounts of literature 

employ and define the neoliberal heuristic, a broad label encompassing many different 

forms and modes (Peck and Tickle, 2002). A range of features can be delineated that 

hold together this ideological family. The lens of neoliberalism is a salient perspective 

incorporated within this study into the broader complex of Bourdieu’s thinking tools for 

orienting the researcher and the reader towards the empirical data. Therefore, it is 

important to discuss the prominent characteristics of neoliberalism while being mindful 

that this is one element of a broader analytical framework in this thesis. The following 

section offers a synopsis of neoliberal ideas, followed by an overview of the youth work 

literature that examines how neoliberal politics has shaped the direction of youth work 

practice.  

Neoliberal tenets and critique 

Neoliberal ideology is traced to the thinking of Austrian economist Frederick von Hayek 

and an inner circle of like-minded collaborators converging on economic and philosophic 

ideas in the 1940s (Harvey, 2005). Property rights, individual freedom for capital 
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accumulation, and a belief in market forces are the impetus for this reimagining of 

classical liberalism. An expansive welfare state is antithetical to neoliberal ideas that 

emphasise individual responsibility for personal flourishing. Neoliberalism does not, 

however, equate to a state of indifference. Critics argue that through coordinating and 

controlling the privatisation of services, the state becomes “more extensive, intrusive, 

surveillant and centred” (Ball, 2008a, p.202 cited de St Croix, 2016, p.27). 

Mapping various conceptions of neoliberalism, Peck et al.’s (2018, p.6) sketch of the 

term includes: 

“principles of entrepreneurialism, efficiency, cost control, privatism, and 

competition… the penal or paternalist management of poverty, the 

commodification of social life and natural resources, and the (often technocratic) 

imposition of fiscal discipline”. 

Proponents have championed these principles as an ideal way to organise society to 

benefit all and maximise individual rights and freedoms. Opponents critique 

neoliberalism as a socio-political and economic order that alienates and de-humanises 

by elevating capital accumulation above concerns for the environment or the welfare of 

others (Harvey, 2005; Ledwith, 2020). The freedom to pursue personal and private 

wealth and security is extolled over a more collectivist, egalitarian and equitable 

interpretation of freedom.  

Peck et al. (2018, p.6) note that the ideology of neoliberalism has “deep antipathies to 

social redistribution and solidarity”, and Harvey (2005, p.15) declares: 

“Redistributive effects and increasing social inequality have in fact been such a 

persistent feature of neoliberalization as to be regarded as structural to the 

whole project.” 

Critiques of neoliberalism elucidate broad and far-reaching concerns with its economic, 

political, social, and environmental assumptions and implications. This critical sketch of 

neoliberalism provides the backdrop for a focused analysis pertaining to its effects on 

youth work and, in the chapter that follows, peacebuilding. 
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Neoliberalism within the youth sector 

A burgeoning youth work literature critiques the impacts of neoliberalism on policy and 

practice (IDYW, 2009, 2014; Ord, 2012, 2016; Cooper, 2013; Davies, 2015; de St Croix, 

2016, 2017; Coburn and Gormally, 2017; Taylor et al., 2018a; Bright and Pugh, 2019). 

Pracademics committed to resisting the neoliberalisation of youth work have sought to 

map how the youth work profession is being compromised and threatened in the 

neoliberal policy climate. A propensity towards economic citizenship, targeting 

strategies, and the de-politicisation of practice are salient themes indicative of these 

trends. 

When aligned with the logic inherent to the neoliberal project, youth work is perceived 

as a vehicle for preparing young people for economic citizenship. Practitioners are 

tasked with embracing and promoting an entrepreneurial mindset and industrious 

disposition. The growing emphasis on youth work as a service to intervene and tackle 

youth under-employment indicates a preoccupation with economic citizenship. 

Lohmeyer (2018, p1267) infers that: 

“an ‘at-risk’ young person is, under neo-liberalism, at risk of future 

unemployment and being an economic burden on society”.   

Utilising an alternative analysis of risk, de St Croix (2016, p.34) notes that youth policy 

in a neoliberal framework “exhorts young people and youth workers to be ambitious, to 

take risks”, but to simultaneously “overlook structural inequalities and social context.” 

This entrepreneurial and enterprising discourse around risk activates a self-

responsibilising narrative focused on “empowering” individual young people to achieve, 

eliding a broader critique of social structures and institutions that create barriers and 

restrict opportunities for some young people (Lohmeyer, 2018; Taylor et al., 2018a).  

The notion of meritocracy can be understood as an ally of neoliberalism, particularly in 

relation to a policy focus on increasing employability and aspirations of young people. 

Positing that natural talents combined with effort will propagate success, meritocracy 

claims opportunities to succeed exist for all regardless of the socio-economic conditions 

of birth. Littler (2018, p.3) critiques the “‘fair’ neoliberal meritocratic dream [that] rests 

on the idea of a level playing field”, arguing the inhibiting nature of structural and 

systemic inequalities are overlooked. 
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Alongside propensities to promote economic citizenship, neoliberal influences on youth 

policy can be observed in targeting specific demographics of young people, notably 

those deemed as at risk of unemployment or involved in activities regarded as anti-social 

behaviour (Lohmeyer, 2018; Cooper, 2013). The European Union Peace4Youth 

programme is an exemplary case, stating a target demographic of young people “at risk 

of becoming engaged in anti-social, violent or dissident activity” anticipating the 

majority of these “will not be in education, training or employment” (SEUPB, 2018, p.22). 

The language of ‘at-risk’ denotes a risk to the stability of society. It reflects assumptions 

of a deficit model, using “deficit categories like the socially excluded, anti-social 

behaviour, and so on” (Shaw and McCullough, 2009, p.9).  

Critics of the neoliberalisation of youth work note the implications of targeting for 

outcomes, guided by managerialist principles that require quantitative evidence to 

account for the effectiveness and efficiency of agencies and individual practitioners 

(Bunyan and Ord, 2012). These targeting strategies discredit forms of practice based on 

“open democratic youth work” (de St Croix, 2016, p.41), giving priority to short-term 

programmes built around “objective-driven performance targets” (Bunyan and Ord, 

2012, p.24).  

A further critique of youth policy under neoliberalism discerns a depoliticising of practice 

(Bunyan and Ord, 2012; Taylor et al., 2018a). Under this analysis, it is suggested that the 

political nature of integral concepts including participation, empowerment, citizenship 

and informal education are obscured. While the rhetoric of youth participation remains 

pervasive in policy, it is argued that the assumed mode of participation is an active 

collaboration in capitalist oriented structures rather than a critical engagement with 

notions of power, voice and influence (Coburn and Gormally, 2017; Taylor et al., 2018a). 

Social action and volunteering are deemed to be stripped of concerns for social justice 

with notions of empowerment located at the personal rather than collective level 

(ibid). Taylor et al. (2018a, p.90) contend, “Empowerment reduced to the gaining of self- 

confidence feeds into a neoliberal diet of possessive individualism.”   

Taylor et al. (ibid, pp.90-91) conclude that approaches to youth work founded on social 

democratic principles that generated “a collective, agitational and politicised practice” 

have conceded to the logic of neoliberalism that purportedly “improves academic 

outcomes and prepares young people to be successful in the workplace”. 
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Neoliberal ideas have been presented as the commonsense trajectory of youth policy 

generating practice that “leans significantly to the preventative, the targeted 

and individualised conformity” (Davies and Taylor, 2019, p.1). Practitioners may, to 

varying levels of consciousness, accommodate or resist these trends. Significantly for 

this study, it is argued that how practitioners think about their practice is situated within 

this context.  

de St. Croix’s research that maps resistance to a predominant neoliberal policy discourse 

in the youth sector outlines how alternatives trajectories of practice are forged that set 

out to counter implications of a neoliberal consensus. 

Resistance: There are alternatives 

de St Croix (2016) captures grassroots stories of resistance demonstrated by 

practitioners committed to defending features of youth work deemed to be 

compromised by increasingly managerialist and neoliberal ideals. These features 

include: 

- open-access provision rather than targeted programmes;  

- critical perspectives that seek to politicise rather than socialise young people;  

- anti-oppressive practice that adopts collective and collaborative approaches 

with young people to tackle systemic and structural inequality rather than 

accepting meritocratic assumptions.  

The stories recounted illuminate complex navigations of neoliberal youth policy, with 

iterations of accommodation, negotiation and more explicit resistance. Three types of 

resistance are conceptualised as: 

• developing counter-discourses  

• refusing and rebelling  

• reimagining youth work  

(de St Croix, 2016, p.183). 

Developing counter-discourses draws on feminist, black and anti-colonial theories and 

practices. It is a strategy reflected in de St Croix’s research by practitioners seeking to 

subvert bureaucratic systems that demand evidencing value through quantitative scales 

and a funding environment that generates competition. Countering this dominant 
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discourse involves framing practice through the prism of care, empathy, journeying with 

young people and cooperating creatively with other youth work agencies. 

Refusing and rebelling was evidenced in de St. Croix’s research by practitioners who 

would not comply with data collection requirements that compromised the anonymity 

of young people. Further examples include refusing and returning funding due to ethical 

concerns and resigning from positions where managerialist expectations discredited the 

practitioner’s skills and agency. de St. Croix (2016, p.186) notes, “While counter-

discourses are widespread among grassroots youth workers, traditional larger-scale 

resistance such as strikes and demonstrations are less common”. Buchroth and Husband 

(2015, p.119 cited Buchroth and Connolly, 2019, p.146) argue for the necessity of larger-

scale resistance and the sector to “collectivize” to resist the imposition of neoliberal 

ideology within youth work. 

Reimagining youth work is the final form of resistance outlined by de St. Croix, building 

on rebelling strategies and creating counter-discourses. Advancing qualitative, story-

telling forms of evaluation that challenge the sacrosanct place of quantitative outcomes 

is a strategy adopted by some practitioners. Others began new youth work enterprises 

that “rejects market-oriented values and supports young people in campaigning” (de St 

Croix, 2016, p.187). Another approach focused on opening youth centres outside of 

funding-stipulated times to develop work unconstrained by funder-agendas. For de St 

Croix, these practices: 

“challenge[] the Thatcherite creed that ‘there is no alternative’, a slogan 

that emphasises the hegemonic dominance of neoliberalism” (ibid, p.180). 

Tensions are evident between youth work as a socialising or politicising profession, 

reproducing conformity or cultivating notions of resistance. In Northern Ireland, ideas 

of resistance and dissent have arguably been underutilised due to pejorative 

connotations with notions of dissidence linked to paramilitarism and radicalism 

associated with violent extremism (Morrow and Byrne, 2020). de St Croix (2016) 

presents a framework by which practitioners might reclaim radical political concepts to 

combat the de-politicising trends of neoliberal advancement. 
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Conclusion 

The statutory youth service in Northern Ireland was conceived in 1972 within a context 

of violent political conflict, incidentally the same year that would witness the highest 

count of Troubles-related deaths (Smyth and Hamilton, 2003). At the outset, peace work 

appeared as a necessary corollary to work with young people. Amidst the instability 

wrought by the Troubles, efforts to keep young people safe proliferated alongside 

visionary initiatives of bringing young people from antagonistic communities together. 

By the late 1990s, community relations work was an established methodology within 

the sector, enhanced by broader principles of equity, diversity, and interdependence. 

Widespread support for the 1998 Good Friday Agreement consolidated peace 

negotiations between Northern Ireland and the British and Irish governments. The 

impetus for a youth sector attuned to peacebuilding has continued to be an essential 

focus. Post-accord Northern Ireland is characterised by ubiquitous conflict legacies and 

continued separation, including segregated schooling, residual paramilitarism, and 

persistent sectarianism and racism. 

Alongside the geopolitical realities that shape the youth sector in the north of Ireland, 

the sub-field of youth sector peacebuilding is informed by theory and practice in the 

broader youth work field, which exists within a political-ideological environment. 

Sociological and political ideas that shape orientations of youth work practice have been 

mapped, drawing on Hurley and Treacy’s (1993) sociological model of youth work and 

Cooper and White’s (1994) political models of youth work. The differentiated 

perspectives on youth work’s core purposes and functions within these models 

elucidate distinctive agendas and interests that practitioners embody. These various 

dispositions towards youth work are further illuminated by taking account of the 

dominant political discourse that conditions the environment practitioners inhabit and 

in which the profession exists.  

Neoliberal ideas have garnered broad consensus across the political spectrum, 

permeating policy and generating a neoliberalisation of youth work (de St Croix, 2016; 

Taylor et al., 2018a). Such developments in youth work have been mapped globally 

(Davies and Taylor, 2019) and regionally across the UK (Jeffs et al., 2019). Practitioners 

imbibe this political context, and their thinking about peacebuilding with young people 
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is partly constructed in how they consciously and unconsciously interface with dominant 

neoliberal narratives. 

Practitioners who participated in this study are situated within this context of theoretical 

and political discourses. These theories and political struggles give rise to multiple 

ideational schemas that practitioners draw upon when constructing their ideational 

structure of practice. This point is elaborated further in the forthcoming Theory-Method 

section. Salient theoretical and political dimensions of the youth work field have been 

surveyed. The following section discusses influential debates in scholarship relating to 

the peacebuilding field. Together these chapters signal key struggles that give shape to 

the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. 
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Chapter 3 Beyond a technocratic peace 

Overworked and under-theorised 

This chapter builds on the previous one, where critiques relating to a neoliberalisation 

of youth work were discussed. It explores how different models of peacebuilding have 

been shaped by the neoliberal turn and resistance to it. The dialectic between neoliberal 

assimilation, accommodation and resistance has informed the policy and practice 

context of peacebuilding in Northern Ireland. While notions of grassroots practice are 

embedded in discourse, it is evident that these have become incorporated within a 

neoliberally oriented funding environment. It appears that influential funders 

appropriate “‘bottom up’ invention[s]” for the “performance of ‘top down’ 

requirements” (James, 2015, p.108). Youth work, in turn, inhabits this policy and practice 

context as it intersects with the peacebuilding field 

Intersectional state and funder proclivities towards an outcomes-driven and 

technocratic peacebuilding framework are explored. The European Union PEACE 

programme, and particularly the Peace4Youth programme (2014-2020), is discussed as 

a specific case pertinent to this study. Critical peace scholarship is examined, challenging 

the liberal peacebuilding project’s neoliberal assumptions (Richmond, 2010; 2011a; Mac 

Ginty, 2012). Everyday peacebuilding as an approach that counters the imposition of 

neoliberal ideas from above, and reimagines an emancipatory grassroots practice, is 

examined as an act of pracademic resistance (Firchow, 2018). 

As noted at the outset of this thesis, Heathershaw (2008, p.598) argues, “peacebuilding 

is overworked and undertheorised”. A plausible consequence of neglecting theorisation 

is that the predominant policy discourse on peacebuilding assumes uncritical 

acceptance as the dominant mode of practice. Stanton’s (2018) research offers a 

response to this under-theorisation, drawing on the Aristotelian notion of phronesis as 

a lens for examining the contributions of grass-roots peacebuilding practitioners 

who draw on locally gained, context-dependent knowledge extrapolated from 

experience. Her work focalises the stratification of knowledge in the 

peacebuilding sector, with technical and “expert” contributions fuelling technocratic, 

top-down peacebuilding. Consequently, the locally owned and context derived 

knowledge of phronesis is “invisible, subordinated and undervalued” (Stanton, ibid, 

p.284). Distinctive peacebuilding agendas are evident in Stanton’s thesis. Her work 
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resonates with the aim of this study to map differentiated priorities of practitioners and 

examine how these interact with the interests and agendas of other actors within the 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding.  

Evolution of a liberal peace 

The ideation of negative peace (Galtung, 1964), a condition devoid of overt violence, is 

depicted in Plato's “ideal form”, commonly referred to as a “platonic peace” (Richmond, 

2005, p.1). In this sense, peace is understood as an absolute, objective reality and 

counter-posed against war (ibid, p.24). This platonic peace is evident in the two extreme 

positions Galtung (1964, p.2-3) posits – General Complete War and General Complete 

Peace. The former imagines a world of continuous, universal war and strife; the latter a 

world of endless global peace marked by harmony and human integration with each 

other and the environment. For Richmond (2004; 2005), this peace-versus-war dualism 

is characteristic of historical accounts of peace as a zero-sum game, resulting in a 

'victor's peace'. This dichotomy is regarded as simplistic by peace scholars who seek to 

analyse questions of power and politics in peacebuilding, asking what kind of peace will 

be created, who defines peace, and peace for who? (Cooper et al. 2011).  

Heathershaw's (2008) commentary highlights a transition from the rhetoric of peace to 

peacebuilding. He discerns that peace is not best understood as a static condition that 

can be reached once and for all but as an ongoing process requiring peacebuilding 

strategies. He writes: 

"over the last twenty years we have seen a shift from an understanding of peace 

as a state of affairs in a given territory... to peace as a process of post-conflict 

intervention; a move from peace to peacebuilding" (Heathershaw, 2008, p.597). 

Newman et al. (2009, p.3) define the aim of peacebuilding as "preventing the resumption 

or escalation of violent conflict and establishing a durable and self-sustaining peace." 

Selby (2013, p.64) offers a complementary demarcation defining peacebuilding as a 

“post-conflict activity” that occurs after a peace agreement has been negotiated or a 

“victors peace” established through force. 

Extensive debates revolve around the type of interventions appropriate for addressing 

the complex web of issues, needs and aspirations of individuals, communities and 

societies emerging from violent conflict. A growing body of literature critiques a liberal 
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peacebuilding agenda espoused by international bodies and governments. Liberal 

peacebuilding has been characterised as a multi-layered process involving three 

interdependent strands of state-building, civil society participation, and embedding 

democracy (Goetze and Guzina, 2008; Daoudy, 2009; Paffenholz, 2009; Chandler, 2017). 

Critics challenge the normative connotations of these notions that are interpreted 

uncritically, incorporating neoliberal dispositions (Mac Ginty, 2012; Richmond, 2010; 

2011; Firchow, 2018). A brief critical exposition of each notion is presented. 

Peacebuilding through state-building 

The premise of state-building as an approach to attaining peace rests on a belief that 

violent conflict swells with "the incapacity of state institutions to control oppositional 

forces" (Daoudy, 2009, p.326). Therefore, building peace involves investment in state 

institutions, equipping them to suppress internal and external threats and eruptions of 

violence. Chandler (2017) argues that within the peacebuilding-as-state-building 

approach, naïve assumptions abound. A fixed model is imposed by external actors, such 

as the United Nations (UN), where liberal values explicitly determine the notion of 

institution reform and development. He characterises the approach as assuming that: 

"[what] was broken could be easily fixed, returning societies to the status quo or 

establishing a new one on the basis of the liberal institutions of democracy, the 

rule of law and market efficiency" (Chandler, 2017, p.8).  

Brown et al.'s (2010) core concern with the state-building approach is it tends to 

overlook local and national ownership. They write of the fundamental processes of 

participation, citizenship, and legitimacy in post-conflict settings, requiring individual 

agency to be recognised and collective interests as the basis for building peace. This 

participatory approach poses challenges for traditional notions of state-building that 

emphasises the role of "external actors” in “shap[ing] social and political processes" 

(Chandler, 2017, p.12). Brown et al. (2010, p.108) call for engagement "with the social 

values and practices of people of the ground". The liberal peacebuilding agendas 

response is found in adding civil society to the peacebuilding formula. 

Peacebuilding through civil society 

Civil society is attributed special credence in post-conflict liberal peacebuilding. 

Legitimacy is strengthened by creating space for public opinion to be heard on (often 
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contentious) issues in the peacebuilding process. Scepticism has been raised concerning 

the influence and agency of civil society to generate critical and emancipatory 

approaches to building peace within the liberal framework (Paffenholz, 2009; 

Verkoren and Leeuwen, 2013). A comparison between radical and more moderate 

notions of civil society accentuate the tension.   

Commenting on the writings of Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), Ransome 

(1992) notes that civil society is viewed as the site of social change, tempered by the 

hegemonic status quo that mitigates against an emancipatory struggle for new social 

orders arising. Ideological struggle is fundamental to Gramsci’s analysis, against the 

hegemony of the ruling group, where: 

"a common social-moral language is spoken, in which one concept of reality is 

dominant, informing... all modes of thought and behaviour" (Femia, 1981, p.24). 

Such hegemony is to be resisted and opposed "neither in the factories nor in the streets 

nor at the military bases but in the sphere of civil society" (ibid, p.192). It is argued that 

such a radical view of civil society's role is displaced in the liberal peacebuilding approach 

that emphasises state-sponsored social cohesion (Paffenholz, 2009; Sriram, 2009; 

Andrieu, 2010).  

Chandler (2017) indicates that the emphasis on civil society from the 1990s onwards 

was motivated by recognising the necessity of a ‘bottom-up’ approach to peacebuilding 

to complement external actors' 'top-down' interventions. Contrary to Gramsci's 

revolutionary notion of civil society, the UN, in Chandler’s view, were intent on 

grassroots voices speaking into the peacebuilding process with an implicit vision of 

harmonising and legitimating interventions. This contest over the discourse of civil 

society in peacebuilding mirrors the tensions and contradictions that surface when 

examining critical research on the purpose of youth work practice. Both can be viewed 

within the literature as susceptible to social control agendas and a de-legitimising of 

more radical aspirations towards social change. 

Peacebuilding through democracy 

“Democratic peace” is considered synonymous with “liberal peace” (Goetze and Guzina, 

2008, p.322). Referencing Doyle's extensive work that makes statistical connections 

between democracy and peace (Doyle, 1983; 1986; 1998 cited ibid, p.342), it is deduced 
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that democratic nations are much less likely to experience war and mass violence either 

within or against other democratic countries. MacMillan (2004, p.473) agrees that this 

logic positions democracy as a critical element of the liberal peacebuilding agenda, 

further suggesting that it privileges a “conservative-liberal” rather than “radical liberal” 

notion of democracy as the status quo. Exploring this ideological divergence, he poses 

the question, "Is capitalism a force for peace or war?" (ibid, p.478). He infers that a 

conservative-liberal understanding would emphasise the capability of capitalism to 

strengthen interdependence and goodwill through shared economic interests within 

and between countries. Conversely, a radical-liberal view would stress the inequalities 

perpetuated by the capitalist system where workers' exploitation may arise as an 

underlying cause of conflict (ibid).   

Contested interpretations and implementation of and contradictions inherent in these 

liberal ideals generate criticism of the liberal peace hegemony. Unpacking these three 

perspectives – state-building, civil society, and democracy – reveals neoliberal 

assumptions underpinning liberal peacebuilding (Heathershaw, 2008; Taylor, 2010). 

These assumptions are discussed below.  

Critiques of liberal peacebuilding 

Newman et al. (2009) argue that liberal peacebuilding is focused on advancing market 

economies and democracy. Proponents point to democracy as a safeguard against war 

and conflict, internally and externally (Diamond, 1995 in Newman et al., 2009). Little 

(2006) challenges the “reductivist” (p.69) thinking in this premise, as well as the colonial 

connotations where the Western system of democracy is presented as a ubiquitous 

model of “good governance” (p.70). It is argued that advocates of Western democracy 

as a vehicle for sustainable peace are preoccupied with “the establishment of spaces to 

allow markets to operate freely” (ibid). Little (2006, p.70) contends that this is an “anti-

political perspective” that obviates critical engagement with theories and processes of 

democracy and capitalism, including exploitative features and perpetuations of 

inequality. 

Neoliberal ideas can be seen as pertinent in this Western peacebuilding formula. Free-

market, representative democratic regimes espouse meritocracy and entrepreneurship 

over more equitable distributions of resources through state welfare programmes 
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(Sullivan and Gershuny, 2004). Richmond (2009) discerns that liberal ideology has 

embraced the neoliberal ideals of marketisation and monopolised the peacebuilding 

agenda. The establishment of the liberal peace consensus has suppressed critical 

debate, hindering the development of alternative discourses in policy and practice 

(ibid). 

In resonance with Richmond’s argument, Heathershaw (2008, p.598-599) surmises that 

peacebuilding represents "little more than a composite of neoliberal problem-solving 

strategies", an ideology that is intent on “quick-fixes” and the notion of “good 

governance” as the solution to complex post-conflict environments. A further aspect of 

the neoliberal influence on peacebuilding regards the privatisation of services and the 

subsequent erosion of welfare provision (Taylor, 2010, p.156). These approaches 

represent a significant shift away from concerns with everyday lived experience (Mac 

Ginty, 2021). 

Technocratic tendencies 

Mac Ginty (2012) critiques increased bureaucracy and demands for efficiency 

emblematic of the technocracy of peacebuilding. Technocratic systems confer decision 

making to 'elites' in administration roles who are viewed as impartial, subsequently 

producing policies implied to be universally acceptable based on the guiding principles 

of efficiency and effectiveness of interventions. Key features of technocratic 

arrangements are that they “prioritize bureaucratic rationality”, are “directed from 

above”, and “pursue[] the imposition of a single policy paradigm… immune to social 

context” (Mac Ginty, 2012, p.289). Rational and technical knowledge is prioritised, 

diminishing the role of critical dialogue and a more participative form of democracy. 

Consequently, “local perspectives are more often viewed as hurdles to be overcome or 

obstacles to be avoided than as potential sources of sustainable solutions" (Donais, 

2008, p.9 cited Mac Ginty, 2012, p.292). 

This technocratic approach is aligned with the conceptualisation of depoliticisation 

within political science. A depoliticised form of governance relies on:  

“technocratic decision making and/or the self-responsibilisation of individuals, 

groups, organisations, or whole ‘stakeholder groups’ through adoption of specific 

technologies of government that rely on scientific expertise, consultants, expert 
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systems, algorithms, metrology, ratings, benchmarking, contingent rewards for 

approved behaviour, and so on” (Jessop, 2015, p.105). 

A depoliticised, technocratic approach to peacebuilding rationalises pre-defined 

outcomes frameworks determined by those defined as experts. Value for money is 

identified as a venerable principle inherent to technocracy and neoliberalism (Beveridge 

and Naumann, 2015). Within this framework, local voices and experiences are further 

estranged from the peacebuilding process.  

An emerging alternative to the liberal peacebuilding consensus is a post-liberal and 

everyday peacebuilding. This approach counters many neoliberal assumptions that 

permeate peacebuilding policy.  

Post-liberal peacebuilding: Resistance and the everyday 

Richmond (2010) outlines four “generations” of peace work beginning with conflict 

management, followed by conflict resolution, giving way to liberal peacebuilding, and 

finally, an emergent post-liberal peacebuilding.  This fourth-generation represents a 

movement to resist the neoliberalising trends that have accompanied the evolution of 

liberal peacebuilding. While the liberal peace affirms individual agency and an active 

civil society, critics suggest that the reality is a thin veneer of grassroots participation. 

Local actors are subject to a peace invented and implemented from above, rather than 

being invited into “unscripted conversations” (Duffield, 2007, p.234 cited Richmond, 

2010, p.32).  

The essential principles of a post-liberal peacebuilding are local ownership, attention to 

complex local needs, and calibrating power dynamics in the direction of indigenous 

actors instead of external arbitrators (Richmond, 2010). The notion of civil society in 

post-liberal peacebuilding invokes notions of resistance and emancipation (Richmond, 

2011b). Drawing parallels with radical pacifist movements of the Levellers, Diggers, and 

the Quakers and Gandhi's resistance to British rule in India, Richmond (ibid) suggests 

that civil resistance can undermine the legitimacy of the ruling elites and acts as the 

catalyst for generating new socio-political realities. The 'civil' nature of this resistance is 

"based on personal integrity and dialogue, and aimed at producing a compromise" 

(Richmond, 2011a, p.120). Post-liberal peacebuilding invokes notions of civil resistance 

to challenge the hegemony of an imposed liberal peace. It promotes the agency of 
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citizens to confront elitist top-down approaches to peacebuilding and enact a locally-

driven peacebuilding process.  

Everyday Resistance 

Richmond’s fourth-generation post-liberal approach has also been referred to in the 

literature as the “local turn” in peacebuilding (Roberts, 2011a; Mac Ginty and Richmond, 

2013; Paffenholz, 2015). It represents an insistence on notions of everyday lived 

experience and “popular peace” (Roberts, 2011b) in post-conflict environments. This 

post-liberal, local peacebuilding conceptualises resistance through the everyday. 

Richmond (2011a, p.127), drawing on de Certeau’s work, explains: 

"the everyday represents how individuals unconsciously navigate their way 

around and try to create space for their own activities while taking into 

consideration institutions of power."   

The everyday is interested in the daily lived experience of individuals, attentive to needs 

and accounting for contextual realities (Richmond, 2009). It is argued that this is the 

framework from which peacebuilding as a process should be vitalised, not from a state-

building, problem-solving narrative (ibid). It is strongly affiliated with a notion of 

emancipatory peacebuilding. Thiessen (2011) explains that the emancipatory discourse 

is communitarian, emphasising agency and everyday welfare. It is concerned with "the 

pursuit of justice for all actors – state and non-state" (ibid, p.118). 

Everyday peacebuilding challenges a technocratic pre-packaged peace (Mac Ginty, 

2008; 2011; 2012; 2014). Firchow (2018, p.16) reiterates the negative implications of 

such an approach, noting: 

“Funding schemes and donor demands create an environment where 

organizations are discouraged from communicating and cooperating for fear of 

losing funding to a competing organization or being exposed to criticism if a 

project has failed or not performed”. 

Furthermore, the imposition of managerialist principles to measure impact and ensure 

accountability of delivery agencies “results in a generation of indicators that are 

measurable and demonstrable, but not necessarily relevant or valid” (ibid, p.37). 

Conversely, the everyday peace approach insists the beneficiaries of peacebuilding 



64 
 

interventions should construct measures of effectiveness and should be actively 

involved in designing evaluation metrics (Firchow, 2018).  

The final sections of this chapter consider these critiques in relation to a significant 

funder of peace and reconciliation projects in Northern Ireland, the European Union 

PEACE programme. The extent to which the programme aligns with the liberal peace 

formulation or inclines towards a more emancipatory approach that subverts neoliberal 

norms is considered. A brief overview of the PEACE programme precedes a liberal / post-

liberal analysis. 

Funding Peacebuilding in Northern Ireland 

In the context of a dysfunctional political environment during the Troubles and 

intermittent collapses of a post-agreement power-sharing government, the scaffolding 

of peace work has largely been constructed on an international governmental basis and 

supported by transnational donors. The UK and Irish governments have a vested interest 

in containing violence and building peace on home soil. They have worked in partnership 

with the Northern Ireland Executive to develop mechanisms for securing, distributing, 

and match-funding investments from donor institutions for peacebuilding initiatives in 

Northern Ireland and the border counties (Morrow et al., 2018). The European Union 

(EU) PEACE programme has been a core source of capital that has enabled the Executive 

to assign significant budgets to peace focused policies and strategies that span 

government departments. The PEACE programme is significant to this research due to 

the substantial investment in work with young people and youth work in particular.   

Actual and indicative budgets spanning 1995-2027 signal that the European Union (EU) 

PEACE programme will have invested over €3.26 billion in Northern Ireland and the 

border counties. Each phase of the programme has included match funding from across 

the Irish and British governments and, since its formation, the Northern Ireland 

Executive. Figure 3.1 shows the combined expenditure for each round of funding. Other 

significant funders include the International Fund for Ireland, set up by the British and 

Irish governments as an independent organisation in 1986 (IFI, 2021) and Atlantic 

Philanthropies that began grant-making in Northern Ireland in 1991 and concluded 

operations in 2020 (The Atlantic Philanthropies, 2021). The EU funded PEACE 

programme is a pertinent case, with most youth work practitioners taking part in this 
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research employed under the PEACE IV Children and Young People’s Peace4Youth 

programme.   
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PEACE III
2007-2013

€333M

• Building on the newly adopted definition on reconciliation from 
Hamber and Kelly (2004), the reconciliation aspect was firmly 
established with reconciling communities and contributing to a shared 

society as headline themes

PEACE IV
2014-2020

€270M

• Structured around 4 core objectives: Shared Education; Children & 

Young People (C&YP); Shared Spaces & Services; Build Positive 

Relations. Peace4Youth programme, part of the C&YP strand aligned 
with NI Executives T:BUC policy and receives a budget of €37.6M 

PEACE PLUS
2021-2027

€1B

• Children and young people one of six key themes with indicative 
budget of €110 million. Emphasis is to build on Peace4Youth from 
PEACE IV, incorporating additional counselling and addiction support 
services 

 

Figure 3.1 Phases of the European Union PEACE programme in Northern Ireland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phases of the European Union PEACE programme in Northern Ireland 
Overall aims:  

• Cohesion between communities involved in the conflict in Northern Ireland 
and the border counties of Ireland; 

• Economic and social stability 
(European Parliament, 2021) 

PEACE I
1995-1999

€667M

• Emphasis on securing buy-in to PEACE prgramme. Community and 
voluntary sector made use of small grants of under £3000. Economic 
regeneration projects received lion share of the €667 million budget.

PEACE II
2000-2004

€835M

• Funded projects were instructed to evidence how they were building 
reconciliation and greater emphasis placed on measuring distinctive 
contribution to peace. Economic regeneration was however still 
forefronted. SEUPB become centralised implementing body. 

PEACE II 
EXTENSION 
2004-2006

€160M

• Official definition of reconciliation adopted by the PEACE programme 
which focused on relationships; interdependence; fairness; the past 
and vision for the future; and cultural, attitudinal, social, political, and 
economic change
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Motivated to intervene and support the peace process in Northern Ireland, the first 

PEACE programme was launched in Northern Ireland the year after successive ceasefire 

statements by the Irish Republican Army and Loyalist paramilitaries in 1994. While the 

investment boosted the peace process, PEACE I and II have been critiqued for 

emphasising economic regeneration at the expense of reconciliation. Critics, including 

the European Court of Auditors, cautioned that the fund should not be used as inward 

economic investment under the pretence of peace (Bush and Houston, 2011). The 

PEACE II Extension went some way to redress this issue, and PEACE III inaugurated a 

programme that facilitated reconciliation. PEACE III operationalised Hamber and Kelly’s 

(2005) definition of reconciliation that identified five strands of the concept: 

1. Developing a shared vision of an interdependent and fair society  
2. Acknowledging and dealing with the past  
3. Building positive relationships  
4. Significant cultural and attitudinal change  
5. Substantial social, economic, and political change (or equity) 

 
However, criticism was directed at the EU programme for diluting the concept by stating 

projects were only required to include three of the five aspects of the definition. The 

third idea was prioritised with the funder stating it must be included (Bush and Houston, 

2011). The emphasis on positive relations carried through to PEACE IV as a headline 

theme alongside notions of shared space and supporting shared education as well as a 

specific focus on children and young people. The language of sharing demonstrates less 

radical ambitions than would have been conveyed with a focus on integrated spaces and 

integrated education.  

Managing the tension between efficiency and effectiveness has been described as 

“fraught” with each phase of PEACE, particularly because “cultivating peace is not the 

same as producing a series of easily quantifiable products” (Bush and Houston, 2011, 

p.37). Practitioners and organisations have routinely critiqued increasing bureaucracy 

with PEACE funding (Buchanan, 2008; Morrow et al., 2018). Bush and Houston (ibid, 

p.63) suggest that the complex task of building trust, relationships, and reconciliation 

“do not fit neatly into a time-limited, budget-determined, logical, framework-managed 

projects”. As such, there is a challenge for PEACE and wider funders, in conversation 

with delivery partners and practitioners on the ground, to consider ways in which 
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creativity and organic processes can be incorporated into complex bureaucratic 

schemes. Commentators suggest that this kind of innovative grass-roots approach to 

peacebuilding was on the minds of the European Union from the outset with time and 

resources invested in a de-centralised system of allocating funding (Buchanan, 2008). 

The extent to which this approach has successfully cultivated a radical peacebuilding 

practice that embeds the principles of everyday peacebuilding is questionable.  

Between liberal and post-liberal PEACE 

Drawing on the influential ideas of peace scholar John Paul Lederach, Buchanan (2008) 

suggests that PEACE I employed a concerted strategy to ensure the active participation 

of Track III actors in the programme's design. Lederach’s (1997) peacebuilding pyramid, 

reproduced in figure 3.2, shows that TRACK III actors comprise grassroots leaders that 

carry indigenous knowledge and are situated on the frontlines of peace work in local 

communities.  

Figure 3.2 Lederach’s peacebuilding pyramid, reproduced from Lederach, 1997, p.39 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consultations were conducted before each phase of PEACE. Buchanan (2008, p.396) 

notes: 

“the grassroots community and voluntary sector strongly influenced the final 

shape of the first programme that weighed heavily in favour of social inclusion”.  
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Indeed, an emphasis on social inclusion built the capacity of grassroots organisations to 

develop a local peacebuilding infrastructure, albeit with relatively meagre investments 

of small grants up to €3000. Added to the success of consultations and a social inclusion 

focus, Buchanan suggests the third strength of the PEACE programme has been its 

decentralised structure. A notable range of Intermediary Funding Bodies (IFBs) have 

managed specific aspects of the programme in line with their expertise. These IFBs can 

be viewed as Track II leadership connecting grassroots and top-level political and 

institutional leadership. This structure has been accompanied by mechanisms for local 

project administration and strategic development plans with community input. With the 

Special European Union Programmes Body (SEUPB), established under the Good Friday 

Agreement, undertaking a centralised role for implementing the PEACE programmes 

from PEACE II onwards, there were some changes to the de-centralised structure; 

however, the principle remained intact. Buchanan (ibid, p.399) argues that 

implementing the programme with grassroots and civil society input was “unique and 

hugely successful”. 

It could be argued that the focus on consultation and decentralised mechanisms set the 

stage for the PEACE programme to advance everyday emancipatory peacebuilding. 

However, the objectives of specific phases of PEACE challenge this view. Increasingly 

neoliberal assumptions can be identified as connected to rising demands for 

accountability of funds and outcomes demonstrative of concrete change. This context 

disavowed the ability for “Space [] to be created to allow the testing (and occasional 

failure) of new approaches in ‘real world’ circumstances” (Bush and Houston, 2011, 

p.62). Subsequently, funding recipients increasingly reported, “the bureaucratic needs 

of accountability and reporting have stifled creative responses to addressing needs on 

the ground” (ibid). 

The PEACE IV Peace4Youth programme is clear in its pursuit of outcomes-based 

accountability, funding initiatives that have: 

“an explicit, outcomes-focused, professional youth development approach, 

delivered to an agreed set of practice standards by suitably qualified / skilled 

professionals” (SEUPB, 2018, p.21) 
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And requiring delivery organisations to evidence: 

“Robust independent monitoring and evaluation to determine the effectiveness 

of interventions” (ibid). 

Using “Unique Learner Numbers”, the tracking of young people may be critiqued as an 

example of what Banks (2010) refers to as increasing surveillance of young people. 

Following participation in a 6-9 month project, young people are to be “tracked for one 

year… using each participant’s Unique Learner Number (ULN)” (SEUPB, 2018, p.24). 

Furthermore, the targeting strategy reflects the literature critiquing neoliberal 

propensities to target those deemed at risk, evoking notions of a deficit discourse and a 

“fixing” mentality. The Peace4Youth programme targets: 

“Young people aged between 14 – 24 years who are excluded and have deep 

social, emotional and good relations needs. Many of these young people are at 

risk of becoming engaged in anti-social, violent or dissident activity and are 

disengaged from the peace process. It is anticipated that many of these young 

people will not be in education, training or employment” (SEUPB, 2018, p.22). 

Despite promising strategies to ensure stakeholder engagement involving track I, II, and 

III actors, it appears that the PEACE programme is complicit in reproducing neoliberlising 

effects on youth sector peacebuilding. Lederach’s (1997) theory on peacebuilding is 

credited with inaugurating the local turn towards grassroots peacebuilding. While 

inspiring a surge of critical peace scholarship, Lederarch’s work is criticised for not 

adequately engaging with questions of power (Paffenholz, 2014). The PEACE 

programme is open to the same critique, relying on civil society and grassroots actors to 

legitimise its approach rather than a radical view of civil society empowered to counter 

dominant discourses and devise alternatives to taken-for-granted procedures.  

The PEACE programme aligns with a liberal peace paradigm. In Saving the Liberal Peace, 

Paris (2010) sets out to defend liberal peacebuilding approaches from its critics. He is 

concerned with a “hypercritical” trend obscuring and discrediting the nature of the 

liberal peace "as fundamentally destructive or illegitimate" (ibid, p.338). Paris does not 

condone an uncritical analysis of liberal peacebuilding, conceding that many 

interventions have wrought negative side-effects and overlooked local perspectives and 

indigenous participation. He appeals for a middle way between lack of critique and 
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hyper-critique while maintaining "no viable alternative to some version of liberal 

peacebuilding” (Paris, 2010, p.357).  

Cooper et al. (2011) react to Paris’ stance, exonerating an unrestrained “hyper” critical 

analysis of liberal peacebuilding and the potential of such thinking to produce 

alternatives. They argue: 

“Paris misunderstands the nature of critique and ignores the fact that critical 

ideas and movements (including socialism, anarchism and Marxism) emerged 

because of the contradictions within liberalism…but they do not remain within its 

confines" (ibid, p.2007). 

Such a tension on the extent of critique reflects Featherston’s (2000, p.190) comment 

on discourse that carries the power "to render 'right', 'legitimate', 'taken-for-

granted'…this rendering of 'right' silences other possibilities." The discourse thus "sets 

the limits of critique" (ibid). This notion of discourse is critical to the idea of hegemony, 

as conceptualised by Gramsci. It is also prominent in Bourdieu’s social theory, whereby 

the pre-reflexive conditions of existence “determine the limits of the doable and the 

thinkable” (Maton, 2012, p.58). While Paris (2010) seeks to delimit critique of liberal 

peacebuilding, this thesis aims to extend the boundaries of existing analysis, informed 

by a Bourdieusian theoretical and conceptual apparatus. 

Conclusion 

Peacebuilding conceptualised through a (neo)liberal paradigm generates particular 

assumptions, including the importance of establishing free-market economies, effective 

interventions designed by expert elites, and efficient use of resources measured against 

stringent pre-defined targets. While notions of peace and peacebuilding are “mercurial 

terms” (Firchow, 2018, p.5), within a neoliberal political environment, they are defined 

in relation to conditions of stability that enable the functioning of a productive capitalist 

order (Pugh, 2005; Taylor, 2010). Critical peace scholarship suggests neoliberalisation 

tends to valourise a science of peacebuilding. This discipline is predicated on positivist 

principles of quantitative measurements and the management of variables. Expert 

technocrats are called upon to orchestrate this science. Consequently, notions of 

welfare, social justice, and a critique of neoliberalism's exploitative conditions are 
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matters of minimal concern. Neoliberal hegemony informs a peacebuilding discourse 

that is necessarily top-down while seeking legitimacy from the bottom up. 

Successive phases of the PEACE programme in Northern Ireland and border counties 

have obscured such overt technocratic and neoliberal applications. Track III grassroots 

leadership has had opportunities to influence the programme, and civil society 

organisations have acted as a conduit between the political and funding institutions and 

the grassroots. However, an examination of the targeting approach and expected 

outcomes of Peace4Youth indicates that the PEACE IV Children and Young People’s 

programme is imbued with a neoliberal philosophy of deficit categories, surveillance 

strategies, and managerialist propensities. 

While practitioners possess the agency to negotiate and resist these neoliberal 

assumptions, it is argued that the dominance of liberal peacebuilding approaches in 

policy, filtering through to practice, establish it as a significant structuring idea. Stanton’s 

(2018) theorisation of phronesis as practitioner knowledge gained through experience 

embedded in a local context offers a compelling counter-narrative complementing 

critical everyday peace scholarship. These accounts advocate for an active civil society 

involved in a critical dialogue on the nature of peacebuilding, equipped with the 

resources to devise bespoke interventions relevant to a communal context.  

Stanton (2018, p.284) acknowledges that:  

“while phronesis brought valuable local context knowledge it did not negate the 

need for robust interaction with other forms of knowledge such as skills-based 

and theory-based knowledge”.   

This study posits that further theoretical tools are required for practitioners to develop 

a reflexive analysis of youth sector peacebuilding. The concept of phronesis is limited to 

the extent that it accepts experientially generated knowledge with less emphasis on 

critiquing the socio-political conditions which give rise to apparent intuitions, 

dispositions and inclinations to act in specific ways over others. Bourdieusian concepts 

(discussed in chapter 5) frame this study of the various ideational 

structures practitioners embody informing their orientations towards peacebuilding 

with young people. Bourdieu’s ideas further facilitate the analysis of why these 
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exist. The legitimising and inhibiting impacts of the contexts in which thinking about 

youth sector peacebuilding arises are examined in the discussion and analysis chapters. 

The next chapter reviews the literature on youth sector peacebuilding, noting the 

contributions of existing empirical studies. A politics of peacebuilding concepts is 

explored, drawing on the multiple ways in which core peacebuilding ideas have been 

conceptualised. 
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Chapter 4 Literature Review: The Concepts of Peace 

Introduction 

The previous chapters have explored contested narratives and divergent political 

propensities in the youth work and peacebuilding fields. These domains are imbued with 

competing political ideas, agendas, and motivations. This chapter advances the theme 

of contestation, exploring a range of concepts relevant to peacebuilding. More 

fundamentally, the chapter introduces conceptual ideas concerning peacebuilding 

concepts that are integral to the methodology of this study. The literature portrays 

various and differentiated meanings impressed upon single concepts, signifying a 

politics of peacebuilding concepts.  

This politics of peacebuilding concepts paves the way for a morphological analysis of 

youth sector peacebuilding. Freeden’s (1996; 2013a) morphological analysis 

presupposes the existence of shared concepts that are evoked across the political-

ideological spectrum. Interpretations and applications of these shared concepts can be 

radically antipodal. From this basis, and drawing on Gallie (1956), Freeden determines 

that political concepts such as liberty or justice are essentially contested. Different 

ideological orientations lead to distinctive and variously divergent interpretations. 

Crucially and aligned with a Bourdieusian perspective, Freeden argues there are broad 

familial resemblances in how concepts are understood and interpreted in relation to 

each other. This resemblance derives from the structuring aspects of the social world 

that give order and meaning to social interaction and collective practices. With 

morphological analysis, Freeden presents a conceptual framework for mapping and 

capturing these distinctive but shared ideational structures that agents embody, 

reflecting their conditions of existence.  

Freeden directs morphological analysis at examining iterations of enduring political 

ideologies, including Liberalism, Conservatism, and Socialism. In the current research, 

morphological analysis is employed as a conceptual framework for exploring the 

distinctively structured ways that peacebuilding is interpreted within the youth sector. 

Applying this morphological analysis requires firstly identifying pertinent concepts 

relevant to peacebuilding and enucleating the contested nature of these concepts. This 

is achieved through a narrative review of peacebuilding literature.  
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The first part of the chapter begins with exploring empirical studies from the narrative 

review, setting the scene for a more focused review of the multiple ways in which core 

peacebuilding concepts are approached and theorised within the literature. This 

narrative review formed the basis for the stimulus material presented to practitioners 

who participated in the study.  

A narrative review 

Core peacebuilding concepts evident in the literature are critically reviewed in this 

chapter. Twenty-eight scholarly journal articles were identified as relevant in an initial 

database search. An overview of this literature search is outlined in tables 4.1 and 4.2. 

From this foundation, additional literature was accessed, forming a library of cross-

references and a basis for generating the statements that were used in the study, as 

discussed in more depth in the methodology chapter.  

Table 4.1 Overview of initial search terms  

Search terms: 
"youth work*" OR "work with young people" AND peace* OR reconcile* OR 
"community relations"  
 

Database 

No. of 

results 

Scholarly articles 

(English) 

Relevant  

results 

New 

results 

ProQuest All 105 32 14 14 
EBSCO Host 98 23 6  5 
Search terms modified to: 
"youth work*" AND peace* OR reconcil* AND "Northern Ireland"  
Scopus 31 11 10 9 

Totals 234 66 30 28 

 

Additional literature included books, book chapters, institutional reports, legislation, 

and further journal articles building on the emerging themes evident within the initial 

28 journal articles. This wider literature was accessed in a more iterative and cascading 

manner of exploratory reading within the topic area and adjusting search terms to 

retrieve literature on specific subthemes of reconciliation, justice, citizenship, human 

rights, and transgenerational trauma. This method highlighted an additional 34 sources 

relevant to the study. Altogether then, the narrative review can be understood as 

consisting of 62 sources. 

 



76 
 

 

Table 4.2 Summary of inclusion/exclusion criteria for initial literature review 

Inclusion Criteria  

Studies that focused on: 

Exclusion Criteria 

Peacebuilding in the context of ethnic 
(post)conflict 

Duplicate results 

Conceptual ideas about youth work 
values and principles related to 
peacebuilding  

Unrelated to post-conflict peacebuilding, e.g. 
recession in Japan (Arai, 2003); conservation 
projects (Dharinin, 2008); interfaith youth 
work (Patel et al., 2008); sexual health work 
(Baraitser, 2002), etc. 
 

Informal / non-formal education Specific focus on community relations in 
relation to youth justice and relationships 
between youth and police, e.g. Goris, 2001; 
Stoutland, 2001; Creaney, 2015.  

 

The approach was a narrative review that seeks to include a broad range of literature, 

including empirical studies and more theoretical material (Efron and Ravid, 2019). This 

“pluralistic” procedure orients towards mapping the key conceptual ideas and debates 

within the field of study, providing a “cohesive and fuller understanding of the current 

state of knowledge on the topic at hand” (ibid, p.21).  

The narrative literature review undertaken here contrasts with a systematic review that 

is “highly structured and protocol driven” (Efron and Ravid, 2019, p.18), employing 

predefined metrics to “search, screen, select, appraise and summarise study findings” 

(Greenhalgh et al., 2018, p.2). Systematic approaches tend to be most relevant for 

studies that present “puzzles or problems that require data” as opposed to studies of 

this nature “that require clarification and insight” and for which a more discursive 

review of literature is most appropriate (Greenhalgh et al., ibid). The less restrictive 

character of narrative reviews is both a potential benefit and drawback. The synergy 

created by discovering complementary and contradictory sources as the researcher 

immerses themselves in the literature inspires breadth of analysis and conceptual 

synthesis. Simultaneously this strength generates the problem of perceiving when and 

where to cease accumulation of literature. A related critique contends that narrative 

reviewers tend to “cherry-pick” literature in line with researcher bias (Greenhalgh et al., 
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2018). Acknowledging this critique, a reflexive approach was adopted in the review that 

seeks to present and discuss the core concepts of peacebuilding, as evident in a 

relatively large selection of literature. Contested interpretations of these concepts are 

charted to provide “a scholarly summary along with interpretation and critique” (ibid, 

p.2). 

Conceptual and theoretical ideas pertinent in the literature are the primary focal point 

of this chapter. These concepts interact with policy as well as literature on 

methodologies and approaches to facilitating peace work with young people, at times 

coalescing in an eclectic discussion drawing on diverse sources. This approach aligns 

with the narrative method that incorporates a multifarious analysis. A brief synopsis of 

empirical studies derived from the narrative review is presented, identifying this current 

study's unique contribution to and complementary positioning within existing 

knowledge.  

Synopsis of empirical studies 

Of the 62 sources that contributed to the narrative literature review process, 28 were 

empirical studies based on primary data collection. A synopsis of these offers a sense of 

research trajectories within the fields of youth work and peacebuilding. These are 

presented under four main headings: 

• Youth work in contested spaces 

• Conflict legacies in Northern Ireland 

• Young men and masculinities 

• Exploring peacebuilding concepts 

Youth work in contested spaces 

Harland (2009), drawing on discussions with twenty youth workers in Northern Ireland, 

identified a range of common themes raised by practitioners as they reflected on their 

practice. Understanding the contested nature of Northern Ireland and the contribution 

youth work could make in this context emerged as “defining moments” for practitioners. 

Workers sought to replicate these defining moments for young people as they explored 

the influence segregation and sectarianism had on their lives and found motivation for 

building more positive community relations. This process involved engaging young 

people in community relations work, creating new learning environments, using 
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dialogue and conversation to build trust across community divides and identifying 

opportunities for joint action on issues that transcended partisan community interests. 

While engaged in this work, practitioners were aware of managing resistance from those 

opposed to community relations and attentive to personal safety issues. Peacebuilding 

was deemed an integral aspect of practice, and practitioners articulated the significance 

of motivating young people through a “desire for a better future – one without violence, 

hatred and fear” (Harland, 2009, p.15).  

Further studies outside Northern Ireland have similarly discussed the context of 

contested spaces as informing youth work priorities. Studies in Croatia (Kosic and Byrne, 

2009; Kosic and Tauber, 2010) have referenced the community relations approach in 

Northern Ireland as an exemplary model and found the principle of facilitating contact 

between young people from ethnic groups characterised by hostility as crucial to 

addressing divisions. Addressing trauma related to the conflict is a significant aspect of 

peacebuilding highlighted in these studies. It resonates with research on 

transgenerational trauma in Northern Ireland (O’Neill, 2015) explored later in this 

chapter.  Motivation and engagement of young people, two prominent themes in 

Harland’s (2009) research, are highlighted as dilemmas in Micinski’s (2016) study with 

youth workers and trustees of NGOs in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The study found that 

peacebuilding programmes primarily attracted those young people already enthusiastic 

about peace work. Meanwhile, the most nationalistic young people that donors sought 

delivery organisations to engage remained elusive. 

Del Felice’s (2008) small-scale study with four young people, three youth workers, and 

three local government officials examining urban social conflict in Rosario, Argentina, 

advocates a conflict transformation approach. Drawing on Galtung’s (2000) distinctions 

of violence, the study found that direct violence by young people against the police was 

a response to structural and cultural violence. In its direct form, violence is overt and 

physical. Structural violence, by contrast, is “built into political, social, and economic 

systems that determine unfair distribution of power, resources, and opportunities” (Del 

Felice, ibid, p.77). Cultural violence is a more subtle form of internalised oppression 

where norms and dominant discourses render opportunities open for some and closed 

for others. Del Felice argues that addressing issues of social exclusion are core to 

peacebuilding and requires examining structural and cultural manifestations of violence.  
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Resourcing of youth work in contested spaces transpires as an essential concern across 

several studies. Smith (2014a; 2014b) conducted surveys and interviews with youth 

workers in North Belfast, identifying benefits and barriers to collaborative working on 

securing funding. Positive outcomes included sharing resources and networks, inter-

organisation learning, and building trust within the youth and community sector. 

Barriers included competition and suspicion exacerbated by short term and competitive 

funding cycles and a notion of “contrived congeniality” where partnerships are not 

organic but engineered based on funders requiring collaboration (Smith, 2014b, p.206). 

Micinski’s (2016) study suggested that constraints placed on the NGOs by funders 

resulted in missed opportunities to support locally-led initiatives.  

This collection of studies highlights how youth work processes are drawn upon in 

contested spaces to contribute to building peace. Community relations and contact 

approaches are valued, as well as more specific notions of addressing social exclusion 

and forms of structural and cultural violence experienced by young people. Funding 

arrangements and collaborative approaches are concerns to be negotiated by youth 

work agencies. This literature delineates issues navigated and processes utilised by 

practitioners as they operate within contested societies. The current study explores 

further the domain of youth sector peacebuilding by examining distinctive orientations 

of practitioners and differentiated approaches to practice within a contested field.   

Conflict legacies in Northern Ireland 

Charting persistent legacies of the Troubles are salient themes across several studies. 

Haydon and Scraton (2008) highlight ongoing residual paramilitarism in areas of social 

deprivation. Lack of trust in policing is found to be a quasi-justification for continued 

paramilitary presence (Haydon et al., 2012; Byrne et al., 2016). Links are made between 

economic deprivation, marginalisation and the Troubles. Those communities that 

experienced ongoing violence throughout the conflict were among the most deprived 

areas and continue to disproportionately experience legacies of paramilitary activity, 

criminality, segregation, and high suicide rates (Haydon et al., 2012). 

Joyce and Lynch (2017) interviewed 52 ex-political prisoners in Northern Ireland to 

explore their role in violence prevention initiatives with younger generations. 

Participants talked about their contribution to “dispelling myths and romanticism” (ibid, 

p.1082) of violence. In this way, ex-political prisoners in the study considered 
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themselves a resource in addressing conflict legacies by de-glorifying the Troubles and 

challenging those who would incite contemporary manifestations of violence. 

Legitimising cross-community relationships was also considered a benefit of ex-political 

prisoners engaging with one another. Respondents suggested their willingness to work 

across ethno-national divides was a form of “symbolic contact”, giving license to young 

people and others in the community to traverse segregated structures and engage 

across community divisions (ibid, p.1085).  The study revealed that the ex-political 

prisoners did not embrace a philosophy of non-violence. Doing so would call into 

question their actions and identity as former combatants. Instead, a discourse of 

desistance was evoked, reflecting the current socio-political circumstances in which 

recourse to violent conflict is unjustified (Joyce and Lynch, 2017). 

While the rhetoric of cross-community contact and cohesion is widespread from 

politicians to ex-political prisoners, segregated spaces remain for young people. These 

are demarcated by flags and murals, school uniforms, and forbidden places designated 

by family and community members. McEvoy-Levy (2012) investigates how young people 

in Belfast negotiate the legacy of territoriality derived from the conflict. Through 

interviews with youth workers and young people, she identifies “haunted spaces” that, 

while freely accessed by young people, remain prohibited for older community 

members who hold memories of violence and fear associated with particular areas (ibid, 

p.4). Placemaking is proposed as a way of reclaiming segregated spaces as shared. A 

neoliberal placemaking approach that has been driven by tourism and profit is critiqued. 

The Titanic Quarter is cited as a clear example of this where the emphasis has been to 

“commodify and repackage memory to attract tourists” (McEvoy-Levy, 2017, p.17). 

Local voices are deemed essential in pursuing a policy of shared spaces rather than 

“tourist” or neutral spaces (ibid). 

Segregated schooling is a legacy that antecedes the Troubles and is traced to British 

imperial interests in Ireland (Milliken, 2020). While the exclusion criteria of the narrative 

review tended to omit studies on formal education, Moffat’s (2004) research was 

included as it focused on youth workers implementing a peer mediation programme 

with young people in a school that was transitioning to integrated status. Through 

interviews with teachers and pupils, Moffat found the peer mediation programme led 

to increased confidence, a new ‘peace’ vocabulary, and heightened awareness of 
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conflict situations that could be addressed by non-violent means within the school. He 

argues that the peer mediation programme equipped young people with the skills to 

deal with conflicts that arise in their day to day school lives that are transferable to 

negotiating more contentious issues in broader society related to conflict legacies and 

integration.  

Affiliated through a focus on conflict legacies in Northern Ireland, these studies 

contribute to contextualising the socio-political climate youth sector peacebuilding 

exists within.  These studies intimate towards possible priorities of practitioners, 

including tackling paramilitarism, addressing deprivation, learning from the past, 

cultivating shared spaces, and developing conflict management skills. This literature is 

instructive in informing certain propensities of practitioners as they seek to address the 

legacies of conflict with young people. The current study embarks on a rigorous analysis 

of how youth workers prioritise these (and other) potential approaches to practice, 

examining the political orientations of practitioners within the complex field of youth 

sector peacebuilding. 

Young Men, Masculinities and Violence 

Byrne et al.’s (2016) exploratory study of political violence and young people in Northern 

Ireland identifies that: 

“Young people in Northern Ireland have a complex relationship with paramilitary 

organisations. A lot of young people perceive the paramilitary groups as a real 

threat, while others are attracted to joining paramilitary groups as there are 

perceived benefits of becoming a member, such as solidarity, status and financial 

benefit” (ibid, p.3). 

Analysing interviews with respondents including youth workers, community activists, 

and policing personnel, the researchers highlight the ongoing complexity of policing in 

polarised communities in Northern Ireland. Within nationalist and republican 

communities, respondents explained that those associated with dissident paramilitary 

groups accuse the largest republican party, Sinn Féin, of “selling out” (ibid, p.9). Within 

unionist and loyalist communities, concerns that limited policing resources are invested 

in working with republicans has led to “emerging suspicions” (ibid, p.12). While many 

community members may be opposed to the continued existence of paramilitarism, a 
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level of tolerance of political violence within communities is deemed to present “an 

‘option for violence’ within the range of ‘normal’ choice” for young people (ibid, p.16). 

All research respondents agreed that adolescent boys and young men are most 

susceptible to being groomed to join paramilitary organisation or those most likely to 

be victims of paramilitary violence. Attraction to paramilitarism was noted as ranging 

from aspirations to status and power to a sense of “hopelessness and alienation” (Byrne, 

2016, p.37). The research concludes that in efforts to prevent cycles of paramilitarism, 

youth programming “is a crucial policing issue”, although one that “is not, and cannot 

be, a matter for the police to design and deliver” (Byrne et al., 2016, p.40). 

The normalisation of violence for some young men has been linked to militarised 

masculinities (Ashe, 2012). Throughout the Troubles, predominantly male paramilitary 

groups aligned with Loyalism or Republicanism sought to achieve political aims through 

violence (ibid). As such, defender, protector, freedom fighter and martyr were 

aspirational masculine identities. Several studies examine the challenges faced by young 

men as they navigate post-accord Northern Ireland where militarised notions of 

masculinity have been de-legitimised (Reilly et al., 2004; Harland, 2011; Harland and 

McCready, 2014). Through focus groups with young men, Reilly et al. (2004) found that 

experiences of violence, as either perpetrator or victim, are expected as part of being a 

man. For the young men, acceptance of and orientations towards violence was a core 

part of their masculine identity.  

Distrust of police and paramilitaries was identified as a justification for violence. Neither 

could be trusted to help with conflict situations, so young men handled situations 

themselves through violence (Reilly et al., 2004). Social disadvantage was a salient factor 

indicating greater experience and acceptance of violence (ibid, p.480). While education 

on conflict management strategies was identified as a way of reducing violence, the 

researchers concluded: 

“the findings suggest strongly that routes to alternative, less violent forms of 

masculinity are not currently available or indeed acceptable to young men in 

marginalized areas of Northern Ireland” (ibid, p.482).  

Harland’s (2011) focus group study with 130 young men across disadvantaged 

communities in Northern Ireland resonated with Reilly et al.’s (2004) finding that 
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violence was a ubiquitous feature of these young men’s lives. Only 5% were optimistic 

about peacebuilding, reinforcing the inference that young men perceived they were not 

at war but not yet at peace. And felt they had no legitimate role in advancing either. 

One young man commented: 

“Peacebuilding, what is peacebuilding? You hear it mentioned on the television, 

but nobody ever talks to us about that. There’s no peace in this area” (Harland, 

2011, p.422). 

Alienation from decision-making and peacebuilding processes was further highlighted 

in Harland and McCready’s (2014) five-year longitudinal research with 378 young men, 

the majority of whom attended schools in the top 80 of 890 most deprived social output 

areas of multiple deprivation (NISRA, 2010). Adolescent boys and young men were 

unlikely to report violence against them and were reluctant to seek support. At ages 11-

13, 48.8% of those who were victims of violence would not talk to anyone about it – this 

rose to 68% at ages 14-16 (ibid, p.273). A person-centred approach drawing on 

strength’s-based youth work methodologies is posited by Harland (2011) as a way of 

engaging with marginalised young men who are perplexed by notions of masculinity, 

violence, and peacebuilding.  

Acknowledging that “those most involved in violent conflict are predominantly young 

men”, Chapman et al. (2018, p.118) advocate the value of and synergy between 

restorative youth justice and community relations peacebuilding. Their action research 

with three restorative justice organisations in Northern Ireland found that both youth 

restorative justice and community relations share a similar emphasis on building and 

healing relationships, dialogue, storytelling, and the principles of equity, diversity, and 

interdependence. The critical difference is that restorative youth justice processes are 

enacted to address specific incidences of harmful events, and the people involved are 

those who have a connection to that incident – the offender(s), the victim(s) and the 

community of support (ibid). Drawing on their study that analyses particular cases 

deemed to produce successful outcomes, the researchers conclude “restorative justice 

can contribute to building a pluralist society at peace with itself and in which identity is 

not a source of harmful conflict” (Chapman et al. 2018, p.139). 
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These studies highlight a role for youth work and youth justice in engaging with young 

men disaffected and excluded from peacebuilding. This theme is a specific manifestation 

of the legacy of conflict and the complexities of transitioning to peace. The omission of 

specific studies exploring young women within the contested space of Northern Ireland 

suggests a disproportionate emphasis in research and practice. Through this literature, 

the role of youth work in peacebuilding with young people is reiterated, and particular 

considerations in working with young men are elucidated. Scope remains for a more 

conceptual exploration of how practitioners arrange and make sense of ideas and 

agendas in youth sector peacebuilding. 

Exploring peacebuilding concepts 

Reconciliation 

Empirical studies exploring interpretations of peacebuilding concepts resonate most 

strongly with the trajectory of this research. Hamber and Kelley’s (2005) study based on 

interviews with 58 individuals sought to “explore how a range of individuals from 

political parties and civil society conceptualised reconciliation in Northern Ireland” to 

“unpack the concept of reconciliation” (ibid, p.7). The researchers presented participants 

with a working definition of reconciliation that involved five key strands asking them to 

comment on how they would prioritise each element. A diversity of opinion was found 

along with a broad consensus for “acknowledging and dealing with the past” as most 

fundamental to the definition (ibid, p.51). Their definition of reconciliation, outlined in 

the previous chapter as being incorporated into the EU Peace programme from 2006 

onwards, identifies five essential components of the concept: 

1. Developing a shared vision of an interdependent and fair society; 

2. Acknowledging and dealing with the past; 

3. Building positive relationships; 

4. Significant cultural and attitudinal change;   

5. Substantial social, economic and political change  

(Hamber and Kelly, 2005, p.38) 

Human rights vs reconciliation? 

A range of studies similarly develop an analysis of concepts pertaining to peacebuilding. 

Beirne and Knox (2014) interviewed reconciliation and human rights activists to 
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investigate various interpretations of both concepts. Their beginning premise backed up 

in their findings is homologous with this research - “not everyone has the same 

understanding of ‘human rights’ or ‘reconciliation’” (Beirne and Knox, 2014, p.32). This 

research posits not everyone has the same understanding of, or orientation towards, 

peacebuilding. Participants in Beirne and Knox’s study (ibid, p.36) challenged a 

perceived divergence between reconciliation invoking a “conciliation/mediation” 

inclination and human rights indicative of a legalistic disposition. The researchers 

developed a list of characteristics expressed by participants in defining reconciliation 

and human rights separately while also outlining an integrated approach in line with a 

conviction that “both approaches are necessary, but insufficient on their own” (ibid, 

p.38). 

Barton (2015) further contributes to charting conceptions of human rights as a core 

component of peacebuilding. Drawing on interviews with 116 young people in schools 

across Colombia, Northern Ireland (NI), Republic of Ireland (ROI) and United States of 

America (USA), Barton found that students in NI rarely discussed human rights violations 

in their immediate vicinities. Even when asked about “the biggest issues around here”, 

they rarely spoke of personal stories (ibid, p.58). The research found that young people 

in NI and Colombia were more attuned to rights issues as a legacy of conflict in their 

national context. Students in ROI and the USA were more inclined to highlight rights 

violations in other regions depicted in the media as areas of “economic 

underdevelopment and political oppression” (Barton, 2015, p.62). The research draws 

out differentiated understandings of human rights held by young people across different 

contexts.  

Niens et al.’s (2006) research, although less focused on examining how human rights are 

conceptualised, contributes to exploring peacebuilding concepts by highlighting a deficit 

of rights-informed consciousness. From a survey of 580 school children in Northern 

Ireland aged 11-20, the researchers found that only 42% could name one or more 

human rights issue. The researchers conclude that human rights education needs to be 

a more explicit theme in community relations initiatives both in and outside of school. 

They connect this conclusion with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 

26.2) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 29), which 

emphasise the role of education in promoting rights. 
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Citizenship 

In Beirne and Knox’s (2014) study, several interviewees suggested that citizenship was 

a suitable concept for synthesising reconciliation and human rights as core aspects of 

peacebuilding. Studies examining the notion of citizenship were prominent in the 

literature. Reilly and Neins (2014) tested out Veugeler's (2011) conceptualisation of 

three approaches to global citizenship education with teachers and students in Northern 

Ireland, distinguished as: 

Open – educators perceive global citizenship education as about encouraging 

students to be open to new experiences and learning from other cultures  

Moral - educators view global citizenship education as about encouraging 

appreciation for difference and diversity and respect for humanity at local and 

global levels  

Social-political - educators approach global citizenship education as critical 

reflection on social and political relations and challenging inequalities  

The researchers found that teachers oriented towards the moral model with a particular 

emphasis at the local level. A propensity to focus on common humanity rather than 

critical engagement on inequality and power differentials characterised the findings. 

Reilly and Niens (2014) argue that critical pedagogy aligned with socio-political notions 

of global citizenship would foster a more transformative application of citizenship 

education.  

Stevenson and Sagherian-Dickey (2017) explore perceptions of citizenship identity in the 

context of an ethnic frontier. Interviews were conducted with 30 residents in areas of 

Belfast indicative of demographic shifts towards greater mixing. Eighteen of these were 

“newcomers” who had lived in the areas less than ten years; twelve were long term 

residents who had resided in the area for over twenty years. All participants were found 

to orient towards a dominant discourse of territorialised identity premised on a notion 

that “bringing Catholics and Protestants together was inherently problematic” (ibid, 

p.133). While long-term residents tended to reproduce this narrative, incoming 

residents were more likely to challenge this view, constructing a model of citizenship 

based on “rights and obligations” and offering accounts of mutual accommodation and 
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“peaceful coexistence” (ibid, p.151). The research outlines how agents construct 

different models to make sense of and act upon the notion of citizenship. 

Identity formation and civic participation are further aspects of citizenship explored in 

the literature. Reysen and Katzarska-Miller (2017) found that identification with a global 

citizenship identity correlated with stronger support for values related to peace (such as 

forgiveness, social justice, concern for human rights) than a national citizenship identity 

or the more impotent notion of human citizen. McKeown and Taylor (2017) and Taylor 

et al. (2018b) have studied associations between peacebuilding and civic engagement. 

Civic engagement is understood in these studies as collective action to contribute to the 

flourishing of a community and society. It is deemed to involve both “political 

participation” such as protests and boycotts as well as “non-political processes” 

including volunteering, community service, and membership of recreation and social 

clubs (Taylor and McKeown, 2017, p.417). These studies indicate that exposure to 

sectarianism decreases civic and pro-social behaviours, defined as “acts that benefit 

another without personal profits or external awards” (Taylor et al., 2018b, p.1786). It is 

suggested that civic engagement is an essential aspect of citizenship that should be 

prioritised in peacebuilding initiatives with young people.  

Summary 

Multiple trajectories of peace research are intimated through this snapshot of empirical 

studies. Those that chart the impacts of conflict legacies on young people and civil 

society add further contextual insights into the issues practitioners address. Studies that 

directly identify and explore the contested nature of concepts related to peacebuilding 

are closer in familial resemblance to this current study. Notions of reconciliation, human 

rights, citizenship, and restorative justice have been examined in existing research, 

adding depth to the understanding of these concepts. The literature contains studies 

exploring various concepts related to peacebuilding in isolation. A gap has been 

identified for a study examining how practitioners prioritise and add meaning to these 

multiple concepts revealing different constructions of peacebuilding. In this research, 

multiple and competing notions of peacebuilding are presented to practitioners, inviting 

them to map their perspectives. These “maps” in the form of a sorting grid provide a 

basis for analysing distinctive ideational structures, indicating how practitioners orient 

themselves, and are oriented, within the politics of peacebuilding. These orientations 
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manifest particular shared perspectives that are structured through the embodiment of 

different forms of knowledge, various levels of prestige, and various interests in 

attaining perceived rewards within the field.  

The remainder of this chapter examines in more depth interpretations of peacebuilding 

concepts extant in previous scholarship. Six salient themes have been identified through 

the narrative literature review under the headings: 

• Reconciliation;  
• Relationships and Trust Building;  
• Human Rights;  
• Justice;  
• Citizenship; 
• Transgenerational trauma and mental health 

Adding to the synopsis of empirical studies that have introduced several of these 

themes, a more comprehensive literature is drawn upon adopting a more theoretical 

and conceptual analysis.   

These concepts are critical in the methodological construction and theoretical goals of 

this research. The contested nature of these overarching concepts provides the basis for 

more granular ideas to be drawn out and presented to practitioners to reveal the 

orientation to peacebuilding that they inhabit. Piecing together these coexisting 

ideational structures illuminates the structure of the subfield. The positions and 

dispositions of practitioners are both informed by and reproduce this structure. The 

structure of the youth sector peacebuilding subfield is heavily influenced by actors 

endowed with the power to attribute value and significance to certain ways of thinking 

about, interpreting, and prioritising these concepts. 

Reconciliation  

Reconciliation is a complex concept involving processes that simultaneously seek to 

transform ruptured relationships whilst also committing to address the perpetrators 

and victims of past hurts. Hughes (2018, p.626) captures this tension discerning:  

“Janus-like, reconciliation is backward looking, seeking to rectify the historical 

grievances of a dystopian past, and forward-looking, aiming to build a new bright 

future of a shared society”.  
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Antagonisms imminently arise when practitioners set out to apply these conceptual 

delineations of reconciliation into practice. Distinguishing between victim and 

perpetrator is a highly contentious matter, and subsequently, any approach to 

addressing the past is problematic. In response to such difficulties, Govier (2009) 

presents a “dialectic of acknowledgement”. Citing Cohen’s (2001) sociological insights, 

Govier perceives that individuals tend to default to denial when acknowledgement 

evokes negative feelings. On that basis, she introduces acknowledgement as a first step 

towards dealing with the past. In her dialectic model, three types of acknowledgement 

are identified;  

• existential acknowledgement; 

• aversive acknowledgement; 

• affirmative acknowledgement.  

The first is a fundamental acknowledgement that recognises the existence of an 

individual or group that has been maligned. A striking example is South Africa’s 

apartheid where, prior to 1994, census information did not count black Africans; they 

were literally unacknowledged (Govier, ibid). The second is most obviously applicable in 

post-conflict reconciliation, where acknowledgement is made for wrongs committed 

and the person or group is held accountable. It is termed aversive acknowledgement 

due to the challenging nature of taking responsibility for actions condemned by others 

(Lundy and McGovern, 2006). The final example is a positive acknowledgement that 

expresses appreciation of qualities, skills, and contributions of an individual or group 

that have been oppressed.  

Govier argues that aversive acknowledgement is required in building trust to enact and 

buttress reconciliation processes. She concludes:   

“Aversive acknowledgement is something that victims want to receive, and their 

wanting to receive it is understandable and justified. All too often, 

however, aversive acknowledgement is not something that perpetrators want to 

give. Perpetrator groups and individuals often resist any implication that they are 

responsible for wrongdoing” (Govier, 2009, p.41). 

The dichotomy of evil perpetrator versus righteous victim sustains avoidance of 

acknowledgement (Brewer et al., 2018). Govier (2009) suggests a reframing of 
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aversive acknowledgement that is rooted in restorative justice. Predicated on a belief 

that guilt for wrongs committed is corrosive to the human psyche, aversive 

acknowledgement is presented as a healing process for perpetrators and victims. Such 

an approach would require victims to support a restorative as opposed to a retributive 

model of justice. This concept is explored in more detail in a subsequent section on 

restorative justice. 

Reconciliation and Forgiveness 

Forgiveness appears as a key concept under the theme of reconciliation and has been 

defined as: 

“willingness to abandon one’s right to resentment, negative judgement, and 

indifferent behaviour toward one who unjustly injured us, while fostering the 

undeserved qualities of compassion, generosity and even love toward him or her” 

(Enright et al. 1998 cited Mcglynn et al., 2004, p.149). 

McGlynn et al. (2004) note dilemmas with such a conceptualisation of forgiveness 

resonant with the difficulties of acknowledgement where a victim-perpetrator 

distinction is not easily defined or is resisted by one or both parties. Furthermore, 

victims may feel social pressure to forgive. Such an extension could be conflated with 

condoning actions. Perpetrators may be averse to seeking forgiveness concerned with 

the connotations of acknowledgement. Brewer et al. (2018, p.26) comment on these 

tensions, referring to the “social construction of victimhood”. Victim status is socially 

designated within a dualism of “true” or “innocent” victims versus “wrong” victims who 

are perceived as “from the perpetrator group or were combatants, or are from the 

erstwhile enemy in terms of ‘race’, ethnicity, religion or national identity” (ibid, p.28).  

Despite these challenges presented by the notion of forgiveness, Mcglynn et al. (2004) 

suggest it is a vital component in peacebuilding. Professor Morrow, a former CEO of the 

Community Relations Council in Northern Ireland (2003-2012), shares the view that 

forgiveness is an integral element in peacebuilding, noting: 

“If to forgive means that the harm done in the past is no longer the foundation 

of our relationship, then there is no possibility for moving ahead there except for 

forgiveness” (Morrow cited Spencer, 2011. p.253). 
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Common to explications of forgiveness is an interplay with notions of justice. The two 

terms are seemingly used to counteract, if not complement, one another in a dialectical 

interaction. The tandem concepts mitigate against a simplistic conceptualisation of 

forgiveness characterised by an absence of the pursuit of justice. Concomitantly, the 

notion of forgiveness seeks to reduce the appetite for justice underpinned by retribution 

and vengeance. This tarrying is captured in Lederach (1995; 2003) work, emphasising 

the interdependence of truth, justice, and mercy in his portrayal of conflict 

transformation.  

Thick and Thin Perspectives of Reconciliation 

Little and Maddison (2017) identify two competing approaches to reconciliation. The 

‘thick’ or ‘maximalist’ approach centres on interpersonal relationships, envisioning 

reconciliation as a process where perpetrators of wrongs accept responsibility and seek 

forgiveness from their victims. In this version, a harmonious and cooperative 

environment is aspired to as an outcome. The ‘thin’ or ‘minimalist’ approach regards 

conflict as necessary and imagines how the socio-political landscape may be enriched 

through a reconciliation that embraces contestation (Little and Maddison, 2017). 

Writing on the two approaches, Borer suggests, “one approach to reconciliation requires 

people to get along; the other assumes they won’t” (Borer, 2004: 31 cited ibid, p.147). 

The former invests in interpersonal relationship building, while the latter is dedicated to 

socio-political reform and change. Each operates at different levels and is indicative of 

disparate assumptions about the process of reconciliation. The thick-maximalist 

approach presupposes agency of individual actors and creates expectations for 

individuals to enact reconciliation in their personal relationships. The thin-minimalist 

approach confers greater emphasis on the structural aspects of reconciliation work and 

raises critical questions regarding state and institutional accountability for reproducing 

inequality and oppression in society.  

Approaches to reconciliation that centre on bringing antagonistic groups together 

without recognising structurally embedded legacies of conflict concealed within social 

norms are critiqued as “highly agential” (Little and Maddison, 2017, p.147), tending to 

“reif[y] agency over structure” (Hughes, 2018, p.637). The next section considers the 

complexity of reconciliatory processes that seek to transform relationships and power 

at personal, social and structural levels within conflict societies. 



92 
 

Agonistic, Rhetorical and Narrative Reconciliation 

Little (2011a; 2011b), with his work rooted in complexity theory, discusses 

reconciliation's multifarious and contested nature. “Complexity theory”, he explains, 

“emerged out of a combination of the insights from the natural sciences on disorderly 

and chaotic elements of scientific phenomena and systems theory in the social sciences” 

(Little, 2011a, p.210). Applied to the context of conflict societies, complexity theory is 

critical of the notion of conflict resolution, affirming that conflict is an integral part of 

social and political life. In the very process of addressing disputes, new conflicts arise. 

From this position, Little (ibid) reviews three overarching approaches to reconciliation:  

• Agonistic; 

• Rhetorical; 

• Narrative. 

Agonistic approaches to reconciliation seek to establish mechanisms whereby 

conflicting parties can engage and contend with one another without descending into 

political violence and disengagement. This way of thinking accepts a normative ideal of 

reconciliation that is “inspired by the pursuit of truth and forgiveness to reach the 

objective of peaceful co-existence and the renewal of a society” (Little, 2011b, p.85). The 

agonistic approach is thus deemed by Little as unduly idealistic (ibid).  

Rhetorical approaches, notably expounded by Doxtader (2003), frame reconciliation as 

a dialogical process where:  

“individuals locked in conflict employ speech to turn historical justifications for 

violence toward mutual oppositions that set the stage for civil (dis)agreement 

and common understanding. This oppositional view of reconciliation unsettles its 

dialectical aspirations toward the transcendent” (Doxtader, 2003, p.268).  

By refuting the normative goal of a ‘transcendent’ harmonious state as the purpose of 

reconciliation, the rhetorical approach invites a broader range of voices to come 

together and engage in dialogue. For Little (2011b), the rhetorical process is closer to a 

radical notion of reconciliation; however, it fails to go far enough. It continues to 

maintain expectations of cooperative relationships through the reconciliation process.  
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It is the third approach, Moon's (2006) narrative conception of reconciliation, that Little 

(ibid) perceives as the most meaningful. Narrative approaches dispel the myth of a 

reconciliation consensus. The normative ideal of reconciling relationships to bring forth 

a peaceful co-existence and agreed societal change is rendered a “transformative 

fiction” (Moon, 2006, p.272 cited Little, 2011b, p.85). The narrative approach seeks to 

make space for extensive competing and conflicting narratives, welcoming the 

complexity of heterogeneous definitions. Little (2011b, p.86) explains:  

“talking about reconciliation needs to involve narratives which are not 

reconciled, which are not forgiving, which do not apologize, which call for 

punishment. In short, narratives of reconciliation will generate critiques of 

reconciliatory processes and greater or lesser degrees of non-reconciliation.”   

In the context of Northern Ireland, it can be argued a rhetorical-dialogical reconciliation 

tradition has been embedded through a policy focus on community relations 

(Hammond, 2008; Harland, 2009; Milliken, 2020). This focus prioritises addressing 

sectarianism and polarisation between Catholic-Nationalist and Protestant-Unionist 

communities. Sectarianism persists as a live issue (Morrow, 2019a) and an area that 

youth work is evidenced as tackling as part of a peacebuilding agenda (McMullan, 2018). 

Alongside sectarianism, racism has been identified as a core issue, exacerbated by the 

conditions of segregation and mistrust in Northern Irish society (Brewer, 1992; McVeigh 

and Rolston, 2007; Knox, 2011b; Gray et al., 2018). An evolvement from the language of 

‘community’ to ‘good’ relations reflects recognition of those who felt excluded from the 

community relations agenda with its narrow focus on the sectarian divide at the expense 

of broader inclusion and equality themes (Beirne and Knox, 2014). Added to notions of 

acknowledging the past, within the good relations paradigm there are calls for an 

acknowledgement of interpersonal and institutional racism that has been denied in 

Northern Ireland and a more concerted effort to include issues of race within the 

reconciliation project (Knox, 2011b). A narrative approach to reconciliation may extend 

greater recognition to the experiences of minority groups whose voices have been 

muted in the dominant dialogue between unionists and nationalists (Haydon and 

Scraton, 2008). The narrative approach further invites identity labels to be 

problematised and enables a “multidirectional memory” of community spaces that 

facilitates competing discourses (McEvoy-Levy, 2012).  
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The literature on reconciliation reveals inherent tensions, presented as a range of 

dichotomies in table 4.3. The task of ‘acknowledging and dealing with the past’ presents 

many challenges. It provokes disparate perspectives regarding the interaction of 

forgiveness and justice and differing assumptions centred on interpersonal versus 

structural change.  

 Table 4.3 Terminology representing dichotomies between relational and political 
aspects of reconciliation 

 
The following section considers the interpersonal dimension of peacebuilding in more 

depth, examining the literature on relationships and trust-building. 

Relationships and Trust Building 

Propensities towards relationship building underpinned by trust are pervasive in 

literature on community relations and peacebuilding work (Stanton, 2018; McKeown 

and Taylor, 2017; Smith, 2014; Harland, 2011; Kosic and Byrne, 2009). These themes are 

particularly evident in reviews of cross-community contact premised on Allport's (1954) 

Contact Hypothesis. This section considers research that has arrived at divergent 

conclusions based on analysis regarding the validity of Allport’s thesis.   

Allport’s Contact Hypothesis 

Allport (1954) introduced the contact hypothesis in his publication The Nature of 

Prejudice. The theory speculated that, 

“contact between groups would be more likely to reduce prejudice and improve 

intergroup relations if four ‘optimal’ conditions were met”  (Hewstone et al., 

2014, p.40) 

These four conditions are: 

• equal status among participants;  

• working together co-operatively;  

• working towards common goals;  

Reconciliation as relational vs Reconciliation as political 

Interpersonal vs Structural 
Thick / Maximalist vs Thin / Minimalist 

Agonistic vs Narrative 
Forgiveness vs Justice 
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• support from institutions, policies or authorities that legitimise contact 

(Hewstone et al., 2014). 

Tajfel's (1982) social identity theory was attached to the conception of the contact 

hypothesis. Tajfel conjectured that individuals belong to certain social groups and that 

identification with a particular “in-group” invokes dispositions of trust and rapport while 

the relationship with “out-group” members, those that a person does not naturally 

identify with, is characterised by suspicion and indifference. The prefix of ‘inter-group’ 

added to the contact hypothesis reflects the language of social identity theory and calls 

for mixing in-groups with out-groups (Jones, 2004). Connolly (2000, p.170) condenses 

the premise of the hypothesis to the formula, “intergroup contact reduces prejudice”. 

He argues that social psychology theories, such as Tajfel’s, seeking to explain the contact 

hypothesis are inferential, necessitating a more sophisticated research agenda. Dixon et 

al. (2005) similarly call for a more robust examination of the assumptions propagating 

the contact hypothesis. Their critical article advocates a “reality check” regarding the 

expected impacts of intergroup contact.  

A fundamental criticism of the contact hypothesis is its essential focus at the individual 

level, labelled as “theoretical individualism” (Dixon et al., 2005, p.702). An emphasis on 

fostering interpersonal relationships to reduce prejudice places the onus on individuals, 

abdicating governments and institutions from addressing their role in perpetuating 

discrimination and segregation. Brown and Taylor (1981 cited Connolly 2000) argue that 

for this reason, the contact hypothesis is popular with governments. Connolly (2000, 

p.171) suggests that the distinction is not a clear dichotomy of individual versus socio-

political and argues that attention should be paid to both levels, the micro individual 

processes in the form of the contact hypothesis and the macro social structures and 

institutions via other means. Forbes (1997, p.ix), however, arguing from a political 

science perspective, asserts that the contact hypothesis is “an old idea with roots in 

modern liberalism”. They (ibid, 1997; 2004) suggest the contact hypothesis as part of 

the apparatus that works to conceal what is needed in societies emerging from ethnic 

conflict - a radical critique and reform of social structures and institutions. 

A further pertinent criticism of the contact hypothesis regards the extent to which 

contact changes attitudes and behaviours. It is recognised that contact between 
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participants in a specific project tends to improve attitudes towards one another. How 

this extends to other members of the outgroup in general is a matter of 

debate. Hewstone and Brown (1996, p.18 cited Connolly 2000, p.174) suggest that 

participants must see each other as representative of the ethnic group so as not to be 

deemed “exceptions to the rule”. Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) build on this argument and 

propose that the success of the contact hypothesis depends on whether changed 

attitudes and behaviours to the outgroup extend beyond the immediacy of the contact 

situation. Dixion et al. (2005, p.700) are sceptical and argue: 

“These interventions may be successful in creating small islands of integration in 

a sea of intolerance, but they are unrepresentative of wider processes of contact 

and desegregation.”    

Meta-analysis of contact work drawing on studies dating from 1940 – 2000 considers 

the applicability and effectiveness of inter-group contact (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006). 

Examining 515 studies that included 713 independent samples and 1,383 non-

independent tests representing over 250,000 participants, the results of Pettigrew and 

Tropp’s meta-analysis suggested confirmation in support of Allport’s hypothesis 

(Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006, p.753; Hewstone et al., 2014, p.40). Ninety-four per cent of 

samples showed an inverse relationship between prejudice and intergroup contact 

(Pettigrew and Tropp, ibid). The results also indicated that participants typically apply 

their more favourable attitudes from a contact experience to members of the outgroup 

in general (ibid). Pettigrew and Tropp (2006, p.766) conclude from their findings that,  

“intergroup contact can contribute meaningfully to reductions in prejudice across 

a broad range of groups and contexts.”    

Hewstone et al. (2014) identify three ‘mediators’ that facilitators and researchers of 

contact interventions should be attentive to. The first is inter-group anxiety, “the 

feelings of discomfort and nervousness that arise in intergroup encounters” (ibid, p.41). 

They point to research conducted by Swart et al. (2011) and Paolini et al. (2004) to infer 

that fostering inter-group friendships is a successful way to reduce inter-group anxiety. 

The second is empathy or perspective-taking, “the ability to share and understand 

another person’s feelings” (Hewstone et al., 2014, p.42). The third is addressing group-

oriented threats. These may be symbolic or real threats to the sense of in-group identity 
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as well as physical threats. For Hewstone et al. (ibid), attending to these three criteria 

facilitates a quality of experience that is more likely to be positive.  

Preparatory work 

Single identity work has been advocated as a framework for reducing anxiety and 

preparation in relation to inter-group contact (Hammond, 2008). Jones (2004, pp.22-23) 

argues that single identity interventions range from a focus on “own culture validation” 

to “respect for diversity” work. The former places value on single identity work in and of 

itself as a means of enabling a group to critically reflect on their group’s identity and 

develop group esteem. The latter is seen as a preparatory phase for participants to 

identify different viewpoints within their own group identity and consider how 

intergroup dialogue may provoke feelings of defensiveness or shame. Concerns have 

been raised that through single identity work, “prejudices may be reinforced rather than 

reduced” (Jones, 2004, p.23).  Approaches that employ a critical examination of group 

identity are considered an essential step in facilitating cross-community dialogue 

around contentious issues (Hammond, 2008). Others have emphasised the importance 

of creating neutral spaces that are not necessarily focused on promoting dialogue 

around difference but focusing on commonalities (McEvoy-Levy, 2012; Crownover, 

2009). 

Intergroup Contact and Trust 

Stanton (2018) identifies trust as a core theme emerging from her doctoral research into 

grassroots and civil society peacebuilding in Northern Ireland. Seventy-five per cent of 

her interviewees, all peacebuilding practitioners, elaborated on the importance of trust 

so that “trust/distrust was the most salient topic to pursue… with practitioners for theory 

building” (Stanton, 2018, p.179). 

Self-disclosure in contact programmes is a display of trust and is evidenced to contribute 

to breaking down barriers and reducing prejudice (Hughes and Loader, 2015). Hargie et 

al. (2003) connect the process of self-disclosure with Fisher’s (1984) Trust Attraction 

Hypothesis that maintains: 

“As A discloses, B perceives this as trust, and is consequently more likely to be 

attracted to A. This increased liking leads B to disclose more to A… reciprocity of 

disclosure may well be based on reciprocity of trust” (ibid, pp.87-88). 
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Trust-building is a core concept aligned to inter-group contact and interpersonal 

relationship building across socio-political and cultural divides (Smith, 2014a; 2014b; 

Harland, 2011). Hargie et al. (2003, p.88) caution that an emphasis on self-disclosure, 

attraction, trust, and friendship may generate a “polite avoidance” of contentious 

issues. Critics of an interpersonal approach contend that a focus on harmonic 

relationships (intentionally or not) leads to avoiding issues and is counter-productive to 

peacebuilding. The final segment of this section further explores such a critique, 

presenting an appraisal of the contact hypothesis. 

Models of inter-group contact 

Contested perspectives on inter-group contact are indicative of aspirations for change 

at either the personal or societal levels. Dixon et al. (2005, p.703) identify contact 

approaches aligned with competing models of change, one “focused on the reduction of 

personal prejudice” and the other “focused on the production of collective resistance” 

(Dixon et al., 2005, p.703).  Reicher (1986; 2007) prominently advocates the collective 

resistance model, calling for a transformation of the structures that facilitate ethnic 

conflict and segregation. He opposes the premise of the contact hypothesis, identifying 

it as an antithesis to social change. Pettigrew (2010, p.421) summarises Reicher’s 

argument writing, 

“negative attitudes, even hatred toward the majority, are necessary for the 

minority to initiate the conflict necessary for social change”.  

Research by Saguy et al. (2009 cited Pettigrew 2010) identifies that intergroup contact 

can mitigate minority group members’ resistance to dominance from the majority 

outgroup members. Through contact, interpersonal relationships are developed that 

placate the minority to inequalities that serve the majority. Pettigrew (2010, p.422) 

designates this as the “Reicher effect”. While accepting that the Reicher effect may in 

some instances arise, Pettigrew (ibid, p.424) contends that a “counter-Reicher effect” is 

more strongly evidenced. Pettigrew describes this as the majority groups change in 

attitude, as a result of contact, to be more supportive of social changes that serve the 

interests of the minority group.  

In the context of Northern Ireland, identifying a minority and majority or advantaged 

and disadvantaged in inter-group contact between Catholic/Nationalist/Republican and 
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Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist ethnicities is not straightforward. History and politics are 

fundamentally contested, and both groups may simultaneously identify as the 

marginalised and victims of structural inequality (Brewer et al., 2018). When applied to 

Northern Ireland, the collective resistance model proposed by Reicher could be better 

understood as intergroup contact that seeks to transform the socio-political situation 

that is failing both ethnic groups. This stance counterposes an approach to intergroup 

contact that intends to build friendships across lines of division with minimal concern 

for effecting social change (Wright and Lubensky, 2009). 

Wright and Baray (2012, p.229) contrast the “prejudice reduction model” of intergroup 

contact with a “collective action model” in addressing conflict. They contend that the 

ascendancy of a prejudice reduction approach that “has been very clearly connected to 

the broader goal of promoting intergroup harmony and social cohesion” (ibid, p.227) 

serves to circumvent if not reinforce the issue of intergroup inequality.  

Common amongst writers on contact theory, whether proponent or critic, is an 

agreement that contact alone is insufficient (Pettigrew, 2010; Hewstone et al., 2014; 

Dixon et al., 2005). While the previous section on Reconciliation identified a duality 

between interpersonal and structural avenues of peacebuilding, the contact debate 

highlights differing orientations towards prejudice-reduction or collective-action as the 

most effective ways to build peace (Wright and Lubensky, 2009). The following section 

elaborates on a core pillar foundational to proponents of collective action – human 

rights. 

Human Rights  

Hvidsten and Skarstad (2018) posit that human rights and positive peace are 

conceptually connected. This connection is disrupted if a negative notion of peace is 

adopted premised on the absence of violence. Such negative conceptions of peace are 

founded upon a desire for stability and enable “empirical measurability and value 

neutrality” in peace research (ibid, p.110). From this vantage point, it is argued that 

scholars can use positivist methodologies to quantify levels of violence and avoid the 

difficulties associated with defining what counts as positive peace. Hvidsten and 

Skarstad (ibid) argue this is a restricted view of peace that does not distinguish between 

oppressive regimes, criminal acts, and actors who instigate protests and rebellions in 
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the pursuit of human rights. Under a negative peace, stability may be prevalent while 

human rights violations proliferate. Pursuing a positive peace involves building a 

particular kind of social order, one the researchers suggest can be effectively grounded 

in human rights frameworks and may provoke actions to destabilise the status quo. 

Integrating human rights with peacebuilding requires synthesising different 

epistemological and ontological assumptions. Human rights frameworks are considered 

more outcomes-driven than the process-oriented notions of pursuing reconciliation, 

relationships, and trust (Beirne and Knox, 2014). It is suggested that relationships in 

rights approaches to peacebuilding are characterised by notions of accountability 

focused on interactions between agents with valid claims to rights and actors with 

obligations to provide and uphold these rights (ibid). Drawing on national and 

international charters and legislation, rights activists gravitate towards addressing 

systemic structural and cultural violence (Galtung, 2000). This focus establishes an onus 

on state and non-state actors to protect rights. 

Parlevliet (2017) suggests a more nuanced perspective drawing on literature that 

observes three different uses of the concept of human rights. The first is human rights 

as a “system of law” codified and enforceable by legal institutions and intended to 

protect citizens and arbitrate human disputes (ibid, p.341). Secondly, human rights can 

be understood as a “set of values” linked to notions of equality and social justice and 

inspiring action for social change (ibid). Thirdly human rights have been presented as “a 

vision of good governance” facilitating democratic systems underpinned by 

transparency, accountability, and participation (ibid). A shift from legalistic notions of 

rights to more moral and political conceptions contributes to bridging the gap between 

rights activists and reconciliation practitioners (Beirne and Knox, 2014). 

A Rights Realisation Gap 

Rights feature prominently in United Nations Security Council Resolution 2250 Youth, 

Peace and Security (UN, 2015). The emphasis of the resolution is on recognising the 

contribution of young people to peacebuilding. While protection is presented as a key 

platform, there is a focus on young people standing up for their rights and the rights of 

others (Simpson, 2018). In conflict and post-conflict settings, the resolution advocates 

there is a need to address a “rights realization gap” to ensure “full socioeconomic, 

cultural and political rights for young people” (ibid, p.101). Structural and cultural 
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violence experienced by young people associated with unfulfilled socio-economic rights 

is an ongoing concern that tends not to be adequately addressed in societies 

transitioning from conflict (Evans, 2016). The violence of exclusion is one aspect of such 

structural violence. UNSCR 2250 urges that young people should be fully engaged in 

political processes, have access to inclusive education that fosters critical thinking, have 

access to non-exploitative employment, and have their gender identities recognised and 

valued (Simpson, 2018). This final point is developed in the broader literature that 

emphasises the cognisance of gendered peacebuilding. 

Rights, Gender and Sexual Orientation 

Ashe (2012) and Pierson (2018) determine that a critical analysis of gender is decidedly 

absent from research into the dynamics of conflict and peacebuilding in Northern 

Ireland. Ashe (2012) pursues an examination of masculinity and conflict in Northern 

Ireland, noting that men as combatants, politicians and community leaders have been 

widely studied, however the significance of gender identities have not been sufficiently 

explored. She proceeds to argue that militarised masculinities and the potency of a 

protection-of-communities narrative perpetuated male dominance over women. This 

male dominance persisted through the peace process and is reflected in the celebrated 

notion of former combatants transformed into builders of peace. Furthermore, Ashe 

contends, the consociational style of politics established in the Belfast Good Friday 

Agreement paved the way for a single-identity community politics. This has facilitated 

the normalisation of parties appealing to traditional ethno-nationalist allegiances. In 

such circumstances it is argued that the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition party, that 

had garnered cross-community rather than single-identity support since its formation in 

1996, was destined to fail (Ashe, 2012). It dissolved in 2006. 

Pierson (2018) agrees with Ashe’s (ibid) analysis that an ethno-nationalist, two-

community approach to peacebuilding negates and silences other perspectives and 

issues, including gender, class and race. From a human rights perspective, Pierson points 

to United Nations (UN) Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security passed in 2000 

by the UN Security Council. For some feminists, UN Resolution 1325 is esteemed as 

progress. Others critique the Resolution as anti-feminist, claiming that it maintains 

normative gender roles and assumes traditional militarist assumptions of 

conflict. Proponents of this view suggest that Resolution 1325 feminises women, 
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viewing them as in need of protection. Pierson (2018) perceives that the resolution has 

the potential to put gender issues firmly on the agenda and disrupt traditional 

assumptions of gender in peacebuilding. However, she maintains that this 

requires employing a critical feminist perspective to avoid reciprocating the norm. Such 

critiques would need to be accompanied by commitments of the UK government to 

implement the resolution in Northern Ireland; a strategy or policy proposal is yet to be 

pledged (Pierson, 2018). 

While a feminist perspective remains largely absent from policy and research on conflict 

and peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, distinctive gender identities continue to 

experience inequality and marginalisation. Ashe’s (2018) research elicited perspectives 

on peacebuilding in Northern Ireland from LGBTQ participants revealing essential 

insights. Participants articulated ideals of inclusivity, diversity, and pluralism in their 

vision of peace. They argued that several social groups, including LGBTQ, had not been 

included as equals in building a peaceful society. It was also voiced that LGBTQ 

communities experienced discrimination from police during the conflict, and mistrust 

with police continues today. Participants noted that feelings of insecurity fuelled by 

homophobic attacks and lack of protection from police are rife. Ashe (2018, pp.4-5) 

summarises her participants’ views: 

“Their visions of peace highlight the need to deal with multiple historical 

inequalities not simply inequalities between homogeneously constituted ethno-

nationalist identities”  

Questions of inclusion and meaningful participation are crucial considerations in a 

peacebuilding process underpinned by rights frameworks (Hvidsten and Skarstad, 

2018). The violence of exclusion continues to be experienced by young people living in 

areas of multiple deprivation. These areas absorb the most pervasive conflict legacies 

(Del Felice, 2008; Scraton and Haydon, 2008; Beirne and Knox, 2014). Within a human 

rights framework, such violations of exclusion require redress. These issues are 

developed further in examining the allied concept of justice. 

Justice  

This section outlines various perspectives of justice vis-à-vis peacebuilding. An emphasis 

on restorative as opposed to retributive practices is a particularly salient theme in the 
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literature on peacebuilding. An additional dimension covered by academics regards 

injustices of deprivation experienced particularly by those residing in areas where 

violence was most pronounced during the Troubles. As noted above, these 

constituencies continue to disproportionately experience conflict legacies including 

mental and physical ill-health; low educational attainment; lack of secure employment; 

inadequate housing; lack of access to services and lack of social, economic and cultural 

capital (Gray et al., 2018; Campbell et al., 2008). The persistence of these realities are 

important considerations for societies building towards positive peace (Galtung, 2000). 

Transitional justice has emerged as a key approach to pursuing reform in societies 

emerging from violent conflict. The concept of transitional justice, and its reworked 

formulation captured in the notion of transformational justice as advocated by Gready 

and Robins (2014), is discussed. 

Transitional Justice 

Dudai (2018) presents transitional justice as the theory and practice regarding how 

societies deal with a legacy of past mass abuses, an enterprise that has become 

increasingly established since the 1990s. The core concern relates to notions of 

accountability. In response to criticisms that transitional justice contains vastly disparate 

interpretations, Dudai (ibid, p.694) posits that a unifying conceptual apparatus is 

possible by embracing the notion of denial rather than accountability as the central 

theoretical framework. Limiting transitional justice to discussions on impunity, as the 

failure to punish perpetrators of violence and injustice, fails to encompass a more 

holistic notion of transitional justice. Therefore, the accountability discourse is a 

misnomer.  

Cohen’s (2001; 2011 cited Dudai, 2018) conceptualisation of denial offers a more 

comprehensive characterisation. Negligence in holding perpetrators to account is only 

one manifestation of denial, but so is neglecting the issue of paying reparations to 

victims, not acknowledging truth, and failing to reform institutions. In this sense, the 

transitional justice project extends beyond dispensing retributive justice and intimates 

towards more radical reform of the socio-economic and political environment. Dudai 

(ibid) further extrapolates a retroactive notion of social control as a principle of 

transitional justice. While social control depends on labelling certain acts as deviant and 

socially intolerable, a retrospective notion of social control involves recategorising as 
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deviant acts that were normalised, authorised or unacknowledged in the conflict era. 

While traditionally the concept of a moral panic is seen as a social over-reaction to 

deviant acts, Dudai argues that the sociology of denial is essentially the opposite, a social 

under-reaction to reprehensible acts. He notes that later in life, Cohen contemplated a 

notion of a good moral panic that builds momentum for social outrage against acts that 

should be condemned and are not simply conservative and reactionary responses to 

social issues (ibid, p.706). The politics of accountability is an ongoing concern in 

Northern Ireland and has been re-ignited with the Conservative Governments secretary 

for state of Northern Ireland announcing in July 2021 a de-facto amnesty for 

perpetrators of Troubles-related killings. The policy would end legal investigations into 

murders carried out before the signing of the Good Friday Agreement. The 

announcement has provoked controversy, and an emotive response, particularly from 

victims and survivors, as opportunities for justice are set to be halted and denied 

(McKay, 2021b). 

Restorative Justice 

Chapman et al. (2018) note that one aspect of transitional justice in Northern Ireland 

has been Youth Justice reform underpinned by the ideas of restorative justice. Their 

exposition of restorative justice outlines many principles that apply to the transitional 

paradigm and offers an insight into the type of justice envisioned. The authors establish 

a set of restorative principles listed as: 

• provide space for people to meet and communicate;  

• enhance a culture of respect;   

• strengthen just social relations;   

• and address directly harmful behaviour 

 (Chapman et al., 2018, p.135).   

Restorative justice is explicitly relational as opposed to a retributive approach. The 

emphasis is not on assigning blame and scapegoating, which leads to isolation; rather, 

it is a perspective of justice oriented towards human connection. Chapman et al. (ibid) 

identify a link between the fields of community relations, peacebuilding, and restorative 

justice, identifying the common thread of dialogue to build and heal relationships. The 

distinctive aspect of restorative justice relates to the circumstances by which individuals 
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come together in this dialogical process centred around specific acts of harm. The 

approach seeks to engage victims, perpetrators, and the wider community (O’Mahoney 

et al., 2012). It is argued that restorative justice is a valuable alternative to criminal 

justice, facilitating restorative and relational processes in situations where the police 

cannot intervene. Police intervention may not be warranted as the case is not deemed 

illegal, or their involvement may exacerbate tensions and increase antagonisms 

(Chapman et al., 2018). Such approaches rely on “the state system to legitimize their 

work and support it with funding” (Chapman et al. 2018, p.136).  

Lohmeyer (2017) proposes a critical scepticism when analysing youth restorative justice, 

considering issues of power. Perceiving that restorative practices conducted through 

institutions are an extension of state power, Lohmeyer (ibid) notes that the ultimate 

goal is social control. He distances youth work from restorative practices arguing the 

latter is a more subtle and efficient way of ensuring control and cooperation compared 

with more retributive methods used to achieve the same end. Haydon et al. (2012) 

advance this criticism by advocating cognisance of the conditions that give rise to young 

men being most likely to be perpetrators (as well as victims) of violence. In the post-

conflict context, disaffection and social exclusion act as drivers for engagement in 

behaviours deemed by the state to be problematic and anti-social. It is claimed that 

irresponsible journalism coupled with denial of dysfunctional socio-political realities 

leads to notions of recreational rioting, detaching such actions by young people from 

the socio-political and economic context (ibid). Advancing this analysis, Smyth (2011, 

cited Haydon et al., 2012, p.507) notes:  

“Our young people act out of the dynamics that we have created and recreate 

through our segregated and divided society.” 

Adopting a more critical analysis of social antagonisms and the location of accountability 

invokes the notion of social justice. 

Social Justice 

Ledwith (2020, p.xv) argues social justice: 

“aims to create equal worth, equal rights, opportunities for all and the 

elimination of inequalities reinforced by poverty.” 
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Thompson (2016, p.16) identifies a distinction between narrow and broad conceptions 

of social justice. The former focuses on class inequality and “redistribution of wealth”. 

The latter is more encompassing, considering disparities in “gender, ‘race’, age, 

disability, religion, language, sexuality and, indeed, any form of inequality based on 

social categories”. Social justice considers how “social processes and institutions 

systematically combine to produce unfair outcomes” (Thompson and Thompson, 2016, 

p.247 cited ibid). 

The effects of residual paramilitarism in Northern Ireland constitute significant levels of 

social injustice for young people who are exposed to paramilitary-threat or exploited 

through paramilitary recruitment (Byrne et al., 2016; Morrow and Byrne, 2020). Building 

trust in policing and the justice system is advocated as a measure to exhaust continued 

paramilitary support (Haydon et al., 2012). It is also noted that where policing uses 

young people to gather intelligence on their community, this compromises human rights 

(Haydon and Scraton, 2008), indicating the complexity of trust-building with state 

authorities. 

The notion of symbolic violence further raises critical questions regarding the state's 

complicity in perpetuating social injustice. Bufacchi’s (2005 cited Lohmeyer, 2018) 

distinction between violence as physical force and violence as infringement is 

instructive. Lohmeyer (ibid) argues that force has historically been the measure of 

violence, noting it is unsurprising working-class young men have been labelled as a 

violent population. Expressing violence with the means they have available, “Poor 

people fight with their bodies. Rich people fight with their money, with lawsuits or hostile 

takeovers” (Sercombe, 2003, p.27 cited Lohmeyer, 2018, p.1075). The emphasis on force 

obscures the notion of infringement, similar to Galtung’s (1990) notion of structural 

violence as violations of equality and exploitations that are not person to person but 

prevalent in society. Cultural violence is structural violence symbolically legitimised 

through socially constructed norms such as gender and class that further perpetuate 

social injustices (Lohmeyer, ibid; Galtung, ibid).  

Gready and Robins’ (2014) appeal to notions of transformational justice as an approach 

that engages with the structural and cultural dimensions of conflict legacies in 

peacebuilding. 
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Transformative Justice 

Gready and Robins (2014) argue that from its inception, transitional justice has been a 

primarily legal approach to human rights violations that focuses on outcomes and 

addressing symptoms of conflict rather than process and the root causes underlying the 

conflict. The ideation of transformative justice, however, calls for a more intentional 

focus on socio-political relations and power dynamics along with a multi-dimensional 

approach that emphasises participation from grassroots actors. They explain:  

“Transformative justice is defined as transformative change that emphasizes 

local agency and resources, the prioritization of process rather than preconceived 

outcomes and the challenging of unequal and intersecting power relationships 

and structures of exclusion at both the local and the global level” (Gready and 

Robins, 2014, p.340). 

Transformative justice seeks to balance the need for retributive justice with a concern 

for social justice. The emphasis on reparations within transitional justice is cited as a 

catalyst for a transformative approach where retributive and distributive concerns can 

be addressed. This enables transitional justice to adopt a more transformative agenda 

with a focus on socio-economic rights. In turn, some of the root causes of conflict that 

have been fuelled by socio-economic inequalities are addressed.  

Resistance is identified by the authors as a core concept in their thesis. They argue that 

transformative justice requires resistance to be documented not just from the past but 

from the present, adopting a shift from moving on from the past to promoting ongoing 

activism for change and creating a platform for competing notions of peace, justice, and 

reconciliation to be debated alongside the notion of transitional justice. Drawing a line 

under the past is argued to be a core goal of transitional justice, resulting in a line drawn 

under resistance and struggle. Remedying this situation, drawing a line between the 

past and the present is proposed as a core goal of transformative justice, requiring new 

channels of resistance to be mapped that embrace discourses beyond human rights and 

transitional justice (Gready and Robins, 2014). The authors conclude that 

transformative justice must go beyond the individual and the local and affect 

institutional and structural change. To achieve this, they propose a radical notion of 

citizenship that refers not to legal rights and responsibilities but agency and activism at 

various levels with an emphasis on challenging dominant discourses.  
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Citizenship  

Citizenship invokes notions of identity, status, rights, responsibilities, contribution, 

decision-making, voice, and belonging (Morrow, 2019b; Heater, 1999). In this section, 

various understandings of citizenship are explored that have implications for how the 

concept is applied in the context of peacebuilding. There are three main themes: 

citizenship as political or civic engagement; citizenship and identity; and citizenship 

education. 

Political vs Civic Engagement  

McKeown and Taylor (2017) perceive a distinction between citizenship understood as 

political engagement on the one hand and non-political processes such as volunteering 

on the other. The latter can be understood as civic engagement. The authors argue that 

both are not entirely identical nor separate but interconnected to the extent that “social 

participation such as volunteering often paves the way for political participation” (ibid, 

p.417). Rather than rendering volunteering an apolitical act, the distinction McKeown 

and Taylor (ibid) make is that of citizenship concerned with notions of contributing to 

the wellbeing of others and the flourishing of society, and citizenship focused on ideas 

of rights derived from being a citizen of a particular place. Foremost is the right to be 

heard and participate in decision-making processes, ensuring accountability and 

representation in political institutions. McKeown and Taylor’s (2017) distinction 

between political and non-political processes serves as a useful conceptual 

differentiation informing approaches to citizenship with young people. The distinction 

is one of exercising voice versus exercising benevolence, retaining recognition of the 

political nature embodied in each. Exercising voice fits within a model of political 

engagement, while exercising benevolence belongs to a civic engagement model. The 

civic engagement approach is linked to notions of “prosocial behaviors” advocated by 

Taylor et al. (2018b).  

The following section considers how citizenship is extended and further contested when 
fixed to notions of identity. 
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Citizenship and Multiculturalism 

Stevenson and Sagherian-Dickey (2018) note identity is bound to notions of citizenship. 

In their review of literature, they identify three broad discourses underpinning 

citizenship: 

• constructing unity; 

• integrating difference; 

• accommodating diversity.  

The first two discourses emphasise shared identities despite differences. They are more 

inclusive when full rights and status as a citizen is founded upon participation in society 

and not determined by ancestry or birth. The third discourse, accommodating 

difference, coalesces with ideas of multiculturalism. Smith (2003) reviews different 

understandings of multiculturalism that further illuminate various conceptions of 

citizenship. 

Writing in the context of Northern Ireland, Smith (2003) highlights that a patriotic sense 

of citizenship is destined to exacerbate tensions. National loyalties are polarised and 

antagonistic. He outlines how the approach to embedding cohesion in Northern Ireland 

is characteristic of two contested approaches to multiculturalism - separatist and plural 

(Parekh, 2000 cited ibid). The former concedes that different groups in society cannot 

be integrated and will remain separate. In this situation, government institutions comply 

with this assumption and work to separatist expectations (Knox, 2011a). In the latter, it 

is assumed unity and diversity are embedded in the social fabric, and communal 

identities interact in a pluralist environment. The divergent approaches lead to different 

destinations. Smith (2003, p.28) discerns: 

“The most fundamental question is whether ‘our common future’ will be about 

‘integration’ and ‘shared development’ or whether it will be about ‘peaceful 

coexistence’ and ‘separate development’.”  

Developing upon a dichotomy of separatist versus pluralist approaches to pursuing 

social cohesion in divided societies, Smith outlines four distinct conceptions of 

multiculturalism, summarised in table 4.4.  
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Table 4.4 Distinctions of multiculturalism, based on Smith (2003, pp.28-29) 

Monoculturalism Diversity is perceived as a threat, and a single dominant 
identity is promoted. Minority groups are encouraged to 
identify with the dominant culture or keep a low profile. 

Liberal multiculturalism Emphasises what is shared and held in common amongst 
diverse groups. It tends to implicitly assume there is 
equality of opportunity and a merit-based system. Invokes 
ideas of creating “neutral spaces”. However, this can lead 
to ignorance and downplaying of inequality and avoids 
confrontation. 

Pluralist 
multiculturalism 

Seeks to celebrate diversity and emphasise the differences 
between groups. It can lead to tokenistic sharing of 
festivals and cultural traditions. Diversity is seen as an 
intrinsic value. 

Critical multiculturalism Distinguished by a willingness to acknowledge inequalities 
between groups. It recognises similarities 
and differences, but the critical point is addressing unequal 
access to power and resources. Heightens awareness and 
challenges prejudices and discrimination that are ingrained 
in society. 

 

Knox (2011a) advocates the notion of interculturalism as a means of working towards a 

more equitable and integrated society, resonant with the idea of critical 

multiculturalism. Pointing to a definition from the Council of Europe, the interculturalist 

approach: 

“takes from assimilation the focus on the individual and from multi-culturalism 

the recognition of cultural diversity. And it adds the new element, critical to 

integration and social cohesion, of dialogue on the basis of equal dignity and 

shared values'' (Council of Europe, 2008, p.19 cited ibid, p.553). 

Notions of citizenship and multiculturalism raise further questions around identity and 

belonging in conflict societies. The literature on superordinate identities critically 

considers these aspects of citizenship.  

Citizenship and Superordinate identities 

Notions of citizenship and identity are explored by  Hughes and Loader (2015), who 

acknowledge three stages of contact initiatives advocated by Pettigrew (1998 cited ibid): 
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De-categorisation – differences between distinct groups are downplayed. The 

aim is to reduce anxiety related to fostering amicability through meeting 

together. 

Group salience – differences between groups are accentuated while 

emphasising the positive interpersonal relationships that have developed across 

group boundaries. The resultant interpersonal trust is encouraged to be 

extended to all members of the other group, not only those who have taken part 

in the contact initiative. 

Re-categorisation – distinct identities continue to be acknowledged; however, 

they are moderated to mitigate against an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality. A 

superordinate identity is encouraged that all share. 

Global citizenship is an exemplary superordinate identity. Reysen et al. (2012 cited 

Reysen and Katzarska-Miller, 2017) determine that global citizenship involves 

awareness, caring, embracing cultural diversity, promoting social justice and 

sustainability, and a sense of responsibility to act for the betterment of the 

world. Reysen and Katzarska-Miller's (2017) research found that young people who 

identified with a global citizenship identity were more likely to support values related to 

peace, including notions of forgiveness, social justice, and a concern for human rights. 

Those who were more inclined to adopt a superordinate identity such as ‘human’ or 

‘American’ were less likely to embrace such peace related ideals. The researchers 

concluded that the global citizen superordinate identity tends to be more clearly defined 

and connected with humanitarian principles than a nationalistic identity (American) or 

the more nominal notion of human as a shared identity. The authors conclude: 

“when a global citizen identity is salient, greater identification will predict greater 

endorsement of peace values” (Reysen and Katzarska-Miller, 2017, p.413). 

As a superordinate national identity, Northern Irish has been growing in popularity 

amongst young people (NIYLT, 2017). Mcnicholl et al. (2018) explain that Northern Irish 

was first provided as an option on surveys in the late 1980s, replacing the Anglo-Irish 

option. Their research explores distinctive understandings of the Northern Irish identity, 

questioning its validity as an inclusive superordinate identity. They identify four 
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distinctive assumptions that underpin the adoption of Northern Irish as an identity 

marker, presented in table 4.5. 

Table 4.5 Demarcations of a Northern Irish identity - based on research by Mcnicholl 
et al. 2018 

Category Overview Outworking’s 

Northern 
Irish as a 
people 

The Northern Irish identity is 
attributed to all citizens who live 
in the north of Ireland. 
Regardless of identification with 
British or Irish or any other 
identity, Northern Irish is a 
superordinate identity that all 
living in the region share.  

Cultural distinctiveness as 
Northern Irish is emphasised by 
reference to a particular sense of 
humour or certain foods – soda & 
potato bread. 

Northern 
Irish as an 
identity 
claim 

Rather than being a 
superordinate identity 
attributed to all, Northern Irish is 
an identity that certain people 
actively choose. 

This may be a reaction against the 
divisiveness of British and Irish 
identities. It is also used to avoid 
confrontation by not “giving away” 
community background. 

Northern 
Irish as a 
political 
project 

A strategic move away from 
dichotomies of Britishness and 
Irishness towards a shared 
identity aimed at fostering 
cohesion. 

Advocated by the Alliance party as 
part of a program to pursue more 
centrist and integrationist policies. 
Among the student cohort, 
suggestions emerged around 
having a Northern Irish passport 
and flag. 

Northern 
Irish as a 
banal 
indicator of 
place 

A more passive identity marker 
where Northern Irish is simply a 
fact of geography. This label 
would change if or when the 
border changes. 

Those who fell into this category 
tended to be averse to 
constitutional politics and were 
not interested in debating identity. 

 
Approaches to citizenship that advocate the unifying potential of a Northern Irish 

identity are problematic. Critics suggest it may be a façade for unionism, with research 

linking the notion of Northern Irish as having stronger links with British identity (Garry 

and McNicholl, 2015). A section of respondents posit that Northern Irish is an identity 

unrelated to constitutional politics and employ the rhetoric of neutrality. This approach 

may be susceptible to avoiding ongoing contentious issues of citizenship and identity in 

Northern Ireland. A live issue in the politics of citizenship relates to cultural heritage and 

the right to self-determination of language. Language remains one of the most divisive 
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issues generally split along nationalist/unionist lines and is cited as one in a list of 

ongoing barriers to stability within the Northern Ireland Executive (McBride, 2019).  

Promoting a global citizen identity may be more palatable. However, in a context where 

ethnic nationality is fundamentally contested, sub-group identities may tend to feel 

threatened and thus advocate maintaining group salience instead of assuming a 

superordinate identity (Reysen and Katzarska-Miller, 2017). The extent to which 

Northern Irish is an inclusive identity for all citizens in Northern Ireland remains a current 

debate. For those who perceive their national identity as threatened or at risk of 

dilution, societal shifts to the rhetoric of global citizenship as an identity marker may be 

resisted.  

The significance of citizenship education in the peacebuilding literature addresses these 

questions of identity and broadens the discussion to incorporate considerations of rights 

and responsibilities connected to citizenship. 

Citizenship Education for Peacebuilding 

A salient theme in the literature on citizenship education is the notion of critical 

pedagogy. Carter (2004) argues that students need to learn how peace can be built 

through social, political, economic and environmental actions. He argues that citizenship 

should focus on these alongside a philosophy of non-violence. From this perspective, 

peacebuilding education should teach students to become aware of social injustice, 

degradation and exclusion and prepare young people for democratic participation 

(Carter, 2004). Reilly and Niens (2014) similarly advocate an approach to citizenship 

education that emphasises critical reflection and action. They adopt an approach 

informed by the work of Paulo Friere (1921-1997) guided by a process of critical thinking, 

dialogue and action. This dialogical process seeks to make visible those oppressed in 

society and actions available to redress social exclusion and inequality. Action is then 

taken to transform the current reality in pursuit of more equitable relations and 

situations. Referencing Nussbaum’s (1997) work and the Freirean approach, Reilly and 

Niens (2014, pp.53-54) suggest: 

“Global citizenship education could then be defined as education that aims to 

enable students to challenge power imbalances, to negotiate identities and, 
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ultimately, to achieve greater equality, justice, democracy and peace via 

individual and societal transformation.” 

A dichotomy was highlighted in their research between those who approach citizenship 

education as a way of naming and exploring divisive issues at the local/national level 

and those who focus on promoting a superordinate global citizenship identity. While the 

latter may be criticized for avoiding contentious issues, the first approach may also be 

criticised for overlooking the value of a superordinate identity that can promote 

cohesion. The researchers conclude that both addressing divisive issues and exploring 

superordinate identities are important. They propose Freirean critical pedagogy as an 

approach that seeks to problematise the social and political world (Reilly and Niens, 

2014). Extrapolating Freirean ideas, Ledwith (2016, p.xi) explains critical pedagogy as 

“questioning everyday life’s taken-for-grantedness to see the contradictions we live by 

more clearly in order to act for change”. 

From this perspective, education is fundamentally political; “there is no such thing as a 

neutral educational process” (Shaull, 1996, p.16). Shaull expands, declaring: 

“Education either functions as an instrument that is used to facilitate the 

integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and 

bring about conformity to it, or it becomes “the practice of freedom”, the means 

by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover 

how to participate in the transformation of their world” (ibid).  

This “practice of freedom” is central to Freire’s vision of a humanising praxis that unifies 

“action and reflection” (Ledwith, 2016, p.xv).  

Building Political literacy 

In the context of Northern Ireland’s education system, Smith et al. (2019, p.4) highlight 

concerns that citizenship education has received limited support, presenting a challenge 

for “pupils and teachers to be civically minded when democratic politics and society at 

large are not”. They argue for an emphasis on political literacy that engages young 

people in conversations around the voting age, the constitutional status of Northern 

Ireland, rights, conflict legacies, and political and social action (ibid). Political 

literacy was coined by Crick and Lister (1978), “invented to mean that someone should 

have the knowledge, skills and values to be effective in public life” (Crick, 2007, p.245). 
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Crick emphasises the “radical” implications of the concept (ibid). It is focused on 

developing citizens who not only understand how institutions in society work but are 

active in tackling social problems, equipped to effect change and, where necessary, hold 

institutions to account (ibid; Henderson, 2006). Tensions exist regarding the extent to 

which educationalists are enabled or have an appetite for engaging young people in this 

radical notion of citizenship that seeks to explore contentious issues in a divided society 

(Smith et al., 2019; McMullan, 2018). Shultz (2009) adds caution for citizenship 

educators, appealing for reflexivity to be practised. Consonant with Shaull’s (1996) 

assertion that education is never neutral, she ascertains: 

“History has demonstrated that educators become the foot soldiers of oppressive 

policy and regimes when they become compliant and disengaged (or perhaps 

distracted) through excessive accountability agendas, top-down reform 

discourses, and efficiency demands … resulting in schools becoming places where 

society is learned rather than created” (Shultz, 2009, p.10 cited Reilly and Niens, 

2014, p.73) 

The multiple facets of citizenship are indicative of a concept imbued with complexity. As 

suggested by Gready and Robins (2014), notions of citizenship invoke questions of rights 

and responsibilities as well as identity and coexistence. Citizenship education occurs on 

a continuum from radical and emancipatory to conservative and reproducing of the 

status quo. The final theme discussed in this chapter involves a brief examination of 

transgenerational trauma in the context of societies emerging from conflict. 

Transgenerational trauma and mental health 

The transmission of trauma and poor mental health in post-accord Northern Ireland has 

been an ongoing public health concern (O’Neill, 2015). Harmful strategies adopted by 

parents and carers in coping with the trauma of violence have adverse effects on 

children, potentially passing trauma on to the next generation. Re-telling of traumatic 

events is another way in which trauma is passed intergenerationally (ibid). Multiple risk 

factors, including exposure to conflict compounded with economic deprivation and 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), are associated with self-harm and suicidality 

(McLafferty et al., 2016). Patterns have further been identified between ACEs and 

offending. Research has highlighted the “correlation between a high number of ACEs 
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and future violence, and entry into the criminal justice system” (Grant, 2019, p.96). The 

longevity of conflict in Northern Ireland, along with ongoing political tensions and 

legacies of poverty, continue to adversely impact young people’s mental health and 

well-being. 

A burgeoning literature on epigenetics examines how trauma is held in the body and 

transmitted biologically, creating a predisposition towards stress-induced negative 

impacts on well-being. Reviewing the literature, O’Neill (ibid, p.9) notes: 

“if a pregnant mother is affected by chronic stress, epigenetic modifications in 

the child may act as a molecular or cellular memory that tune the offspring for 

one or several generations for survival in a hostile environment, making 

generations more vulnerable for mental illnesses, including suicide.” 

While not as explicit as other concepts explored in this chapter, notions of addressing 

transgenerational trauma and mental health repeatedly appeared in the literature as 

part of a wider discussion on peacebuilding (Reilly and Byrne, 2004; Haydon and Scraton, 

2008; Kosic and Tauber, 2010; Haydon et al., 2012, McEvoy-Levy, 2012; Harland and 

McCready, 2014; Taylor et al., 2017; Joyce and Lynch, 2017; Simpson, 2018). There is a 

growing consensus on the need for trauma-informed practice across various disciplines 

working directly with children and young people (Bunting et al., 2019). This framework 

has led some to re-emphasise the value of therapeutic interventions with young people 

within the youth sector (Friel and Sweeney, 2019).  

Mental health and psychosocial programming 

Disparate notions of addressing trauma and mental health concerns related to post-

conflict environments are unified in a framework of Mental Health and Psychosocial 

Support (MHPSS) (Hamber et al., 2014). MHPSS recognises the contribution of clinical 

interventions through psychiatry, psychotherapy and counselling, as well as community-

based initiatives that generate therapeutic effects through building positive 

relationships, developing resiliency and exploring self-help strategies (ibid). The 

psychosocial approach to addressing impacts of conflict and accompanying legacies 

focuses on individual and subjective experiences. It situates these within the context of 

family and community, linking the psychological with the social. While identifying 

opportunities for synergy between psychosocial and peacebuilding initiatives, Hamber 
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and Gallagher (2014, p.43) criticise the tendency of psychosocial interventions to orient 

towards a “personal transformation model”. Practitioners immersed in a policy 

framework and logic that espouses personal transformation are disinclined to frame 

their work as contributing to more expansive notions of social change and positive 

peace.  

Common to both the psychosocial and peacebuilding approach is a tendency to consider 

trauma and mental health as an individualised concern, separate from broader 

peacebuilding goals of societal transformation and structural change (Hamber and 

Gallagher, 2014). This medical model may involve practitioners adopting roles as 

“paraprofessionals” in addressing mental health (Hamber et al., 2018, p.8). Practitioners 

may draw on their professional training to inform interventions while not fully qualified 

mental health professionals. In this regard, caution has been intimated that youth 

workers should consider their approach as complementing rather than replacing 

interventions by mental health practitioners (Schubotz and McArdle, 2014). 

The personal transformation model of mental health and psychosocial support 

generates propensities towards service provision. Hamber et al. (2014) suggest that the 

service provision approach is fragmented and reactionary. Furthermore, it assumes 

specific individuals require psychological and personal development support before 

they can participate in peacebuilding processes. Propensities to pathologise individuals 

must be mitigated within this framework. The researchers contend: 

“the peacebuilding discourse currently lacks the nuance and knowledge to fully 

articulate how the social context and groups in crisis fit within the wider 

peacebuilding field” (Hamber et al., 2014, p.54). 

Similarly, they argue that policy obsessions with employability and training are indicative 

of a reductionist logic that assumes access to jobs and training will resolve disaffection 

and contribute to peacebuilding (ibid). An “analytical deficit” in the areas of trauma, 

mental health, psychosocial programming and peacebuilding contributes to under-

theorised practice with missed opportunities to develop a transformative practice that 

extends beyond the realm of the personal (ibid, p.57). Opportunities to build a more 

coherent and integrated approach where psychosocial programming is aligned with 
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notions of capacity building for social transformation remain under-theorised in both 

the fields of MHPSS and peacebuilding.  

Conclusion 

Empirical studies of peacebuilding with young people contribute to an understanding of 

the impacts of conflict legacies in post-agreement Northern Ireland and highlight salient 

themes and issues arising in this work. Literature examining integral peacebuilding 

concepts evidence multiple interpretations of and approaches to applying notions of 

reconciliation; relationships and trust-building; human rights; justice; citizenship; and 

transgenerational trauma and mental health. A range of dichotomies have been 

presented that can be summarised as: 

• reconciliation as interpersonal or political;  

• relational inter-group contact as harmonising or politicising;  

• rights as presupposed or disputed; 

• justice as social control or an emancipatory pursuit of social justice; 

• citizenship as civically or politically oriented; 

• transgenerational trauma and mental health as pathologising or capacity 

building. 

How practitioners prioritise and de-contest these various peacebuilding concepts is 

central to this research. A politics of peacebuilding concepts have been established, with 

each individual concept containing multiple and competing interpretations. 

Furthermore, the chapter has highlighted a contestation regarding which overarching 

concept is given prominence in different ideational constructions of peacebuilding. 

Building on chapters 2 and 3, the narrative literature review presents a complex and 

multidimensional politics of peacebuilding within the youth sector. Youth workers enact 

distinctive orientations towards this politics in their practice.  Alongside prioritising and 

de-contesting the various concepts of peace, practitioners display different orientations 

towards youth work, viewing themselves variously as educationalists, counsellors, 

mentors, or peacebuilders, amongst other identity labels. This study examines shared 

perspectives that exist in how youth workers orient themselves, and are oriented within, 

this politics of peacebuilding; revealing how they view their role and approach to 

practice. The concepts outlined in this chapter underpin a morphological analysis of 
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youth sector peacebuilding that enables a more macro Bourdieusian analysis of the 

structure and power relations that constitute the subfield. 

The next section of this thesis outlines the epistemological, theoretical, conceptual and 

methodological framework that has been constructed vis-à-vis the research question. 

Bourdieu’s social theory acts as an overarching schema that links theory and 

methodology in this study. The research question asks how youth workers are oriented 

and orient themselves within the politics of peacebuilding. Bourdieu dissolves 

dichotomous understandings of structure and agency. Agents are not entirely free to 

orient themselves to practice uninhibited by social structure. Concomitantly they 

possess the capacity to push back against, interrogate, and redefine the limits they 

accept and impose upon themselves by taking for granted their conditions of existence 

and realms of possibility.  

Bourdieu’s corpus of interdependent thinking tools invite an analysis of orientations and 

dispositions informed by inequitable distributions of various types of capital and the 

interests and struggles this gives rise to in social spaces. Section one of this thesis has 

identified a range of structuring ideas and concepts imbued in youth work and 

peacebuilding policy, funding, and practice. Section 2 of the thesis proceeds to build a 

conceptual and methodological framework for gathering empirical data that shows how 

these structuring concepts give rise to particular orientations to peacebuilding practice. 

Morphological analysis is a core conceptual framework that guides the methodology, 

drawing on the narrative review presented in this chapter. Finally, section 3 analyses the 

subfield structure revealed through the empirical data. This final section of the thesis 

focuses on Bourdieu’s concept of reflexivity as a tool for apprehending and challenging 

the restricting aspects of the field structure and cultivating more emancipatory 

ideational structures. 
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Section 2 - Theory-Method  

This section explicates integral theoretical and conceptual ideas that have guided the 

choice of methodology. More substantially, these ideas establish an epistemological 

orientation for engaging with the empirical data. The work of French sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu (1930-2002) and specifically the thinking tools he developed are utilised as a 

unifying analytical framework. Freeden’s (1996; 2013a) morphological analysis of 

ideologies is adapted to conceive a morphological analysis of the ideational structures 

that practitioners in this research construct as they map their understanding of 

peacebuilding with young people. Such ideational structures can be understood as a 

core aspect of Bourdieu’s approach to studying how agents orient themselves within 

specific fields of practice.  

Bourdieu observes, “the most “empirical” technical choices cannot be disentangled from 

the most “theoretical” choices in the construction of the object” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992, p.225). The research object in this study is youth sector peacebuilding, 

established through the “protracted and exacting task” of constructing a research 

question accompanied by appropriate methodological and theoretical tools (ibid, 

p.228). Three chapters comprise this section that, following Bourdieu, seek to bridge 

theory and method: 

• Chapter 5: Bourdieu and youth sector peacebuilding 

• Chapter 6: Morphological analysis of ideational structures 

• Chapter 7: Q methodology: Operationalising a morphological analysis of 

ideational structures  

Interdependent concepts of habitus, field, capital, doxa and symbolic violence are 

discussed in chapter 5, presenting a Bourdieusian sociological analysis of thought and 

action. It is argued that the particular perspective or ideational structure that youth 

work practitioners embody within the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding is a form 

of symbolic capital derived from specialist knowledge, skills and experience. Chapter 6 

draws on Freeden’s (1996; 2013a) morphological analysis as a way of identifying and 

mapping ideational structures. These ideational structures are captured in this study 

through Q methodology, outlined in chapter 7. As intimated already and explored 

further in chapter 5, these ideational structures are discussed as a manifestation of 
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habitus. They contain insights into how practitioners are oriented and orient themselves 

within the politics of youth sector peacebuilding and accumulate symbolic capital in line 

with their particular orientation. 
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Chapter 5 Bourdieu and Youth Sector Peacebuilding 

Bourdieusian social theory vitalizes this research project. Core concepts of habitus, 

fields, capitals, and doxa are delineated in this chapter. These “thinking tools” 

originating from Bourdieu’s anthropological research in the Béarn and Algeria 

developed in tandem with subsequent empirical studies, informed by scholarship in 

anthropology, philosophy, and sociology (Rawolle and Lingard, 2013, p.122). Bourdieu’s 

reflexive research generated an oeuvre spanning the fields of education, art, 

employment, economics, politics, media, religion, law, culture and beyond (Grenfell, 

2012). The anthropologist-cum-sociologist traces the origins of his empirical and 

academic thinking to a fundamental concern with examining the existence of 

regularities within social fields of practice that occur without recourse to overt rules or 

binding structures (Bourdieu, 1994 [1987]). His work synthesises notions of structure 

and agency, refuting theories that employ overly deterministic or excessively 

autonomous accounts of human behaviour (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Bourdieu’s 

approach invites an analysis of how collectives of individuals internalise, reproduce, and 

navigate common-sense ideas that give meaning to specific fields of practice. In studying 

the shared patterns of thought extant amongst youth work practitioners as they orient 

themselves to the politics of peacebuilding, this research draws on Bourdieu’s thinking 

tools to locate differentiated ideational structures. These thought structures are 

constructed from multiple ideational schemas available to practitioners.  

The structuring element of the youth sector peacebuilding subfield arises from 

traditions, institutions, social relationships, ideas and core concepts that have given 

legitimacy to this subfield in the past and are carried forward and modified in the 

present. Multiple ideational schemas are generated within this context. Chapters 2 and 

3 that respectively delineated a politics of youth work and peacebuilding, along with 

chapter 4 that presented a narrative review of peacebuilding concepts, are indicative of 

the seemingly endless ways in which a practitioner might approach peacebuilding with 

young people. From a Bourdieusian perspective, this sense of agency is bound to certain 

structures. Bourdieu’s empirical work affirmed the existence of regularities required for 

social life to function and avoid collapsing under a condition of disarray due to each 

agent expressing entirely idiosyncratic perceptions of the world. Concomitantly, 

Bourdieu’s concepts account for the freedom to break from structuralist tendencies and 
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develop an individuated pattern of thought and practice (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992). 

The generative nature of Bourdieu’s thinking tools illuminates the empirical aspects of 

this research and facilitate a reflexive theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding. 

Bourdieu’s notions of symbolic power and symbolic violence are significant analytical 

concepts for examining the relationships between actors in the field of youth sector 

peacebuilding. A thorough conception of these notions requires familiarity with the 

repertoire of thinking tools and is discussed in the latter part of the chapter. Within a 

Bourdieusian framework, investigating practice requires an analysis of the 

interdependent concepts of habitus, field, and capitals. To emphasise this 

interdependence Bourdieu (1984, p.101 cited France, 2015, p.86) used the equation: 

 [(Habitus) (Capital)] + Field = Practice  

Fields are specific social spaces that agents exist within and through which shared and 

competing interests are pursued (Costa and Murphy, 2015, p.7). Fields are governed by 

implicit regularities that give structure but are not fixed. Bourdieu (2014 [1990], p.106) 

explains: 

“A field is a game that is played according to regularities that are its rules, but in 

which play can also involve transforming these rules or regularities.” 

The stakes of the game in fields are capitals. Hardy (2012, p.230) notes that “positions 

within social space are generated by the forms and amounts of capital…which are 

recognized in society at that time.” These forms of capital are discussed in the section 

that proceeds fields. Firstly, the notion of habitus is examined. 

Habitus 

Bourdieu’s habitus concept dissolves the dichotomous debate of structure versus 

agency in theories of social action (Stahl, 2015). His works Outline of a Theory of Practice 

(1977) and Logic of Practice (1990) incorporate studies of rituals, rites of passage and 

kinship to develop “not a theory of practice, but rather a theory of the generation of 

practice that seeks to reconcile both structure and agency” (Burke, 2012, p.5). Within 

the practices that constitute social life, regular patterns of behaviour are observed that 

give meaning to the activities agents engage with, generating a “flow of social energy” 
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(Rawolle and Lingard, 2013, p.122). This flow reinforces actions deemed legitimate or 

deviant and conceals contradictions so that the logic of practice is not that of rational 

logic. Distinguishing his work from relativist and poststructuralist ideas, 

Bourdieu emphasises the necessity for theoretical constructs that incorporate and 

illuminate contradiction. He strives to convey the illogical, imprecise and iterative logic 

of practice that should be preserved in studies of the social world, writing:  

“One thus has to acknowledge that practice has a logic which is not that of logic, 

if one is to avoid asking of it more logic than it can give, thereby condemning 

oneself either to wring incoherences out of it or to thrust upon it a forced 

coherence” (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972], p.109).  

This logic of practice is contained in the sensibilities of agents within a particular social 

domain who reproduce the taken-for-granted regularities and expectations of the social 

space by acting on dispositions (ibid). With habitus Bourdieu conceptualises that 

essential component of agency that generates these dispositions enabling individuals to 

meaningfully engage in social practice (Bourdieu, 1990). Habitus thus can be understood 

as the logic of practice internalised, drawn upon as agents orient themselves within 

fields of social practice, apprehending their place and revealing their interests in 

particular domains. 

Habitus is a necessary feature of engaging in social practice (Rawolle and Lingard, 2013). 

At a foundational level, to exist in any social field requires a sense of communicating 

with others and participating in common understandings of gestures and language. 

Within more specialised fields, the habitus mediates how seamlessly agents relate to 

the structures and unspoken regularities that constitute the field. A person entering the 

youth work field whose habitus cannot conceive of learning taking place beyond the 

strictures of a formal setting are likely to experience the field as disorienting. Their 

habitus conflicts with the field habitus, and their experience is that of a fish out of water. 

The notion of field habitus intimates that the conception of habitus precludes it from 

being entirely individualistic.  Bourdieu refers to habitus as “socialised subjectivity” 

(Bourdieu, 2005, p.211). He explains that endowment with habitus confers to the agent 

status as “a collective individual or a collective individuated” (ibid).  
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Habitus is premised on relations with objective social structures that exist through 

(often pre-reflexive) collective consent and participation in these structures – language, 

money, family, work, education, etcetera. Variants of how these structures are 

understood and practised exist across time and place. Their existence, however, 

depends on collective participation and implicit consent. Subsequently, while individual 

agents inhabit a habitus, their habitus necessarily shares certain affinities with others, 

giving way to a collective habitus. Bourdieu explains this necessity by relating habitus 

with everyday social action in which: 

“harmony between practical sense and objectified meaning is the production of 

a common-sense world, whose immediate self-evidence is accompanied by the 

objectivity provided by consensus on the meaning of practices and the world” 

(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 58).  

This common-sense world is required for a social field to exist. It creates a logic of 

practice experienced as a sense of regularity and rhythm enabling “harmonization of the 

agents' experiences” strengthened through the “constant reinforcement each of them 

receives from expression… of similar or identical experiences” (ibid).  

The specific dimensions this common-sense world assumes within specific fields of 

practice generates a field habitus. Ideational schemas in the form of common-sense 

ideas and taken-for-granted practices are a core aspect of habitus. Such schemata are 

conceptual structures that enable agents to make sense of the world, “filtering out 

‘irrelevancies’ and allowing sense to be made of partial information” (Hodkinson, 1998, 

p.97). Hodkinson (ibid) suggests “a repertoire of schemata contributes to the dispositions 

that make up habitus.” Immersed in these ideational schemas, agents internalise these 

as intuitive sensibilities and dispositions so that: 

“Our aspirations and expectations, our sense of what is reasonable or 

unreasonable, likely or unlikely, our beliefs about what are the obvious actions to 

take and the natural ways of doing them, are… conditioned by 

our habitus[es]” (Maton, 2012, p.57). 

This research draws on both the notion of individuated and collective habitus (Burke, 

2012). Aspects of the former are obtained in the sorting task associated with Q 

methodology, outlined in chapter 7. These are then submitted to a process of Q factor 
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analysis revealing collective viewpoints indicative of collective habitus. Habitus offers a 

conceptual vehicle through which to study youth work practitioner orientations towards 

the politics of peacebuilding. The study seeks to elicit not only a single field habitus but 

differentiated habitus shared by practitioners, co-existing within the subfield and 

generating specific types of symbolic capital. The notion of symbolic capital is discussed 

further in a later section. It is summed up by Bourdieu (1986, p.27) as “capital -in 

whatever form- … [that is] apprehended symbolically, in a relationship of knowledge”. In 

other words, symbolic capital is constituted by the relative value and recognition specific 

forms of capital are credited with in and across particular social spaces. This symbolic 

value that is variously attributed to agents is mediated through the structure of the field. 

The policies and funding models of youth work and peacebuilding discussed in chapters 

two and three are influential aspects of the field. Trends and dominant ideas in youth 

sector peacebuilding that emanate from a neoliberally oriented policy-practice nexus 

contribute to establishing the economy of social capital within youth sector 

peacebuilding.  

As this chapter progresses, Bourdieu’s complementary thinking tools indicate how 

analysing practitioner habitus enables competing interests within the field to be 

identified and struggles to define distinction explored. First, habitus must be captured. 

Capturing habitus through ideational structures 

Costa et al. (2019) highlight the challenges encountered in an effort to uncover and 

capture habitus in empirical research. Identifying dispositions of research participants 

relating to a particular field of practice is a common approach. Narrative (Stahl, 2015) 

and biographical (Burke, 2015) interview methods have been employed with a focus on 

exploring participants’ sense of self related to their histories and current contexts. An 

alternative approach is used in this research premised on ideational structures as a 

manifestation of habitus. Ideational structures represent the schema agents 

unconsciously draw upon to orient themselves to fields of practice (Grenfell, 1998). 

Grenfell and James (1998) note that studying this structured aspect of habitus found in 

ideational structures is a useful approach to analysing practice that utilises Bourdieu’s 

thinking tools. Such an analysis is undertaken in this research. 

It is helpful to pre-empt the methodology chapter and briefly note the process used in 

this study to capture the ideational structures, or perspectives, of practitioners. 
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Research participants were presented with 48 statements indicative of an encompassing 

range of ideas relevant to youth sector peacebuilding. They were tasked with sorting 

these from most to least significant, constructing their ideational structure of core to 

peripheral ideas within the field. The methodology employed is focused on generating 

shared viewpoints, and four distinctive shared views or ideational structures are 

revealed through the study (explicated further in chapter 7). These ideational structures 

are indicative of a collective habitus, mutually reinforced as practitioners draw from a 

common schema of predispositions inscribed in their shared apprehension of and 

orientation within the subfield. 

The habitus informs how practitioners complete the sorting task to present their 

ideational structure. While participation in the research may suggest a more calculated 

and conscious engagement than the unconscious and pre-reflexive operations of the 

habitus, Bourdieu discerns that the habitus is invariably at work. It is a reservoir of 

dispositions and inclinations subtly guiding intentional action. Intentional choices are 

mediated through the habitus (Bourdieu, 1990).  

While an investigation into the conditions of existence that give rise to the four 

collective habitus within the field of youth sector peacebuilding would be intriguing, the 

present study focuses on the relationship between the ideational structures. Of 

particular interest is how they simultaneously influence and are influenced by the field 

that makes them meaningful. The proceeding sections on Bourdieu’s concepts of field, 

capitals and doxa further illuminate the trajectory of this investigation. 

Fields of Practice 

As part of Bourdieu’s thinking tools, a field is a distinctive social space with a particular 

logic of practice or field habitus (Thomson, 2012). Contained within each field are a 

plethora of (unequal) power relations between social actors. The logic of practice within 

the field represents the common-sense understandings of legitimate forms of thought 

and action (Bourdieu, 1990). Grenfell (2012, p.4) suggests, “Fields partly define 

themselves in terms of an orthodox way of doing things.” Fields are, of course, human 

productions. A reciprocal relationship is at work where agents’ habitus are conditioned 

by the field while simultaneously a collective habitus shapes the field (Bourdieu and 



128 
 

Wacquant, 1992). Bourdieu employs a metaphor depicting what is experienced when 

habitus and field are in harmony:  

“when habitus encounters a social world of which it is the product, it is like a “fish 

in water”: it does not feel the weight of the water, and it takes the world about 

itself for granted” (ibid, p.127).   

The field, or more accurately the subfield, of youth sector peacebuilding contains regular 

patterns of accepted practice. This subfield exists at the intersection of the youth work 

and peacebuilding field yet is considered to hold a unique logic of practice distinguishing 

it as a subfield. As agents enter fields and subfields, they are tasked with habituating 

the rules of the game to establish their position as credible agents. The fields that actors 

enter tend to be those they are predisposed to through the conditions of their existence. 

Post-conflict settings give rise to a peacebuilding field constituted by actors invested in 

notions of peace. 

Immersion within the field accentuates actors' sensibilities to “the tempo, rhythms and 

unwritten rules of the game” (Maton, 2012, p.53). Rather than a predominantly 

conscious strategy to master field dynamics, Bourdieu (1990, p.73) draws attention to 

the embodiment of “all the schemes of perception and appreciation” at work as habitus 

enables agents to apprehend and invest in a field. Acquiring sensibilities of valuable 

conduct within the field, to which the habitus adapts, “tend[s] to take place below the 

level of consciousness” (ibid). It is a “mimesis” that “implies total investment and deep 

emotional identification” (ibid). Language, posture, gestures, and expressions reflect the 

embodiment of field and habitus, offering clues to the relative position of agents within 

the field, indicative of how they unconsciously view themselves and are unconsciously 

viewed by others.   

In keeping with Bourdieu’s tendency to dissolve dichotomies, the notion of field implies 

heterogeneity within homogeneity. Undergirding social fields is a logic of practice, a 

generic field habitus, that gives a certain structure enabling the field to exist as a 

distinctive domain of social practice. This homogeneity of a field habitus or logic of 

practice is captured in Bourdieu’s concept of doxa. 

Doxa refers to the taken-for-granted, unquestioned, common-sense ideational 

schemata that underpin human thought and action in a particular field. It is “a set of 
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fundamental beliefs which does not even need to be asserted in the form of an explicit, 

self-conscious dogma” (Bourdieu 2000, p.16). Actors share assumptions about the 

natural order of reality within the field. Doxa is distinguished from a range of legitimate 

opinions within the field (Deer, 2012). Bourdieu (1977, p.169) explains this distinction 

noting the “field of opinion” is “that which is explicitly questioned”. The doxa, however, 

is that “which is beyond question and which each agent tacitly accords by the mere fact 

of acting in accord with social convention” (ibid). While multiple collective habitus co-

exist in the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding, each habitus is not indicative of 

various doxa. The doxa is a more fundamental and unconscious consensus of: 

“shared but unquestioned opinions and perceptions… which determine “natural” 

practice and attitudes via the internalized “sense of limits” and habitus of the 

agents in those fields” (Deer, 2012, p.115).  

Parallels are evident between these concepts and Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of 

communities of practice. Communities of practice is developed as a theory of embodied 

learning beyond that of technical knowledge. Farnsworth et al. (2016, p.140) explain 

that the notion of a community of practice conveys how: 

“learning takes place through our participation in multiple social practices, 

practices which are formed through pursuing any kind of enterprise over time”. 

Like fields, it is the participation of agents in communities of practice that imbue them 

with meaning and reproduce the norms and expectations. Wenger acknowledges 

similarities with Bourdieu’s work, although notes that Bourdieu’s examination of 

practice focuses primarily on “structural power relations”. In contrast, communities of 

practice are foremost concerned with understanding how learning happens (Farnsworth 

et al., ibid, p.152). The distinction helps clarify the emphasis of this research. The 

primary focus is not how practitioners learn different approaches to peacebuilding; 

rather, it is the implications of differentiated ways of thinking about practice in relation 

to the structure of a field and the power relations that imbue it.  

Differentiated interests within social fields and potential “mis-matches” between an 

agent’s habitus and the field habitus contributes to fields acquiring the form of “spaces 

of competition” (Rawolle and Lingard, 2013, p.124). Conceiving of fields as sites of 

struggle is a recurring feature of Bourdieu’s work (Wacquant and Bourdieu, 1992) and 
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is further theorised with the notions of capital accumulation and the field of power, as 

discussed in the next section.  

Field antagonisms  

Bourdieu employs a range of analogies that capture the essence of his field concept. 

These include a football field, a science-fiction force field, and a force field in physics. 

Thomson (2012) elaborates on these homologies. Like a football field, social fields 

are boundaried, competitive, and players assume different positions. Akin to a force-

field in science fiction where a defence barrier is constructed to protect insiders, social 

fields are distinctive entities that give agents a sense of identity and meaning within a 

hierarchical order. And similar to the motion of force fields in physics, the power 

dynamics within a social field can be understood as opposing forces acting upon one 

another and influencing the environment. Implicit in all three analogies is that fields are 

sites of struggle for positions of power, authority, and legitimacy (Maton, 2012). 

Bourdieu indeed invokes the imagery of a battlefield, reinforcing the sense of contest 

(Wacquant and Bourdieu, 1992).   

While specific fields are somewhat autonomous, they do not operate in a vacuum and 

are interdependent with other fields that make up the wider social world. The notion of 

subfields is used to identify arenas of social practice with differentiated norms and 

regularities that fit within and share resemblances with broader fields. As already noted, 

the field of youth sector peacebuilding can be understood as a subfield of the youth 

work and peacebuilding fields. It is also posited that within fields, institutions constitute 

subfields (Thomson, 2012). Within peacebuilding, the European Union can be regarded 

as a subfield with its own systems and sites of struggle that inform and influence the 

broader field. The same can be said of the Education Authority in the Northern Ireland 

context and different youth work organisations within the field of youth work. The social 

world then is made up of multiple intersecting fields and subfields. At the macro or 

meta-level, and imbuing all such fields, is the field of power that legitimates certain 

forms of capital over others (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  

The field of power is invoked by Bourdieu to conceptualise how dominant forms of 

capital are infused with distinction within a social system. The state is central within the 

field of power. Competition between actors to prioritise the relative value of economic, 

cultural, or symbolic capital within a social system is most overt within the field of power 
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(Mangez and Liénard, 2015), although this dynamic similarly plays out at the subfield 

level. Not to be confused as one of many possible existing social fields such as the 

political or economic field, the field of power in part encompasses all the fields that 

make up a social system (Wacquant, 1992). This complex notion of the field of power is 

intended to convey the struggle between those holding dominant social positions in 

specific fields of practice to establish their particular accumulation of capital as most 

valuable and legitimate across social spaces.  

Mangez and Liénard (2015, p.183) note each field may be “more or less autonomous 

with respect to the field of power”. Less autonomous fields are “more permeable… to 

the forces exerted from the field of power” (ibid). Considering the relative autonomy and 

permeability of the youth sector peacebuilding subfield is a salient lens of analysis in this 

study. As intimated in the contextual chapters at the beginning of this thesis, both the 

youth work and peacebuilding fields have been subjected to elements of 

neoliberalisation. Such advancements may be analysed through the lens of interaction 

between these fields with the field of power. Discussion on the field of power 

necessitates an engagement with Bourdieu’s notion of capitals, a subject turned to 

imminently. Indeed, Bourdieu’s notion of “meta-capital” helps advance the field of 

power conception. 

Mapping multiple habitus in the form of ideational structures within the subfield of 

youth sector peacebuilding is the crux of this research. The various ideational structures 

that emerge are indicative of differentiated interests and orientations within the 

subfield. While not necessarily conceived of as generating direct competition, these 

different ideational structures are constitutive of divergent logics of practice, giving rise 

to contradictions that the generic field habitus in the form of doxa attempts to reconcile. 

More overt competition is observed within the youth sector peacebuilding subfield as 

logics of practice from related subfields such as funding institutions are imposed, along 

with influences of the field of power, generating field-habitus mismatches. In this 

regard, Bourdieu comments, “in a field, agents and institutions constantly struggle” 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.102). 

“With caution,” Bourdieu writes, a field can be compared with a game bearing in mind 

that “a field is not the product of a deliberate act of creation, and it follows rules or, 

better, regularities, that are not explicit and codified” (1992, p.98). Fields arise through 
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the unconscious or pre-reflexive interests and dispositions of actors as they accumulate, 

exchange, and legitimise different forms of capital. To further comprehend dynamics 

within social fields, it is necessary to explore Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of capitals. 

Capitals  

Bourdieu identifies four archetypes of capital – economic, cultural, social, and symbolic 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.119). Economic forms are expressed in 

assets, money and material resources. Cultural capital is represented in forms 

of “knowledge; taste; aesthetic and cultural preferences; language; narrative and 

voice” (Thomson, 2012, p.67). It is embodied, for instance, in accent, language and 

posture; it is objectified in preferences for particular works of art, literature, and media; 

and it is institutionalised through forms of recognition such as certificates and awards 

(Wacquant and Bourdieu, 1992). Social capital refers to networks an agent has with 

other actors who add value to the field. Bourdieu (1986, p.21) defines social capital as: 

“the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession 

of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition.”  

Finally, symbolic capital is deployed as a concept that takes cognisance of the levels of 

prestige and legitimacy that accompany other forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1986, p.22). 

Symbolic capital is inscribed in ideational schemata, conferring legitimacy to power 

relations and hierarchies in social spaces based on the relative credit of symbolic value 

an agent embodies. This notion is fundamental to developing analytical insights within 

this study, as discussed in chapter 10. The four viewpoints or ideational structures 

generated from the study are understood as four forms of symbolic capital. Actors 

endowed with the power to attribute more or less credit to different types of symbolic 

capital variously legitimise or discredit practitioners’ approaches to peacebuilding with 

young people.  

Thomson (2012, p.70) explains that “each social field has ‘distinction’ or quality”. Those 

with the highest stocks of capital are best positioned to influence the field by 

reproducing or modifying such distinction embedded within the taken-for-granted logic 

of practice. Bourdieu’s notion of meta-capital, related to the ideation of the field of 

power where the state is central, signifies the ability of those in dominant positions to 
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impose a scale of value or price index on the specific types of capital that are most valued 

within and between fields and subfields (Couldry, 2003). By merit of being endowed 

with meta-capital – a concentration and monopolisation of the various types of capital 

– enables state-sanctioned actors to exert control over some fields. This fuels struggles 

within fields where:  

“those who occupy the dominant positions in a field tend to pursue strategies of 

conservation (of the existing distribution of capital) while those relegated to 

subordinate locations are more liable to deploy strategies of subversion” 

(Wacquant, 2007, p.223). 

These concepts are returned to in chapter 10, examining the power relations of actors 

who have stakes in the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding.  

Symbolic power, symbolic violence, and illusio 

Symbolic violence arises as the “gentle, hidden exploitation…by man’s exploitation of 

man whenever overt, brutal exploitation is impossible” (Bourdieu, 1977, p.192). The 

concept denotes a legitimation and misrecognition of unequal distributions of capital 

that reproduce advantage for some while limiting opportunities for others. This process 

of misrecognition arises as agents pursue their own interests within fields of practice. 

The term illusio is used by Bourdieu to express his notion of interest; he writes:   

“Illusio is the very opposite of ataraxy: it is to be invested, taken in and by the 

game. To be interested is to accord a given social game that what happens in it 

matters, that its stakes are important… and worth pursuing” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992, p.116).   

Schubert (2012, p.180) explains the insidious nature of symbolic violence as being 

reproduced simply by agents who occupy advantageous positions in social spaces 

“go[ing] about their normal daily lives, adhering to the rules of the system that provides 

them their position of privilege”. Alignment between habitus, doxa, and the legitimate 

forms of capital within social spaces reproduces hierarchies of privilege and domination. 

Symbolic power can be understood as belonging to those inhabiting dominant positions, 

monopolising capital and benefiting from social relations that impose symbolic violence 

on the dominated (Couldry, 2003). 
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The inter-related notions of meta-capital, symbolic power, and symbolic violence 

resonate with Gramsci’s [1891-1937] conceptualisation of hegemony. Gramsci’s 

theoretical legacy has been widely significant regarding analyses of structural power 

relations. Femia (1981, p.24) explains:   

"Gramsci states that the supremacy of a social group or class manifests itself in 

two different ways: 'domination' (dominio), or coercion, and 'intellectual and 

moral leadership' (direzione intellecttuale e morale). The latter type of 

supremacy constitutes hegemony". 

An immediate difference between the two theorists is that Gramsci focuses on “class 

struggle” while Bourdieu emphasises “classification struggles, that is, struggles within 

the dominant class about dominant classifications” (Burawoy, 2019, p.67). This thesis 

analyses such classification struggles in relation to the value that appears to be 

conferred to differentiated ideational structures embodied by practitioners. At a more 

fundamental level, Burawoy suggests Gramsci’s notion of hegemony based on 

legitimacy and consent endows agents with greater capacity to develop a counter-

hegemony and an organic, collective revolutionising of the status quo. In contrast, 

Bourdieu’s theoretical trajectory of symbolic violence is premised on a misrecognition 

on the part of dominated agents in their role in reproducing the conditions of their 

subjugated position. It is suggested that such a misrecognition in Bourdieu’s work is 

deemed “inaccessible to reflection” (Burawoy,2019, p.69). This analysis offered by 

Burawoy does not, however, pay sufficient attention to Bourdieu’s notions of reflexivity 

and the agential aspect of the habitus. 

The agency of individuals to change their habitus and initiate a “counter-habitus” in 

particular fields and subfields is an ever-present possibility within Bourdieu’s conception 

of social spaces and the interaction of individuals and groups within them (Stahl, 2015). 

His emphasis on regularities rather than rules reflects this perspective (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992).  While determinism, and therefore structure, may appear to have a 

predominant role over agency in Bourdieusian analysis, this is only so in that 

agents misrecognise the role they play in determining their positions in the world. 

Bourdieu argues:  
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“Social agents are the product of history, of the history of the whole social field 

and of the accumulated experience of a path within the specific subfield…social 

agents will actively determine, on the basis of these socially and historically 

constituted categories of perception and appreciation, the situation that 

determines them. One can even say that social agents are determined only to the 

extent that they determine themselves” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.136).  

Reflexivity is the tool advocated to counteract “the first inclination of habitus” (ibid) and 

invites groups of individuals to analyse their complicity in determining their own social 

position and deconstruct their interests in the field vis-a-vis the interests of others.   

The illusio of youth work practitioners within this research is partly conveyed through 

the ideational structure they exhibit. The various collective ideational structures that are 

mapped in the study are indicative of the particular interests of practitioners within the 

subfield. It can be inferred that practitioners have accumulated specific subspecies of 

symbolic capital that aligns with their ideational structure, and therefore they have an 

interest in establishing this particular structure as valuable within youth sector 

peacebuilding. The interests of other actors, and notably the meta-capital of 

transnational state funders and policymakers, interact with the multiple ideational 

structures and interests of practitioners, creating tension and competition within the 

field. The final section of this chapter reflects on Bourdieu’s notion of reflexivity as a tool 

for apprehending these dynamics. Reflexivity is a required first step for constructing 

both an individuated and a field counter-habitus, aimed at transforming the doxa and 

challenging the purveyors of meta-capital. Generating discordance through counter-

habitus leads variously to “innovation, crisis, [or] structural change” (Wacquant, 2007, 

p.224). 

Reflexivity: An antidote to doxa  

The act of reflexivity involves recognising taken-for-granted understandings of the world 

as, in fact, a misrecognition. For Burke (2015, p.6), the “ultimate purpose of reflexivity” 

is: 

to lead to the emancipation of those who are able to objectify their or others’ 

subjectivity through the understanding of the interplay between structures and 

agents” (ibid).  
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This emancipatory process requires “making explicit the “unthought” categories, 

perceptions, theories and structures that underpin any pre-reflexive grasp of the social 

environment” (Deer, 2012, p.198). In so doing, the social relations and structures that 

appear as social facts are submitted to a rigorous analysis.  

Burke (2012) discusses the contested nature of reflexivity in Bourdieu’s social theory, 

surmising it has no place as a lay practice and is intended solely as a concept directed at 

social scientists. Bourdieu indeed focuses his discussion on an “epistemic reflexivity” 

required by sociologists to avoid the scholastic trap of assuming the world is a “puzzle 

to be resolved” rather than appreciating the “fuzzy logic” of practice that defies 

abstractions of rationality (Wacquant, 2007, pp.226-227). It is acknowledged that 

Bourdieu was opposed to such “narcissistic” conceptions of reflexivity that turn “the 

analytical gaze [] back onto the private person of the analyst” (ibid). However, a role for 

practitioner reflexivity is assumed in this research. This reflexive approach requires 

engaging with notions of field positions, interests, and relative amounts of capital in 

relation to other actors and the doxic conditions of the field.  

The reflexive process is a collective activity where those involved identify their 

dispositions and interests in the fields and subfields they inhabit (Deer, 2012). Bourdieu 

(1977, p. 169) asserts that apprehending the:  

“boundary between the universe of (orthodox or heterodox) discourse and the 

universe of doxa, in the twofold sense of what goes without saying and what 

cannot be said for lack of an available discourse, represents the dividing-line 

between the most radical form of misrecognition and the awakening of 

political consciousness” (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972], p.169).  

Discussion on this “awakening of political consciousness” in relation to youth sector 

peacebuilding is a central theme of chapter 10 that embarks on an analysis of the 

dynamics of a state mediated meta-capital and neoliberal (meta)doxa permeating the 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding.   

This study provides empirical evidence as a basis for inviting the youth work sector to 

continue (re)engaging in a reflexive process. Examining the doxa and analysing the 

tensions and struggles that arise from the differentiated interests, co-existing habitus, 

and legitimised forms of symbolic capital is deemed a valuable exercise. This collective 
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reflexive activity carries with it the possibility to inaugurate a counter-habitus that 

challenges the prevailing neoliberal doxa and draws attention to accompanying 

manifestations of symbolic power and symbolic violence. Wacquant (1992, pp.49-50) 

perceives this as the “moral dimension of reflexive sociology” that seeks “to destroy the 

myths that cloak the exercise of power and the perpetuation of domination.”  

Conclusion  

Bourdieu’s thinking tools provide a conceptual and theoretical lens for approaching 

and analysing social research (Costa et al., 2019). The interrelationships between the 

concepts discussed in this chapter invite depth and richness of analysis. In this research, 

practitioner habitus are captured through a sorting task where agents construct their 

ideational structure of youth sector peacebuilding. The shared ideational structures that 

emerge in the study indicate distinctive collective schemata within the field of youth 

sector peacebuilding.  

Alongside this analytical trajectory inspired by Bourdieu’s concepts, his social theory 

guides the epistemological and methodological orientations of this thesis. The next 

chapter explores morphological analysis as a conceptual framework for mapping 

ideational structures of practitioners that are an indicative feature of habitus. Chapter 

7 then delineates how the Bourdieusian epistemological and theoretical framework is 

operationalised in this study. 
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Chapter 6 Morphological analysis of ideational structures 

Introduction 

Building on the Bourdieusian epistemological and theoretical framework outlined in the 

previous chapter, this chapter discusses the applicability of morphological analysis for 

mapping collective ideational structures indicative of collective habitus. 

Freeden’s (1996; 2013a) conceptual approach contained in the morphological analysis 

of political ideologies is drawn upon and adapted to facilitate a morphological analysis 

of ideational structures extant in the field of youth sector peacebuilding. The chapter 

presents Freeden’s morphological approach that maps arrangements of core, adjacent, 

and peripheral concepts in ideational schemas or, using Freeden’s language, political 

ideologies. Examples are drawn upon from Freeden’s studies of political ideologies to 

help clarify morphological analysis in action. Within this thesis, the term ideational 

structure is preferred as a substitute for ideology, circumventing the voluminous 

disputes on the nature of ideology (Eagleton, 2007; Rehmann, 2013). Freeden (1996, 

p.3) distinguishes his handling of ideology as a term concerned with:  

“those systems of political thinking, loose or rigid, deliberate or unintended, 

through which individuals and groups construct an understanding of the political 

world they, or those who preoccupy their thoughts, inhabit, and then act on that 

understanding.” 

While not explicitly aligned with Bourdieusian thought, it is perceived that Freeden’s 

method of studying political thinking manifested within political ideologies is a 

conceptual approach that lends itself to capturing a fundamental aspect of habitus. 

Freeden’s work focuses on analysing ideational schemas without developing an 

explanatory theory of why these various schemata exist or the processes by which 

agents reproduce them. Placing Freeden’s model of morphology within a Bourdieusian 

analytical framework enables this more comprehensive analysis. While Freeden’s work 

is augmented with Bourdieu’s concepts, the opposite is also true, in that morphology 

facilitates the capturing of habitus through providing a conceptual method of mapping 

ideational structures. Bourdieu is not prescriptive on how to identify habitus through 

empirical research. Employing Freeden’s morphological analysis is posited as an 

innovative conceptual framework for doing so, seemingly not previously undertaken in 

existing published research. Freeden’s work is a conceptual approach or method; 
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however, it is not the methodology. Following the discussion presented here, chapter 7 

outlines how Q methodology is employed to operationalise a morphological analysis of 

collective ideational structures. 

The first part of this chapter contextualises Freeden’s work outlining several premises 

regarding the nature of political thinking and the contested essence he perceives as 

inherent to political concepts. Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is located within these 

presuppositions. The second part of the chapter progresses an understanding of 

morphological analysis outlining the process of mapping core, adjacent and peripheral 

concepts.  

Political thinking and habitus 

Freeden’s morphological analysis is premised on the ubiquitous nature of political 

thinking. Such thinking involves “the thought-practices that accompany, foreshadow, 

and trail material and physical collective actions” (Freeden, 2013b, p.2). From a 

Bourdieusian perspective, these “thought-practices” are derived from the habitus that 

generates dispositions, expectations, and trajectories of practice. Freeden (ibid) 

suggests political thinking incorporates, although not limited to, issues of “power”, 

“antagonism”, “conciliation”, “decisions”, “enablement”, “ruptures”, and “solidarity”. 

Political thinking for Freeden involves developing strategies to navigate these issues and 

make decisions when faced with multiple possibilities. As suggested in the opening 

chapters of this thesis, agents invested in the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding 

occupy a social space replete with competing and contested ideas. This contestation 

gives rise to a politics of youth work and peacebuilding. To exist competently within the 

field, agents adopt certain orientations that guide their practice. While Freeden might 

emphasise the strategic nature of such orientations, guided by political thinking, 

Bourdieu would note that such strategies are ultimately mediated through an 

individuated habitus, aligned with a collective habitus (Wacquant, 1992).  

Accessing this facet of the political is pursued through an analysis of schemes of thought, 

of shared ideational structures. Freeden’s approach aligns with that of Bourdieu’s when 

he notes that despite the invariable existence of idiosyncrasies, “certain regularities, or 

patterns, may be detected and established in such political thinking, even if its specific 

manifestations will differ vastly” (Freeden, 2013b, p.2). These regularities enable social 
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spaces to exist and are found in rituals and predictable patterns of behaviour that agents 

unconsciously depend upon. These regularities are also found in shared concepts, a 

theme that becomes increasingly significant in Freeden’s work.  

Central to the political is decision making, a contest to assign a particular definition or 

course of action to ideas and affairs that are contingent and in flux. Freeden (2013b, 

p.24) determines that “politics and political thinking revolve around the struggles that 

occur on the never-ending and deceptive road to conclusiveness”. Attempts to 

inaugurate closure on the dialectic of competing interpretations of language, concepts, 

and ethics, to pursue the “end of indeterminacy” is a misguided yet thoroughly human 

endeavour (ibid). Acting within the social world necessarily involves ordering and 

selecting certain definitions over others, adopting particular ways of making sense of 

the world while negating other possibilities. This “decontestation is the attempt to 

control equivocal and contingent meaning by holding it constant”, responding to “the 

essential contestability of concepts and their complex morphology” (ibid, p.23). The 

notion of de-contesting shared concepts is central to Freeden’s approach. The 

proceeding sections of this chapter delineate an approach to mapping this de-contesting 

process, generating a structure to examine and analyse the regularities of political 

thinking in differentiated ideational structures.  

Concepts in context  
In prefacing his approach of ideological morphology, Freeden (1996) builds a case that 

locates the concept of ideology as a fundamental aspect of political theory. He disbands 

the phrase ‘political ideology’, noting that his use of the concept assigns ideologies 

inherently political, negating the need for a prefix. Ideology represents political thinking. 

The study of ideologies, like political philosophy, identifies political concepts as the 

central unit of analysis. Political concepts are complex ideas that reflect key aspects of 

political thinking; how decisions are made (Freeden 1996). They include concepts such 

as liberty, equality, freedom, justice, rights, power. The analyst of ideologies is 

interested in how these political concepts are clustered together in a somewhat 

coherent way revealing patterns of political thinking. The challenge is in ascertaining the 

meaning of a political concept. Freeden (1996, p.53) outlines the difficulty faced:  

“There are no correct ways of defining concepts, just as it is assumed here that 

words are not endowed with intrinsic meanings. There is thus no correct meaning 
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of the word ‘liberty’, just as there is no perfect state of liberty to which one may 

aspire, and which dooms its existing impoverished replications to live in the 

permanent shadow of failure. To the contrary, following Wittgenstein, the 

meaning of words can only be determined by observing their grammar and their 

use in a language, and their conventional employment in a social context”.  

The approach of morphological analysis that Freeden presents offers a method for 

tracing how meanings are attached to political concepts. The arrangement of political 

concepts and their specific interpretations forms the basis of an ideology. The political 

theorist faces an expansive universe of possible meanings when considering clusters of 

political concepts. Morphological analysis of ideologies is premised on the assertion that 

the arrangement of political concepts in a particular fashion reveals specific meanings 

and excludes others, thus offering insight into the patterns of political thinking 

contained in an ideological system at a specific point in time. These patterns of political 

thinking are discussed in this thesis as ideational structures within the specific context 

or subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. Such structures generate trajectories of 

thought and practice and are drawn on from a universe of ideational schemas 

constructed from differentiated arrangements of political concepts. The process of 

morphological analysis is further examined in the proceeding sections.  

Essentially contested concepts  
The morphological approach builds on Gallie’s (1955-6) Essentially Contested Concepts. 

Gallie identified that, 

“There are concepts which are essentially contested, concepts the proper use of 

which inevitably involves endless disputes about their proper uses on the part of their 

users” (ibid, p.169).  

His work centres on the notion of polysemy that recognises multiple possible meanings 

of words and phrases. Freeden (1996) adopts Gallie’s principle while also debating the 

parameters he sets for identifying a concept as essentially contested. For Gallie, an 

essentially contested concept must have an appraisive element, disputed on the 

grounds of morality and utility. For Freeden, this is not the case. A concept may be 

contested purely on its descriptive elements regardless of judgements on the worth of 

the concept.  The concept of power is deployed as an illustrative case, inherently 
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contested not due to ethical consideration, rather on the reality that any agreement to 

the specific meaning and identifying features of power will ultimately remain disputed 

and carry varied interpretations. The morphological approach acknowledges that all 

political concepts are essentially contested and further asserts that ideologies represent 

the de-contesting of these concepts. De-contestation involves assigning specific 

meanings and shared understandings. It is a process that involves excluding certain 

definitions and including others. Morphological analysis provides a framework by which 

these de-contestations can be mapped and approaches to political thinking based on 

shared understandings of political concepts elucidated.  

Morphology – core, adjacent and peripheral components 

Morphological analysis studies ideologies by identifying core, adjacent and peripheral 

ideas and examining the relationships between these. The following sections explore 

each of these in turn. As noted in the introduction, examples are drawn from Freeden’s 

studies on ideologies to clarify the ideas. Throughout this section, the term ideology or 

ideologies is predominantly used to develop consistency between the ideas presented 

and Freeden’s examples. However, the term ideational structure can be substituted in 

the reader's mind to make connections with the current research. In this study, 

morphological analysis is directed at examining differentiated ideational structures 

embodied by youth work practitioners informing how they orient themselves within the 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding.  

Ineliminable core  

The core components of an ideology or ideational structure are those “ineliminable 

features” (Freeden, 1996, p.61). These are political concepts that, if removed, would 

render the ideology essentially meaningless and unintelligible. This ineliminable feature 

is clearly illustrated by example; if liberty is removed from the core of liberalism, it 

appears suspiciously unlike liberalism. As Freeden (2013, p.125) puts it:  

“Thus liberalism always appears to contain the concept of liberty... its absence 

from a professed instance of liberalism would raise profound doubts about 

whether that case is indeed a member of the liberal family”.  

De-contesting the concept of liberty requires identifying other component concepts. In 

this case, non-constraint may be distinguished as an ineliminable component of liberty.  



143 
 

The first step in identifying the formation of an ideological structure involves 

determining how concepts are arranged in the core of an ideology and the meaning and 

importance attached to them in relation to other ineliminable components. If the 

concept of self-development is added to the example of liberty as non-constraint, then 

there would be no conflict with the notion of compulsory education. In this example, 

non-constraint is not meant to mean complete individual autonomy. The notion of self-

development applies parameters to the meaning of non-constraint and vice-versa 

(Freeden 1996). Following the idea of ineliminable components at the core of an 

ideology comes the concept of logical and cultural adjacencies.   

Logical and cultural adjacencies  
Freeden insists that an ideology (or ideational structure) cannot be reduced to its 

ineliminable core. It relies on other political concepts arranged adjacent to the core. The 

first of these adjacencies is termed “logical adjacency”. Logical adjacent concepts 

permit what on the surface may appear as competing political concepts to coexist and 

give meaning to one another. Extending the illustrative case of 

liberalism, Freeden places self-development as a logical adjacent concept along with 

self-determination, autonomy and power. Now the ineliminable core of non-

constraint does not logically rule out state intervention to, say, protect other individuals 

from coercion. Freeden (1996, p.69) explains:  

“Using the notion of logical adjacency we are slowly moving towards our first 

glimpse of the concept of liberty itself. We could now, for example, assert that 

liberty concerns the ability to self-develop without hindrance.”    

The morphological approach continually seeks to narrow down the universe of 

contested meanings that a cluster of political concepts may represent. Alongside the 

mechanism of logical adjacency, the notion of cultural adjacency is a further way of 

achieving this goal. Cultural adjacency anchors the morphological approach to culture, 

referring to:  

“temporally and spatially bounded social practices, institutional patterns, ethical 

systems, technologies, influential theories, discourses, and beliefs (to include 

reactions to external events and to unintentional or non-human 

occurrences)” (Freeden, 1996, pp.69-70).  
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Cultural adjacency is vital to understanding ideology as reflecting lived experience rather 

than ideas about political decision-making detached from subjective reality. Two modes 

of cultural adjacency are identified. The first employs the analogy of a brake, stopping 

certain logical adjacent concepts from being pursued. Returning to the example of 

liberty and the ineliminable core concept of non-constraint, multiple adjacent concepts 

could arise. Non-constraint for self-development or non-constraint for self-stagnation 

illustrates the point. The likelihood is that many people would opt for self-development 

over self-stagnation, the freedom to pursue personal development instead of the 

freedom to pursue personal deterioration. Cultural adjacency accounts for this process 

where cultural and historical conditioning makes it more likely that a person will adopt 

the self-development understanding as opposed to the freedom of self-stagnation. This 

argument invokes the operations of the habitus, whereby internalised ideational 

schemas generate dispositions that enable agents to adopt the best positions they 

perceive as available to them within social fields of practice. 

The second mode of cultural adjacency is legitimising the illogical. It reflects the sense 

whereby adjacent concepts do not follow logically from the ineliminable core but are 

culturally accepted. A stark manifestation of this is in ideological systems where equality 

is core and the notion of equality of opportunity exhorted while simultaneously denying 

women the right to vote (Freeden 1996). It is the facet of cultural adjacency that 

assimilates such contradictions. This quality of morphological analysis that recognises 

ideational structures contain contradictions parallels Bourdieu’s notion of the logic of 

practice. For Bourdieu, essential to social practices is their defiance of “rational” logic. 

He warns against methodologies of studying social practice that attempt to 

“wring incoherences out of it or to thrust upon it a forced coherence” (Bourdieu, 1977 

[1972], p.109). To this end, Freeden’s insistence on studying ideologies within a specific 

historical, political and social context resonates with Bourdieu’s concern for situating 

social practices within a social field of practice imbued with its own “logic” and common-

sense ideas. 

The morphological approach does not regard ideologies as merely the sum of 

component parts of abstract political concepts. The notion of “idea-environment” is 

invoked to communicate the importance of analysing the political concepts that makeup 

ideologies within their social and historical context (Freeden, 1996, p.72). Wittgenstein’s 
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Rabbit/Duck illustration is discussed to demonstrate the point more fully. Observers are 

faced with the difficulty of deciphering whether the picture is of a rabbit or a 

duck.  Depending on how it is viewed, the illustration could equally represent either. The 

missing piece is the contextual environment.  Had the image been depicted floating on 

a pond or situated on the cover of a Peter Rabbit book, it would have been more evident 

what it was intended to signify. Equally,  

“were we not to attach this fixed cultural point to any one of a number of logically 

and culturally adjacent environments, the interpretation of ideological 

phenomena, and the transformation of words into meaning-endowing concepts, 

would become impossible tasks” (Freeden 1996, p.73).  

Having considered the elements of logical and cultural adjacencies, the final part of 

morphological analysis identifies peripheral concepts within an ideology or ideational 

structure. 

Peripheral components   
Peripheral components of morphological analysis are further categorised into margin 

and perimeter concepts. The margin represents political concepts that have little 

influence over the core and adjacent concepts of the ideology. They may come and go 

with relative ease and little to no disruption to the ideology as a whole. The notion 

of natural rights exemplifies a political concept that moved from the core to the margins 

over time with little effect on liberalism. The perimeter components act as an interface 

with current affairs. This function of the perimeter is indicative of cases where a political 

idea may be promptly adopted by an ideological system to help explain or facilitate 

responses to a current issue. Freeden (1996, p.80) explains:  

“Perimeter components of an ideology often are specific ideas or policy-proposals 

rather than fully fledged concepts… They may also be applications of more 

general concepts to specific practices, as in the case of a concrete instance of 

censorship relating to the core concept of liberty.”   

In this research, peripheral concepts are articulated by practitioners as either being of 

limited significance in their overall ideational structure of peacebuilding with young 

people or entirely irrelevant and outdated ways of thinking about and approaching 

practice. 
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Freeden employs several analogies that offer a synopsis of his thinking. Two of these are 

detailed in the next section. 

Synoptic analogies: tables and rooms  
The ineliminable core, logical and cultural adjacent, and margin and perimeter 

periphery provide the framework for morphological analysis. Freeden (1996) uses two 

analogies that conjure useful images depicting his approach to studying ideologies. The 

first is of a table.  All tables can be described as having a raised surface on which to place 

objects; the ineliminable component of tables is “raised surfaceness” (ibid, p.65). This 

does not mean any object with a raised level surface is a table. Other components are 

required to describe it as a table. These other ineliminable features of tables are that 

they have a colour, some mechanism to raise them of the ground, and they will be made 

of a hard-ish material. The specifics of these categories will necessarily vary, but they 

will have all these components (Freeden, ibid). Ideologies and ideational structures can 

be thought of in the same way; they have ineliminable cores that hold them together as 

a distinguished and discernible pattern of thought. Many other concepts are added to 

this core to substantiate the ideational structure further.   

The second analogy progresses from a single piece of furniture to rooms of a house 

where “ideologies may be likened to rooms that contain various units of furniture in 

proximity to each other” (Freeden, 2013a, p. 86). A room that has a sink, a fridge and a 

cooker is likely to be a kitchen. A room with a table furnished with a computer and 

behind which is situated a chair is likely to be a study. Remove the sink and the cooker 

from the kitchen, and it becomes less “kitchen-like”. At some point, it may cease to be 

acknowledged as a kitchen if the characteristic features of kitchens continue to be 

removed. If the study also contains a fridge and a sink, it may make deciphering the type 

of room more difficult. In such a case, particular attention is given to how the furniture 

is arranged. If the desk and computer are arranged as the focal point of the room, and 

a bookshelf filled with academic books is prominent, then it is likely to be a study that 

also has a fridge and a sink instead of a kitchen. Freeden (1996, p.87) makes the 

transference of the analogy explicit writing:  

“If we find liberty, rationality, and individualism at its center, while equality - 

though in evidence - decorates the wall, we are looking at an exemplar of 

liberalism. If order, authority, and tradition catch our eye upon opening the door, 
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while equality is shoved under the bed or, at best, one of its weaker specimens is 

displayed only when the guests arrive, we are looking at a version of 

conservatism.”   

He goes on to address the metaphorical fridge as appearing out of place in an ideology. 

This is a useful image that illustrates the boundaries of ideologies are not rigid. The 

notion of political concepts fitting neatly and exclusively into a left-right political 

spectrum of ideologies is archaic for Freeden. Ideologies are much more fluid. Many 

political concepts appear in a range of ideologies. Of interest in morphological analysis 

is how these political concepts are arranged and given importance in relation to one 

another; how essentially contested concepts are de-contested. Freeden’s analogies 

help frame the concluding remarks on applying morphology in this research. Before 

concluding this chapter, critiques and applications of Freeden’s morphological analysis 

in the wider literature are discussed. 

Morphological analysis – applications and alternatives 

To further contextualise the use of Freeden’s framework of morphological analysis, this 

section outlines various applications in other research and highlights alternative 

approaches. There appear to be two broad ways in which morphological analysis has 

been applied, the first more dominant than the second. The first most closely follows 

Freeden’s studies that map political ideologies as a project combining political theory 

and political science. These studies apply morphological analysis to either the study of 

dominant ideological structures (liberalism, conservatism, socialism) or ideologies 

associated with political parties, of which many crossovers exist. Lorimer’s (2019) 

doctoral research is an example of this, examining policy documents of far-right parties 

in Italy and France, focusing on considering their orientations to European integration. 

Zozaya’s (2007) doctoral research similarly focuses on political parties, employing 

morphological analysis as a framework for mapping the ideology of the Labour party 

(New Labour) in the UK from 1997-2001. Eagleton-Pierce (2021) takes a broader 

approach than the domain of political parties and employs morphological analysis to 

chart “market ideology”, linking this with a “neoliberal ideological ecosystem” (ibid, 

p.10). A further example of this application of Freeden’s work in the intersecting fields 

of political theory and political science is Kajsiu and Ossa’s (2020) study of anti-

corruption discourses and policies under presidencies in Colombia and Ecuador. This 
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latter study integrates morphological analysis with Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse 

analysis (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). Further examples following this broad approach 

to applying morphological analysis as the study of political parties and macro political 

ideologies are found in the Journal of Political Ideologies, including Engström (2018) on 

Scottish Nationalism and Farney (2019) on social conservatism in the USA and Canada. 

The second way the morphological framework has been used resonates more strongly 

with this research in that it applies the framework within a specific discipline to chart 

micro-ideological structures. Lees and Shepherd (2018, p.5) adopt this approach 

exploring ideology “within law and legal culture”. They distinguish their use of 

morphology as a way of examining ideologies “specifically internal to legal practice” 

(ibid, p.6). Another study oriented towards this micro or, as they refer to it, “vernacular 

level” is Humphrey et al. (2019, p.121). Their research applies morphological analysis to 

examining how participants on a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) on Propaganda 

and Ideology in Everyday Life understood concepts of freedom, justice and community. 

Both studies demonstrate how Freeden’s work can be applied in particular fields of 

practice and be put to work to identify differentiated ideational structures in relation to 

specific ways of de-contesting various concepts. 

Scholarship of this second broad approach that integrates morphological analysis within 

a research field transcending studies of political parties and policy or macro ideologies 

in the sense of ism’s (liberalism, neoliberalism, conservatism, socialism, anarchism, 

fascism) is less forthcoming. This dearth indicates a significant gap in the literature, 

highlighting an underutilised conceptual approach to studying ideational structures 

within social fields of practice. As outlined earlier in this chapter, Freeden advocates his 

study of political thinking as a project firmly aligned with the social sciences. This study 

advances a research agenda that recognises the value of Freeden’s framework within 

the social scientific field, enabling a micro-analysis of ideational schemas. 

Critiques of morphological analysis are found in alternative approaches to ideological 

analysis. Maynard (2013) provides an overview of the various approaches to ideological 

analysis identifying three archetypes representing “broad clusters of methodological 

practices rather than tight theoretical paradigms” (ibid, p.300). These archetypal 

clusters are referred to as conceptual, discursive, and quantitative. Freeden is a 

preeminent figure within the conceptual approach that seeks to analyse the “ideational 
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content” of ideological structures (ibid, p.302), wherein concepts are the central unit of 

analysis. From the conceptual perspective, ideologies are ubiquitous forms of political 

thinking “providing the frameworks for people to understand their political worlds” 

(ibid). This approach presupposes that ideologies are non-pejorative, and they can be 

identified by mapping relationships between concepts. 

The second archetypal discursive approach to ideological analysis is set apart by an 

emphasis on conflict and domination shaped by and expressed through discourse 

(Maynard, 2013). While conceptual approaches concentrate on concepts, the discursive 

approach focalises language as the central unit of analysis. Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) and post-structuralist perspectives, of which many variants exist, are identified by 

Maynard as significant players in the discursive approach. Both CDA and post-

structuralist perspectives share an orientation to ideological analysis concerned with 

illuminating manipulation of power and notions of exploitation. As such, the discursive 

approach to the notion of ideology is considered “at least somewhat pejorative” (ibid, 

p.307).  

The third broad archetype identified by Maynard is the quantitative approach. As 

intimated by the label, the quantitative approach focuses on gathering and analysing 

large amounts of data that can be used to identify the ideological orientations of public 

and political actors en masse. A focus on political psychology has become significant 

within this approach, where affective dimensions are emphasised within the study of 

ideologies. The quantitative approach contains divergent methodological and 

epistemological orientations from the conceptual and discursive approaches. It focuses 

on gathering surveys of public attitudes and personality types as a proxy for identifying 

ideological orientation. A common focus within the quantitative approach is to utilise 

the “Five factor model” to identify relative loadings on dimensions of “energy, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability and openness” (Maynard, 2013, 

p.316). These ideas, along with other personality type models, are then correlated with 

ideological propensities. For instance, “openness to new experiences” is identified as a 

liberal trait, while “needs for cognitive closure” is a propensity connected to 

conservativism (ibid). Haidt’s (2013; Haidt et al., 2009) work is a notable contribution to 

research within the quantitative approach, further linking studies of ideology with 

morality through a moral foundations matrix. Such quantitative approaches proliferate 
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in the USA and are critiqued for reducing political ideology to a linear liberal-

conservative spectrum. Despite this criticism, the approach is received favourably 

amongst those interested in mapping ideological orientations on a large scale, a task 

that encounters problems of generalisability amongst the other approaches whose 

“reliance [is] on specific texts or small scale studies” (Maynard, 2013, p.315). 

Maynard (2013, p.319) highlights that these different approaches to studying ideology 

“talk almost entirely past one another, or even in different conversations altogether”. As 

such, opportunities for developing a recognised discipline of ideological analysis where 

synergies and integration of approaches as well as relevant debates can occur remain 

“unexploited” (ibid, p.324). A critique waged at the conceptual approach, wherein 

Freeden’s morphological analysis resides, is that it has a propensity to “excessively 

background or downplay ‘power’” (ibid, p.322). Furthermore, Maynard (ibid) raises the 

question:   

“Is the fundamental ideational substance of ideologies truly limited to or 

primarily expressed through ‘concepts’?” 

While recognising these alternative “parallel schools” (Freeden, 2013a, p.132) of 

ideological analysis outlined by Maynard and his advocacy for integrating these 

approaches, this research does not combine Freeden’s conceptual approach with 

discursive or quantitative approaches. The specific criticisms intimated by Maynard 

towards morphological analysis are, however, addressed in the epistemological and 

theoretical construction of the study. The two-fold critique is that concepts may not be 

the central unit of analysis for political ideologies or ideational structures and that 

questions of power remain under-analysed in the morphological approach. A response 

to both these challenges is found in the Bourdieusian analytical framework employed 

that incorporates morphological analysis. Concerning questions of power, Bourdieu’s 

social theory firmly attaches analyses of power relations to the ideational structures 

identified through morphological analysis. This is achieved by situating these ideational 

structures as manifestations of habitus, which is inseparable from an analysis of 

struggles within fields of practice through differentiated social positionings and 

accumulations of capital. Furthermore, interactions between these ideational structures 

and the doxa of fields, subfields and a meta doxa within the field of power compel a 

discussion on issues of power.  
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Regarding the issue of political concepts as the central unit for morphological analysis, 

it is recognised that other approaches, particularly within the discursive archetype 

where the focus is on language and discourse, are equally valid. Freeden’s approach, 

however, aligns strongly with the framework of this study that seeks to capture 

collective ideational structures as manifestations of habitus. As will be further evidenced 

in the next chapter, the methodology employed complements analysis of concepts 

rather than discourse or rhetoric. In other words, a discursive framework would have 

been another legitimate way to approach this study of practitioner orientations towards 

the politics of youth sector peacebuilding. The particular trajectory of this research (and 

disposition of the researcher) gravitated towards a Bourdieusian analytical framework 

incorporating morphological analysis of ideational structures. 

Conclusion 

Freeden’s morphological analysis offers a conceptual approach to capturing habitus as 

actioned in this research. While Freeden is focused on mapping ideological structures, 

the framework of locating core, adjacent and peripheral concepts is applicable to 

charting the anatomy of ideational structures. These ideational structures are 

considered as a manifestation of collective habitus and are captured through Q 

methodology, as outlined in the next chapter. Freeden’s analogies of tables and rooms 

convey the ability to differentiate ideational structures that employ similar concepts and 

are constructed from a range of interacting ideational schemata. In this context, certain 

ideas cross over, and similarities in patterns of thought exist. Such cross-over creates a 

conceptual and methodological task, namely, to demarcate differentiated collective 

ideational structures. 

On the one hand, this requires identifying those individuals who can be grouped and 

considered to espouse an overall resemblance in their ideational structure.  In this way, 

an individual manifestation of habitus (individuated habitus) is indicative of a collective 

habitus. On the other hand, the analyst is tasked with apprehending differences across 

collective ideational structures so that distinctions can be made. Akin to making a 

distinction between a bedroom and a lounge containing similar furniture items, 

distinctions are to be made between ideational structures infused with similar concepts. 

This is perhaps particularly challenging in this research, which focuses on a specific 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding in Northern Ireland and engages qualified youth 
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workers. As such, these practitioners are likely to exist within fields and subfields 

imbued with similar doxic conditions (the youth worker training subfield, organisational 

subfields, and of course, the youth sector peacebuilding subfield). The doxa of these 

subfields presents to practitioners similar ideational schemas that the habitus draws 

upon and reproduces where there is a field-habitus match. In this way, the Bourdieusian 

approach adopted here is distinct from studies that develop a more macro analysis, 

seeking to identify the operations of a class-habitus, for instance (Burke, 2012). Salient 

in this study is the differentiated collective ideational structures of youth work 

practitioners informing how they orient themselves within the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding. 

In the absence of a study that maps differentiated approaches to peacebuilding within 

the youth sector in Northern Ireland, this research fills a significant gap. The 

Bourdieusian inspired analysis undertaken draws on morphological analysis as a 

conceptual tool capable of capturing a pertinent aspect of habitus in ideational 

structures. This conceptual approach to identifying ideational structures addresses the 

issue of power relations through the wider Bourdieusian framework. 

Bourdieu argues that “the peculiar difficulty of sociology…[is] to produce a precise 

science of an imprecise, fuzzy, woolly reality” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.23). The 

comment reflects his understanding of the iterative and irrational nature of practice. 

The task of examining such practices requires “concepts be polymorphic, supple, and 

adaptable, rather than defined, calibrated, and used rigidly” (ibid). Freeden’s approach 

creates space for such polymorphism, suppling, and adaptability. While not previously 

brought together, this thesis presents morphological analysis as a suitable candidate for 

advancing a Bourdieusian analysis of habitus in the form of ideational structures. The 

next chapter delineates how this theoretical and epistemological framework is 

operationalised in this study using Q methodology. 
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Chapter 7 Q Methodology: Operationalising a morphological analysis of 
ideational structures 

 

Introduction 

This methodology chapter details the operationalisation of the theoretical and 

conceptual ideas outlined in the previous two chapters. Q methodology, as explicated 

here, provides a framework for operationalising a morphological analysis of ideational 

structures, also referred to as viewpoints. While not directly employing Freeden’s 

(2013a) language of core, adjacent, and peripheral concepts to map ideational 

structures, the sorting procedure integral to Q methodology implicitly generates a 

homologous structure to that proposed by morphological analysis. Furthermore, 

underpinning Freeden’s morphological analysis is the intent of capturing political 

thinking, revealed when agents “distribute[] significance by ranking social aims, 

demands, processes, and structures in order of importance or urgency” (Freeden, 2013b, 

p.35). As detailed in this chapter, Q methodology implores participants to display this 

type of political thinking as they are tasked with ranking the relative importance of ideas 

in relation to one another. In this thesis, drawing on a Bourdieusian analysis, it is argued 

that the habitus mediates such political thinking. The habitus generates dispositions and 

inclinations towards certain ways of thinking and making sense of the world while 

excluding others. Ideational structures are indicative of the habitus, and it is Q 

methodology that enables these ideational structures to be identified and mapped. 

The overarching aim of this chapter is to provide a detailed guide of how this research 

was conducted and how Q methodology was applied to generate empirical findings 

relevant to the research question. The chapter begins with an overview of the research 

question, aims, and objectives. An outline is then given of the development of Q 

methodology as an approach to research that can be understood as an integrated 

mixed-method. This is followed by an examination of four methodological transitions on 

which Q methodology is premised. Through discussing these transitions, the specific 

steps taken in this study are delineated. Several critiques of Q methodology are then 

discussed, followed by an overview of how interview data gathered through the Q 

methodological procedure was analysed in tandem with Q factor analysis. The chapter 

concludes with a note on researcher reflexivity and ethical considerations informing the 

aims and objectives of this study in pursuing responses to the research question.  
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Research Question: 

Ø How are youth workers both oriented and orient themselves within the politics 
of peacebuilding in Northern Ireland? 

Research Aims: 

v Advance the theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding 
v Make explicit distinctive orientations of youth work practitioners as they operate 

within the field of youth sector peacebuilding  
v Analyse the differentiated approaches to youth work and peacebuilding these 

distinctive orientations give rise to 

Objectives: 

Methodological 

• Integrate Freeden’s morphological analysis with Bourdieusian social theory to 

develop an epistemological and theoretical basis for the study as well as an 

explanatory framework for analysing the findings 

• Utilise Q methodology to ascertain differentiated viewpoints or “ideational 

structures” that exist amongst professionally qualified youth work practitioners 

as they approach peacebuilding with young people 

• Recruit a diverse range of research participants who are engaged in peace work 

and are professionally youth work qualified 

• Generate statements capturing a comprehensive range of ideas pertaining to 

peacebuilding that research participants can sort in response to the question: 

o “From your perspective as a youth work practitioner, what should be the 

main focus of peacebuilding with young people in Northern Ireland 

today?” 

Empirical 

• Identify and analyse differentiated interests of practitioners within the field of 

youth sector peacebuilding revealed through distinctive ideational structures 

• Analyse these ideational structures as manifestations of collective habitus 

• Generate a model of youth work approaches to peacebuilding in Northern 

Ireland 

• Develop a theoretical critique that galvanises critical dialogue on youth sector 

peacebuilding that is cognisant of power relations and competing interests of 

various actors 
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• Promote Q methodology as a valuable research tool for the youth work research 

repertoire 

 

Background and development of Q in context 

The origins of Q methodology (also shortened to Q throughout this thesis) are traced to 

1935 with William Stephenson’s concise letter to the journal Nature. This letter 

contained the basis of Stephenson’s unique contribution towards a “science of 

subjectivity” (Good, 2010) informed by his doctoral-level scholarship as both a physicist 

and psychologist. Ultimately, Q enables a range of viewpoints extant amongst a study 

population to be identified through combining statistical methods with qualitative 

approaches (Watts and Stenner, 2012). The process for achieving this outcome is 

outlined throughout this chapter. It is useful to begin, however, by briefly noting the 

diversity of research agendas Q methodology has advanced. Q has been adopted within 

various disciplines, including public policy, political science, nursing, gender studies, 

religion, and many more (Popovich, 2012). Multiple contemporary Q studies have 

focused on elucidating practitioner perspectives, including those of health practitioners 

(Adderley et al., 2020; Mahmoodi et al., 2019; Baâdoudi et al., 2019); managers (Mann 

et al., 2019; Brown, 2020; Sharifi et al., 2014); and educationalists (Williams et al., 2020; 

Baron et al., 2020; Fraser et al., 2015). Many Q studies have also been conducted with 

young people (Hylton et al., 2018; Barrense-Dias et al., 2020; Hellström and Lundberg, 

2020). The “playful sorting procedure” deployed through Q methodology has been 

highlighted as particularly suitable for studies with children and youth (de Leeuw et al., 

2019, p.325). There is, however, a dearth of evidence of Q being used within youth work 

research, and less still of a specific study on youth work practitioner perspectives. This 

study begins to redress this gap and aspires (albeit as an implicit and auxiliary goal) to 

demonstrate the utility and applicability of Q methodology within a broader youth work 

research agenda. 

This use of Q fits within an interpretivist paradigm that incorporates both qualitative 

and quantitative handling of data. Q methodology integrated positivist and interpretivist 

philosophies decades ahead of the paradigm wars of the 1980s that gave rise to a 

popular mixed-methods vocabulary (Gage, 1989). Stephenson (1935) posited a new 

approach to the traditional quantitative technique of factor analysis that would enable 
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individuals to be analysed in the data in relation to themselves rather than in relation to 

the broader population (Watts and Stenner, 2012). This innovation enabled subjective 

viewpoints to be captured, incorporating statistical analysis and more qualitative 

theoretical judgements. Integration of quantitative and qualitative logic inspired 

Stenner and Stainton-Rogers (2004) to coin the term “qualiquantological”, an 

appellation they concede is “monstrous” (ibid, p.166), in describing the uncomfortable 

hybrid nature of Q. Zabala (2014), in a similar vein, claims Q methodology is “semi-

qualitative”.  

While Q has been mapped on a mixed-methods continuum and considered a “unique 

hybrid of qualitative and quantitative research methods” (Ramlo and Newman, 2011), 

Stenner et al. (2017, p.216) discern that it aligns most comfortably as a qualitative 

method, albeit in an “idiosyncratic” fashion. Q methodology aims to generate 

statistically informed shared perspectives that exist in a data set, interpreted with “a 

high level of qualitative detail” (Watts and Stenner, 2012, p.4).  

The process of conducting this Q study is detailed with reference to four 

“methodological transitions” involved (ibid, p.180): 

Ø Transition 1: Concourse to Q-set 

Ø Transition 2:  Q sorts to factors 

Ø Transition 3: Factors to factor arrays 

Ø Transition 4: Factor arrays to factor interpretations 

These transitions introduce a distinctive Q vernacular that, while initially requires a 

process of familiarisation, involves relatively straightforward concepts. A glossary of Q 

terms is provided in appendix C. 

Transition 1: Concourse to Q set 

The first methodological transition involves identifying a concourse and extrapolating 

from this a Q-set. In Q, a concourse refers to the universe of ideas, thoughts, and 

opinions that may be articulated regarding the topic under investigation. It is 

theoretically endless and may be identified in comments made by individuals or groups, 

common expressions, literature, media, research, works of art, and more (Loevinger, 

1965 cited Brown, 1980). The notion of concourse is based on the vast and variable 
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communication that is relevant and of which research participants can make sense of 

through self-reference (Stephenson, 1979; 2007). Wolf (2009, p.18) explains: 

“Stephenson… held that elements in a concourse are understandable by all in the 

culture, although their salience will vary for different people.”  

The researcher generates items representative of the concourse to form a set of stimuli 

that research participants can practically engage with; this is the Q-set. While many 

studies curate Q-sets in the form of written statements, they can equally be fashioned 

from images or objects or even smells (Watts and Stenner, 2012). Any set of 

heterogenous items that individuals can rank are open to Q studies provided that, no 

matter how disparate, all share “referral to a single object of enquiry or subject matter” 

(ibid, p.31). In this study, participants were presented with a 48 statement Q-set. Each 

statement in the final Q-set represented a perspective on peacebuilding drawn 

predominantly from a narrative review of literature (as outlined in chapter 4) and 

refined through workshops with practitioners and academics. A selection of Q-set 

statements used in the study is presented below, and all 48 are presented in the findings 

chapter. The completed Q-set is also available in Appendix F and cross-referenced with 

literature in Appendix E. 

Sample of Q-set statements: 

• Promoting ‘Northern Irish’ as an inclusive identity for all living here. 

• Diverting young people from radicalization. 

• Promoting the use of and appreciation for the Irish language. 

• Exploring with young people social and political events of the past that fuelled 

violence. 

• Focus on commonalities. 

• Addressing the needs of young people most alienated from their communities. 

Research participants were instructed to sort the statements on the Q-sorting grid from 

most agree (+5) to least agree (–5) in response to the question What should be the main 

focus of peacebuilding with young people in Northern Ireland today? Data was 

collected in 2019. The significance of the timing of this study was intimated in the 

introductory chapter noting uncertainties with Brexit and approaching a contested 

centenary of Northern Ireland. 
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A completed grid is termed a Q-sort. Forty-three youth work practitioners have been 

included in the study as well as the researcher, resulting in 44 completed Q-sorts. Figure 

7.1 depicts a Q-sorting grid with a forced-choice distribution.  

Figure 7.1 Q-sorting grid for 48 statement Q-set  

 

Shemmings (2006, p.152) notes that in a Q-set of 44 statements, there are over 10 to 

the power of 54 distinct ways to arrange the statements and subsequently more chance 

of winning the UK lottery than for two participants to sort the statements in exactly the 

same way. Brown (1980, p.201) similarly advises that with 33 statements, the possibility 

of unique sorting arrangements exceeds the world population 11,000 times over.  

P-Set: Research Participants 

In Q, the P-set refers to the research participants. The central concern for deciding on 

the size of the P-set for the study was ensuring enough participants to establish a range 

of viewpoints (Brown 1980). The “rule-of-thumb” indicated by Watts and Stenner (2005, 

p.79) is 40-60 participants; however, they acknowledge that studies may be robustly 

conducted with fewer participants. They go on to note that when a Q study is focused 

on investigating particular concepts, it is best not to assume distinct viewpoints belong 

to separate groups “based on preconceived demographic notions” (ibid, p.80).  Taking 

Watts and Stenner’s caution into account, demographic features remained pertinent in 

developing the P-set for this study. In pursuit of achieving a range of perspectives, 

consideration was given to ensuring participants were representative of nationalist and 
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unionist perspectives, Protestant and Catholic religious traditions, male and female, and 

varying lengths of post-qualifying experience as a youth worker.    

A strategic-purposive approach was taken to participant recruitment (Watts and 

Stenner, 2012). This strategy involved initially setting an inclusion criterion of 

practitioners possessing a degree in community youth work. The rationale for this was 

to help establish a baseline where all participants would be acquainted with youth work 

theory and practice and their viewpoint relevant to the youth work field. A second 

stipulation was that participants had experience in facilitating peacebuilding initiatives 

with young people. Participants were required to self-identify with this stipulation.  

An opportune pool of potential participants was evident in the European Union (EU) 

PEACE IV ‘Peace4Youth’ (P4Y) children and youth projects encompassing over 200 youth 

work staff. Eleven projects were supported through this funding stream, delivering their 

programmes from 2017-2021 (DfE, ca. 2021), working across Northern Ireland and the 

border counties of Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, Louth, Monaghan and Sligo (Government of 

Ireland, 2020). This research limits the context specifically to Northern Ireland. Including 

a few workers in this Q methodological study from the border counties would not do 

justice to the complexity of those contexts. Indeed, a future research project could be 

replicated with an exclusive focus on those working in the border counties. The two 

studies could be compared to offer a thorough and rich analysis. The scope of this 

project did not afford that opportunity. With the strategic parameters established of 

youth work qualified practitioners, experienced in peacebuilding, employed on a PEACE 

IV project and based in Northern Ireland, the purposive nature of recruitment got 

underway. Workers who met the criteria were invited to submit their interest and 

willingness to participate in the research. Table 7.1 provides an overview of participant 

demographics outlining specific attributes for the final 44 study participants (which 

includes the researcher). 

Table 7.1 Overview of participant demographics 

Sex Religious Affiliation Cohort 

Male Female Catholic Protestant Other P4Y NON-P4Y RESEARCHER 

24 20 15 24 5 31 12 1 
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After a handful of initial responses, word of mouth was used to access a total of 33 

participants from the P4Y cohort. Two of these participants were excluded from the 

findings due to interruptions during data collection that led to statements not being 

placed clearly on the Q sorting grid. Therefore 31 practitioners made up the findings 

from this group. 

Another cohort of participants was identified to mitigate against potential oversights 

within the data of an intrinsic bias towards an EU version of peacebuilding, indicative of 

the Peace4Youth funding stream. The same strategic parameters outlined already were 

implemented; only this time, participants were required to identify that they were not 

working as practitioners on an EU PEACE IV funded project. Through word of mouth 

contacts and existing professional networks within the research team, 13 suitable 

participants were identified and invited to partake in the research. These were the ‘non-

Peace4Youth cohort’ (NON-P4Y). One of these participants was excluded from the data 

as the Q-sorting procedure and interview was cut short due to an unforeseen 

interruption. Therefore 12 practitioners are included in the findings from this group. The 

researcher also completed the Q-sorting task and is included in the data. This inclusion 

of the researchers Q sort assisted with a reflexive lens discussed at the end of this 

chapter.  

Data on length of experience as a practitioner was gathered to allow an analysis of 
experience against orientation to peacebuilding. Participants were asked to identify how 
many years post-qualifying experience they had as a youth worker, as shown in figure 
7.2. 

Figure 7.2 Length of post-qualifying experience held by participants 
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Twenty practitioners had over 16 years’ experience, bringing perspectives to the study 

stretching back to the early years of a post-Good Friday Agreement landscape. Seven 

practitioners were relatively early in their professional career having less than six years’ 

experience. This range from less than 2 to over 16 years of experience was not intended 

to be representative of the entire population of practitioners. It did, however, provide 

representation of viewpoints derived from early to established career practitioners.    

Participants were also asked to indicate their national identity and political affiliation on 

a continuum. 1 represents most strongly Irish or Nationalist respectively, and 6 most 

strongly British or Unionist. These demographics for the entire sample are displayed in 

table 7.2. 

Table 7.2 Participant demographics showing propensities of national identity and 
political affiliation 

National Identity  Political Affiliation 

 

Irish 

No. of 

participants 

 

Nationalist 

No. of 

participants 

1 12 1 6 
2 6 2 8 
3 5 3 8 
4 11 4 14 
5 1 5 3 
6 8 6 4 

British  Unionist  
 

While table 7.1 shows that more practitioners identifying as Protestant (24) took part in 

the study than Catholic (15), table 7.2 indicates a more balanced picture. Twenty-two 

participants oriented towards a nationalist affiliation (those aligned with points 1-3 on 

the scale), and twenty-one participants oriented towards a unionist affiliation (those 

aligned with points 4-6). A similar picture is portrayed concerning national identity, with 

twenty-three identifying more with an Irish identity and twenty with a British identity. 

This problematises any simplistic assumptions that conflate Unionism, Britishness and 

Protestantism, or Nationalism, Irishness and Catholicism. One participant chose not to 

respond to national identity or political affiliation questions noting they were a “foreign 

national”, and found the scale unapplicable.  
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Following the Q-sorting process, participants took part in a semi-structured interview 

based on how they sorted the statements. The interview provided an opportunity to 

gather rich qualitative data that later informed the interpretation phase (Watts and 

Stenner, 2012; Gallagher and Porock, 2010). Interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

Appendix G outlines the semi-structured interview questions. A more detailed 

discussion outlining how principles of reflexive thematic analysis were adapted to 

engage with interview data is presented later in the chapter. Two further transitions are 

involved that precede an exploration of interviews. 

Transition 2: Q sorts to factors 

The first transition represents the data collection phase. The next step is to submit the 

collated Q-sorts to Q factor analysis. Traditional factor analysis is a data reductive 

technique employing correlation statistics to simplify large data sets into meaningful 

configurations (Watts and Stenner, 2012; Kline, 1994). It enables studies with many 

variables to be reduced to a smaller number of explanatory or latent variables. A factor 

is constructed by grouping variables that correlate highly or load highly on the factor. In 

Q factor analysis, correlations are made amongst completed Q-sorts, identifying 

participants who have sorted the statements in statistically similar ways. Subsequently, 

in Q methodology, factors can be simply understood as clusters of shared viewpoints 

within the data.  

The Q literature tends to invoke the notion of viewpoint or perspective. This research 

ascertains that what Q methodology gathers in the form of Q-sorting can equally be 

understood as an ideational structure. By ranking ideas on peacebuilding, practitioners 

in this study reveal their particular orientation towards the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding. The ideational structure they construct through their individual Q sort is 

a manifestation of habitus at work, mediating how practitioners make sense of the social 

field of practice and pursue a particular approach. The processes of Q methodology 

mirror a Bourdieusian understanding of habitus as “socialised subjectivity” (Bourdieu, 

2005, p.211). A single Q sort does not exist in a vacuum but shares affinities with others 

who display a similar ideational structure. Similarly, an individual’s habitus is an 

individuated manifestation of a collective habitus. Q methodology employs the 

statistical method of Q factor analysis to identify these shared ideational structures or 

viewpoints. 
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Deciding how many factors to extract leads to the next transition, moving from factors 

to factor arrays.  

Transition 3: Factors to factor arrays 

While Brown (1980) demonstrates that the calculations for Q factor analysis can be 

completed entirely by hand, dedicated software packages are available to compute the 

relevant calculations. PQMethod (Schmolck, 2014) was used in this study. The Q 

methodologist is not a passive operator of the software; they should make 

methodologically informed decisions on which system of analysis to use in extracting 

and rotating factors. The number of factors extracted determines how many 

explanatory variables (viewpoints / ideational structures) will be drawn out of the data. 

PQMethod allows a maximum of eight factors to be extracted. Each study is invariably 

different, and an iterative process of trial and error is involved in identifying the 

optimum number of factors for the study in line with principles of simplicity, clarity and 

distinctness (Webler et al., 2009, p.31). The principle of simplicity suggests that “fewer 

factors is better” (ibid). Generally, between two and six factors are within a reasonable 

range; exceeding this creates a more challenging task for presenting a coherent 

interpretation of the various viewpoints. 

Factor rotation is a step taken to align Q-sorts that cluster together closer to the axis of 

the factor, aiding meaningful interpretation of the data. It is useful to think of the factor 

space as multidimensional. Having extracted four factors, the data exists in a four-

dimensional space mapped in relation to the four axes making up the space. As working 

in four-dimensional space is not possible, factor rotations occur in PQMethod by taking 

two factor axes at a time and rotating them. Figure 7.3, reproduced from Watts and 

Stenner (2012, p.118), offers a visual of how two factors may be rotated to help add 

clarity to the data structure. The aim is to “offer the best possible viewpoints from which 

to see (and understand) the respective viewpoints of [] two distinct groups of example Q 

sorts” (ibid). The figure uses a fictitious data set to illustrate the factor rotation process. 
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Figure 7.3 Visual representation of factor rotation, reproduced from Watts and 
Stenner (2012, p.118) 

 

 

Zabala and Pascual (2015, p.5) explain, “Factors are rotated in order to make the data 

structure clearer”. Van Exel and de Graff (2005 cited O’Connor, 2013, p.1083) clarify, 

“Rotation does not distort the consistency in sentiment but shifts the perspective from 

which they are observed”. Rotation is a method of crystalising each shared viewpoint. 

The appropriate factor extraction and rotation method to employ with Q methodology 

is disputed. Within PQMethod, the two options available are Principal Component 

Analysis (PCA) or Centroid Factor Analysis (CFA). An automated varimax rotation can 

be utilised that “maximizes the variance of each factor loading by making high loadings 

higher and low loadings lower to simplify factor interpretation” (Akhtar-Danesh, 2016, 

p.34). The variance denotes how spread out the data is; the larger the variance, the 

more heterogeneity exists across the data. Alternatively, manual by-hand rotations 

(also known as judgmental rotation) can be used. Manual rotation confers agency to the 

researcher, who can adjust the vantage point of the factor array. This will change the 

loading scores of Q-sorts. A rationale for taking this approach is discussed further 

shortly. To aid this discussion on factor rotation, it is helpful to look at how Q-sorts are 
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designated or flagged on a specific factor and the significance of factor loading or 

correlation scores. 

Having extracted and rotated the factors, Q-sorts must be flagged on whichever factor 

they load highest on. Each Q-sort receives a correlation score between +1 and -1 for 

each factor. A significant correlation (loading) can be calculated at the p < 0.01 level 

using the formula: 

2.58 x (1 ÷ √no. items in Q-set) 

 (Brown, 1980 cited Watts and Stenner, 2012, p.107) 

The 1 per cent or p < 0.01 level identifies the size of a correlation for a given data set at 

which the probability of the correlation being random is less than 1 per cent (Kline, 

1994). Kline notes that if two columns of data were randomly placed side by side and 

the correlation between them calculated, it would be expected that the correlation 

would be zero indicating no statistically meaningful relationship between the numbers. 

However, occasionally and by chance, “a substantial correlation might occur” (ibid, 

p.22). To assist in determining the level of significance assigned to correlations within a 

data set, one of two (or both) general measures are used; the 5 per cent and 1 per cent 

level. The greater the correlation above the p < 0.05 level, the stronger a case can be 

made that a relationship exists amongst the variables. 

With a 48 statement Q-set, as used in this study, the score required for a significant 

loading on a factor at the p < 0.01 level is 0.3723, rounded up to 0.38. Applying this to 

the four factors that were extracted and rotated resulted in multiple confounded Q 

sorts. These confounded Q sorts had a significant loading on more than one factor and 

would not be included in the final factor arrays. Therefore, the significance level was 

increased to 0.43, enabling the greatest number of Q sorts to align with a single factor. 

Four Q sorts remained confounded, with a loading of 0.43 or above on more than one 

factor, and five Q-sorts were designated non-significant, not meeting the 0.43 threshold 

for any factor. The principle of clarity was foremost here, following the maxim that “The 

best factor solution is one in which each sorter loads highly on one, and only one, factor” 

(Webler et al., 2009, p.31). Appendix G displays how each Q sort in this study was flagged 

within PQMethod. The left-hand column contains participant codes from 1-44 and 

represents each completed Q sort. Scores flagged with an X indicate the factor that the 
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Q sort aligns with. Rows that do not have an X signify the Q sort is either confounded or 

non-significant. 

Factor arrays can be created once all the Q sorts have been assigned to a factor (or 

designated confounded / non-significant) based on their factor loadings. Factor arrays 

are the final output of Q factor analysis. They are simply exemplifying Q sorts, 

representative of all those participants who sorted the statements similarly and 

therefore loaded on the same factor. The factor arrays are not a single participants’ Q 

sort but an amalgamation based on a weighted average of Q sorts that loaded 

significantly on the factor (Watts and Stenner, 2012). In the study, Q sort 39, for 

instance, loaded on factor 1 with a score of 0.73, meaning this particular Q sort will 

contribute more significantly to the final factor array for factor 1 than Q sort 35 that also 

loaded on factor 1 but to a less statistically significant extent (0.56).  

Returning to a rationale for manual factor rotation, the researcher may have reason to 

believe that a particular Q sort ought to be given more weight in the final factor array. 

Suppose it was deemed that Q sort 35 was especially significant, perhaps because this 

participant had a direct role in policy making as well as practice. In that case, this may 

serve as a rationale for rotating factor 1 to make this Q sort carry more weight and 

increase its current factor loading of 0.56. Subsequently, Q sort 35 would contribute 

more significantly to the final factor array of viewpoint 1. Alternatively, a Q sort may 

have been deemed by the automated process of varimax rotation as non-significant. The 

researcher may draw on information they have about the participant beyond pure 

statistics to justify manually rotating the factors to ensure this participant’s Q sort is 

included on a factor. 

Brown (2016, p.39) argues that the purely statistical approach of varimax “cannot 

entertain hunches and suspicions or respond to cues” that the researcher has developed 

through data collection and engagement with the literature in tandem with participant 

demographics. Critics of manual rotation contend that using this method leads the 

researcher to wander around the data until they manipulate a solution that they can 

interpret (Akhtar-Danesh, 2016; Thompson, 2010; Mulaik, 1986). Watts and Stenner 

(2012) propose combining both rotation methods, starting with varimax followed with 

manual adjustments by hand. While acknowledging the benefits of this hybrid position 

proposed by Watts and Stenner, Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and automated 
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varimax rotation were used in this study, providing the best factor solution in the 

researchers view.  Following experimentation with factor solutions from 2 to 8 using 

both methods of factor extraction available in PQMethod, the solution that accounted 

for the greatest number of Q sorts, and therefore the most amount of variance in the 

data, was a 4-factor solution using PCA.  

From these four factors, PQMethod generates four factor arrays. These factor arrays 

represent four distinctive viewpoints or ideational structures of practitioners in relation 

to how they think about peacebuilding with young people in Northern Ireland. These 

factor arrays in the form of exemplifying Q sorts are then interpreted by the researcher, 

as presented in the proceeding findings chapter. 

Transition 4: Factor arrays to factor interpretations 

Factor interpretation is the process of making sense of the factor arrays (shared 

viewpoints) generated through Q factor analysis. Brown (1980) emphasises the onus on 

the Q methodologist to approach the interpretation task holistically. He explains, “the 

investigator is not given a completely free hand in this: each interpretation must be 

congruent with the entire array of factor scores” (ibid, p.70). The researcher strives to 

comprehend and present a detailed account of each viewpoint, or ideational structure, 

attentive to how each item has been ranked vis-à-vis all others in the Q sorting grid. 

Watts proposes a framework for interpreting factor arrays termed the crib sheet method 

(Watts and Stenner, 2012). The crib sheet involves listing the highest and lowest ranking 

items for each viewpoint as well as items ranked higher or lower in each viewpoint 

compared with the rest. Interview data is relevant at this point to check factor 

interpretations against what has been articulated by participants who align with that 

viewpoint. A crib sheet for each of the four factor arrays is presented in Appendix I. 

Interview data has been drawn upon to further animate interpretation of the four 

factors, substantiating the narrative of each ideational structure with participant voices.  

Having achieved an interpretation of each ideational structure, the next stage is more 

theoretical and involves an explanatory analysis. Brown (1980, p.70) notes, “it is at the 

stage of explanation that the researcher is more free to draw on those theories with 

which he [sic] is most familiar.” The discussion and analysis section of this thesis draws 

on Bourdieu’s thinking tools and Freeden’s morphological analysis as theoretical 
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frameworks for situating the four ideational structures within a subfield of practice 

imbued with competing interests and struggles to legitimise distinction. 

Simplicity and clarity are found in the four-factor solution. Distinctiveness is less clear 

cut. Webler et al. (2009, p.31) argue, “Lower correlations between factors are better, as 

highly correlated factors are saying similar things”. The factor correlations are relatively 

high in this study, as shown in table 7.3 

Table 7.3 Correlation Between Factor Scores 

 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 
Factor 1 1.00 0.43 0.37 0.59 
Factor 2 0.43 1.00 0.45 0.46 
Factor 3 0.37 0.45 1.00 0.44 
Factor 4 0.59 0.46 0.44 1.00 

 

The shaded diagonal in the table makes the obvious point that when correlated with 

themselves, the factors are a perfect match represented by a score of +1 (where 

correlations are scored between -1 and +1). Factors 1 and 4 are most alike statistically, 

with a score of 0.59. Factors 1 and 3 are least alike, with a score of 0.37. Apart from 

factors 1 and 3, all other factors are correlated above the significance level of 0.43 set 

for significant loadings of Q sorts in the study. The researcher infers from this feature of 

the data that there is a level of hegemony amongst practitioners concerning youth 

sector peacebuilding. The Bourdieusian analytical lens offers an explanation for this, 

recognising that the practitioners in this study internalise, to varying degrees, the doxic 

or common-sense ideas that permeate the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. As 

such, the habitus or doxa of the subfield informs all the collective habitus that co-exist 

in the subfield (manifested through the various ideational structures).  

The findings chapter draws out nuance and distinction, further legitimising a four-factor 

solution. Distinctiveness of the four viewpoints that have been identified is 

demonstrated in the findings and discussion chapters beyond the level of statistical 

correlations. Before explicating how interview data was analysed in concert with Q 

factor analysis, notions of validity, reliability, and generalisability in relation to this Q 

study are considered. 
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Validity and Reliability 

Brouwer (1993) raises questions regarding the validity of Q methodology. Concerned 

with “the relationship of an instrument to the phenomena it pretends to measure; or, 

more specifically, to the uses to which an instrument is put”, Brouwer (ibid, p.3) is eager 

to submit Q methodology to an interrogation of construct validity. Brown (1993) 

responds by highlighting that while validity is an essential concept in traditional factor 

analysis studies, designated as R studies, it is of limited relevance in Q. R studies 

generally involve the construction of a test to measure phenomena, such as a 

questionnaire that tests for “resilience” or “ideological orientation”, or a plethora of 

other approaches common to psychometric testing. In Q, however, “it is the respondent 

who is doing the measuring”, and an intermediary test to ascertain each participants 

perspective is not involved (ibid, p.45).  

The reliability of Q studies is scrutinised by Thomas and Bass (1992). They conducted 

two “tandem-studies” to test reliability (ibid). In one case, both authors developed a Q 

set independently and conducted their “Subjective Appraisals of [George] Bush” study 

with different participants. Despite different numbers of statements in their Q sets and 

different numbers of participants, the researchers found that their factor solutions and 

interpretations were “neither ‘idiosyncratic’ nor unique to that particular study alone” 

(Thomas and Bass, 1992, p.31). Brown (1993), however, suggests the consistency found 

by Thomas and Bass (1992) is perhaps best explained by the politically charged nature 

of their research that tends to elicit more fixed attitudes. As such, the generalisability of 

their findings to other studies is not assumed. 

Challenging the notion of reliability in Q studies, Watts and Stenner (2012) highlight that 

repeat studies or even repeat Q sorts within the same study measure the reliability of 

the participant's viewpoint rather than the method. It is perhaps to be expected that 

participants viewpoints or ideational structures will change over time. This inference 

raises a theoretical point on the durability and malleability of habitus as mediating how 

agents orient themselves within the social spaces they inhabit. A different study than 

the one at hand would be required to test this premise. 

Generalisability of the Q Study 

Brown (2009) argues that the notion of generalisability in Q methodology is not based 

on making claims from a study of relatively few participants to a much larger population. 
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It is a generalisation that involves theory production, emphasising concepts and models 

(Brown 1980). Chapter 10 presents a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding 

that has been generated from the findings of this study. Generalisations are “drawn on 

conceptual grounds, and hence in relation to theoretical propositions rather than 

populations of people” (Watts et al. 2010, p.504).   

Thomas and Baas (1992, p.22) distinguish between “technical” generalisability 

and the generalisability of “substantive inference”. The former emphasises the 

statistical rigour of random sampling that legitimises the applicability of results to a 

larger population. The latter is concerned with analysing the implications of viewpoints 

generated from a Q study for the broader field of practice. This Q study is premised on 

substantive inference enabling viewpoints to be mapped and expressed, illuminating 

significant perspectives on peacebuilding that generate different approaches to 

practice. While Thomas and Bass (ibid) advocate the principle of substantive inference, 

caution is required. As Ho (p.681) highlights,    

“One cannot guarantee that all possible viewpoints are uncovered or representative 

of the views supported by all individuals in the population.”  

Furthermore, Ho (ibid) suggests that the findings “preclude[] estimating population 

statistics and drawing inferences about the… proportions of people who endorse each 

view” (ibid). Acknowledging this epistemological reality, this study tentatively 

extrapolates from the findings the implications of a dominant perspective in the data. 

Criticisms of Q: Inordinately ambitious?  

Kampen and Tamás (2014) regard Q methodology as “overly ambitious” and present a 

compilation of objections to Q. Their first challenge relates to the notion of the 

concourse. The problem is posed that: 

“QM [Q methodology] literature remains uncomfortably silent with respect to 

how to assemble and verify completeness of a concourse, and how to verify or 

falsify the representativeness of a sample drawn therefrom” (Kampen and 

Tamas 2014, p.3111).  

Watts and Stenner (2012 p.63) concede that “the perfect Q set is probably a thing of 

fantasy or fiction” but add that all Q studies will provide results of significance as 
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participants impress their meaning on the stimuli they are presented with. Mindful 

of Kampen and Tamás’ criticism of the process of identifying the concourse 

and subsequent generation of the Q set, a rigorous system was implemented in this 

study consisting of an extensive engagement with relevant literature, consultation with 

academics and practitioners, and feedback from a pilot study. An overview of the 

process is outlined in figure 7.5. Appendix D provides a more comprehensive overview 

of the concourse to Q-set process.  

Figure 7.4 Steps to Q-set 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A further criticism posed by Kampen and Tamás (2014) is that Q studies are limited more 

by the size of the Q set (statements) than the number of participants (P-set). They make 

the point that the generated factors are limited by the number of statements available 

to arrange. Despite acknowledging the vast number of sorting possibilities, they posit, 

“Arguably, a method designed to establish subjective views of respondents that cannot 

STEP 1 – Identifying a concourse 
Narrative literature review resulting in 47 
relevant sources on the theme of youth 
work and peacebuilding. 170 statements 
were constructed based on the literature 
– indicative of the concourse. 

STEP 2 – Concept workshops 
3 workshops were facilitated with a total 
of 6 academic-practitioners who assisted 
in identifying duplication as well as 
missing ideas. The original 170 
statements were distilled and refined to 
48 statements. 

STEP 3 – Pilot study 
A pilot study was conducted with 4 
participants who engaged with the 48 
statements. Reflection and feedback from 
the pilot led to rewording of some 
statements and the final Q-set of 48 
statements. 
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allow as many views as there are respondents is flawed” (ibid, p.3120). While they argue 

that the emergence of shared viewpoints is explained simply by restrictions imposed by 

the sorting grid and factor analysis process, the literature offers compelling 

counterpoints. A range of Q methodologists draw on sociological theories to posit that 

the social world consists of bodies-of-knowledge or social facts (Stainton Rogers, 1997; 

Capdevila and Lazard, 2008; Watts, 2009; Watts and Stenner, 2012). From this 

perspective, it is argued that Q methodology provides a framework enabling the 

relationship between shared bodies of knowledge and the shared viewpoints they 

generate in particular social settings to be identified and studied. A Bourdieusian and 

morphological lens advances this sociological premise, suggesting that agents draw 

upon common ideational schemas as they orient themselves to the social world. It is 

argued that patterns and regularities can be observed in particular ways of thinking, held 

together in collective ideational structures with an overall resemblance.  

Kampen and Tamás (2014) identify researcher bias as another underlying problem with 

Q methodology. They claim there is an inherent risk where the researcher has expected 

findings they set out to elicit from the participants. Mitigating against inclinations to 

such confirmation bias, interviews with each participant have been used to aid 

interpretation of the factor arrays and served as a corrective where interview data 

conflicted with an interpretation inferred by the researcher. It is not the other 

way around, as Kampen and Tamás imply, where the researcher seeks to fit interview 

data to fit their presupposed interpretation. The next section considers how interview 

data was analysed in relation to this study. 

Interview data: applying principles of reflexive thematic analysis 

While the value of the interview element in Q methodology is generally recognised 

amongst Q methodologists, Gallagher and Porock (2010, p.295) highlight “little has been 

published regarding the use of interviews in Q methodology”. Some researchers propose 

conducting parallel studies with a sub-sample of the Q study participants (P-set) and 

triangulating the findings with Q factor analysis. Stainton-Rogers (1997) takes this 

parallel study approach, advocating the applicability of discourse analysis with a sub-set 

of the Q study participants. Lazard et al. (2011) adopt a similar approach but use 

thematic analysis rather than discourse analysis. Brown (1980), however, adopts a more 

purist approach advocating factor interpretation as the final process of Q methodology 
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with no need to combine additional qualitative analytical approaches in parallel with Q. 

Gallagher and Porock (2010) devise a third approach of Card Content Analysis (CCA) as 

a way of analysing interviews conducted with all participants as part of the original Q 

study rather than afterwards with a sub-sample.  

Similar to the CCA premise, the approach taken in this study was to interview all 

participants immediately after they completed their Q sort and ask them about their 

arrangement of statements. This data was then analysed drawing on principles of Braun 

and Clarke’s (2020) reflexive thematic analysis (TA).  

Braun and Clarke's (2020) reflexive thematic analysis guided the coding process and 

analytic strategy for engaging with the qualitative interview data. This is a thoroughly 

inductive process that differs from deductive approaches that begin with theoretical and 

a priori themes. Braun and Clarke (2020, p.15) are resistant to the language of 

“emergent themes” that “evokes a process that suggests that themes present from data 

with little intervention from the researcher other than extraction.” The researcher's role 

in generating themes as they interpret the data is emphasised. In reflexive thematic 

analysis, the researcher is led by the data and generates themes. These themes are 

"patterns of shared meaning, united by a central concept or idea” (ibid, p.14). It is this 

central concern for identifying patterns of shared meaning that positions thematic 

analysis “as a foundational method for qualitative analysis” as well as a complementary 

approach to Q methodology (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p. 78 cited Lazard et al., 2011, p. 

143). 

The coding process 

A dialectical engagement between Q factor analysis and thematic analysis of interviews 

was followed in coding the interviews. The fundamental purpose of analysing the 

interview data was to guide interpretations of the four factors generated through Q 

factor analysis to best represent the shared viewpoint of practitioners who loaded on 

the different factors. The interaction between the factors and interview data made the 

application of Braun and Clarke’s (2020) method bespoke to this study, deviating from 

a purely TA approach. The coding stages proposed by the authors was, however, 

followed as explained below (ibid, p.4): 

1) data familiarisation and writing familiarisation notes;  
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2) systematic data coding;  

3) generating initial themes from coded and collated data;  

4) developing and reviewing themes;  

5) refining, defining and naming themes. 

In phases 1, 2, and 3, an intentional inductive approach was adopted where the results 

of Q factor analysis and preliminary interpretations of the four viewpoints were 

deliberately put to one side. The purpose of this was to momentarily give priority to the 

interview data before making explicit connections with the four viewpoints. This phase 

of coding was: 

“inductive in the sense of analysis ‘grounded in’ the data, rather than ‘pure’ 

induction, because you cannot enter a theoretical vacuum when doing TA” 

(Braun and Clarke, 2020, p.4). 

In phases 4 (developing and reviewing themes) and 5 (refining, defining and naming 

themes) of the TA process, it was deemed counterproductive to steer a course that 

avoided the preliminary titles given to the four viewpoints generated from Q factor 

analysis. These became the headline themes in analysing the interview data: 

• Critical Thinking & Dialogue;  

• Mutual Understanding; 

• Social cohesion & Restoration;  

• Politicisation (later amended to Political Engagement & Social Justice).  

 
Within each of these overarching themes, a range of subthemes were created. The 

dialectical nature of the analysis is demonstrated in how the thematic analysis offers 

insights to develop and extend the interpretation of the four factors. Reciprocally, at 

stages 4 and 5 of coding, the factor arrays informed the subthemes. Safety, for instance, 

was a subtheme originally situated under Social Cohesion & Restoration. However, once 

explored in relation to how many participants from each factor array talked about the 

significance of safety, it transpired that the majority of references came from those 

aligned to factor 2 - Mutual Understanding. On further analysis, it was clear that the 

data coded here was focused on safety for engaging with others free from threat to 
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facilitate mutual understanding. This triangulation process led to the rearrangement of 

the safety subtheme to the overarching theme of Mutual Understanding. 

Following the 5th phase (refining, defining and naming themes), the data was explored 

extensively, examining how many participants from each factor array referred to an idea 

coded at a particular theme. At the level of overarching themes, most participants had 

said something relevant within the thematic area (fitting with the morphological 

premise that the same concepts are used by all within a socio-political context). 

Therefore, the extent of coding references became a more useful measure, examining 

how much emphasis was given to specific themes across each factor array.  

The generated themes have been used to add rigour and depth to the interpretation of 

factors and are aligned with the four viewpoints. It is the interpretation of the four 

exemplifying factor arrays that occupy the prominent role of the findings chapter, 

animated by a selection of direct quotations from practitioners.  

Employing TA within this research is open to criticism of a circular analytical process 

where themes are first identified in the concourse and then “re-found” in the interview 

data as participants engaged with a Q-set of statements founded upon the initial themes 

identified by the researcher. While acknowledging this critique, a system for coding and 

making sense of the interview data that enabled strength of feeling across the factors 

arrays to be explored was aptly facilitated by adapting reflexive thematic analysis 

principles. TA led to the generation of ideas previously not explicit in the concourse and 

Q-set, aiding the interpretation of the four factor arrays.  

The reflexive approach to TA is:  

“an interpretative activity undertaken by a researcher who is situated in various 

ways, and who reads data through the lenses of their particular social, cultural, 

historical, disciplinary, political and ideological positionings” (Braun and Clarke, 

2020, p.12).  

A note on researcher reflexivity outlines how these particular lenses were embraced 

along with mitigations against bias. 
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Reflexivity 

Research is “an enterprise of knowledge construction” (Guillemim and Gillam, 2004, 

p.274). The credibility of the resultant knowledge has long been recognised within an 

interpretive paradigm to be strengthened with “scrutiny, reflection, and interrogation 

of the data, the researcher, the participants, and the context that they inhabit” (ibid). 

This requires a reflexive process that takes account of researcher positionality (Hall and 

Hall, 2004) and ontological, epistemological, and theoretical presuppositions (Doucet 

and Mauthner, 2012).  

I entered this project as a “hybrid” researcher (Reed and Proctor, 1995), having 

familiarity with the field of youth sector peacebuilding while being distinguished from 

the insider who “is the actual practitioner-as-researcher researching their own and 

known colleagues’ practice” (Jootun et al., 2009, p.44). While some participants were 

known personally, many were not.  

A reflexive approach was prominent during factor interpretation. Jootun et al. (2009, 

p.43) discern that “To a large extent, the production of the participants’ perspective 

depends upon the researcher’s knowledge of the social setting”. The hybrid position I 

held was a strength in this respect. It enabled me to adopt the vantage point of each 

factor array more perceptively with an appreciation of nuances and underpinning 

agendas. Being able to recount professional encounters where colleagues have enacted 

the viewpoints generated from the study helped me draw out the interpretation of each 

ideational structure. These insights enabled an application of reflexivity that values 

subjectivity. The objective nature of reflexivity was also pursued. Principles of bracketing 

were employed at certain junctures as a “cognitive process of putting aside one’s beliefs, 

not making judgements about what one has observed or heard and remaining open to 

data as they are revealed” (Jootun et al., 2009, p.42).  

Exploring my own dispositions and propensities, my individuated habitus concerning the 

research, was also pursued. This approach places the researcher “in a better position to 

approach the topic honestly and openly” (ibid, p.43). As part of this process, I completed 

a Q-sort (included in the data as YW44). My Q-sort revealed that I was aligned with the 

Critical Thinking & Dialogue ideational structure, loading higher than any practitioner on 

this factor array. This knowledge was helpful as it highlighted potential bias towards this 

perspective and presented an ongoing challenge to represent each viewpoint fairly. Self-
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reflection on my approach to youth sector peacebuilding helped me articulate 

distinctions between viewpoints 1 and 4 and provided indicators to look out for as I 

waded through the data. 

Deer (2012, p. 198) avers: 

“In Bourdieu’s view, reflexivity cannot be an exercise carried out solely on an 

individual basis. It has to be a common and shared effort, aiming at making 

explicit the “unthought” categories, perceptions, theories and structures that 

underpin any pre-reflexive grasp of the social environment.”  

The reflexive approach to factor interpretation was a “common and shared effort” 

carried out in collaboration with my supervisory team. Critical questions and fresh 

insights were offered as we examined the four perspectives together augmented with 

the biographies and experiences that Dr Hammond, Ms McArdle, and Prof. Lasslett 

brought to interpreting the data. This approach was adopted from the outset, with 

supervisors and pracademics actively supporting the condensation of concourse 

statements to a final Q-set of 48 statements. 

A final point on reflexivity can be seen in the interaction with interview data. Gallagher 

and Porock (2010, p.298) note: 

“A distinct advantage is that the interviews emphasize the aim of Q methodology 

to capture and to compare individual meaning and prioritization. Interviewing 

participants about their placement of the cards to determine their interpretation 

of the statements seems highly relevant to the analysis if researcher bias is to be 

minimized in achieving this aim” (Gallagher and Porock, 2010, p.298). 

While subjectivity and personal experience were utilised as a guiding influence in making 

sense of the data, this was regulated with reference to the factor arrays and interview 

data, mitigating researcher bias. Participants' voices were used to affirm factor 

interpretations, and where contradictions appeared, this was a catalyst for further 

analysis.  

The final section of this chapter considers a corollary to reflexivity, research ethics. 
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Ethics 

Guillemin and Gillam (2004) outline both distinction and complementarity between 

“procedural ethics” and “ethics in practice”. The former involves satisfying the 

requirements of institutional ethics committees tasked with research governance and 

compliance with legal and rights-based frameworks. The latter refers to “ethically 

important moments” (ibid, p.262) that routinely arise in qualitative research yet cannot 

be specifically forecasted in advance. These ethically important moments are “the 

difficult, often subtle, and usually unpredictable situations that arise in the practice of 

doing research” (ibid). 

Procedural Ethics 

Ethics approval for this study was granted on 6th February 2019 by Ulster University filter 

committee within the faculty of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences, evidenced in 

Appendix A. Ulster University (UU) guidelines for research governance, as outlined in 

the document Policy For The Governance Of Research Involving Human Participants 

(2015) were adhered to throughout. The principle of informed consent was rigorously 

applied in the research in line with Ulster University guidelines (UU, 2015, section 8.3), 

and practitioners were invited to be "involved voluntarily" and made "aware of the right 

to discontinue" (O'Leary, 2004, p53). A 'no-harm approach' as identified by O'Leary (ibid) 

and covered under the Risk and Risk Assessment section of the policy document (UU, 

2015, section 8.6) was taken. Furthermore, the principle of beneficence was enacted, 

fulfilling an “obligation to act in ways that benefit other people” (Guillemin and Gillam, 

2004, p.270). Acknowledging and appreciative of the fact practitioners were 

contributing their time to the research, there was a commitment to ensure this was a 

valuable use of time facilitating critical reflection – an integral aspect of practice and a 

benefit many practitioners commented on. 

Confidentiality (in line with section 8.4 of UU, 2015) was protected. Participant codes 

have been used in published materials, and data has been held securely according to 

General Data Protection Regulations (ICO, 2021). 

Ethics in practice 

Ethics in practice requires a reflexive researcher conscious of power differentials and 

their impact on research participants. A clear illustration of responding to ethics in 
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practice was with a research participant who sought reassurance, communicating 

uncertainty. Statements such as “I’ve probably done this all wrong” and “I don’t know if 

that’s right” were indicative of a sense of vulnerability. Another participant 

communicated they were overwhelmed by the number of statements and the amount 

of reading involved on all the cards. In both these cases, I re-emphasised that the 

research was seeking to gather individual perspectives, that there was absolutely no 

wrong way to order the statements and that there was no time limit on completing the 

sorting activity. These incidences also highlighted that I needed to make a concerted 

effort to reinforce that there was no normative standard against which participants’ Q-

sorts would be measured. Following this, I emphasised communication with research 

participants that reading was required as part of the sorting task and that time would 

not be a restrictive factor. While seemingly minor compared with the ethical dilemmas 

that receive much attention in research settings, Guillemin and Gillam (2004, p.265) 

affirm, “There can be all sorts of ethically important moments: when participants 

indicate discomfort with their answer, or reveal a vulnerability”. I sought to be 

responsive to these ethically important moments adopting a person-centred, empathic 

and congruous approach. 

Conclusion 

The research design is built around Stephenson’s Q methodology, incorporated within a 

broader Bourdieusian analytical framework. Q offers an approach to research capable 

of rigorously answering the research question – how are youth work practitioners both 

oriented and orient themselves within the politics of peacebuilding in Northern Ireland?  

Q methodology is subject to criticisms from both sides of the quantitative-qualitative 

continuum. For some, there needs to be a concerted effort to move towards more 

rigorous methods of statistical analysis; for others, a preoccupation with statistically 

superior factor solutions undermines the subjective value and knowledge that the 

researcher brings. With cognisance of the criticisms, this chapter has presented an 

overview and rationale for adopting Q methodology. Q has been presented as a 

methodological tool that intersects with the conceptual and theoretical ideas of 

morphological analysis and Bourdieu’s social theory, enabling an overarching 

Bourdieusian analytical framework to be operationalised.  
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Chapters 5, 6, and 7, which comprise section two of this thesis, have established the 

epistemological, theoretical, and methodological premises and approaches. The thesis 

is progressed in section three with a presentation, discussion, and analysis of the 

findings.   
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Section 3 – Findings, Discussion & Analysis, and Conclusion 

The final section of this thesis explicates the empirical findings and constructs an analysis 

of these, building on the Bourdieusian lens and the morphological approach to analysing 

ideational structures. Four chapters comprise this section: 

• Chapter 8: Findings: Four ideational structures 

• Chapter 9: Towards a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding 

• Chapter 10: Symbolic power and youth sector peacebuilding 

• Chapter 11: Conclusion 

The momentum of these chapters is in the direction of building novel insights that add 

to the under-theorised field of youth sector peacebuilding, constructed through 

applications of Bourdieu’s thinking tools in relation to the findings. Chapters 9 and 10 

can be viewed as two distinct layers of analysis. The former makes connections between 

the findings and existing literature while concomitantly generating new insights that are 

brought together in a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding. Chapter ten 

applies a more critical lens on the findings and develops a discussion around power 

relations within and acting on the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. The purpose 

of this critical analysis is to signal the role of ongoing reflexivity within the youth sector. 

The concluding chapter of the thesis draws out direct implications of the findings and 

analysis, pointing to specific contributions of this research concerning theory, practice, 

policy, and research. 
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Chapter 8 Findings: Four ideational structures  

Introduction 

Examining distinctive and shared orientations held by youth work practitioners towards 

peacebuilding work with young people is the fundamental focus of this research. These 

orientations are accessed through identifying collective ideational structures that 

practitioners exhibit. As outlined in previous chapters, these collective ideational 

structures are indicative of collective youth worker habitus, coexisting within the 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. This chapter elucidates the four ideational 

structures that have been generated from this Q methodology study. Throughout, these 

four ideational structures will also be interchangeably referred to as perspectives, 

viewpoints, factor arrays, or factors. Factor 1 is ideational structure 1 and so on. While 

the technical term is factor array, Watts and Stenner (2012) suggest it is most helpful to 

understand these as distinctive viewpoints in the data. Within the framework of this 

study, it is most helpful to understand these factor arrays as distinctive ideational 

structures. 

Following the exemplar portrayed in Watts and Stenner (2005), the findings of this Q 

study are presented in both quantitative and qualitative forms. Table 8.1 offers a 

quantitative overview of the four factor arrays (ideational structures), showing how 

each of the forty-eight statements has been ranked in each. Qualitative narratives are 

then presented that communicate a fuller interpretation of each ideational structure. 

The ranking of statements relative to all other statements in the factor array has 

informed the narrative interpretations. These interpretations are further qualified with 

reference to interview data of those practitioners who load on the relevant factor. 

Salient quotations are included, substantiating the interpretative accounts of the four 

viewpoints.  

4 Ideational Structures: A quantitative overview 

The product of Q factor analysis is statistically significant factor arrays which can be 

presented as exemplifying Q sorts. These exemplifying Q sorts are developed from a 

weighted average of the individual Q sorts that load significantly on the respective 

factors (see previous methodology chapter). The four exemplifying Q sorts generated 
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from this study are the primary objects of interpretation and form the basis of the 

research findings. These have been labelled as follows: 

v Ideational Structure 1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue 

v Ideational Structure 2: Mutual Understanding 

v Ideational Structure 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration 

v Ideational Structure 4: Political Engagement & Social Justice 

 

Table 8.1 shows how the forty-eight statements that practitioners were tasked with 

sorting have been ranked across the four ideational structures. Scanning the columns of 

the table shows the factor array for each ideational structure; the ranking given to all 

the forty-eight statements within each particular ideational structure can be identified. 

These are presented in the form of four exemplifying Q sorts in appendix H. The rows of 

table 8.1 offer a comparative view detailing how each statement has been ranked in 

each ideational structure. Statement 1, for instance, receives considerable consensus 

with a ranking of -1 for ideational structure 1 and -2 for ideational structures 2, 3 and 4. 

Statements that rank highest across the four factor arrays are shaded green, and those 

that rank lowest are shaded red. Multiple shadings of green or red indicate a statement 

is joint highest or joint lowest, respectively. 

Interpretative narratives comprise the largest proportion of this chapter that make 

sense of the configurations of statements presented in Table 8.1. Each statement is 

drawn from a narrative literature review (see chapter 4). The forty-eight statements 

represent a vast range of ideas and opinions that could be expressed on peacebuilding 

work with young people. Each factor array represents individuals who have arranged 

this heterogeneous set of statements in a statistically similar way and, in doing so, have 

applied order and meaning to the items. It can be inferred that those grouped together 

(loading) on each factor hold in common shared patterns of thought in their approach 

to peacebuilding within the youth service. These groupings indicate a collective habitus 

structuring their way of perceiving the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding and 

generating a particular way of thinking about and approaching practice.  
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Table 8.1 Q statements corresponding with factor arrays  

No 
 

Statement 

Factor Array 

1 2 3 4 

1 Encouraging young people to recognise and tolerate the existence of Unionist/Loyalist and/or Nationalist/Republican views 

they fundamentally disagree with 

-1 -2 -2 -2 

2 Encouraging young people to see the value of forgiveness in helping them and others move forward  -1 1 5 -1 

3 Focusing on commonalities -4 2 -2 -2 

4 Addressing the needs of young people most alienated from their communities 1 2 3 1 

5 Encouraging young people to be activists and campaign for societal change 1 -2 -1 3 

6 Supporting young people to challenge the power structures in their community and society 1 1 2 5 

7 Creating a human rights culture where young people know and stand up for their rights and the rights of others 2 1  1 3 

8 Encouraging young people to take responsibility and make amends when they cause harm to others 0 2 5 0 

9 Offering diversionary activities for young people during particularly contentious periods e.g. marching season -4 -3 -2 -2 

10 Cultivating a pacifist culture underpinned by a moral commitment to non-violence -2 -1 0 0 

11 Creating opportunities for young people to meet with ex-combatants to better understand the Troubles and the peace 

process 

-3 -3 -3 -5 

12 Promoting trust in policing to deliver justice -3 -2 1 -4 

13 Welcoming newcomers into Northern Ireland  0 0 3 2 
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14 Identifying with young people a link between sectarianism and other forms of prejudice and discrimination e.g. racism; 

sexism; homophobia etc. 

4 2 -1 0 

15 Promoting the rights of young people to express their cultural identities e.g. through Irish-medium youth work; participation 

in marching bands, bonfire building, etc. 

-1 0 -3 -1 

16 Diverting young people from radicalisation -2 -1 4 0 

17 Promoting the use of and appreciation for the Irish language -3 -5 -5 -3 

18 Acknowledging with young people the atrocities inflicted by Republican and Loyalist paramilitaries and state forces during 

the troubles 

-2 -4 -4 -2 

19 Challenging notions of masculinity that place an emphasis on violence -1 -1 0 -1 

20 Create neutral spaces where young people from all backgrounds feel safe and accepted -3 5 0 2 

21 Creating opportunities for young people to contribute through helping other people in their community and encouraging 

volunteering 

1 3 2 3 

22 Single identity work with young people within their own communities where they can critically reflect on their own identity 

and community background within the safety of a group who share similar values and beliefs 

-2 3 -3 -4 

23 Intentionally organising non-violent resistance to force, coercion or government policy e.g. through protests, 

demonstrations, boycotts, etc. 

-4 -5 -2 -1 

24 Working with young people to expand their mobility and sense of safety within and beyond their immediate community 2 3 2 0 

25 Supporting young people to hold political and institutional representatives to account (e.g. politicians, police) 0 -1 -2 3 
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26 Creating safe spaces for dialogue where young people can voice disagreements regarding other people’s ideas about religion 

and politics 

5 4 0 0 

27 Promoting ‘Northern Irish’ as an inclusive identity for all living here -5 0 -4 -5 

28 Ensuring young people from minority groups have fair access to services 0 1 3 4 

29 Encouraging young people to embrace conflict as an opportunity for change 1 -3 0 0 

30 Challenging young people’s traditional community biases e.g. not voting along unionist/nationalist lines; going to a school 

or living in an area where they are a minority 

0 -2 -1 1 

31 Creating environments where friendships flourish across lines of division 3 5 -1 2 

32 Exploring with young people social and political events of the past that fuelled violence 2 -3 -5 -2 

33 Promoting a sense of global citizenship where young people recognise they belong to a global community and have rights 

and responsibilities that reflect this reality 

3 0 0 4 

34 Challenging gender-based violence and discrimination experienced primarily by women and LGBT+ individuals and groups 0 1 -1 1 

35 Addressing trans-generational trauma and poor mental health affecting young people 2 4 4 1 

36 Working non-violently to prevent paramilitary style attacks on young people -2 -1 4 -3 

37 Supporting young people to engage in politics and creating platforms for young people’s voices to be heard by political 

institutions 

3 0 -1 4 

38 Developing young people’s self-awareness and recognition of oppression and injustice faced by others, and themselves 5 0 0 2 

39 Encouraging young people to embrace restorative rather than retributive ideas of justice 1 -2 3 -1 
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40 Encouraging young people to open up their cultural traditions to ‘outsiders’ and to embrace cultural traditions of others 0 1 1 0 

41 Fostering empathy and understanding with those who hold different political beliefs and cultural traditions 4 2 2 1 

42 Emphasising the historical and contemporary role of women in peacebuilding 0 -4 -3 -3 

43 Promoting educational attainment and aspirations in working class communities -1 3 1 5 

44 Promoting the view that social cohesion between Loyalists/Unionists and Republicans/Nationalists is sustainable -1 -1 0 -3 

45 Supporting young people to step beyond notions of single identity and embrace multiple identities 3 0 2 2 

46 Investing in the leadership capacity of young people equipping them to be community leaders who can articulate and act 

for the needs of their community 

4 4 1 1 

47 Enabling bonds of trust to be formed in place of hostility 2 0 1 -1 

48 The pursuit of truth-telling and victim’s rights to see those responsible for acts of violence, oppression and injustice held to 

account 

-5 -4 -4 -4 
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Table 8.2 details the factor each practitioner loaded on. The codes in table 8.2 contain 

demographic information for each participant as follows: 

Ø Participant Number (01 – 44)  

Ø Male or Female (M or F)  

Ø Catholic, Protestant, Other (C or P or O)  

Ø Years of experience: 2 (representing 2 or less), 3 (representing 3-5), 6 

(representing 6-10), 11 (representing 11-15), 16 (representing 16+)  

Ø Nationalist or Unionist (N1, N2, N3, U4, U5, U6) scaled 1 for Nationalist and 6 

Unionist: N1 = most aligned as nationalist, U6 = most aligned as unionist.  

Ø UPPERCASE = European Union Peace4Youth funded worker, lowercase = non 

European Union Peace4Youth funded worker 

 

Table 8.2 Participant demographics and associated factors 

  Q sort Participant codes Total no. 

of sorts  

Factor 1  6, 22, 23, 28, 
35, 39, 40, 44 

06MC11N1   22fc16n2       23FC11N1     28mp16u4    
35fc16n1       39fp16u4      40mo16n3    44mp6u4 

8 

Factor 2  

5, 9, 10, 11, 
12, 14, 15, 
21, 26, 29, 
31, 32, 37, 
41, 42 

05MP2U5      09FC2N2        10FP3U4        11MP6U4      
12MP6U4      14MC3N3      15FC16N3      21FP6N3        
26mp11u6     29MP16U6    31MP6U6       32mp6u4 
37mp16n2     41MP3U5       42MP6U4 

15 

Factor 3  
1, 7, 8, 17, 

33, 34 

01MP11N3     07FP6U4       08MO6NA      17FP6U4         
33fc16n2      34mc16n2 
 

6 

Factor 4  3, 18, 20, 24, 
30, 38 

03FO3N2       18MO16N2  20MC6N1       24FP16U4     
30mp16u5    38mo16n3 
 

6 

Confounded   2, 4, 16, 19 

02FC16N3: F1 .55 & F2.46    
04FC2N2: F1 .44 & F2 .49 
16FC16N3: F1 .55 & F4 .60   
19FC3N1: F1 .59 & F4 .46     
 

4 

Non-

significant  

13, 25, 27, 
36, 43 

13FC16N1 – F1 .34           25FP11U6 – F4 .42 
27MP16U4 – F3 .40         36mp16u4  - F2 .38   
43FP16U4 – F1 .37 

5 

 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, those who did not correlate statistically strongly 

enough with any factor are designated non-significant Q sorts. Those who load strongly 
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on more than one factor are labelled as confounded Q sorts. The primary focus of 

interpretation and analysis is on the collective ideational structures that have been 

generated in the form of the four factor arrays. A briefer discussion on the confounded 

and non-significant sorts is presented towards the end of this chapter.  

The demographics are drawn upon within the narrative interpretation of each factor. 

The four factor interpretations aim to tell the story of that perspective. The reader is 

invited to adopt the lens through which this group of practitioners see the intersection 

of youth work and peacebuilding. The narrative interpretations seek to capture the 

sentiments and sensibilities of the practitioners embodying each particular ideational 

structure. Therefore, assertions made represent how the researcher interprets those 

aligned with that ideational structure make sense of the subfield and not assertions that 

are necessarily the researcher's opinion. 

Following the exemplary format used by Watts and Stenner (2005), the specific 

statements that correspond with the narrative commentary are cited in brackets, and 

their ranking relative to the ideational structure under discussion is indicated. When, for 

example, referring to statement 3, ‘Focusing on commonalities’ in ideational structure 

1, the citation would take the form (3: -4). At times, the citations used refer to a 

statement framed positively but negatively ranked in the ideational structure. In such 

cases, references to these statements are used to support an interpretation indicative 

of the negative ranking of such statements. An example of this appears in the 

interpretation of ideational structure 4, where it is stated: 

“A tacit trust in policing to deliver justice conflicts with the impulse of those 

embodying this ideational structure to ask questions of powerful institutions (12: 

-4)”.   

Statement 12, cited in the example above, reads, “Promoting trust in policing to deliver 

justice”. It is ranked at -4 in ideational structure 4. This example is noted here to draw 

the reader’s attention to citations that may appear incongruous when the statement is 

not explicitly stated. Table 8.1 is a useful cross-reference that contains the specific 

wording of all 48 statements.  
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Interpretation of Ideational Structure 1: Critical Thinking and Dialogue  

"the job of the youth worker is that kind of critical consciousness” – YW28 

Critical Dialogue 

Dialogue is a core feature of this ideational structure, orienting practitioners to 

peacebuilding work with young people (26: +5). Creating a safe space for dialogue is 

essential for engaging young people in developing a critical consciousness that 

challenges taken-for-granted assumptions about the social world and raises awareness 

of inequalities and unequal power relations (38: +5). This criticality involves helping 

young people to make connections between sectarianism and other forms of prejudice 

that reproduce contempt and discrimination (14: +4). Peacebuilding begins when young 

people recognise themselves as interdependent agents capable of critical insights within 

inequitable and unjust social structures. While this work involves introspection (38: +5), 

it is primarily a process facilitated in relationship with others. This relational approach 

places emphasis on cultivating friendship with those from different socio-political and 

cultural backgrounds (31: +3).  

Opportunities are created for young people to engage with others they might ordinarily 

have little contact with. This exposure to new ideas and new people is a reciprocal 

process where empathy is built through friendship, and friendships further develop 

empathy (41: +4; 31: +3). The strength of these relationships lends itself to increasingly 

intentional dialogue capable of dealing with contentious issues, including an exploration 

of the socio-political conditions that have fuelled conflict in Ireland’s modern history 

(32: +2). Trust acts as both a catalyst and outcome of these dialogical processes, and 

caution is taken not to exacerbate tensions (47: +2; 26: +5). Rather, the desire is to 

disarm the power of taboo topics around the past and current hostilities and recognise 

conflict transformation as a tool for social change (29: +1). 

Critical self-awareness 

Self-awareness is taken as an essential feature of developing critical consciousness, 

which necessitates reflective engagement with the notion of identity. Conventional 

conceptions of single-identity work are viewed as counter-productive (22: -2), inhibiting 

an exploration of the varied and contradictory aspects of self (45: +3). Peacebuilding 

work should challenge the illusion of single identity communities defined as Protestant 

/ Unionist / Loyalist (PUL) or Catholic / Nationalist / Republican (CNR). Even where 
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single-identity programmes include this challenge function, framing it as single-identity 

work further serves the reductionist discourse of singular identities. Critical reflection of 

self and society reveals the social construction of reality. In this context, it is valuable to 

take a much broader perspective and recognise self as an interdependent actor in a 

global community (33: +3). Such a view is not to displace critical conversations on 

notions of identity. Employing universalising labels to solve identity politics is 

antithetical to this ideational structure (27: -5).  

Through the process of challenging community identities and notions of belonging, 

along with a relational focus across traditional sectarian boundaries, it is envisioned that 

young people will feel more confident and at ease going into spaces previously 

perceived as prohibited (24: +2). 

Political Participation 

Equipped with an expanding critical consciousness, peacebuilding work addresses the 

power imbalance between adults and young people by supporting young people to have 

their voices heard (37: +3; 46: +4). Young people are to be active in political arenas (37: 

+3), they are to speak up regarding their rights and the rights of others (7: +2), and they 

are to have a role as community leaders who advocate on behalf of others (46: +4). 

Peacebuilding should prioritise youth participation where young people are involved in 

decision-making processes. Genuine participation requires that young people have an 

understanding of rights (33: +3; 7: +2). Young people contributing to their communities 

through volunteering is given a place (21: +1). However, this comes with the proviso that 

such activities are authentic and not tokenistic – practitioners and young people ought 

to reflect on this issue critically to ascertain whose agenda such social action is serving. 

Intentional political actions may emerge through the process of engaging young people 

in dialogue and critical thinking (5: +1; 6: +1; 25: 0); however, these are not the primary 

methods or objectives of the work. Purposeful political organisation to show resistance 

and subvert oppressive structures is deemed unnecessary and perceived as an 

oppositional strategy to engaging young people in existing political mechanisms to 

challenge institutions (23: -4). Similarly, addressing specific issues of marginalisation in 

society may emerge as important issues for young people to address as part of a 

peacebuilding programme (4: +1; 13: 0; 28: 0; 43: -1), but these would follow as an 

outworking of critical pedagogy and would be youth-led. 
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Confronting contentious issues 

Peacebuilding work involves tackling contentious issues and recognising the payoffs 

different groups gain from segregation. Any pretences to neutrality in both conflict and 

peacebuilding are exposed as a fallacy (20: -3). Focusing on commonalities and 

diversionary work are perceived as strategies for avoiding meaningful engagement and 

difficult conversations (3: -4; 9: -4). The idea of pacifism conjures synonyms of passivity 

and objectivity and is therefore relegated (10: -2). This ideational structure invites 

reflexivity where young people consider their positionality in the post-conflict landscape 

and the biases they are imbued with (30: 0). 

Contrary to developing passive, objective subjects, the work of peacebuilding is to 

develop critical, engaged, reflexive thinkers. In this vein, the notion of diverting young 

people from radicalisation is problematised (16, -2). Through critical consciousness-

raising young people may indeed become radicalised towards pursuing social justice and 

activism for peace.  

Accepting co-existence through the tolerance of separation and absence of violence is a 

meagre aspiration in peacebuilding (1: -1; 44: -1). This stance disavows live sectarian 

undercurrents and the ubiquitous impacts of conflict legacies that must be addressed, 

including transgenerational trauma (35: +2). While building trust is important (47: +2), 

this is counter-balanced with a criticality that applies a scrutinous lens over powerful 

institutions such as policing (12: -3). Trust in policing is not to be naively assumed, and 

the onus is on the police service to demonstrate they are worthy of trust through their 

conduct. Tackling paramilitary-style violence in society is primarily a policing role (36: -

2). Youth work can contribute marginally and in a preventative way to addressing 

violence in society by promoting restorative approaches (39: +1; 8: 0; 2: -1) and exploring 

with young people the concept of violence (19: -1). Such restorative approaches are 

secondary concerns and not the primary focus of peacebuilding within this viewpoint. 

Dialogue, empathy and critical engagement 

While exploring historical issues concerning conflict and peacebuilding is important as 

part of a critical engagement with the past (32: +2; 30: 0), certain methods and ideas are 

not advocated. Hearing perspectives of ex-combatants (11: -3) and remembering 

atrocities (18: -2) are relegated as potentially unhelpful methodologies. Truth-telling 

and victims’ rights for justice are deemed issues irrelevant to young people (48: -5). 
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Furthermore, while dialogue on contentious issues is emphasised, promoting the 

expression of particular cultural identities is not a significant feature of this ideational 

structure (17: -3; 15: -1). The Irish language, marching bands and bonfire building are 

perceived as politically and culturally divisive issues, and dialogue is needed around 

these themes rather than an unequivocal endorsement. The notion of inviting others to 

share in cultural events and traditions that would ordinarily be unfamiliar to them is 

considered more favourably (40: 0). This idea fits within a broader framework of 

facilitating dialogue, empathy, and a critical engagement with difference. 

Voices of Viewpoint 1 

A cross-section of salient comments indicative of this viewpoint are presented to 

animate further the interpretation of factor array 1 (Critical Thinking & Dialogue).  

Critical pedagogy 

YW06 states somewhat axiomatically, "Creating safe spaces for young people for 

dialogue - that’s the work we do." Dialogue is foundational to youth work practice and 

is equally fundamental in peacebuilding. YW22 elaborates on this dialogical approach 

and notes the role of questioning in developing critical thinking and self-awareness:  

"one of our gifts as youth work practitioners is questioning and asking 

questions to get people to think and reflect... we need to be really mindful of 

the questions we ask, and it's a real skill" (YW22). 

YW28 emphasises the role of critical consciousness in exploring the past and the need 

to “deconstruct” contested narratives: 

“so that's really at the core of what I'm doing, which is about really learning 

from the past, not just learning about the past, trying to deconstruct that and 

give young people kind of critical consciousness to be able to make different 

choices in the present” (YW28). 

Overcoming polite avoidance 

Engaging with past issues is valuable in informing how to navigate current issues and 

handle conflict in ways that do not perpetuate animosity and violence. YW35 affirms 

that a core purpose of peacebuilding work with young people is supporting them to be 

“a critical thinker about the past”. In line with a propensity to bring contentious issues 



194 

 

to the fore, YW23 criticises the social tendency to avoid the live issue of sectarianism. 

She questions, “Is it a fear or what is it that people don't want to talk about 

sectarianism?” And answers herself suggesting, “They don't want it to be an issue 

within their community… there is an avoidance, a polite avoidance if you want to say, 

but there's definitely an avoidance” (YW23). While broader inclusion issues are not 

insignificant within this ideational structure, addressing sectarianism is considered 

unfinished business and at risk of being neglected. YW39 agrees with YW23 that there 

is an avoidance culture that the critical thinking and dialogue approach ought to 

challenge: 

“There's a danger of looking at all other kinds of diversity, and it's nearly an 

avoidance of looking at sectarianism and the things that have been most 

divisive in Northern Ireland” (YW39). 

YW40 articulates frustration at “cyclical single identity programmes” that equivocate 

the real work of bringing together young people from traditionally antagonistic 

communities and engaging on contentious issues. “What’s the point of pussyfooting 

about?” he asks (YW40). Furthermore, the notion of single identity is criticised. YW40 

asserts, “I do not believe that we have single identities; I believe we have multiple and 

complex and sometimes contradictory identities.” The rhetoric of single identity 

espouses “not only unproductive but positively detrimental attitudes to community 

relations peacebuilding” (YW40). 

A radical approach 

Peacebuilding can be and should be, from this perspective, a radical endeavour. By 

raising critical consciousness, young people develop a critical self and social awareness 

that acts as a catalyst for emancipatory thought and action. For this reason, the notion 

of diverting young people from radicalism is problematised in a Freirean sense of 

questioning the assumptions behind such practice. YW22 explains, “peacebuilding 

could be a form of radicalisation because you’re radical, you're fuelled by a mission to 

do something.” This radicality of critical thinking challenges conformist practices and 

taken-for-granted ideas. Reflecting on the statement regarding the expression of 

cultural identities (15: -1), YW28 contemplates the assumptions that underpin such 

work: 
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“I think it's problematic, and there are agencies that have bonfire building 

programmes, and I understand that they're trying to work with the young 

people to keep them a bit safer and to do all that. But there's no real challenge 

function I think in that as to why you're doing this in the first place, what's 

behind it, why does it give you meaning, could other things give you meaning 

too? So that stuff without the kind of critical understanding that comes out of 

exploring the past, self-awareness, empathy, could just promote the idea of 

separate and parallel communities” (YW28). 

YW40 is assertive in his critique of conforming with policing policy and collaborating with 

a policing agenda for building peace. He argues, “youth work is not an apologist for the 

British state; youth work is not there to rubber-stamp everything that the reformed 

police force does” (YW40). His statement provokes controversial ideas about the 

historical and contemporary role of policing in Northern Ireland, a theme this ideational 

structure would certainly not shy away from discussing with young people. 

Addressing mental health, well-being, and trauma experienced by young people is 

recognised as a need that cannot be ignored in peacebuilding work. Practitioners must, 

however, be aware of the limitations of their profession and acknowledge when health 

professionals should be involved. YW39 explains, "you do have a responsibility to meet 

young people's immediate needs - in a way that fits within your role." 

Critical spaces for dialogue 

The Critical thinking & dialogue viewpoint prioritises relational approaches to engaging 

with conflict. Contested issues offer the impetus for meaningful dialogue. YW40 argues 

that critical spaces ought to elicit “cognitive dissonance” and “the noise of thoughts 

being churned up and ideas being challenged”. Building on this emphasis, within 

viewpoint 1, neutrality is considered mythic and counterproductive. YW22 states, “I 

never was a big person on these neutral spaces; I don’t think it’s possible”. YW28 

rhetorically questions, “so this idea of neutrality, what does it mean to have a neutral 

space?” And YW39 offers a critique: "neutral for me suggests you're trying to suppress 

the very things that make them who they are and their identities." YW28 observes that 

there have been attempts to redefine the notion of safe space, removing what he sees 

as a crucial aspect of facilitating difficult conversations. The result is an impoverished 
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idea that focuses on neutrality rather than critical engagement on disputed topics. He 

surmises:  

“And in the literature, particularly in colleges across the States, when there's 

difficult subject matter being discussed, they want safe spaces afterwards, but 

that's not how I’d understood, or I think this kind of work here certainly and in 

other places had understood, safe space. Safe space was a tool to enable 

people to have difficult conversation in a way that was good for them and the 

others, not a kind of neutral space where you were just reassured that 

everything was alright” (YW28). 

Rights work follows naturally from and deepens the focus on critical thinking and 

dialogue. An emphasis on building durable interpersonal relationships is a constant 

sustaining factor in this approach to peacebuilding. These relationships are understood 

as complementing rather than circumventing engagement on contentious social issues 

and competing political rights. It is this bridging of developing strong interpersonal 

relationships alongside engaging with rights-based frameworks that YW28 sees as 

distinctive within this ideational structure. He notes: 

“there has been a divide between human rights activists and community 

relations practitioners - one of the most nonsense kind of fights there’s ever 

been because they're completely reliant on each other” (YW28). 

Some may argue the more legalistic orientation of human rights approaches that 

provide a solid basis for redressing, amongst other things, partisan disputes over rights 

is incompatible with a more relational and reconciliatory focus on community relations. 

Within ideational structure 1 space is created for both these practices to inform how 

practitioners orient themselves towards peacebuilding with young people. 

The final section in the interpretation of this factor array examines demographic factors 

of practitioners aligned with ideational structure 1, offering additional insights into the 

nature of this orientation. 

Demographics of Ideational Structure 1 

Eight practitioners embody ideational structure 1 Critical Thinking & Dialogue; this 

number includes the researcher (see reflexivity discussion in the methodology chapter). 
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While generalisable conclusions cannot be drawn from the demographic composition of 

each ideational structure, several insights can be inferred that add to the interpretation 

of the factor array. This section draws on indicative information contained within the 

demographic detail of the Critical Thinking & Dialogue ideational structure.  

Table 8.3 Practitioner Demographics for Ideational Structure 1 

Factor Array 1 Practitioner Demographics 

Male 4 

Female 4 

Peace4Youth (P4Y) 2 

Non-Peace4Youth (non-P4Y) 5 

Researcher 1 

Nationalist orientation 5 

Unionist orientation 3 

6-10 years’ experience 1 

11-15 years’ experience 2 

16+ years’ experience 5 

 

The most significant variables in Table 8.3 are P4Y or not and length of experience as a 

qualified practitioner. Of the seven practitioners who load on this factor, five are non-

Peace4Youth (non-P4Y) funded workers. This factor array accounts for more than a third 

of the thirteen non-P4Y practitioners in the study overall. Only two practitioners are 

employed through the EU funded P4Y programme in viewpoint 1 (the researcher is 

identified separately and not linked with the P4Y or non-P4Y cohorts). This finding 

suggests that critical thinking and dialogue of the type described in the interpretation of 

ideational structure 1 is not prioritised as part of the Peace4Youth framework. Limited 

appetite for the critical thinking & dialogue perspective may reflect the design features 

of the European Union Peace IV programme or how it is implemented at a practice level. 

Practitioners funded under the EU P4Y programme orientate towards the other three 

ideational structures relating to peacebuilding. Those practitioners not working to EU 

targets disproportionately align with factor array 1. Embedding critical dialogue and 

employing critical pedagogy is primarily the disposition of those working to agendas 

other than the European Union. As will be intimated in the next section and discussed 

further in the discussion and analysis chapter, an EU aligned disposition is most notable 

in ideational structure 2 – Mutual Understanding. 
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Seven of the eight practitioners who load on viewpoint 1 have at least 11 years of 

experience as qualified practitioners (the researcher accounts for the 6-10 years’ 

experience category). It may be the case that experienced practitioners feel best 

equipped to facilitate the sensitive work of critical dialogue in the context of an ethnic 

frontier. The emphasis on exploring the past may also be a salient point for older 

practitioners who had greater exposure to the Troubles and the ensuing peace process. 

While this is not the case for all practitioners who experienced the latter part of the 

twentieth century in Northern Ireland, it is interesting that younger practitioners did not 

load on this factor. Length of experience has been utilised as a proxy for age. Actual ages 

of practitioners support this reading, and the youngest practitioner to load on factor 1 

was born in 1991. The average age of practitioner loading on factor 1 is 43.6, with the 

lowest age 30 and the highest 52.  

A final point of interest regarding demographics for this viewpoint is that no one who 

identified strongly as unionist loaded on the factor. On a scale where 1 represented the 

strongest alignment with a nationalist identity and 6 represented the strongest 

alignment with a unionist identity, the range of scores for this ideational structure was 

1 to 4. This finding implies that those with a strong unionist identity are less likely to 

orient towards this ideational structure. 

These demographic features provide insights into biographies contained in the 

collective habitus manifested within ideational structure 1. While a further study would 

be required to explore these habitus features more rigorously, the modest inferences 

made add insights into the aetiology of ideational structure 1. 

 

Interpretation of Ideational Structure 2: Mutual Understanding 

“creating new friendships, not just for cross-community relationships, just 

almost like a cross-community country” – YW31 

Co-existence: A common goal 

Learning to live harmoniously with difference is a guiding principle of ideational 

structure 2 (29: -3; 30: -2). Cultivating friendship is both the process and product of 

peace work (31: +5) and is achieved through the discovery of shared interests and 

experiences (3: +2). Friendships are further sustained and founded upon the 
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depoliticising of social spaces (24: +3) and contested issues (20: +5). Dialogue around 

difference is valued (26: +4), although this is accompanied by a proactive concern for 

the emotional security of young people, evidenced by the high ranking of statements 

citing safe spaces (20: +5; 26: +4; 24: +3; 22: +3). Single identity work is viewed as a 

prerequisite for successful engagement with groups from other community 

backgrounds (22: +3). Such work enables young people to develop self-awareness and 

appreciation of their cultural traditions, building confidence for engaging with others. 

The notion of confidence-building connects with an emphasis on personal development. 

Peace through personal growth  

Personal development of individual young people is a core concern. Initiating work from 

young people’s starting points involves addressing presenting needs. Complex issues 

related to mental health and wellbeing must be tackled (35: +4) before addressing more 

traditional peacebuilding objectives of confronting sectarianism and pursuing social 

justice (5: -2). Indeed, mental health and wellbeing as a cross-cutting issue is a more 

relevant theme to bring segregated groups together around (3: +2) rather than historical 

issues related to the Troubles that are largely irrelevant to young people (32: -3). 

Educational attainment is a related aspect of personal development that is regarded as 

an essential factor in young people’s flourishing along with leadership development (46: 

+4). Ensuring young people are aware of their rights helps build autonomy (7: +1). 

Equipping and guiding young people to act as responsible citizens (8: +2) who make 

positive contributions within their communities (21: +3) connects personal 

development with citizenship education. These ideas are central tenets of peacebuilding 

work with young people within this viewpoint. Global perspectives on citizenship are 

less integral (33: 0), and the emphasis remains more parochial on the local and national 

context. 

De-politicisation and reciprocity 

Motivated to ameliorate tensions and divisions through the depoliticising of issues, this 

viewpoint supports the idea of a shared communal identity in Northern Ireland (27: 0). 

The right to cultural expression is de-problematised through the principle of reciprocity; 

the range of cultural identities in Northern Ireland should be celebrated and respected 

(40: +1; 15: 0). Through building friendships with those who are different, opportunities 

are created to explore and share in unfamiliar cultural activities. This kind of cross-
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cultural participation builds empathy and mutual understanding (41: +2) and goes 

beyond the limited notion of toleration (1: -2). The principle of reciprocity offers a 

safeguard against the partisan promotion of culture (17: -5). Respecting, understanding, 

and accommodating the divergent cultures associated with nationalism and unionism in 

the north of Ireland remains a critical focus of peacebuilding accompanied by an 

ambition to establish sharing and mutual celebration of different traditions. In this 

context, young people are encouraged to take pride in their cultural heritage (22: +3). 

While encouraging open-mindedness to the different ideas and events that hold cultural 

significance for others, the practitioners’ role does not involve challenging young people 

on traditional voting habits or behaviours connected with distinctive socio-political 

identities (30: -2; 45: 0). A societal tendency to label some forms of cultural expression 

as “contentious” is considered unhelpful. As such, diverting young people from 

participating in cultural events and celebrations is not advocated (9: -3).  

Following a concern for fostering mutual understanding and reciprocity, it is important 

that peacebuilding work addresses unequal power relations in communities (6: +1) and 

is attentive to the needs of the most alienated young people (4: +2). This drive towards 

equality extends peacebuilding beyond traditional sectarian divides (14: +2) and 

encompasses work with migrant populations (13: 0) and minority groups in Northern 

Ireland (28: +1). Intentional political action, however, is not a priority within this 

ideational structure (23: -5; 5: -2; 25: -1). Societal change is a daunting task that is 

difficult to measure. Grandiose ambitions of social activism are unreasonable 

expectations to motivate young people towards and may prove counterproductive 

where change does not occur (5: -2). Furthermore, young people are demotivated by 

party politics in Northern Ireland and have little interest in political participation (25: -1; 

37: 0). 

Transcending the past 

A future-focused disposition is espoused by this perspective that determines historical 

issues should be left in the past (32: -3; 18: -4). Forgiveness is deemed valuable to the 

extent that it helps people move on and avoid bitterness and cynicism (2: +1). Exploring 

historical and contemporary contributions of women in peacebuilding is not prioritised 

primarily because of how equality is understood in this factor array (42: -4). 

Contributions of women should not be treated as a separate and unique focus without 
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also considering the contribution of men. Furthermore, the historical aspect of 

statement 42 is deemed increasingly irrelevant to young people.  

Youth work has a minimal remit in relation to policing, security, and justice issues with 

young people. The radicalisation of young people is not perceived as a pressing issue 

(16: -1), and tackling paramilitarism is seen as a specialised role (36: -1).  Building trust 

in policing is not deemed a primary objective of peacebuilding (12: -2) nor is restorative 

youth justice work (39: -2).  

Viewpoint 2 focuses on developing an understanding of self and others in a shared 

society. Contested issues are de-politicised, and developing neutral spaces creates the 

conditions for a positive co-existence. A selection of comments from practitioners who 

embody this ideational structure further substantiates this interpretation. 

Voices of Viewpoint 2  

Friendships founded on common ground 

YW15 reflects on the supremacy of friendship in peacebuilding work: 

“The big thing that has come out of the work that I’ve been involved in is that 

the friendships and relationships that the young people get… it came down to 

whether they like them as a person and a friend and they got to know them as 

people before they found out the sort of cultural and community stuff about 

them and then it really didn't have that much of an impact on the relationship 

because it had been built there and sustained” (YW15). 

 These friendships are founded upon common ground, as YW21 articulates: 

“if we focus on commonalities, we can create more space, environments for 

friendships to flourish. So, focusing on commonalities lends a hand to 

peacebuilding because if you’re in common with somebody […], you're not in 

conflict with somebody. If you've more to agree on, you've less to disagree on” 

(YW21). 

YW42 explains, “I’ve always wanted to focus on those common themes”, and YW41 

perceives that a common identity that could be shared would be a helpful step forward 

in building peace: 
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“if it came to like a mutual agreement to identify as sort of one big thing, I think 

it would be easier to push forward, do you know because then every other 

thing that distracts would be sort of pushed away for the meantime and come 

together as one" (YW41). 

Personal and Political Neutrality 

Connected with the notion of common ground is the idea of neutrality. It appears as a 

salient idea found in both the arrangement of statements and comments of 

practitioners in factor array 2. YW05 suggests neutral spaces are essential in creating a 

safer society: 

“creating a neutral space where they can feel safe and accepted is important, 

and we need to do it more… they will just feel safe… parents won’t be 

concerned, the young people won’t be concerned” (YW05). 

YW12 envisages neutral spaces as facilitating co-existence, commenting, “neutral space 

as well… I just think there's something in creating a picture of places where people can 

be together and can exist together.” While conversations of difference and dialogue on 

disagreements are relevant aspects of peacebuilding, caution is taken to avoid 

controversy. YW41 articulates their approach to dialogue where, "it's not shouting at 

each other, it's not stepping on each other’s toes, it's more talking to each other, 

getting a solution because you understand where each other's coming from." YW10 

adopts a similar stance emphasising, "it's not in your face, it's not confrontational, it's 

about exploring things." 

YW29 implicitly deems neutrality as optimal in reference to the youth work 

practitioner’s role in facilitating peacebuilding work with young people. He states: 

"Everybody's got a bias, and everybody's got an agenda of some sort, so you 

know what I mean, you need to sort of go in with a clear head on it and not be 

tempted by it” (YW29). 

Practitioners aligned with factor array 2 distance themselves from overtly political work. 

Referencing statement 35 (-5), YW14 avers, “intentionally putting young people up to 

protests, demonstrations, boycotts; you should never force a political opinion on them 

and tell them” (YW14). YW05 questions, “where’s a huge benefit in all that?” arguing, 



203 

 

“I don’t think we should be promoting the fact of right let's get these young people to 

have a protest or demonstration because we don’t believe in this”. YW31 similarly 

expresses scepticism to such approaches stating: 

“unless it's done in the perfect way where they understand and it's done with 

young people who understand exactly why it's being done…unless you have 

the right young people in the right mind frame and know exactly what they're 

boycotting, what they're protesting against, what they’re giving a 

demonstration towards, then I feel like it can be taken in the wrong context” 

(YW31). 

Disillusionment with social change and politics 

Notions of social activism are also considered problematic. YW11 contends, “I think it's 

very idealistic to say that peacebuilding should aim towards young people being social 

changers and to be active.” YW37 shares this concern noting the lack of adult support 

to sustain such an aspiration. He argues, “if they don't have an adult population 

supporting them, again we're setting them up for a fall." YW41 agrees with this 

analysis. Discussing statement 5 (-2), he questions, “what's the point in saying 

encouraging young people to do this here whenever you know they're gonna get 

knocked back?” He continues: 

"There are big head people already high up like the likes of PEACE IV who's 

already doing it, do you know they’re already doing it for young people… it's 

already being done, so why put the responsibility on young people again?” 

(YW41). 

This top-down approach where funders and policymakers assume the role of driving 

social change is accepted in a common-sense way. Youth work is thus not understood 

as an agitational practice that seeks to generate social change from the ground up and 

in ways that might conflict with the logic of institutions entrusted with determining 

indicators and outcomes for societal change.  

YW11 explicitly states the subtext cutting across ideational structure 2 - “in terms of 

youth work practice, I don't feel as if it's our role to promote anything to do with 

politics.” Furthermore, young people are not animated or engaged by discussions 

around politics. YW14 perceives an alternative track of peacebuilding work that moves 
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away from political issues that young people are disinterested in and instead towards 

common issues of personal development and economic security. He ruminates: 

“they just despise politics; they have no interest in it, don’t want to learn about 

it, don’t want to speak about it, and I think it’s at the point there’s other 

alternatives in peacebuilding… there are other ways to peace build such as, my 

view is focus on commonalities between people so they see they all have their 

own issues, they all choose to be here for the same reasons, they all want to 

get to move on to further education, employment and training that’s why they 

are here to get themselves ready, it’s a process to get them ready, a stepping 

stone to move on” (YW14). 

Personal flourishing  

Personal development that focuses on the needs and flourishing of young people is 

expressed as an essential feature of youth work, and therefore peacebuilding, within 

the youth sector. YW11 determines that through youth work processes, peacebuilding 

happens: 

“you think of a youth worker you’re thinking about the needs of young people, 

and you're thinking about giving them safe space and a sense of belonging, and 

I think then that becomes where peacebuilding happens… young people 

obviously engage more and develop more and hopefully then this idea of 

young people flourishing” (YW11).   

YW10 declares her allegiance to youth work principles stating, “I would put the needs 

of a young person first and not the needs of like peacebuilding”. YW12 expresses a 

similar commitment, noting: 

“The kind of phrase ‘starting points of young people’ is in my head, you know 

every session are we focused on peacebuilding? I wouldn't put it into that box. 

You know we’re about informally educating young people, and their personal 

development is massive in that” (YW12). 

Practitioners discussed two key ideas as part of the personal development curriculum – 

preparing young people for further education, training and employment, and addressing 
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mental health. To this end, YW14 infers that traditional peacebuilding objectives are 

irrelevant to young people today, and particularly their immediate needs: 

“I understand what all like the peacebuilding goals are, I understand all that, 

but I think currently at the stage we’re at, it's become outdated, and it's more 

about the process of getting them ready to the point where they are ready to 

go on to what they want to do. So it's a process of their confidence, their self-

esteem, their skills, all of these, their insecurities, self-denial” (YW14). 

Furthermore, YW05 observes,  

“mental health is coming out as one of the biggest issues affecting young 

people, and it's one of the things that most of our staff team are having to deal 

with because it's just such a huge thing in society at the moment.”  

YW31 indicates that they are particularly aware of the mental health needs of a specific 

demographic of young people that “fall into the category of not in education, 

employment or training”, noting “they’re struggling and mental health issues are huge 

in Northern Ireland.” 

Leadership and character development 

Cultivating the leadership capabilities of young people is an additional means of 

supporting young people’s personal development. YW26 links leadership qualities with 

respectable citizenship where young people “give of themselves”. He explains: 

“I find it really important that we do invest in the leadership of young people 

because not only does it benefit them as individuals, I think investing in them 

gives them a sense of worth… I think it gives them more of a sense of wanting 

to ensure that their community is the best that it can be and to give of 

themselves to that” (YW26). 

The character-building dimension of personal development through citizenship and 

community leadership is captured in YW31’s reflection: 

“If we equip young people to go out and be the best versions of themselves 

that they can be in community, good change will happen, good news will 

spread, good words will be said” (YW31). 
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This ideational structure orients practitioners to a view of peace that is built through the 

personal development of individuals who acquire aspirations to contribute positively to 

society. Changes at the individual level affect change at a wider societal level as growing 

numbers of young people mature into model citizens. This citizenship work tends to be 

context-specific rather than undertaking the challenge of focusing on notions of global 

citizenship. As YW42 explains, "it's hard enough getting young people to understand 

and agree to what it is to be a citizen here.” 

Understanding of self leads to understanding of others 

Once immediate psycho-social needs of young people are met and they are at a stage 

where they can engage in more focused peacebuilding, single identity work is an 

important starting point. YW42 elaborates on the role of such work in the process of 

building mutual understanding: 

"there's no point trying to move forward with these communities if the people 

in those communities don't understand themselves... if you can understand 

yourself, you can understand others" (YW42).  

YW26 agrees with the significance of single identity approaches noting: 

“without a deep sense of understanding of your own culture, your own 

experience, your own, your own biases, without understanding those things, I 

think it's really difficult to engage with the other” (YW26). 

Demographics of Ideational Structure 2 

The demographics of practitioners aligned with factor array 2 are outlined in table 8.4. 

Table 8.4 Practitioner Demographics for Ideational Structure 2  

Factor Array 2 Practitioner Demographics 

Male 11 

Female 4 

Peace4Youth (P4Y) 12 

Non-Peace4Youth (non-P4Y) 3 

Nationalist orientation 5 

Unionist orientation 10 

Less than 2 years’ experience 2 

3-5 years’ experience 3 

6-10 years’ experience 6 

11-15 years’ experience 1 

16+ years’ experience 3 
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EU funded Peace4Youth workers dominate factor array 2 – Mutual Understanding. 

Twelve P4Y workers are joined by only three non-P4Y practitioners. It is also a male-

dominated factor array with eleven males and four females loading on factor 2. There is 

a tendency for those most recently qualified to load on this factor. Five practitioners 

have less than 6-years post-qualifying experience, while six are in the category of 6-10 

years’ experience. More experienced practitioners are less likely to align with the 

Mutual Understanding ideational structure. Only four of the fifteen practitioners have 

more than 11 years of experience as qualified workers. The demographics also suggest 

that those with a unionist orientation are more likely to load on this factor. While the 

ten unionist leaning practitioners scored themselves from 4 (moderate alignment with 

unionism) to 6 (strong alignment with unionism), no one selected 1 on the scale, which 

indicates the strongest alignment with nationalism. Two practitioners selected 2 and 

three selected 3 on the six-point scale where 1-3 indicates orientations towards a 

nationalist identity and 4-6 indicates orientations towards a unionist identity.  

Factor 2, Mutual Understanding, has more than twice the number of practitioners 

loading on it than factors 3 and 4, and almost twice as many as factor 1. The 

disproportionate number of EU P4Y funded workers associated with this ideational 

structure indicates an alignment between this view of peacebuilding and the objectives 

of the EU Peace4Youth programme. This inference is discussed further in the next 

chapter. 

 

Interpretation of Ideational Structure 3: Social Cohesion and Restoration 

“Peace requires forgiveness” – YW34 

 

Countering Violent Extremism 

Countering violence and tackling paramilitarism are imminent concerns within 

ideational structure 3. Residual paramilitarism that inflicts life-inhibiting injuries on 

young victims of paramilitary-style attacks must be acknowledged and expunged within 

a society that claims to be post-conflict (36: +4). The allure of radicalisation to join 

illegitimate groups is to be counteracted with explicit diversionary tactics (16: +4) and 

the promotion of restorative principles (8: +5; 39: +3). Forgiveness is a crucial concept 
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(2: +5) required for genuine reconciliation and a de-escalation of ongoing sectarian 

feuds. 

Wider society has neglected paramilitarism and cycles of criminality in communities that 

continue to experience the most detrimental impacts of conflict legacies. The needs of 

the most marginalised young people in these contexts must be prioritised (4: +3), and 

failure to do so is a violation of human rights (7: +1). Adverse childhood experiences 

have perpetuated a mental health crisis. Trauma is exacerbated by paramilitary-style 

retribution and community control. Consequently, mental health is a peacebuilding 

imperative (35: +4). 

Embedding responsible citizenship 

Communities have become dysfunctional spaces where illegitimate forms of authority 

have acquired and maintained considerable status. Practitioners should work with 

young people to challenge these unsanctioned power structures (6: +2). Promoting trust 

in policing (12: +1) is an important element of peacebuilding that helps establish law, 

order, and stability. Young people should be able to exercise freedom of movement and 

association within and beyond their immediate communities (24: +2). Peacebuilding 

work seeks to empower young people to take ownership of community spaces and feel 

safe within them. Encouraging young people to be active contributors to their 

communities is a significant way in which they can establish themselves as trustworthy 

actors (21: +2). A fundamental principle is supporting young people to take 

responsibility for their actions and acknowledge when they have caused harm (8: +5). 

This kind of responsible citizenship is required for the cultivation of cohesive and well-

functioning communities.  Conflict legacies have embedded a sense of territoriality that 

excludes those who deviate from the dominant identity and norms. Peacebuilding 

equips young people to challenge such arrangements by fostering a welcoming 

disposition towards newcomer populations (13: +3) and working in support of minority 

groups (28: +3), securing their place within a cohesive society. 

Restorative relationships 

Friendship is not a priority (31: -1), and the orientation of this ideational structure 

towards restorative approaches does not aspire towards such intimacy of relationships. 

Empathy, understanding, and trust (41: +2; 47: +1) are, however, significant concepts 

that facilitate steps towards reconciliation and social cohesion. Promoting the view that 
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social cohesion is possible between antagonistic groups is a starting point to build upon 

(44: 0). Enabling dialogue around issues of difference is not deemed a priority (26: 0). 

Creating neutral spaces as safe environments for young people has a place (20: 0). 

However, within this viewpoint, there is a greater concern to engage in partisan spaces 

that are signified as declared territories. 

Towards community cohesion 

Current issues emanating from conflict legacies, particularly community 

dysfunctionality, are the primary lens through which this ideational structure orients 

practitioners towards peacebuilding. Exploring the past is regarded as unhelpful and 

counterproductive (32: -5; 18: -4; 11: -3). Acknowledgement and truth-telling are 

approaches irrelevant to the post Good Friday Agreement generation of young people 

(48: -4). Promoting identity and culture particular to segregated communities has a 

minimal place in peacebuilding work, and caution is impressed over the destabilising 

potential of contested cultural traditions (17: -5; 15: -3). It should be acknowledged with 

young people that perpetuating notions of single identity exacerbates divisions (22: -3), 

and instead, the liberty to hold multiple identities should be explored (45: +2). This does 

not mean that societal fractures can be papered over with idealistic notions of a shared 

identity (27: -4) and focusing on commonalities (3: -2). Diversionary work during periodic 

cultural events deemed contentious is not a sustainable solution to creating responsible 

citizens (9: -2).  A willingness to invite others to experience the meaningful aspects of 

cultural identity (40: +1) can contribute towards reconciliation by building empathy and 

understanding (41: +2).  

Focused work on critical thinking (14: -1; 36: 0) and engaging young people in politics is 

not prioritised in this view of peacebuilding. Social activism (5: -1) and political 

participation (37: -1) are peripheral concerns.  Holding institutions to account is not seen 

as the role of young people. Such institutions should be taking seriously their 

responsibility to serve the best interests of all citizens, including young people, without 

having to be called to account (25: -2). Non-violent resistance is not considered an 

effective strategy for restoring social relations and community cohesion (23: -2), 

although it may have a place if other approaches fail in tackling paramilitarism. 
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Tackling paramilitarism 

Gendered approaches to practice are not particularly significant. Exploring the role of 

women in peacebuilding is side-lined (42: -3), and gender-based violence is not a priority 

area (34: -1). The most relevant form of gender-specific approaches in this ideational 

structure is work around violent masculinities (19: 0). A pacifist approach to 

counteracting violence is considered potentially useful by this perspective (10: 0). 

Ideational structure 3 targets violence specifically linked to paramilitarism and attacks 

on young people (36: +4). This tends to involve work with young men who are 

statistically most likely to be victims of paramilitary-style violence. Restorative 

approaches are championed as ways to emancipate young men and women from 

paramilitary influence and community ostracisation (2: +5; 8: +5; 39: +3).  

Voices of Viewpoint 3 

Redressing the societal shrug 

YW34 highlights the necessity for the youth sector to work with young people, 

particularly young men, who are vulnerable to the consequences of unchecked 

paramilitarism. He reflects: 

“there's been quite a chunk of my work maybe for the last 3 or 4 years has 

been around paramilitary-style attacks on young people - because it was an 

issue that nobody else was tackling and nobody else was kind of dealing with. 

I suppose fairly early on in my career, with the emergence of the two ceasefires 

and then the creation of restorative practices, kind of punishment attacks and 

paramilitary attacks kind of died down, but they’ve kind of come back with a 

real flourish in the last number of years, deliberately focused on targeting 

young men and vulnerable young men in particular” (YW34). 

Manipulative tactics of paramilitary organisations to recruit young men are noted by 

YW08, who perceives: 

“They target young, usually children from at-risk communities… they target 

these young guys, so they've got like a sense of security you know the whole 

thing with being in a gang because that's really what it is. For me, if there was 

no political situation here, the people that are paramilitaries would be involved 

in criminal activity” (YW08). 
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YW07 offers another rationale as to why boys and young men join paramilitary groups. 

She determines that family connections are an influential factor along with internalised 

notions of paramilitary aspirations: 

“a lot of our boys their daddies are in the paramilitaries, and they are ‘top dogs’ 

in the paramilitaries, and that is probably what they’ll end up going into 

because it seems to be you know if your dad's in it, then you'll be in it” (YW07). 

Interrupting such cycles of criminality and violence is “the big thing in peacebuilding” 

(YW08). 

Individual Responsibility 

Restorative principles offer both a preventative approach and a pathway out of 

paramilitarism and criminality for young people. This work begins by breaking mindsets 

of retributive justice and encouraging young people to take responsibility for their 

actions. YW17 discusses the need to challenge cultural norms concerning notions of 

justice: 

“there's a culture particularly in these communities where if someone does 

something to you, you need to get them for it… for young people taking a bit 

of responsibility for their actions and not blaming other people or blaming their 

culture or blaming just the way things are do you know what I mean just taking 

a bit of, ‘ok I actually am in control of what I do and what I say’” (YW17). 

YW33 similarly identifies a blame culture and advocates for the positive implications 

that would follow from people taking ownership of their actions and the constructive 

contribution they can make to their community: 

“So, trying to break that cycle… because people are very quick to point the 

finger at everybody, it’s the way things have been done here forever, it takes 

the limelight of yourself and points it at somebody else. Whereas if everybody 

took that wee bit more responsibility for themselves and that self-awareness, 

then that positive vibes and energy would be out there in the community” 

(YW33). 
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The notion of personal responsibility embedded in restorative approaches is further 

applied to the concept of responsible citizenship, where young people contribute 

positively to their community. YW07 argues: 

“‘encouraging opportunities for young people to contribute through helping 

other people in their community and encouraging volunteering’ - I think that's 

really important for them to do because it's about teaching them empathy and 

thinking about their own community and how they can help it... And also, once 

again, it's that responsibility, it’s life skills they can learn through doing it” 

(YW07). 

Moving on with forgiveness  
Forgiveness follows as a vital concept aligned with the restorative propensities of this 

ideational structure. In a society of individuals accepting individual responsibility, 

forgiveness enables interpersonal relationships to be maintained. A dialectical 

relationship exists where “you can't move forward if you don't accept some 

responsibility for something that's went wrong” (YW07) and “if they can learn to 

forgive, then they can move on” (YW08). Both an acceptance of responsibility and an 

extension of forgiveness is required. Peacebuilding on a societal level requires cohesive 

interpersonal relationships at all levels. YW33 suggests that forgiveness is required to 

apprehend recourse to dualistic narratives of perpetrator and victim. Keeping a record 

of wrongdoing stunts the development of peacebuilding: 

“if they're still holding on to some kind of hurt or some kind of wrongdoing, 

then no matter what sort of proceeds that there's always going to be a wee 

nagging factor that's going to pop its head up and have that sort of the angel 

and devil on the shoulders and being able then to say ‘but what about this and 

what about that’, because they're not at peace with that themselves” (YW33). 

YW34 intimates the enduring nature of animosity and suspicion embedded throughout 

the Troubles and the crucial role of forgiveness that must accompany any notion of 

‘moving on’. He invokes Galtung’s (1964) distinction of negative and positive peace, 

suggesting the former is achievable in the absence of forgiveness while the latter is 

dependent upon it: 
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“value of forgiveness - I think encouraging young people to see that in terms of 

the absolute value of forgiveness is, it’s what the adults around them can't do… 

do you know, and you’re sort of thinking right ok you are 21 years into a 

relative peace process, which is actually just the absence of violence rather 

than peace because peace requires forgiveness - so what we have is the 

absence of everyday regular violence dressed up as a peace process” (YW34). 

Acknowledging community dysfunctionality 

YW34 suggests that paramilitarism has been used as a scapegoat concealing unresolved 

sectarianism and inter and intra community tensions that permeate society. He argues: 

“The amount of those [paramilitary style] attacks that were actually hiding, 

hiding community dysfunctionality, hiding criminality in the community under 

the guise of this, and then how that was also being used in terms of 

recruitment, in terms of do you know these young lads were vulnerable and 

using that, using that fear to kind of coerce them and groom them into joining 

criminal gangs and paramilitary gangs” (YW34). 

In the context of instability and dysfunctional communities, the most marginalised 

young people experience confusion and isolation and get caught in cycles of criminality. 

Along with the restorative approaches of teaching responsibility and forgiveness, 

measures are required to divert young people from radicalisation. This diversionary 

work ensures young people are “able to be themselves and not being influenced or 

brainwashed about other people and the atrocities that have happened here and how 

they're being hard done by” (YW33). Furthermore, trust in policing and justice 

mechanisms are required to establish a cohesive society. YW08 reflects: 

“I have lived in societies where policing works, and to me, it's a game-changer. 

I think that's really what it comes down to, the whole trust issue thing. If you 

can start getting that sorted out… there's still a culture in some estates of 

violence happening against people and the police not being called; there’s no 

justice being served. You’ve got this kangaroo court-style stuff still going on 

with, what's the word, gatekeepers of communities, so until that stops, there's 

only one way that you are going to get rid of them, and that's with policing, 

you know” (YW08). 
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Trauma informed practice 

Trauma and mental health are prominent issues for practitioners aligned with factor 

array 3. YW33 makes a connection between tackling paramilitarism and addressing 

mental health and wellbeing concerns: 

“‘working non-violently to prevent paramilitary-style attacks on young people’ 

because that also then has a connection with the trauma and how that there 

affects the individual, how it affects the family, how it affects the community, 

but again how that trauma then through the epigenetics will be passed down 

through generations, so that sort of stuff that hasn't been dealt with and has 

sort of just been swept under the carpet type thing” (YW33). 

YW34 further elaborates on the relevance of addressing mental health issues as part of 

peacebuilding work: 

“all the emerging research you know especially in relation to the ACE’s 

[Adverse Childhood Experiences] and whatever else is all around 

transgenerational trauma. The amount, now that's we’ve a bit of science 

behind it, but it's the amount of trauma that's being passed to young people, 

the amount of experiences that they have, the behaviour and outbursts and 

whatever else they have that’s actually beyond their control, it’s based upon 

biology, and it's based upon stuff, but biology influenced by sociology” (YW34). 

Accentuating the association between the legacy of trauma and experiences of conflict, 

ideational structure 3 orients towards a vision of psychological restoration. Referring to 

the burgeoning and contested field of epigenetics research, YW33 conveys an auspicious 

conclusion determining that the negative impacts of transgenerational trauma can be 

revoked: 

“cells…  have been passed down through generations and they have just found 

out in more recent times that they always thought that they were dormant 

cells and that they didn't really have much use, but through different life 

experiences, they have found that these cells aren’t dormant, that they are 

stuff that hold onto past trauma and past experiences and then they can have 

an influence on the individuals. Now it can be reversed” (YW33). 
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Discerning destabilising factors 

Negative aspects of cultural events that generate discord and precariousness in 

communities are cited as reasons for not proactively supporting the rights of young 

people to express their culture. YW07 explains: 

“on the Protestant side, bonfire building involves getting drunk; bands involve 

getting drunk. Our young people take part in that, and it's very hard to get 

them to take part in it and not drink because then they're looking at you like 

‘you’re mental that's not how it works’. So, I don't know if it's the most 

important thing for them to really take part in… and it's not safe; they're not 

safe either” (YW07). 

Language is considered a divisive and destabilising issue that is counterproductive in 

building a shared and cohesive society. YW34 outlines: 

“as somebody who lives in a Catholic area, I find the Irish language issue 

divisive. I think it contributes to almost a segregation thing in that we created 

Irish medium school’s do you know, and you go right ok so you've created a 

separate division then for those who have Gaelic as a language and those who 

don't, rather than an Irish speaking wing of an existing school where all could 

have that” (YW34). 

Political and social issues of the past are also considered with caution and concern that 

exploring these will result in “reopening old wounds” (YW08). It is more judicious to 

take the approach of “letting dogs lie” (YW34). Furthermore, the past has been used as 

a weapon of radicalisation where “you can see them [young people] almost being 

radicalised back again do you know into levels of mistrust and pushed towards 

violence do you know in that way by revisiting stuff of the past. And some stuff in the 

past just needs to be consigned to the past” (YW34). 
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Demographics of Ideational Structure 3 

Table 8.5 Practitioner Demographics for Ideational Structure 3 

Factor Array 3 Practitioner Demographics 

Male 3 

Female 3 

Peace4Youth (P4Y) 4 

Non-Peace4Youth (non-P4Y) 2 

Nationalist orientation 3 

Unionist orientation 2 

6-10 years’ experience 3 

11-15 years’ experience 1 

16+ years’ experience 2 

 

Factor array 3, Social Cohesion & Restoration, contains an equal ratio of male to female 

practitioners. Three identify on the nationalist end of the scale scored from 2 to 3, and 

two practitioners identify moderately as unionist. One practitioner does not identify 

themselves on the nationalist-unionist spectrum, stating their positionality as a “foreign 

national”. It is interesting to note that no one with less than 6 years of experience as a 

qualified practitioner is undertaking the work of tackling paramilitarism and promoting 

social restoration and cohesion. The lack of any practitioner who identifies most strongly 

as nationalist or unionist loading on this factor array is also of interest. However, with a 

relatively small grouping of six practitioners and an absence of starkly disproportionate 

attributes, there is a limit on what can be extrapolated from the demographics aligned 

with this ideational structure. 

 

Interpretation of Ideational Structure 4: Political Engagement and Social Justice 

“it's all about young people coming together collectively to fight common 

causes” – YW03 

Political Empowerment 

Advancing political engagement at community and societal levels is championed as the 

core work of peacebuilding through ideational structure 4 (6: +5). This approach is 

underpinned by a rights framework (7: +3) that emphasises social inclusion (28: +4; 13: 

+2) and global perspectives on citizenship (33: +4). A critical notion of empowerment is 

presented that insists on youth participation in political processes (37: +4) with a 
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particular focus on holding those in power to account (25: +3; 6: +5). Peacebuilding 

involves politicising young people enabling them to think and act as agents of social 

change (5: +3).  

Education is a fundamental right, and systemic inequalities within the education system 

must be tackled as part of the peacebuilding agenda (43: +5). Supporting young people 

to recognise oppression and injustice accompanies a focus on political engagement and 

politicisation (38: +2). Friendships that transcend traditional sectarian divides (31: +2) 

are formed through collective action on cross-cutting social issues. Neutral spaces for 

political engagement (20: +2) enable young people from diverse socio-political 

backgrounds to come together and work for social justice on non-partisan issues. 

Gender-based violence, alienation of young people within their communities, minority 

rights, and mental health and wellbeing are all important issues that young people are 

engaging with in the pursuit of peace (34: +1; 4: +1; 28: +4; 35: +1). Through this type of 

political participation, young people develop leadership skills (46: +1) and a greater 

appreciation of the different cultural and political perspectives that exist in their society 

(41: +1). 

Political Action and Accountability 

Greater emphasis is placed on action (5: +3; 21: +3) over dialogue (26: 0; 14: 0). 

Peacebuilding involves creating opportunities for young people to be creators and 

innovators of change within their communities. At times, it may be necessary for young 

people to collectively engage in non-violent resistance to forms of oppression and 

inequality (23: -1). Reconciliation and restorative approaches are not considered as 

primary concerns (2: -1; 39: -1; 47: -1; 8: 0). The notion of single identity is problematised 

(22: -4), and this viewpoint advocates challenging traditional community biases young 

people may hold (30: +1). Complex and multiple identities are recognised, and young 

people are encouraged to embrace these (45: +2). 

The notion of trust is treated cautiously within this viewpoint. A focus on institutional 

accountability requires a critical and sceptical lens to be applied when considering social 

relations that are imbued with imbalances of power. For instance, a tacit trust in policing 

to deliver justice conflicts with the impulse of those embodying this ideational structure 

to ask questions of powerful institutions (12: -4).  Hostilities should not be replaced with 

trust (47: -1), rather with tangible commitments to pursuing social justice. 
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A contemporary and collective vision for social justice 

Diverting young people from radicalisation is a diametrical concept (16: 0). In one 

interpretation, radicalisation could be an important aspect of this ideational structure 

that seeks to politicise young people as radical change agents in society. Alternatively, 

recruitment and radicalisation by paramilitary groups or anti-progressive movements is 

a phenomenon this ideational structure would seek to work against. Diversionary 

activities that take young people away from events that may result in violence can be 

useful during times of particular tensions; however, these are not sustainable 

interventions and have limited enduring impact (9: -2). Safety concerns for young people 

are not a prevalent issue. Paramilitarism is an issue for policing and justice to tackle, not 

youth work (36: -3) and generally, there is freedom of movement for young people 

within and beyond their communities (24: 0). An emphasis on non-violence underpinned 

by pacifist principles aligns with a commitment to political engagement and action for 

change (10: 0). While embracing conflict for change may be a helpful strategy (29: 0), it 

is equally important to animate young people to work collectively for social justice and 

social change. 

Promoting Northern Irish as an inclusive identity is viewed as an attempt to depoliticise 

identity politics and constrain the rights of citizens to choose (27: -5). Focusing on 

commonalities (3: -2) is similarly perceived as an insipid strategy in a world of diverse 

identities (3: -2). Embedded divisions regarding the past and cultural expressions are 

distractions from contemporary peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, which aligns with a 

vision for increasing social justice. Addressing and learning from the past (11: -5; 32: -2; 

18: -2) and promoting cultural rights of expression (17: -3; 15: -1) are antiquated 

approaches to peacebuilding, intimating a propensity towards action over reflection. 

Discussing historical and contemporary contributions of women in peacebuilding (42: -

3) are too focused on the past. It is better to engage young women in politics and social 

activism than to talk about specific contributions that have been made. Social cohesion 

between the sectarian divides of Loyalism and Republicanism is not sustainable (44: -3). 

Peacebuilding should move beyond intractable issues and party politics towards an 

interdependent politics of social change and inclusion. 
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Voices of Viewpoint 4  

Politicisation 

YW20 reflects on his peacebuilding practice with young people noting, “just even 

opening their eyes to politics and how important politics is in society and how 

connected it is to everything.”  

The statement offers insight into an essential assumption underpinning ideational 

structure 4 - helping young people develop a political consciousness is core to 

peacebuilding. Engendering political thinking is a starting point for this perspective and 

should be built upon to motivate political participation and active citizenship for social 

change. 

Political participation is a process of empowerment. YW03 reflects, “I think that's our 

job as youth workers, to give young people the tools to empower themselves and their 

communities.”  YW38 dismisses more tokenistic notions of participation, asserting: 

“for young people being told not just ‘you deserve to have your voice heard’ 

but you deserve to have your voice heard and the things that you come up with 

we want to try and implement them to create societal change, that's a different 

thing, and this is what we're talking about. We're not talking about a youth 

voice; I think we're talking about challenging the structures that are there and 

putting young people into some of those environments where decisions are 

made” (YW38). 

The relevance of political participation to peacebuilding is further advocated with the 

notion of cross-community collective action that subverts single identity politics. YW18 

states: 

“core to my values has always been around promoting the place of equality 

and a rights-based approach, so I think that fundamentally links in with 

peacebuilding, and not the traditional notion of green and orange stuff but 

peacebuilding for all and equal rights, and a human rights approach and young 

people understanding and getting their, being able to take the opportunities 

to take their own power and being filled full of information and being let loose, 

go for it” (YW18). 
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Pursuit of equality and equity 

Recognising and addressing imbalances of political power is a crucial feature of 

ideational structure 4 and underpins the emphasis on social justice and inclusion. YW20 

emphasises cross-sectional collective action where young people “challenge the power 

structure in their society and community on a dual background sort of approach. So 

Catholics and Protestants or whoever it may be, newcomers, LGBT like a coming 

together as one and it’s not all these common issues of Catholics, Protestants, LGBT, 

gender, like just one big group of young people of young people’s voices.”  

Young people occupy a position to challenge the legacy of sectarian politics and call such 

practices to account. YW38 argues: 

“we’re being failed by politicians and have been for a long time, and the voting 

across party political lines you know the Green and Orange stuff, if we're able 

to give young people more of an opportunity to, and to hold, I think I put it 

somewhere about holding politicians to account, then things mightn’t be so 

Green and Orange” (YW38). 

The interdependence of equality and equity are integral to this ideational structure. 

YW18 explains: 

“there's something in and around the equity notion here, and people starting 

to understand that equality is a fundamental right we all should have. But in 

order for everyone to be equal, there needs to be equity and that other groups 

and minority groups and disadvantaged groups do need a bit more investment 

to get them to the place where everybody else is, to be entitled to the things 

that they are getting. And I think that is something that needs to be driven into 

people’s heads that because these people maybe are getting a bit more money 

to get the same as you, you're not getting less” (YW18). 

The notion of neutral space is distinguished in this ideational structure in that it is overtly 

related to issues of power and powerlessness. Neutrality is advocated as a vehicle for 

redressing inequitable power imbalances enabling engagement on a more level playing 

field. YW38 reflects on practice where the question of neutral versus declared spaces 

arose. He asks critical questions that raise issues around the agendas of different actors 

within a community space: 
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“a couple of weeks ago, there was this 20-minute thing about the impact that 

soldier F flags in neutral spaces has on a community and what does it do for 

your sense of safety or does it enhance a sense of fear or how does it make you 

feel you know and what is it saying? Was it your peaceful old granny that went 

out and put those flags up, or was it people with masks and guns went out and 

put those up? So what does that tell you about the people who are trying to 

brainwash you with these things?” (YW38). 

This perspective is concerned with working in the present towards a more equitable 

future; the past is not to be dwelt on. YW24 determines: 

“We can't change the past, but we can change the future so why pull, drag 

things up, why pull it apart, why not just stay focused on what we're trying to 

achieve rather than pulling back?” (YW24). 

A contemporary rights-framework 

A human rights lens frames this approach to building peace through the shared pursuit 

of social justice. YW38 contemplates: 

“I see these as being very much a part of being a positive contribution to your 

community, is if you espouse a pacifist culture and a human rights culture 

where people just stand up for one another and for the common good” (YW38). 

Active citizenship is understood as political participation founded upon human rights. 

YW24 advocates practice that is “supporting young people to be active within their 

community and make decisions and to try and give them space so they can learn about 

their rights”. 

YW30 expresses his passion for the role of rights in peacebuilding, calling for a Bill of 

Rights specific to the region. He also notes the importance of responsibilities in rights 

discourse: 

“my idea would be it should be taught in schools, and it should be part of this 

new Northern Ireland that you know the Bill of Rights was our, the very you 

know ground that we stood on a bit like the American Constitution sort of thing 

you know that's what you build society on. But it wouldn't just be about rights 

in there it would also be about responsibilities as well” (YW30). 
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Speaking truth to power 

The radical leaning of ideational structure 4 is articulated by YW38, who ruminates on 

the provocative notion of speaking truth to power: 

“I can’t remember was it George Orwell said something like whenever the truth 

becomes lies, honesty is an act of rebellion - and I think this is the realm that 

we’re in now that there's so much fake news and people believe in things that 

are just not true, but they hold onto them, that by challenging that is a radical 

step and there’s risks involved in” (YW38). 

Mental health practitioners? 

Multiple narratives emerge from practitioners aligned with this viewpoint concerning 

transgenerational trauma and mental health. YW03 considers addressing mental health 

to be an important feature in work with young people but not necessarily linked to 

peacebuilding: 

“Mental health, yeah, it's very important to me, but in the context of 

peacebuilding, I'm not sure if I would equate the two in the same place. 

Obviously, they have this transgenerational thing, as I said again, is very 

specific, and if it was looking at transgenerational and mental health, I'm a 

youth worker, I'm not a counsellor, I don't think that's my role to be delving 

into that, into those circumstances or to open that can of worms as such” 

(YW03). 

The practitioner is mindful of the limits of her role, intimating that counselling services 

may be required in particular cases. 

YW18 similarly emphasises the importance of addressing the mental health needs of 

young people. For this practitioner, however, they perceive it can be incorporated 

within peacebuilding. Furthermore, he calls for more specific training to equip youth 

workers with the skills required to deal with complex mental illness and related mental 

health needs: 

“...you're a youth work practitioner that specialises in psychosis, or I don't 

know something, you know there's nothing that specific but there is with 

nursing and whatever but we're the ones that are facing it on the coal face all 
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the time and probably if there was more investment in youth workers to start 

specialising in those type of areas there could be more of an impact that would 

lessen the load of social services and into hospitals and mental health services 

because a lot of the times the reason why the young people will talk to us and 

we find out the information is because they trust us and the relationship is 

there, where they don't have that with social workers, they don’t have that 

with nurses or doctors or whatever there's a barrier” (YW18). 

Demographics of Ideational Structure 4 

Table 8.6 Practitioner Demographics for Ideational Structure 4 

Factor Array 4 Practitioner Demographics 

Male 4 

Female 2 

Peace4Youth (P4Y) 4 

Non-Peace4Youth (non-P4Y) 2 

Nationalist orientation 4 

Unionist orientation 2 

Catholic 1 

Protestant 2 

Other 3 

3-5 years’ experience 1 

6-10 years’ experience 1 

16+ years’ experience 4 

 

Six practitioners load on the Political Engagement & Social Justice factor, four male and 

two female. Four are P4Y funded workers and two non-P4Y. The majority have over 16 

years of experience as qualified practitioners, although one practitioner has 3-5 years’ 

experience. Like factor array 3 demographics, there are limits on what can be inferred 

from the small cohort. The most salient feature of this group is that half have not 

identified as either Catholic or Protestant. Of these three practitioners identified as 

“Other”, one grew up in Great Britain, one grew up south of the Northern Irish border, 

and one grew up in Northern Ireland. There is a tendency for those aligned with this 

factor array to problematise the binary categories of Catholic and Protestant identities. 

This obscuring of binaries fits with a concern to move peacebuilding beyond sectarian 

issues and address broader themes of social justice. 
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Confounded and Non-significant sorts 

Four participants in the study loaded significantly on more than one factor, and five did 

not reach the significance level for any factors. These results are briefly outlined in this 

section. 

Table 8.7 Confounded and Non-significant Q sorts 

 Q Sorts Practitioner Codes and 

highest factor loading(s) 

Total 

Confounded   2, 4, 16, 19 

02FC16N3 – F1 .55 & F2.46 

04FC2N2 – F1 .44 & F2 .49 

16FC16N3 – F1 .55 & F4 .60 

19FC3N1  - F1 .59 & F4 .46     

 

4 

Non-significant  

13, 25, 27, 36, 43 

 

 

13FC16N1 – F1 .34      

25FP11U6 – F4 .42 

27MP16U4 – F3 .40   

36mp16u4  - F2 .38  

43FP16U4 – F1 .37 

 

5 

 

 

The confounded Q sorts highlight a statistical reality of the data set; a significant amount 

of correlation exists between the study factors (as noted in table 7.3 in chapter 7). 

Practitioners 16 and 19 fall somewhere between factors 1 and 4. Similarly, practitioners 

2 and 4 present perspectives that share a considerable likeness with both factors 1 and 

2. However, their Q sorts remain confounded as their individual arrangement of 

statements did not generate enough consensus to justify additional factor arrays as 

amalgamations of factors 1 and 4 or factors 1 and 2.  

Three of the five Q sorts that are designated non-significant can be understood as 

casualties of an effort to account for the maximum amount of variance in the data. Using 

the 0.05 significance level, a score of 0.3800 would have designated a Q sort significant. 

Applying this metric to the data, however, resulted in many more confounded Q sorts. 

Raising the significance level to 0.4300 resolved the issue of multiple confounded Q sorts 

and enabled the maximum number of sorts to be assigned to a single factor. This step 

rendered Q sorts 25, 27 and 36 non-significant. These practitioners can be understood 

as orienting towards the ideational structure they loaded highest on, factor 4, factor 2 

and factor 3, respectively. Practitioners 13 and 43 presented the most idiosyncratic 
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arrangement of statements and were least likely to share a view in common with other 

practitioners.  

Notably, four of the five practitioners designated as presenting non-significant Q sorts 

have over 16 years of experience as qualified practitioners, while the remaining 

practitioner has 11-15 years’ experience. It may be inferred that this group is most likely 

to have more nuanced perspectives on peacebuilding work with young people, not 

fitting neatly within the categories identified in the study. As such, these practitioners 

may experience a habitus clash or mismatch within a subfield that does not reproduce 

this propensity for such nuanced ideational structures. 

The final section of this chapter draws out findings in relation to how practitioners 

perceived or assimilated within their ideational structure aspects of neoliberalism. The 

notion of neoliberally informed youth and peacebuilding policy is discussed in chapters 

2 and 3. The findings in this study reflect this discussion. 

Rules of the game: Navigating neoliberal peacebuilding in the youth sector 

A neoliberal meta-doxa that can be understood as the overarching taken-for-granted 

ideas that subtly inform how practitioners orient themselves within the field of practice 

was evident in the interview data. These neoliberal realities were manifested both in 

overt expressions of frustration as well as more discrete ways of articulating practice 

that incorporated unquestioned assumptions. Bourdieu’s notion of doxa conveys the 

unarticulated and unquestioned aspects of practice within social fields. While some 

practitioners outright discussed constraining factors of the neoliberal doxa, they tend to 

take these realities for granted and do not display inclinations to imagine alternative 

arrangements. For instance, twenty-four of the forty-three practitioners expressed 

frustration at aspects of the funding arrangements, objectives, and targeted 

peacebuilding outcomes in the youth sector. Only one of these practitioners suggested 

alternative models or collectivising for resistance but ultimately concluded with a 

pessimistic tone that change was unlikely and creative ways had to be devised to 

navigate the existing structures. 

While an explicit statement was not included in the Q-set on particular aspects of 

neoliberalisation within the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding, several ideas arise 

in the interviews that indicate a neoliberal doxa at work. 
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A neoliberal agenda? 

YW28 raises the issue of multiple and conflicting interests leading to different 

understandings of where resources should be allocated in peacebuilding work with 

young people. He notes: 

“The idea of a needs analysis and working to need again is part of this, but who 

identifies what the need is? Is it the youth worker or the young person whose 

values are dictating that? You know you’ve huge levels of inequality in society; 

to what level does that play into ongoing conflict? So, it is all kind of so 

interconnected that it's hard to kind of disentangle it and figure out where you, 

where you put your resources. Obviously, for me, it’s up in the +5s and +4s 

because that's the work that I’m involved in” (YW28). 

Each ideational structure can be understood as reflecting the interests of practitioners 

and where they consider resources for peacebuilding within the youth sector should be 

designated. While disagreement is conveyed in the differing ideational structures, there 

is a degree of consensus in critiquing a top-down, outcomes-driven agenda that values 

targets met over people and processes. YW40 candidly makes the point arguing: 

“I see a change in the focus of youth work where it's, at the risk of becoming 

an academic, there's a neoliberal agenda - it has to be measurable, it has to be 

quantifiable, and the way we quantify it is actually by producing something 

that I consider the lowest common denominator, there are these level two 

programmes that we can say that ‘41 young people from deprived community 

A managed to obtain qualification C which is equivalent to two-thirds of an O 

level’ or whatever, and that's how it's measured. Where the real measurement 

is actually, that sounds terribly I don’t know woolly, but it’s in the hearts and 

the minds of the young people and that stuff that’s beyond measuring” (YW40). 

YW40 is the only participant to use the term neoliberal. Others share the concern he 

raises about ideas from other fields imposing constraints on the general orientation of 

a youth work approach, not least targetted work. 

Target-driven Peacebuilding 

YW36 reflects, “I remember we used to set out our own programs, we used to set our 

own targets and objectives and stuff, and it moved”. This shift in policymaking where 
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“government departments are becoming outcome dependent” (YW33) and there is a 

“top-down approach” (YW06) creates a dilemma for practitioners who are: 

“trained as youth workers to work on a needs-led basis, to work with what's in 

front of us in a room, to work to what groups or communities need and then 

we are being asked by, and this isn't just [EU] PEACE funding it’s all funding you 

know if you’re having to work to a funders agenda then that can have an 

impact on your impact with the group” (YW18). 

As a result, practitioners “have to target a certain number, so then it's not about the 

young people, it becomes about your numbers” (YW15). Bureaucracy encroaches upon 

practice, and there needs to be “less form filling for those who receive the funding, less 

bureaucratic” (YW22). 

YW06 expresses their critical perception of the Peace4Youth programme stating: 

“within this funding stream the Peace4Youth you know we've had some ‘suit’ 

sit and predetermine that for young people to conform to all of this that they 

want and for there to be a real positive change in them they need to complete 

at least 249 hours over a six month period, they need to meet set outcomes of 

each target area, I'm just like this is absolutely insane” (YW06). 

In this context, policymakers are regarded as out of touch. YW15 avers: 

“I don't know who put these plans together whether it was politicians or 

whatever, but they don't live in the real world either to be fair, you know, and 

nobody, I think the thing that irks me more, nobody asks the workers on the 

ground what do you think the needs are or what do you think is the best way 

to do this?” (YW15). 

 

The stunted grassroots 

YW35 calls for a grassroots approach to guide policy and practice, stating: 

“if you think about where the money is now in Peace IV and in T:BUC really is 

the two big drivers, I would say that there is very little youth worker input like 

there's a lot of civil servants put them things together you know, and I think 
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they could be re-thought to make them more youth-friendly and to make them 

more developmental you know they’re about, for me part of it is about 

government thinking - ‘this is our solution to this problem you know and this 

is how we can justify how we’re you know dealing with this problem’ - but it's 

not really coming from the ground and coming back up again” (YW35). 

Reflecting on the launch of a tackling paramilitarism policy initiative, YW38 criticises the 

assumptions evident where “a civil servant is talking about seizing criminal assets and 

waving handcuffs… just talking about the nuts and bolts of law and order.” 

Understanding the complex issues within communities was not demonstrated, and a 

range of approaches was not considered. YW38 concludes that “as a grassroots sort of 

approach, it’s not working” (YW38). 

Unrealistic expectations 

The inconsistency of funding and unrealistic expected outcomes within a project's life 

cycle is also considered problematic. Contemplating barriers to successful peacebuilding 

initiatives with young people, YW11 comments: 

“It needs to be the continuity with funding. I think there's something missing 

there with it seems to be it funds it stops then it comes back up again it just 

seems to be if the sector knew that it was being continuously funded to do this 

work then it doesn't become tokenistic” (YW11). 

An objection is taken with the expectation that youth work produces linear and easily 

identifiable outcomes. YW33 argues: 

“funders sometimes want things to be very fast fixing, they want to see some 

kind of change, some kind of learning right away, but sometimes it's not until 

you've had a couple of different experiences and you can piece all that 

together, and you can go that's what that is” (YW33). 

Resistance, accommodation, and assimilation 

Targeted and outcome-driven forms of funding and policy are perceived as the 

backbone of peacebuilding in the youth sector. Value for money must be demonstrated 

through efficient and effective programmes that have accounted for inputs and outputs. 

Funding bodies dictate prescribed outcomes, and measurement of personal change is a 
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constant imperative. Financial penalties are applied where outputs are not met. 

Confronted with these realities, practitioners can adopt strategies of resistance, 

accommodation or indeed assimilation, mediated through their habitus. 

YW37 articulates a common accommodation strategy that several practitioners incline 

towards: 

“young people might just want funding to just be with each other, but all our 

funding is so targeted and has to have such specific outcomes that as much as 

youth workers work around those outcomes as best they can, the young 

people know fine rightly ‘ok I’ve got to do this questionnaire, we’ve got to have 

50% from here and…’ you know young people can see ‘ok you’ve listened to 

me, yes we're designing a programme that we had talked about, but to get this 

money we’re going to have to jump through a few hoops’ - so that's a payoff 

and a conflict that can arise” (YW37). 

Practitioners and young people may discern more meaningful outcomes in working 

together that are not necessarily those stated by the funder. To satisfy funding 

stipulations, young people and youth workers accept the programme's requirements 

that otherwise would be avoided. 

Despite multiple accounts of cumbersome funding arrangements that compromise the 

integrity of practice, only one practitioner expressed the value of a resistance strategy. 

YW06 recounts: 

“I feel like it's a top-down approach whereas it needs to be a community up 

approach and taking that stance which I have done multiple times in the past 

around you know I've had tenders being released and funds coming out, and 

you’ve funders phoning you saying we want yous to go for this, we want yous 

to take this money and I say yeh that's brilliant but see your restrictions around 

this this this I’m not touching it so yous either need to change that or you can 

just put it out and give it to someone else who doesn't care about the work 

that they're doing, but I won't be part of that” (YW06). 

The antithesis of resistance from this perspective can be interpreted as assimilation, 

where practitioners embrace the principles espoused in neoliberal policy agendas as 
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common-sense ideas. YW22 reflects regrettably on how the sector has become a 

competitive field of winners and losers: 

“I think we need to be investing in an environment where, it sounds a bit cliche, 

but where kindness is your moral imperative or genuineness… And then 

interesting in the system of youth work and reconciliation there's more 

meanness you know like the big reconciliation organisations compete with 

each other do you know so we’re reinforcing competition and winning and 

losing” (YW22) 

Talking about the Peace4Youth programme, YW43 does not share the concerns of other 

practitioners, arguing the desired outcomes align with youth work outcomes: 

“to be fair to funders because obviously, they talk about five years’ time, they 

talk about friendships, they talk about young people playing sports and 

socialising together, you know I don't think as youth workers we have any 

problems with that” (YW43). 

At the practice level, there are also indications of assimilated neoliberal principles with 

a focus on the individual rather than collectives. YW33 avers: 

“I think it focuses on the individual; I think everything starts with the 

individual” (YW33). 

 

A focus on personal development for economic stability is evidenced in YW31’s 

assertion: 

“We have an onus on ourselves as youth workers to develop young people into 

young affluent males and females who can actually stand on their own two 

feet and make their own decisions” (YW31). 

YW27 further champions the predominance of personal responsibility: 

“in the most agree I think this idea, the two that I had in there was the idea 

that you know encouraging people to first and foremost take responsibility for 

themselves and to see themselves as the people who can also make amends 

for anything that they do” (YW27). 
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A dialectic of resistance, accommodation, and assimilation shapes practitioners’ 

orientations towards peacebuilding. Examining the four ideational structures with 

reference to notions of neoliberal accommodation or resistance offers insights into the 

extent to which a neoliberal doxa informs the discourse and parameters of each 

ideational structure. It is posited in this thesis that a pre-reflexive stance where 

practitioners remain unaware of their positioning in this context reproduces a neoliberal 

doxa. This subsequently shapes the trajectory of practice that each ideational structure 

gives rise to and tends to close off more collective and emancipatory expressions of 

practice in favour of more individualistic and competitive orientations. 

Bourdieu’s thinking tools of habitus, fields, capitals, and doxa provide a vehicle for 

undertaking this critical analysis of the findings, discussed briefly in the next chapter, 

followed by a more thorough analysis in chapter 10.  

Conclusion: 

The findings elucidate four distinctive ideational structures that orient practitioners 

towards peacebuilding with young people. These have been labelled as: Critical Thinking 

& Dialogue; Mutual Understanding; Social Cohesion & Restoration; and Political 

Engagement & Social Justice. While adaptations and gradations of interpretation exist 

within each factor array, applying principles of the morphological model enables these 

four ideational structures to be understood as distinctive families of practice, or in 

Bourdieusian language, manifestations of a collective habitus.  

Within the ill-defined fields of youth work and peacebuilding, the findings of this study 

present new insights to the existing corpus of literature, contributing to the ongoing 

examination of purpose, definition, and vision. The next chapter advances a theorisation 

of youth sector peacebuilding by building on the morphological structure of identifying 

core, adjacent, and peripheral peacebuilding ideas evident in each ideational structure. 

Developing this analysis leads to the construction of a socio-political model of youth 

sector peacebuilding.  
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Chapter 9 Towards a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding 

Introduction 

Advancing the theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding is the driving force behind this 

thesis. This chapter draws on the morphological structure of the findings to develop a 

theoretical model. Drawing on Sterman’s (1991) work, Cooper (2012, p.107) suggests 

“the purpose of any model is to simplify a complex state of affairs to make it more 

comprehensible for the intended purpose”. A socio-political model of youth sector 

peacebuilding presented in the second part of this chapter simplifies the findings and 

advances an analysis of these to enable stakeholders within the subfield to make sense 

of broad differentiated orientations practitioners adopt in relation to practice. The 

model's overarching purpose follows the thesis's ultimate purpose in generating new 

knowledge that practitioners can use to advance reflexivity of youth work approaches 

to peacebuilding with young people.  

Cooper (2012, p.108) argues that a useful model should be “sufficiently comprehensive 

for its purpose, without being unnecessarily over-complicated”. Managing this tension 

leads Cooper to suggest “model-making [] is an art, rather than a science” (ibid). The 

artwork of model-making is conveyed in this chapter by beginning with five conceptual-

space diagrams. These diagrams portray how each ideational structure inclines towards 

certain notions of peacebuilding over others, generating discrete trajectories of 

practice. In so doing, the conceptual-space diagrams prepare the way for a more 

encompassing socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding. The latter part of the 

chapter discusses the orientation of each viewpoint as indicated by the model with 

reference to the literature presented in chapter 4. The chapter is thus made up of two 

main sections. The first analyses the findings of the four ideational structures in relation 

to concepts of peacebuilding. The second section presents a socio-political model of 

youth work and develops the analysis of viewpoints vis-à-vis the model. 

Part 1: Conceptual Space Diagrams 

Conceptual space diagrams used here are premised on an analytical technique advanced 

by Watts and Stenner (2012) for drawing out distinctions between the viewpoints 

derived from a Q methodology study. The diagrams use two-dimensional space to chart 

distinctive positions of the viewpoints. They build on the previous findings chapter that 
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shows how specific ideas appear as core, secondary or adjacent, or peripheral concerns 

within the four ideational structures.  

Salient concepts and ideas have been extracted from the findings to define the axes 

within each conceptual space diagram. The narrative review of literature presented in 

chapter 4 that examined six contested peacebuilding concepts also informed the 

construction of the axes of these diagrams. Citations are included in the introduction to 

each diagram as a cross-reference to the literature invoked by the findings. These 

diagrams prompt further discussion and invite the reader to conceptualise the four 

viewpoints visually. Throughout this chapter, the findings are considered in relation to 

existing scholarship 

Conceptual Space Diagram A: Living in the past; looking to the future 

Conceptual Space diagram A, depicted in figure 9.1 on the next page, draws out from 

the findings different orientations towards the language and approach of community 

relations or good relations (OFMDFM, 2005; Knox, 2011b; Milliken, 2020) and maps this 

against different propensities towards addressing issues of the past (Hamber and Kelly, 

2005; Govier, 2009; Gready and Robins, 2014). A distinction between Community 

Relations and Good Relations signifies differentiated foci. The former tends to engage 

with the traditional divides of nationalism and unionism in Northern Ireland, while the 

latter is more likely to prioritise social inclusion, particularly around notions of race, 

gender, sexual orientation, and disability. These features of the four viewpoints are 

elaborated under figure 9.1. 

Within the conceptual space diagrams, each viewpoint is plotted designated by its 

number preceded by V, standing for viewpoint. The commentary accompanying each 

diagram explains the positioning that has been assigned by the researcher to each 

viewpoint, based on an analysis of the findings. The four viewpoints or ideational 

structures generated from the findings of this study are: 

1. Viewpoint 1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue 

2. Viewpoint 2: Mutual Understanding 

3. Viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration 

4. Viewpoint 4: Political Engagement & Social Justice 
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Figure 9.1 Conceptual space diagram A - Living in the past; looking to the future 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As detailed in the findings, there was little appetite across any viewpoint to explore the 

past, and most perspectives adopted a contemporary and future-oriented perspective. 

Viewpoint 1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue, similar to the other three perspectives, is 

firmly focused on contemporary issues. It is, however, the only viewpoint that 

designates value to the idea of exploring with young people events of the past 

that fuelled conflict. The propensity of viewpoint 1 to explore the past can be 

understood as aligned to a critical thinking process, inviting young people to examine 

and draw lessons from the contested narratives and lived experiences that fuelled 

violent conflict. It is not positioned further up the pole of the “Addressing the past” axis 

to reflect the findings that more intentional ideas related to truth-telling processes for 

victims or looking at atrocities committed in the past are relegated to the periphery of 

this ideational structure. The language of exploring the past and drawing out lessons for 

the present is more significant for this viewpoint. An active commitment to involving 

young people in campaigns to address unresolved issues from the past, such as pensions 

for victims or legal proceedings for unresolved Troubles-related crimes, are not deemed 

relevant to youth work. The findings also show that viewpoint 1 orients more towards 

notions of community relations with a fundamental commitment to tackling 

sectarianism and segregation in Northern Ireland. An emphasis on global citizenship, 

however, adds to viewpoint 1 an outward focus. The findings indicate there is a 

propensity to incorporate dialogue around issues of global justice. In this way, viewpoint 

1 can be understood to move towards broader equality and inclusion issues indicative 

of the good relations policy discourse (OFMDFM, 2005). V1 is positioned within the 

community relations end of the continuum to reflect that the findings suggest tackling 

sectarianism remains the primary focus. 
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Viewpoint 2: Mutual Understanding, similarly, is more inclined to focus on the language 

of community relations and addressing sectarian divides. An alternative orientation, 

however, is adopted concerning notions of the past. The findings suggest that those 

aligned with viewpoint 2 perceive that the past is prone to being weaponised and 

producing further polarisation. Pursuing future-oriented relationships that are not 

constricted by intractable historical issues fits with the overall trajectory of viewpoint 2. 

This perspective gravitates towards the harmonising of interpersonal relationships. 

Focusing on divisive issues of the past is therefore considered counterproductive within 

ideational structure 2. 

V4: Political Engagement & Social Justice is most inclined to embrace the language of 

good relations, encompassing within peacebuilding tackling social injustice broadly, 

including but not limited to sectarianism. This emphasis reflects the literature that calls 

for a wider remit for peace work in Northern Ireland to move beyond reconciliation of 

nationalists and unionists and incorporate rights-based frameworks and notions of 

inclusion and social justice, particularly for minority groups (Beirne and Knox, 2014; 

Knox, 2011b). The findings show that this perspective is least animated by the language 

of reconciliation and intergroup harmony. It is inclined to prioritise those groups who 

have been traditionally overlooked within what has been critiqued as the “two-

communities-thesis” approach to peacebuilding (Hayward and McManus, 2018). In this 

regard, notions of good relations better capture the overall essence of ideational 

structure 4. For viewpoint 4, the findings suggest that moving on from the past is aligned 

with a contemporary focus on activism for social change. This present and future-

oriented propensity aligns with literature identifying that the post-accord generation is 

more likely to identify as ‘neither’ unionist or nationalist (Hayward and McManus, 2018). 

These young people are disillusioned by sectarian identity politics.  

Viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration occupies an intriguing space within figure 

9.1. The findings emphasise an inclination to help young people move on from the past, 

further advanced with an argument that the conflict generation are responsible for 

addressing the past, not young people. On the one hand, V3 emphasises moving on from 

the past and tends to frame the approach to peacebuilding in this way. On the other 

hand, V3 is arguably the perspective most active in dealing with the past by tackling 

ongoing paramilitarism. V3 is ultimately located within the “moving on from the past” 
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end of the continuum. The reason for this is to best represent the practitioners aligned 

with V3. They articulate their approach to practice as enabling young people and wider 

society to move on rather than a concerted effort to deal with the past. Indeed, the 

priority attributed to notions of forgiveness in this ideational structure, as evidenced in 

the findings, adds weight to a conception of moving on rather than engaging young 

people in the politics of unresolved issues.  

The good relations angle of V3 is found in a significant emphasis on “welcoming 

newcomers to Northern Ireland” as a core idea alongside “ensuring young people from 

minority groups have fair access to resources”. It can be inferred that the restorative 

lens encompasses all areas of community tension, including hate speech and hate 

attacks as well as sectarian violence and broader notions of “anti-social behaviour”. This 

perspective appears to bring together the discourses of community relations and good 

relations within the framework of restorative justice. The restorative principles 

espoused by viewpoint 3 extend beyond sectarian ruptures and encompass all types of 

socially fractured relationships.  

The four ideational structures occupy differentiated positions in relation to concepts of 

the past and notions of peacebuilding in Northern Ireland as a project primarily focused 

on tackling sectarianism or addressing broader notions of equality and inclusion. The 

following section maps the four viewpoints vis-à-vis different notions of citizenship and 

an enduring debate in youth work as a practice of social control or social change. 

Conceptual Space Diagram B: Compliant and radical citizenships 

The findings indicate different propensities amongst the ideational structures for 

notions of citizenship based on political engagement versus civic engagement 

(McKeown and Taylor, 2017; Taylor et al., 2018b) and social control versus social change 

(Bright and Pugh, 2019). These differences are charted in figure 9.2 and discussed 

further below. 
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Figure 9.2 Conceptual space diagram B - Compliant and radical citizenship 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As outlined in the findings, V4: Political Engagement & Social Justice is most strongly 

aligned with a political engagement project that views youth sector peacebuilding as 

fundamentally about politicising young people and elevating youth voices within 

political platforms. Social activism is prioritised within this perspective and, coupled with 

an emphasis on social justice and human rights, viewpoint 4 is oriented towards social 

change to redress social exclusion and inequality. The politicising propensity of 

ideational structure 4 that encourages young people to use their political agency to hold 

political institutions to account guides the analysis that this is a viewpoint geared 

towards the pursuit of social change. 

The findings suggest that V1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue similarly shares a propensity 

towards political engagement and social change. The emphasis on generating critical 

consciousness amongst young people through critical thinking and dialogue resonates 

with Reilly and Niens’ (2014) argument for a Freirean approach to citizenship education. 

It is a citizenship education that seeks to “achieve greater equality, justice, democracy 

and peace via individual and societal transformation” (ibid, p.54). This perspective 

prioritises a Freirean critical pedagogy that stimulates critical thinking and connects 

personal issues with the socio-political conditions of existence. As such, pursuing 

personal change is connected to the pursuit of social change. It can be inferred that this 

perspective fits most with a model of youth work that is educational in orientation. 

Education in viewpoint 1 is presented as emancipatory, countering the social control 

function of education critiqued by Shultz (2009, cited Reilly and Niens, 2014, p.73), who 

argues: 
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“History has demonstrated that educators become the foot soldiers of oppressive 

policy and regimes when they become compliant and disengaged (or perhaps 

distracted) through excessive accountability agendas, top-down reform 

discourses, and efficiency demands … resulting in schools becoming places where 

society is learned rather than created.”  

From the findings, it can be inferred that those practitioners aligned with ideational 

structure 1 see youth work as a vehicle for supporting young people to create society. 

In so doing, young people are invited to challenge existing norms that govern behaviour, 

particularly those that seem to be benefiting some groups while oppressing others. 

While viewpoints 1 and 4 are parallel on the social change axis, a distinction is depicted 

on the citizenship axis concerning the relative propensity towards political engagement. 

This differentiation is intended to reflect the findings that show ideational structure 4 

adopts a more radical notion of political engagement that involves holding institutions 

to account and is more likely than any other viewpoint to consider political strategies of 

non-violent resistance. Viewpoint 1, in comparison, is more inclined to support political 

thinking than political action. 

Findings for viewpoints 2 and 3 suggest orientations towards social control. V3: Social 

Cohesion & Restoration advocates support for policing and restorative justice principles 

as parallel alternatives to criminal justice. In relegating concepts of institutional 

accountability and engagement in politics, this perspective promotes a focus on 

establishing law, order and compliance with institutional authority. The findings suggest 

that social change is not the preeminent concern within ideational structure 3; instead, 

it is core to establish boundaries and structure for young people who have experienced 

compounded disadvantage and alienation in their communities. A focus on civic 

engagement and benevolent actions outlined in the findings for the Social Cohesion & 

Restoration perspective fits with the social control orientation. Viewpoint 3 is 

committed to facilitating civically minded, responsible citizenship. The focus of 

viewpoint 3 requires tacit support for policing and law and order, curbing a more radical 

political consciousness that may apprehend violence of infringement and symbolic 

violence enacted by state institutions (Lohmeyer, 2018). These ideas highlighted by 

Lohmeyer critique the social conditions that give rise to inequalities, demarcating 

between legitimate forms of violence, such as those exerted by a police force, and 
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illegitimate forms of violence, such as those expressed by individuals and groups 

rebelling against social inequality. Viewpoint 3 appears to adopt a more pragmatic 

approach to dealing with incidences of harm through a restorative approach that seeks 

to reintegrate perpetrators of violence back into society as responsible citizens.  

V2: Mutual Understanding can be understood as tending towards social control based 

on the findings that evidence an emphasis on promoting harmony and mutual respect 

across the socio-political spectrum and seeks to censure conflict. The findings suggest 

that viewpoint 2 is most inclined to advocate Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis as a 

way of bringing segregated groups together to reduce prejudice and promote 

friendship. This emphasis on prejudice reduction through intergroup contact is deemed 

counterproductive for those critical of contact approaches (Dixon et al., 2005; Reicher, 

2007; Wright and Lubensky, 2009). The literature critiquing Allport’s (1954) contact 

hypothesis would direct at viewpoint 2 the claim that an overemphasis on harmony 

mitigates the “negative attitudes… necessary for social change” (Pettigrew, 2010, 

p.421). The propensity of such contact initiatives to censure conflict is what Reicher 

(2007) identifies as constraining efforts towards actions that radically address issues of 

social inequality.  

The findings for viewpoint 2 further suggest that this is a viewpoint focused on 

citizenship grounded in civic rather than political engagement. Acts of volunteering and 

making positive contributions within the community are implicitly connected with the 

focus in viewpoint 2 on supporting personal growth and development. Distance is 

established in the findings from notions of political engagement. This distancing is 

highlighted in an emphasis on notions of neutrality and supporting the agency of young 

people to adopt their own political positions or to disengage from what many 

practitioners aligned to this viewpoint regard as the dysfunctional politics of Northern 

Ireland. The most extreme articulation of this aversion to politics contained within 

viewpoint 2 is expressed by YW11, who states, “in terms of youth work practice, I don't 

feel as if it's our role to promote anything to do with politics”. It would be misleading to 

suggest that practitioners aligned with viewpoint 2 are apolitical. Indeed, the notion of 

reciprocity comes through strongly in the findings and can be understood as mediating 

how this perspective relates to inter-community identity politics. There is a focus on 

ensuring the divergent political and cultural expressions of unionism and nationalism 
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are equally respected, and young people are not to be diverted away from associating 

with these or necessarily challenged to think about integration. 

The next conceptual space diagram presented in this chapter explores the positioning 

of the four viewpoints in relation to notions of reconciliation versus rights and structure 

versus agency. 

Conceptual Space Diagram C: Reconciliation in conversation with rights 

Significant points of difference within the findings can be mapped in relation to 

propensities to adopt a reconciliation lens or a human rights framework (Beirne and 

Knox, 2014; Hvidsten and Skarstad, 2018) and to focus on personal agency or tackling 

structural social issues (Little and Maddison, 2017; Hughes, 2018). The structure-agency 

axis seeks to capture the type of transformation each perspective is oriented towards 

as either transforming social structures or personal transformation.  

Figure 9.3 Conceptual space diagram C – Reconciliation in conversation with rights 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As with the two previous diagrams, the axes should be understood as continuums rather 

than binaries. Following the premises of Freeden’s (1996; 2013a) morphological 

analysis, all four ideational structures share similar concepts. The task of analysis is 

mapping out the relative weighting these concepts are attributed in the ideational 

structure and how they are given meaning by examining the relationships between 

concepts. All conceptual space diagrams build on these morphological premises. 

Within Viewpoint 4: Political Engagement & Social Justice propensities are evident 

towards addressing minority rights alongside notions of political engagement and 

activism for change. This focus is indicative of a perspective that is most inclined towards 

human rights frameworks for peacebuilding. Drawing on Parlevliet’s (2017) distinction 
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of rights as a legal framework, a set of values, or a system of good governance, it is 

evident that this perspective gravitates towards rights as a system of good governance 

and as a set of values. Parlevliet (ibid, p.341) explains that as a vision of good 

governance, rights work involves “highlighting process matters such as participation, 

accountability and transparency”. The findings for this viewpoint show that concerns for 

youth participation and youth being able to hold political institutions to account are 

paramount.  Similarly, with V4, there is a strong affinity with Parlevliet’s (ibid) notion of 

rights as a set of values, “focusing on the aspirational, the principled, social justice and 

social change”. Furthermore, the findings show that viewpoint 4 is least inclined of all 

viewpoints to prioritise notions of trust and equally disinclined alongside viewpoint 1 to 

value the concept of forgiveness. Relegating these ideas that appear Important in the 

literature on reconciliation (Hamber and Kelly, 2005) indicate how this perspective 

orients more towards a rights-based framework. 

Viewpoints 1 and 4 gravitate towards the structural dimensions of peacebuilding. The 

findings for V1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue portray an approach intent on developing a 

structural analysis of conflict, segregation and sectarianism in Northern Ireland. This is 

premised on critical dialogue around issues of oppression and facilitating critical thinking 

regarding the intersecting realities of sectarianism and other forms of prejudice. The 

position of V1 in the diagram reflects the findings that convey a perspective that begins 

with a process of self-awareness at the individual level, moving towards an analysis of 

structure that seeks to elucidate links between the personal and political, supporting 

young people to develop a political consciousness. V1 tends towards a reconciliatory 

paradigm that seeks to pursue conflict transformation through dialogical methods 

between segregated groups. 

In contrast to the more structural focus of viewpoints 1 and 4, perspectives 2 and 3 

incline towards an emphasis on agency as individual transformation. For V2: Mutual 

Understanding, the findings suggest this involves a personal development that opens 

new ways of thinking and leads to the dismantling of perceived threats and fears of the 

other. The findings for V3: Social Cohesion & Restoration emphasise the importance of 

tending to strong interpersonal relationships at a community level premised on 

principles of forgiveness, responsibility, and integrity. This agential focus of viewpoints 

2 and 3 reflect the literature on psychosocial programming and peacebuilding that 
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identifies a personal-transformation model (Hamber et al., 2014). This approach 

assumes that individual change will lead to societal change. While viewpoint 1 can be 

understood as drawing on notions of personal transformation through the development 

of critical consciousness, the connection to broader notions of political thinking and 

critique suggest ideational structure 1 is indicative of a personal-political transformation 

model. 

A rights versus reconciliation distinction has been challenged in the literature as a “false 

dichotomy” (Beirne and Knox, 2014). An integrated approach is instead posited based 

on a necessary interdependence where: 

“Good relationships simply cannot feasibly be built on a basis of inequality or 

injustice, and, just as self-evidently, inequality and injustice will not be secured 

over the longer term without a breaking down of the barriers of 

misunderstanding and hostility kept alive by those with an interest in 

unaccountable power” (ibid, p.48). 

The findings suggest that viewpoint 4 is closest to displaying this integrated approach 

while the other three perspectives are less focused on amalgamating rights-discourses 

within the reconciliation lens. 

The next diagram builds on the foregoing discussion of diagrams A, B, and C to consider 

the place of justice in peacebuilding from each of the four perspectives.  

 

Conceptual Space Diagram D: The place of justice 

Divergent propensities towards restorative justice or social justice (Gready and Robins, 

2014; Lohmeyer, 2018; Dudai, 2018) are observed in the findings, along with diverse 

emphases on forgiveness or accountability (Borer, 2004; McGlynn, 2004; Parlevliet, 

2017; Brewer, 2018). These themes are mapped in figure 9.4.   
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Figure 9.4 Conceptual space diagram D – The place of justice  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Viewpoints 3 and 4 mirror each other as oppositional perspectives in conceptual space 

diagram D. V3: Social Cohesion & Restoration firmly prioritises the restorative approach. 

Forgiveness is a core element of this ideational structure, a salient finding in that the 

three other perspectives have tended to see this as a secondary or adjacent concept. 

This notion of forgiveness complements a restorative approach to justice, prioritising 

principles of personal responsibility rather than institutional accountability. The findings 

suggest that practitioners aligned with viewpoint 3 are motivated to address a dearth of 

forgiveness throughout previous generations in Northern Ireland by embedding notions 

of forgiveness and responsibility into the collective consciousness of young people 

today. The restorative approach appears as paramount, and reconciliation is pursued 

through forgiveness and personal responsibility. 

Conversely, the findings point to ideational structure 4 as a perspective most aligned 

with notions of social change and social justice, reflecting what Ledwith (2020, p.xv) has 

referred to as a project that: 

“aims to create equal worth, equal rights, opportunities for all and the 

elimination of inequalities reinforced by poverty”. 

For viewpoint 4, Ledwith’s quotation could be adapted to read: “the elimination of 

inequalities reinforced by conflict legacies”. Such legacies include a hostile environment 

for ethnic minority groups, newcomers, and LGBTQ+ communities (Ashe, 2018). While 

viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration emphasises restorative justice to deal with 

conflict legacies of polarisation and residual paramilitarism, viewpoint 4 adopts a social 
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justice lens. V4 orients towards advocating for the needs of minority groups traditionally 

overlooked in the “two communities” approach to dealing with the conflict.  

This focus on social justice in viewpoint 4 shares some resonance with the literature on 

transformative justice. Gready and Robin’s (2014) explain how transformational justice 

seeks to advance notions of transitional justice that have been critiqued as overly 

legalistic frameworks for societies emerging from conflict and incorporate a broader 

emphasis on processes to facilitate fairer distributions of power and resources. The 

emphasis implicit in the findings of ideational structure 4 resonates with a 

transformative justice approach that focuses on “the challenging of unequal and 

intersecting power relationships and structures of exclusion” (Gready and Robins, 2014, 

p.340). 

The notion of resistance is cited as core to the transformative justice project that 

envisages “a future marked not just by unity and reconciliation but also by disagreement 

and ongoing activism for change” (Gready and Robins, 2014, p.356). It is noteworthy 

that the findings indicate a limited place for notions of resistance as a political strategy 

in viewpoint 4: Political Engagement & Social Justice. While the statement “Intentionally 

organising non-violent resistance to force, coercion or government policy e.g. through 

protests, demonstrations, boycotts, etc.” is valued higher here than any other 

perspective, at best, it can be understood as an adjacent concept, moving towards the 

periphery. This finding suggests that for all the radical leanings of ideational structure 4 

towards activism for social change, limits have been internalised within the perspective 

on notions of resistance. It could be argued that caution regarding the politics of 

resistance renders the Political Engagement & Social Justice ideational structure less 

radical than it might have been. This analysis is pursued further in the next chapter. 

While notions of social justice and restorative justice appear as secondary concepts in 

viewpoints 1 and 2, the former can be seen as gravitating more towards a conception of 

social justice while the latter is more inclined towards restorative justice. As outlined 

earlier in the chapter, the critical pedagogical orientation of ideational structure 1 

outlined in the findings resonates with the development of a critical consciousness that 

challenges social structures. Activism for social change is an essential idea within this 

ideational structure, which fits with inclinations towards social justice. The findings also 

highlight that the notion of restorative justice is prioritised over retributive justice. 
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However, it appears that this is achieved through a critical reflection with young people 

on the nature and existence of violence and exploring alternatives, rather than an overt 

engagement with restorative justice processes. 

The findings for ideational structure 2: Mutual Understanding suggest that engaging in 

a structural analysis of power or setting out to dismantle inequitable political and 

institutional practices are not pressing concerns for practitioners. While supporting 

young people to challenge power structures in their communities is found to be an 

adjacent or secondary concept, this may best be understood as challenging 

gatekeepers such as family members, peers and local leaders who create barriers to 

cross-community contact. The perspective has little in common with the literature that 

emphasises notions of transformative and social justice advocating activism to tackle 

persistent inequalities in post-conflict settings. Similarly, the findings show that notions 

of restorative justice are relegated in this viewpoint more than any other. V2 is 

positioned closer to the restorative justice axis to indicate that, while not strongly 

advocating this approach, it has more in common with principles of restorative justice 

than the approach of social justice. These findings suggest that the pursuit of justice is a 

peripheral concern for viewpoint 2, where there is a greater emphasis on forging 

interpersonal relationships built on common ground.  

The final conceptual space diagram considered in this chapter charts the relationships 

between the four ideational structures and notions of transgenerational trauma and 

mental health. 

Mental health and wellbeing – a ubiquitous concern 

A significant finding in the study is the emphasis expressed across all four ideational 

structures on notions of addressing transgenerational trauma and mental health in 

peacebuilding. Early youth work and community relations strategies make minimal 

references to mental health and wellbeing. Across six strategy/policy documents 

relevant to youth sector peacebuilding, spanning the years 1989-2015, there are no 

references to “trauma”, one reference to “mental health” as suggested reading at the 

end of A model for effective practice (CDU, 2003), one reference to “wellbeing” (ibid, 

p.21) and several generic references to notions of health promotion and health 

education. The documents reviewed were: 
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1. Education for Mutual Understanding (EMU) policy (DE, 1989); 

2. Youth Work: A Model for Effective Practice (CDU, 2003); 

3. NI Executives’ Good Relations strategy A Shared Future (OFMDFM, 2005); 

4. Community Relations, Equity and Diversity in Education (CRED) policy (DE, 2011); 

5. Priorities for Youth (PfY) youth work policy (DE, 2013); 

6. Sharing Works: A policy for shared education (DE, 2015). 

The Together Building a United Community (T:BUC) good relations strategy (TEO, 2013) 

makes one reference to “poor physical and mental health” (ibid, p.102) and two 

references to health and wellbeing.  

Historically, notions of addressing mental health and transgenerational trauma appear 

to be minimal concerns in youth sector peacebuilding policy. In this study, however, the 

lowest score assigned to the statement “Addressing transgenerational trauma and poor 

mental health affecting young people” was +1, by viewpoint 4. Viewpoint 1 ranked the 

statement +2 while viewpoints 2 and 3 ranked the statement at +4. This focus suggests a 

move to embed youth work and peacebuilding with young people within a social 

care model (Cooper, 2018) accompanied by therapeutic interventions (Friel 

and Sweeney, 2019). This shift disrupts the accustomed affinity of youth work with 

education in Northern Ireland (DE, 2013). It is striking that the educationalist orientation 

of ideational structure 1 joins with the other structures placing considerable emphasis 

on addressing trauma and mental health.  

While there is a level of consensus across the viewpoints on the concept of 

transgenerational trauma and mental health, the findings also suggest different ways of 

approaching this work. These are presented in figure 9.5. The vertical axis represents 

different focuses of mental health work, while the horizontal axis indicates different 

ways of conceptualising mental health. These ideas are clarified and examined in the 

following discussion. 
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Figure 9.5 Conceptual Space Diagram E – Mental health: a problem to be fixed or an 
identity to be explored? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through the Critical Thinking & Dialogue approach, it can be inferred that the emphasis 

is on inviting young people to enter into dialogue and critically explore notions of 

trauma and mental health. This dialogue involves thinking about the implications and 

broader structural issues that compound adverse childhood experiences. This viewpoint 

is the most inclined to view mental health as an existential and philosophical matter. 

From the findings, it can be inferred that rather than emphasising responses to the 

manifest symptoms of poor mental health to “restore” feelings of positivity, this 

perspective invites a searching disposition. In this context, existential questions such as 

the meaning of life as well as critical reflections that examine “why do I feel like a fish 

out of water” connected to structural concerns may be prioritised.  

The emphasis on mental health outlined in the findings for ideational structure 2 

suggests a different emphasis. There is some recognition of the impact of conflict 

legacies and transgenerational trauma on young people's mental health. However, 

investigating this is not a pertinent concern within this perspective. The focus is on 

addressing the presenting and underlying issues. An orientation to personal 

development, particularly towards addressing young people's mental health and 

employability needs, reflects what the literature refers to as an individualistic approach 

to psychosocial interventions. This approach is premised on a “personal transformation 

model” (Hamber and Gallagher, 2014, p.43).  

The findings suggest ideational structure 2 shares affinities with psychosocial 

approaches, emphasising the psychological needs of individuals within a broader social 
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context of family and community and beyond. A criticism of psychosocial programming 

in post-conflict settings is how it tends to approach trauma and mental health concerns 

as separate from broader peacebuilding goals of social transformation and structural 

change (Hamber et al., 2014). This discrete approach appears to be a feature of 

perspective 2, where factors contributing to poor mental health such as youth 

unemployment are prioritised as integral to peacebuilding. A link, however, is not made 

between this work and broader notions of critical engagement of socio-political issues 

to advance social change. A more structural focus might include tackling systemic issues 

such as zero-hour contracts and the conditions that “make capital go to capital” 

(Bourdieu, 1977, p.181); in other words, systemic exclusion of those disenfranchised 

from secure employment opportunities and trajectories.  

There is a challenge for the Mutual Understanding perspective to reflect on how “groups 

in crisis fit within the wider peacebuilding field” (Hamber and Gallagher 2014, p.54). 

Furthermore, the findings indicate that practitioners aligned with viewpoint 2 are most 

inclined to adopt the role of “paraprofessional” (Hamber et al., 2014, p.8), addressing 

the mental health needs of young people in their role as a youth work professional but 

not as a mental health professional. The merits of this are open for debate. Within the 

study, practitioners have variously noted cases wherein youth work fills a gap where 

other statutory services are deemed to be failing young people.  

Viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration places emphasis on dealing with 

transgenerational trauma and addressing mental health as core to peacebuilding, linked 

to the focus on ending the harm of community and paramilitary violence. As noted in 

the findings, practitioners within this perspective orient towards adopting a trauma-

informed lens in their practice. The findings suggest an emphasis on building the 

resiliency of young people, aligning with the literature on Mental Health and 

Psychosocial Support (MHPSS). This framework recognises the significance of resilience 

as part of community-based initiatives to address trauma and mental health concerns 

in post-conflict settings (Hamber et al., 2014). Furthermore, the priority attributed to 

notions of forgiveness in this ideational structure can be considered as integral to the 

understanding of addressing transgenerational trauma and mental health. The 

implication is that individuals work through a process to manage their anger or 

bitterness, and through forgiveness, they release self-limiting or self-damaging 
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emotions.  Even when formal justice is achieved, the anger of grief can still exist and 

burn inwards. Ideational structure 3 emphasises forgiveness as a process of releasing 

hurt and anger that often turns inwards (McGlynn, 2004).  

There is evidence in V3 of a propensity to address the structural issue of residual 

paramilitarism that contributes to trauma and poor mental health. Noteworthy, 

however, is the individual and interpersonal emphasis that permeate the findings for 

this perspective. On a continuum from personal to structural transformation, the 

ideational structure orients towards the personal.  

For ideational structure 4: Political Engagement & Social Justice, the findings reveal 

divergent perspectives of practitioners regarding mental health. YW03, for instance, 

asserts they are “not a counsellor” and would not deal directly with notions of 

transgenerational trauma in peacebuilding. YW18 conversely calls for specialist training 

so as it might be possible for “a youth work practitioner that specialises in psychosis”. 

YW18 makes parallels with the nursing profession, where specialisms exist beyond 

general practice. This reflection suggests support for youth workers acting as 

paraprofessionals (Hamber et al., 2014) and developing more specific training. This 

divergence of perspectives within the shared viewpoint is a feature of the morphological 

approach and the Bourdieusian notion of collective habitus sharing an overall 

resemblance. Both practitioners 03 and 18 are aligned in the overall Political 

Engagement & Social Justice perspective. Despite this, they have different 

understandings on addressing the mental health needs of young people and, more 

specifically for YW18, mental illness. YW18’s comments in isolation may suggest 

ideational structure 4 gravitates towards a welfare model of youth work. Concerning the 

broader findings for the perspective, a political model is most salient that focuses on 

engaging young people in a radical democratic practice (Batsleer, 2013; Beck and 

Purcell, 2010). Practitioners aligned with viewpoint 4 are most likely to view mental 

health and trauma as a social justice issue. This perspective is most inclined to politicise 

mental health in the sense of supporting young people to voice concerns on the 

availability and suitability of children’s and adolescent mental health services (CAHMS) 

and challenge politicians to do more to invest in these services. The findings show that 

YW03 and YW18 are united in articulating the need for better mental health services for 

young people. 



250 

 

Notwithstanding the differentiated understandings of addressing transgenerational 

trauma and mental health that have been discussed, the ubiquitous nature of these 

notions stands out in the study. It is an area worthy of further research in the field of 

youth sector peacebuilding. 

Having mapped the viewpoints vis-à-vis various concepts that make up the politics of 

peacebuilding, the next part of this chapter brings together these insights to construct 

a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding. 

Part 2: A socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, this research aims to advance the theorisation 

of youth sector building. Cooper (2012) provides a rationale for developing theoretical 

models, noting they provide a concise way of communicating important ideas. The 

primary purpose of the model developed here is to act as an invitation to advance 

reflexive peacebuilding within the youth sector. The new insights and knowledge 

derived from the empirical findings provide a novel framework for practitioners to 

theorise their practice. The model is intended as a tool for examining positionality within 

the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. 

Implicit in both the findings and the conceptual space diagrams presented in this chapter 

are propensities towards politicising or harmonising and dialogue or action across the 

four viewpoints. These distinctions comprise the axes of a socio-political model of youth 

sector peacebuilding and are elaborated on in discussing how each ideational structure 

is positioned in figure 9.6. Having examined the anatomy of each viewpoint across 

various dimensions of peacebuilding through conceptual space diagrams, the remainder 

of the chapter discusses the distinctiveness of each ideational structure in relation to 

the model, making cross-references with findings and literature. 
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Figure 9.6 A socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Viewpoint 1 as Politicised Dialogue 

Viewpoint 1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue propagates an approach to youth sector 

peacebuilding premised on a politicising dialogue. This perspective draws heavily on a 

Freirean notion of critical pedagogy. Diemer et al. (2016) suggest this involves critical 

reflection, critical motivation, and critical action. Critical reflection encompasses 

“learning to see… how history works, how received ways of thinking and feeling 

perpetuate existing structures of inequality” (Hopper, 1999, p. 13 cited Diemer et al., 

2016, p.216). Exploring with young people notions of voice and influence to effect 

change are demonstrative of assessing critical motivation. Critical action then is 

indicative of individual or collective interventions to challenge oppressive systems. 

Critical pedagogy thus entails “learning to perceive social, political, and economic 

contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality” (Freire, 

2000, p.35 cited ibid).  Ledwith’s (2016, p.xi) definition of critical pedagogy resonates 

strongly with the emphasis conveyed by viewpoint 1 where: 

“Critical pedagogy begins by simply questioning everyday life’s taken-for-

grantedness to see the contradictions we live by more clearly in order to act for 

change.” 

Critical reflection or conscientization as “a process of critical consciousness… in order to 

recognise oppression as a political injustice rather than a personal failing” (Ledwith, ibid) 
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is the foundation of this perspective. However, the findings for this perspective 

emphasise critical thinking and reflection, suggesting a tendency within this viewpoint 

to reify dialogue over action, curtailing Freire’s (1996 [1970]) vision of a radical praxis 

that integrates both these dimensions. 

The term politicisation risks pejorative connotations. For viewpoint 1, politicisation 

communicates a conviction that education is not neutral. The perspective resonates 

with Shaull’s (1996, p.16) determination that “There is no such thing as a neutral 

educational process”. The educationalist therefore either facilitates “the integration of 

the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity 

to it” or they facilitate an emancipatory practice where “men and women deal critically 

and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their 

world” (ibid). This counterposes a depoliticised notion of education mirroring the 

critique of “a politics that is depoliticized, neutralized, promoted to the state of 

technique” (Bourdieu and Boltanski, 1976 [2008] cited Susen, 2014, p.88). 

Conscientization, therefore, can be viewed as a process that necessarily politicises 

young people. As inequitable and oppressive power structures are demystified and the 

de-humanising aspects of these exposed through critical thinking and dialogue, the 

personal becomes fundamentally political.  

The findings suggest that concepts of reconciliation and intergroup contact are 

politicised within this viewpoint. The approach to reconciliation can be understood to 

reflect the literature on rhetorical approaches where reconciliation is a dialogical 

process that sets aside ambitions towards reaching a “transcendent” harmonious state 

between conflicted parties (Doxtader, 2003, p.268). It invites difficult conversations and 

recognition of disputed narratives while maintaining the need for those espousing 

oppositional ideas to co-operate in dialogue with one another. Similarly, the notion of 

pursuing intergroup contact is advocated as a vehicle for facilitating critical dialogue, 

rather than primarily for prejudice reduction as noted in the literature (Allport, 1954; 

Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006). The focus is on pursuing intergroup contact to stimulate 

critical thinking and engagements that, as one practitioner advocated, elucidate 

“cognitive dissonance” (YW40). Such cognitive dissonance is considered valuable as a 

starting point of critical thinking when traditional and partisan ways of understanding 
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the world are challenged through encounters with others who express alternative 

worldviews.  

A more contested term could be exchanged in the figure 9.4 model, replacing 

politicisation with radicalisation. Far from diverting young people from radicalisation, 

the findings suggest viewpoint 1 seeks to cultivate “the radical, committed to human 

liberation” (Freire, 1996, p.21). This notion of radicalisation is counterposed with 

“sectarianism, fed by fanaticism” (ibid, p.19). Freire explains: 

“Radicalization, nourished by a critical spirit, is always creative. Sectarianism 

mythicizes and thereby alienates; radicalization criticizes and thereby liberates” 

(ibid).  

Viewpoint 1 orients towards a politicised form of citizenship education that seeks to 

foster a radical critical analysis of the socio-political and economic context. This equips 

young people to counter sectarianism that presents itself as “mythicizing and irrational” 

and acts as “an obstacle to the emancipation of mankind [sic]” (Freire, 1996, p.19).   

Ideational structure 1 expresses an approach to peacebuilding work with young people 

that seeks to link agency with structure. The educational process originates in the 

immediacy of young people’s everyday lives and develops as an organic unfolding of the 

systems and structures that dehumanize, exclude and deceive. As the extent of 

oppression becomes increasingly comprehended, it becomes more difficult to dismiss 

experiences of discrimination and prejudice as idiosyncratic.  

Viewpoint 1 builds on an understanding of youth work grounded in education 

(Hammond, 2018; Cooper, 2018). It is an education that is participatory, emancipatory, 

politicised, and radical. Dialogue is evident in this viewpoint as a fundamental catalyst 

and vehicle for driving a peacebuilding process with young people that unsettles 

sectarianised social relationships and disrupts the common sense of segregation. This 

perspective also seeks to continually rethink the logic of peacebuilding interventions and 

the extent to which they require practitioners to act as “the foot soldiers of oppressive 

policy and regimes (Shultz, 2009, p.10 cited Reilly and Niens, 2014, p.73). 

The findings show some practitioners consider this ideational structure to reflect a 

radical approach to peacebuilding. The agitational potency of this viewpoint is mediated 
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with propensities towards sustaining positive relationships and operating within existing 

political frameworks. Organising collective action and resistance are peripheral concepts 

within this ideational structure. While there is evidence of emancipatory and radical 

forms of critical thinking espoused by this viewpoint, it is not accompanied by a similar 

propensity for radical and emancipatory action. 

The next chapter explores the symbolic capital of this critical perspective, analysing the 

relationship between this collective habitus and the three other viewpoints. 

The following section considers viewpoint 4 that joins ideational structure 1 as a 

politicising perspective. Viewpoint 4 is distinguished by adopting a more overt action 

orientation rather than a dialogical focus. 

Viewpoint 4 as Politicised Action 

Viewpoint 4: Political Engagement & Social Justice exhibits an approach to 

peacebuilding underpinned by politicised action. This perspective shares with viewpoint 

1 a commitment to fostering political thinking. The impetus, however, shifts from 

dialogue to action. It is concerned with political engagement in the public sphere, where 

“public opinion is formed and translated into political action" (Verkoren and Leeuwen, 

2013, p.160). A vision for social justice animates this viewpoint. The findings intimate 

that viewpoint 4 perceives that peacebuilding requires more than prejudice reduction 

as proposed by proponents of Allport’s contact hypothesis (Hewstone et al., 2014). 

Rather, collective approaches are necessitated that invoke active resistance and social 

change (Reicher, 1986; 2007). 

This perspective transcends a “two-communities-thesis” (Hayward and McManus, 2018) 

and focalises issues of social stratification and unequal distribution of resources as 

fundamental concerns in peacebuilding. Social justice requires collective rather than 

individual action precisely because it is a “sociopolitical matter” (Thompson, 2016, p.16). 

This resonates with Veugeler’s (2011 cited Reilly and Neins, 2014) conceptualisation of 

a “social-political” approach to global citizenship education wherein there is an 

emphasis on challenging inequalities and critical reflection on social and political 

relations. Again, a greater propensity is evident within the Political Engagement & Social 

Justice perspective to pursue actions that challenge inequality than a more dialogical 

emphasis on critical reflection as contained within viewpoint 1. 



255 

 

Evident in this perspective is Crick’s (2007) notion of a citizenship education that equips 

young people for democratic participation and confers an understanding of how to 

navigate institutions to be heard. Crick (2007, p.246) notes how, when first introduced 

to the education curriculum, a House of Commons Select Committee indicated “some 

signs of nervousness” towards the “radical implications” of this type of political 

education. For viewpoint 4, it can be inferred that these “radical implications” of 

citizenship education in the formal system do not necessarily go far enough. Viewpoint 

4 advocates an experiential citizenship education that equips young people not only to 

be politically active and navigate existing structures but further to hold those in power 

to account. The radical outcomes of this may well be a coordinated campaign to 

revolutionise the political status quo and structures that maintain it. 

Intimately connected with a predisposition towards the pursuit of social justice is a 

commitment to social change. To this end, viewpoint 4 aligns strongly with the theory 

and practice of community development, reflecting Coburn and Gormally’s (2017) work 

that perceives community work and youth work as part of the same sector, guided by 

similar principles. The National Occupational Standards (NOS) for Community 

Development, a common competence framework agreed by stakeholders in the sector 

across the UK, identifies the key purpose of community development practice as 

“enabl[ing] people to work collectively to bring about positive social change” (NOS, 2015, 

p.5). Five key values underpin the profession: 

• Social justice and equality 

• Anti-discrimination 

• Community empowerment 

• Collective action 

• Working and learning together  

(NOS, 2015, p.6). 

Collective action is advocated within ideational structure 4, although the findings 

suggest certain caveats. An intentional approach to collectivising for resistance in the 

form of protests, boycotts and demonstrations does not feature as a prominent idea. 

The radical nature of this perspective is subject to certain constraints, an observation 

that is analysed further in the following chapter. Despite this distinction, viewpoint 4 is 
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driven by ideas of activism for societal change. Coburn and Gormally’s (2017, p.63) 

notion of the politics of recognition and distribution can be seen in the findings as core 

features. Addressing issues of recognition and distribution involves: 

“analysing internal injustices with the exclusion of particular groups, the 

exclusion of voices within these groups and the restrictions placed on particular 

groups in decision making”, 

as well as acting to address  

“the representation and negative perceptions of particular communities by those 

in positions of power, including politicians, media and statutory agencies” (ibid).  

The pursuit of social change is anchored to concerns for structural justice, universal 

human rights, and fairness/equality in the distribution of resources (ibid). This 

perspective seeks to create opportunities for young people to engage in political arenas 

where these discussions are pertinent and voice these concerns in situations where 

issues of rights and social justice are circumvented. Rights-based legislation is invoked 

to hold institutions and their representatives to account.  

There are similarities and differences within the findings for this viewpoint when charted 

against the literature related to the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2250 

(UNSCR 2250) on Youth, Peace and Security (UN, 2015). Writing on the resolution, 

Simpson (2018, p.101) emphasises how it seeks to address a “rights realisation gap”, 

wherein the rights assigned to young people in national and international frameworks 

are, in some cases, not fully enacted. Simpson (ibid) asserts that UNSCR 2250 seeks to 

ensure “full socioeconomic, cultural and political rights for young people”. Practitioners 

aligned with viewpoint 4 would likely share concerns about this rights realisation gap 

and see addressing this as core to peacebuilding. However, the findings also suggest that 

viewpoint 4 practitioners would be less inclined to focus on cultural rights. Notions of 

cultural rights would be a secondary or adjacent idea after socioeconomic and political 

rights. This finding suggests that viewpoint 4 seeks to circumvent or transcend binary 

notions where rights for the cultural expression of one community is mediated in 

relation to reciprocal rights for another community.  Taking account of the wider 

ideational structure, it can be inferred that a more collective approach is adopted 
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concerning the realisation of young people’s socioeconomic and political rights, 

particularly for those young people from minority groups. 

It can be inferred from the findings that this perspective begins with a conviction that 

young people are a crucial and overlooked demographic in the political community. The 

emphasis is on facilitating action, where young people are exercising their voice and 

influence through active engagement in political forums and creative contributions to 

effecting political and social change. 

Viewpoint 4 approaches peacebuilding with young people founded on an understanding 

of youth work as a form of radical democratic practice (Batsleer, 2013; Beck and Purcell, 

2010). The perspective advocates: 

“A level of collective empowerment [that] seeks to problematise the world, and 

to activate individuals into challenging existing social policies and political 

decisions” (Forrest, 2010, p.68).  

Furthermore, the findings suggest that viewpoint 4 is attuned to tackling notions of 

symbolic violence as a primary feature of peacebuilding (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; 

Lohmeyer, 2018; Del Felice, 2008). The notion of symbolic violence is invoked in 

Bufacchi’s (2005 cited Lohmeyer, 2018) distinction between violence as physical 

force and violence as infringement. Violence as infringement is indicative of symbolic 

violence, a violence that is not widely recognised as violence and occurs with the 

complicity of those who are its victims. Galtung’s (1990) notions of structural and 

cultural violence further add insights to the concept of symbolic violence. Structural 

violence arises from the infringements of inequality and inequity in society. Cultural 

violence denotes how such structural violence is legitimised in a social order through 

cultural norms accepted as common sense, such as taken-for-granted ideas about 

gender and class relations (Galtung, 1990; Lohmeyer, 2018). Ideational structure 4 can 

be understood as infused with these conceptions of symbolic violence, infringement, 

structural and cultural violence. As such, viewpoint 4 orients towards supporting young 

people to be politically active and counter these manifestations of violence within the 

social system they are part of. These aspects of the Political Engagement & Social Justice 

viewpoint highlight its politicising disposition. 
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Viewpoints 1 and 4 share commonalities with the sociology of radical change 

characterised in Hurley and Treacy’s (1993) sociological model of youth work. This 

analysis “examine[s] ways in which […] control and domination can be counteracted” 

through “changing human consciousness” and “changing structures” (ibid, p.6). 

Viewpoint 1 gravitates towards the notion of changing consciousness with increased 

criticality. Viewpoint 4 emphasises changing structures through critical democratic 

participation and holding those in power to account. Both are manifestations of conflict 

perspectives that expose social inequality and tend towards revolutionising hierarchical 

social relations that sustain oppression (Van den Berg and Janoski, 2005).  

The following sections focus on the harmonising domain of a socio-political model of 

youth sector peacebuilding. Ideational structures 2 and 3 are considered, respectively 

representing a harmonising dialogue and harmonising action orientation. 

Viewpoint 2 as Harmonising Dialogue 

Viewpoint 2: Mutual Understand is distinguished as an approach to peacebuilding that 

advocates belonging and reciprocity. Supreme value is attributed to relationships, and 

this perspective seeks to de-escalate conflict and division through building empathy and 

understanding of difference. The presumed logic is that greater understanding leads to 

an extension of accommodation and reduces the gulf between notions of in-group and 

out-group (Tajfel, 1982; Jones, 2004). From this perspective, the findings highlight 

contact work and exposure to difference as the key to peacebuilding processes. 

“Intergroup contact reduces prejudice” (Connolly, 2000, p.170) reflects the preeminent 

precept of this perspective. While encouraging contact between distinctive 

communities, focusing on unionism and nationalism, is espoused, caution is taken in not 

equating this with a dilution of cultural identity. In this regard, the emphasis on single 

identity work in the findings can be understood as advocating a framework for 

addressing anxieties and concerns about meeting with those from different 

backgrounds. These approaches enable “own culture validation” as well as building 

“respect for diversity” (Jones, 2004, pp.22-23). 

Complementing the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954), this perspective is implicitly 

informed by Fisher’s (1984) Trust Attraction Hypothesis that maintains: 
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“As A discloses, B perceives this as trust, and is consequently more likely to be 

attracted to A. This increased liking leads B to disclose more to A… reciprocity of 

disclosure may well be based on reciprocity of trust” (Hargie et al., 2003, pp.87-

88). 

This reciprocal relationship contributes not only to the accommodation of difference but 

an affinity that facilitates the building of friendships. 

Viewpoint 2 can be understood as a contemporary manifestation of the Education for 

Mutual Understanding (EMU) policy (NICED, 1988), established as a compulsory 

addition to the education curriculum in 1992 (Richardson, 1997). The policy was 

underpinned by principles of respect for self and others, understanding, 

interdependence, and diversity (Smith and Robinson, 1996). Whitehouse (1990, p.498) 

conjectured that with EMU, “schools will need to become—to use Giroux's (1988) 

phrase-'sites of contestation.'” Smith et al. (2019) suggest this did not occur and that the 

formal sector has demonstrated limited success, or appetite, for engaging with the 

radical implications of EMU and citizenship education. It can be argued that these 

critiques can similarly be directed at viewpoint 2, a perspective that the findings show 

is reticent to forefront dialogue around contested issues, much less create “sites of 

contestation” (Giroux, 1988). While resonant with the EMU policy view that “education 

has a significant contribution to make in dispelling prejudice and improving 

relationships” (NIECD, 1988, p. 11 cited Whitehouse, 1990, p.495), viewpoint 2 steers a 

course that circumvents engagement over contentious issues. 

The findings that show viewpoint 2 emphasises “focusing on commonalities” in 

approaching peacebuilding is reflective of what has been described in the literature as 

liberal multiculturalism (Smith, 2003). Liberal multiculturalism “emphasises similarity by 

drawing attention to what is shared in common by members of diverse groups” (ibid, 

p.29). With the notion of neutral space appearing as core in viewpoint 2, it aligns with 

Smith’s analysis that “in the context of Northern Ireland an educational environment 

based on liberal multiculturalism might be the equivalent of a ‘neutral space’” (ibid). This 

approach to liberal multiculturalism mirrors Stevenson and Sagherian-Dickey’s (2018) 

distinction of citizenship discourses founded on constructing unity rather than 

integrating difference or accommodating diversity. Smith’s appraisal of liberal 



260 

 

multiculturalism is an apt critique of the Mutual Understanding perspective, where he 

writes: 

“one of the criticisms of such approaches is that they generate a superficial 

politeness that avoids controversy at all costs” (Smith, 2003, p.29). 

Hargie et al. (2003, p.88) similarly caution that an emphasis on trust and friendship, as 

evident in the findings for viewpoint 2, may result in a “polite avoidance” of contentious 

issues.  

Personal growth and development of young people is evidenced in the findings as a core 

feature of this ideational structure. In this respect, the perspective seems to draw both 

on a foundational understanding of youth work (Jeffs and Smith, 2010) and the policy 

direction of the EU Peace4Youth programme that identifies Personal Development as 

one of three headline outcomes alongside Citizenship and Good Relations (SEUPB, 

2018). The findings further suggest that this emphasis on personal development is 

connected with propensities to develop needs-led programmes with young people, 

particularly addressing mental health, educational and employability needs. These 

findings suggest that practitioners aligned with the Mutual Understanding perspective 

tend to pursue an employability paradigm evident in recent youth policy initiatives 

(Hamilton and McArdle, 2019). The employability paradigm is evident in the EU 

Peace4Youth programme that assumed most young people who took part in its funded 

programmes would “not be in education, training or employment” (SEUPB, 2018, p.22). 

Practitioners working within this policy context may be prone to uncritically accept a 

logic that equates further education, training and employment with peacebuilding. 

Viewpoint 2 is the largest factor in the study with 15 practitioners loading on the 

viewpoint, exceeding twice as many individuals loading on factors 3 and 4 that are both 

made up of six practitioners; and almost twice as many as viewpoint 1 that is made up 

of eight participants (inclusive of the researcher). While cautious not to over-extrapolate 

on this finding, this perspective is prevalent amongst practitioners who took part in the 

study. It appears to be a viewpoint that aligns most harmoniously with the EU 

Peace4Youth policy framework (DfE, 2021). Outcomes for participants in these 

programmes are envisioned to be “ultimately enhancing their employability and 

improving their life chances” (ibid). Peacebuilding, from this perspective, is firmly 
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oriented towards the individual and interpersonal levels. Citizenship education in this 

policy framework can be understood as preparing young people to find their place 

within the existing social order and develop themselves to succeed. As such, it appears 

there is “an implicit assumption that equal opportunities exist and advancement is based 

primarily on the merit principle” (Smith, 2003, p.29). Further analysis of viewpoint 2 as 

a dominant perspective that aligns most seamlessly with programme directives of major 

funders in the peacebuilding field is discussed in the next chapter. 

Viewpoint 2 can be understood as harmonising on multiple dimensions. Most explicitly, 

it advocates a harmonisation of conflictual relationships as core to the peacebuilding 

process. It seeks to de-contest contested spaces by appealing to notions of neutrality 

and reciprocity (Hargie et al., 2003). On another dimension, it seeks to harmonise the 

cognitive dissonance experienced by young people disenfranchised in a complex social 

world. It does so by equipping them with the skills to successfully navigate routes to 

success in education, training, work, and social settings. A third dimension of 

harmonisation indicative of viewpoint 2 is that of funding stipulations with practice. 

While the findings show practitioners embodying ideational structure 2 may express 

some frustrations at increasingly outcomes-driven funding, they tend to reconcile this 

with notions of excellence and accountability, striving to deliver and communicate 

impact through quantitative outputs and outcomes (Bunyan and Ord, 2012).  

Dialogue is a consistent feature of this harmonising perspective whereby preparing for 

and engaging in contact with the “other” is premised on conversational and relational 

approaches involving the discovery of commonalities. The findings show that ideational 

structure 2 orients towards addressing young people's mental health and employability 

needs as part of a personal transformation approach to peacebuilding. This focus moves 

youth work towards a service provision and welfare model that downplays the 

participative democratic educational aspects of practice (Cooper, 2018; Hammond and 

Harvey, 2020).  

The final quadrant of the model to be elucidated is viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion and 

Restoration. 
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Viewpoint 3 as Harmonising Action 

Viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion and Restoration conveys an approach to peacebuilding 

symbolic of harmonised action. Conversation and dialogue are relegated in favour of 

pro-active sentiments – taking responsibility, moving forward, preventing violence, 

diverting from radicalisation. Restorative principles (Chapman et al., 2018) are the 

quantum materials of this perspective, converging to pursue a reconciliation of 

relationships at the interpersonal and inter and intra community levels. At the 

interpersonal level, it can be inferred from the findings that harm reduction is prioritised 

by engaging with those young people most alienated from their communities and at risk 

of being victims and perpetrators of violence (Magnuson, 2007). The emphasis on 

tackling paramilitarism, unique to this viewpoint, suggests a commitment to work with 

young people invisible to wider society and exploited by coercive paramilitary control 

and violence (Byrne et al., 2016; Smyth, 2017).  

The findings for this perspective resonate with literature noting how young men in 

Northern Ireland are tasked with navigating hegemonic and militarised masculinities 

(Ashe and Harland, 2012; Harland and McCready, 2014) modelled by community 

influences and etched in militarised murals. The findings indicate that practitioners 

within this viewpoint are eager to emphasise that: 

“Our young people act out of the dynamics that we have created, and recreate 

through our segregated and divided society” (Smyth, 2011, cited Haydon et al., 

2012, p.507). 

In response, peacebuilding ought to engage these young people in a restorative process 

involving victims, perpetrators and the wider community (O’Mahoney et al., 2012). 

While Lohmeyer (2017) casts a sceptical lens on restorative justice as an extension of 

state authority concerned with social control, this perspective appears unperturbed by 

such an analysis. Although unlikely to conceptualise their approach as a social control 

function, practitioners aligned to this perspective advocate cooperation with policing to 

establish law, order and stability in communities. Building community cohesion is 

prioritised through the re-socialisation of young people supported by a network of 

adults exerting a positive influence on their lives.  
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In concert with an effort to embed restorative ideals at the personal level, viewpoint 3 

values a restorative lens for reconciling relations and building social cohesion at the 

levels of community and society. From the vantage point of ideational structure 3, there 

is a potent sense in which an inescapable past of terror and trauma resides in the 

everyday lives of those who populate the island of Ireland today (Brewer, 2018). In this 

context, viewpoint 3 presents forgiveness as imperative. The findings suggest that 

notions of forgiveness are closely related to notions of restorative rather than 

retributive justice.  

Perspective 3 orients practitioners towards addressing contemporary harms. It steers 

the youth sector away from the complex field of truth-telling and victims rights for 

justice regarding past abuses. Detrimental impacts of these past harms are manifested 

today for young people in the form of transgenerational trauma and compounded 

adverse childhood experiences (O’Neill, 2015). This perspective appears particularly 

attuned to these realities, and several practitioners implied cognizance of research 

highlighting “correlation between a high number of ACEs and future violence, and entry 

into the criminal justice system” (Grant, 2019). 

The notion of responsibility is core in the findings for viewpoint 3 and central in the 

literature on restorative processes. Responsibility from this perspective is extended to 

all citizens who should counter the passive acceptance of residual paramilitarism or hate 

crimes within their communities. Indeed, the notion of a good moral panic (Dudai, 2018) 

that provokes outrage and a determination that “something should be done” (Cohen 

2001, p.xiii cited ibid, p.706) seamlessly fits with this viewpoint. This resonates with 

Smyth’s (2017) appeal to overcome the “societal shrug” in response to ongoing 

paramilitary-style attacks on young people in Northern Ireland. 

A pluralist multicultural citizenship is promoted where diversity is an intrinsic value 

(Smith, 2003). This pluralism extends peacebuilding beyond emphasising traditional 

sectarian divides to incorporate tackling racism within programmes for community 

cohesion (Knox, 2011). Active citizenship from this perspective can be seen as involving 

speaking out to challenge those who threaten and victimise others as well as generating 

support for authorities tasked with creating the conditions for a safe, pluralist society.  
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Viewpoint 3 aligns with the United Network of Youth Peacebuilders’ (UNOY, 2016, p.33) 

proclamation that “youth centres can play significant roles in fostering social cohesion 

and inclusivity by reaching out to marginalized youth”. Such outreach is a strategy to 

counter “exploitation, including recruitment of organized social groups often aligned 

around a destructive goal” (ibid). The emphasis on tackling paramilitarism and diverting 

young people from radicalisation evidenced in the findings for viewpoint 3 suggest it 

tends towards a masculine perspective on peacebuilding. These concerns prioritise work 

with young men who are statistically more likely to be involved in the violent aspects of 

conflict (Harland, 2011).  

The role and case for young women in peacebuilding has not been emphasised in the 

findings by any of the four perspectives. This omission focalises a blind spot in practice 

that mirrors early policy developments in the Northern Ireland youth service (McCready, 

2020a; McArdle and Morgan, 2020). It appears that young women are neither 

recognised as contributing to peacebuilding or having been significantly impacted 

through the legacy of conflict. Practitioners have been more likely to note the significant 

contributions of the youth sector in working with young men in the contested space of 

Northern Ireland. The findings from this study add weight to critiques challenging the 

sector to redress the disregard and omission of a clear focus on young women in the 

youth service more broadly and peacebuilding specifically. 

The findings for viewpoint 3 suggest it gravitates towards a Positive Youth Development 

model of youth work that emphasises building youth resiliency (Cooper, 2018). The 

harmonising orientation of this perspective is evident in the impetus for employing 

restorative processes to reconcile wrongdoing and heal social fractures resulting from 

harm. It is also harmonising in a functionalist sense (Hurley and Treacy, 1993), seeking 

to restore confidence in policing and advocating the importance of supporting 

interdependent institutions that order social life.  

Both viewpoints 2 and 3 resemble a sociology of regulation (Hurley and Treacy, 1993) 

with an “emphasis upon the nature of social cohesion and solidarity” (Burrell and 

Morgan, 1979, p.17) and “concerned with the need for regulation in human affairs” 

(ibid). The term harmonisation could be substituted for other labels such as de-

politicising. It can be argued that the Mutual Understanding ideational structure de-

politicises practice with an emphasis on neutrality and avoiding contentious issues. 
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Similarly, the Social Cohesion & Restoration ideational structure is de-politicising to the 

extent that it employs normative notions of harm and restoration and uncritically 

advocates support for state institutions.  

De-contesting is another alternative appellation applicable to the harmonising 

perspectives, reflecting an inclination to eradicate conflict and facilitate its resolution 

(Little, 2011a). In contrast, viewpoints 1 and 4 could be interpreted as re-contesting, 

seeking to problematise normative notions of peace and creating space for contested 

narratives and viewpoints. This orientation emphasises the necessity of conflict in 

dialogue and politics as an integral dialectical process. From this vantage point, conflict 

must be expressed rather than repressed. Viewpoints 2 and 3 alternatively adopt an 

approach that addresses conflict by appealing to shared values and the pursuit of a 

common good where “virtuous, fulfilled citizens and harmonious communities are both 

consequences of the pursuit of the good life” (Etzioni, 2015, p.1).  

The terms politicising and harmonising were chosen to best represent the findings and 

the practitioners who embody them. The labels most positively express how 

practitioners aligned with either propensity may articulate their practice. A more critical 

analysis of the four perspectives within the socio-political model of peacebuilding is 

pursued in the next chapter. 

Conclusion 

Conceptual space diagrams A, B, C, D, and E presented in the first section of this chapter 

have facilitated a conceptual examination of the findings. Salient themes have been 

explored, including orientations towards: 

• the past and sectarianism;  

• political and civic citizenship; 

• reconciliation and rights; 

• restorative and social justice; 

• responses to notions of mental health and trauma; 

• personal and political transformation. 

These diagrams are presented side-by-side in Appendix H to allow a visual comparison 

of how the ideational structures have been plotted in each figure. In the second part of 

the chapter, a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding has been presented, 
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synthesising the analysis of findings presented in the conceptual space diagrams. This 

model distils at a more meta-level the generative dispositions contained within each 

ideational structure, informing how each viewpoint prioritises and gives meaning to 

more specific peacebuilding ideas. 

Cooper (2012) notes that new models of youth work are required to advance the 

theorisation of the profession. To this end, A socio-political model of youth sector 

peacebuilding offers an original contribution. The model is grounded in empirical 

findings and constructed from applications of Bourdieu’s social theory and Freeden’s 

morphological analysis. The politicising-harmonising axis of the model captures 

distinctive propensities in the findings reflecting different orientations identified in the 

literature on both youth work and peacebuilding. The dialogue-action axis has less of a 

basis in literature. Existing literature in the youth work and peacebuilding field could be 

developed by examining more closely differentiated propensities of practice grounded 

more in dialogical processes or generating action in the social world. 

It is requisite to recapitulate that each ideational structure contained within the model 

is a generalisation of multiple individual viewpoints (Brown et al., 2015). Subsequently, 

there are gradations and continuums of opinion on how each perspective puts the ideas 

contained in the ideational structure into practice. Similar methods of practice are put 

to work in different ways by the four viewpoints. Indeed, the core processes that 

Hammond (2018) identifies in his model of youth work where conversation is the cog 

that drives relationship building, participation and experiential learning can be 

understood as being implicit within the socio-political model of youth work. These 

processes are variously used to facilitate a peacebuilding practice focused on critical 

thinking & dialogue, mutual understanding, social cohesion & restoration, or political 

engagement & social justice. 

The model is fundamentally an invitation to practitioners within the youth sector to 

develop a more reflexive practice, and in so doing, achieve what Bourdieu identifies as 

a key purpose of reflexivity – “awakening of political consciousness” (Bourdieu, 1977 

[1972], p.169). 

The penultimate chapter of this thesis adds a final layer of analysis to the findings of this 

study. Throughout, it has been argued that the four ideational structures derived from 
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Q methodology are manifestations of collective practitioner habitus. As such, they 

capture the dispositions and inclinations that mediate how practitioners orient 

themselves within the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. Furthermore, these 

ideational structures can be seen as representing differentiated interests of 

practitioners who are inclined to pursue certain forms of practice over others. These 

interests and the experience and knowledge practitioners have developed through 

pursuing these approaches to practice are indicative of what Bourdieu refers to as 

symbolic capital. The notion of a meta-capital, operating at a transnational level and 

conferring power to large institutional funders such as the European Union as well as 

the UK government to legitimise certain symbolic capitals over others, is considered. 

The next chapter explores the tensions and struggles that arise in the subfield of youth 

sector peacebuilding as practitioners variously pursue their collective interests. The 

legitimising and constraining influences of a transnational meta-capital is explored, 

raising questions for how the youth sector can reflexively respond and apprehend the 

dynamics such meta-capital creates within the subfield.   
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Chapter 10 Symbolic Power and Youth Sector Peacebuilding 
 

Introduction 

This chapter advances the theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding by exploring the 

findings presented in chapter 8, and analysis put forward in chapter 9, within a 

Bourdieusian lens. Bourdieu’s social theory has informed the construction and 

trajectory of this research project. His thinking tools enable a theorisation of youth 

sector peacebuilding that accounts for notions of struggle mediated through the 

symbolic power of competing capitals.  

The four ideational structures are understood within a Bourdieusian analytical 

framework as manifestations of collective habitus. The skills, knowledge, and expertise 

that practitioners develop through the ideational structure they embody can be 

understood as a specific type of cultural capital. This cultural capital endows 

practitioners with a particular form of symbolic capital. It is argued in this chapter that 

these different interests and symbolic capitals contribute to tensions within the subfield. 

Furthermore, the interests of other actors, including funders and policymakers, 

influence the subfield, tending to legitimise some ideational structures while minimising 

the significance of others. This legitimising function can be understood through 

Bourdieu’s notion of meta-capital.  

Capital is, in Bourdieu’s analysis, “any resource effective in a given social arena that 

enables one to appropriate the specific profits arising out of participation and contest in 

it” (Wacquant, 2008, p.268). As discussed in chapter 5, the four primary forms of capital 

are economic, cultural, social, and symbolic. Symbolic capital denotes the generic sense 

in which an agent or actor is credited with recognition and significance by merit of 

holding particular amounts of the three other types of capital. The forms of capital are 

endowed with a certain transmutability where economic capital can be converted into 

cultural or social capital by using financial resources to “buy” culture or social networks 

(Wacquant, 2008). This can be achieved by purchasing certain works of art or 

experiences that may increase cultural capital or buying memberships to clubs that 

strengthen lucrative social networks, thereby increasing social capital. The reverse is 

also possible where specialist cultural capital or social affiliations can be monetised to 

increase economic standing.  
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In relation to the youth work and peacebuilding fields, this transmutability of capital 

may be achieved by practitioners using the economic resources available to them to pay 

for training and resources to increase their knowledge. Or to travel and develop an 

international understanding of post-conflict work. This specialist knowledge increases 

employability. At the organisational and funder level, concentrations of economic 

capital confer increasing power to these actors to monopolise the range of generic and 

specific types of capital.  It is in the context of social fields that capital is endowed with 

value and meaning. 

Social fields can be understood as “microcosms” of a broader social macrocosm where 

agents and institutions come together around specific interests and interact to advance 

certain forms of practice and amplify the value of specific types of capital over others 

(Wacquant, 2008). In the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding, for instance, those who 

constitute the field are interested in peace work, working with young people, and 

creating a certain type of society with particular sets of expectations around youth. 

Fields and subfields then are imbued “with their own rules, regularities, and forms of 

authority” (Wacquant, 2008 p.268). Such rules, regularities and authorities are largely 

taken for granted, and agents acquire a sense of these by involving themselves within 

the field. Indeed, agents’ habitus that generate dispositions and sensibilities mediate 

how they make sense of social fields and can be understood as generating propensities 

towards certain social fields over others. The crucial point regarding fields for the 

proceeding analysis in this chapter is that they are “arena[s] of struggle through which 

agents and institutions seek to preserve or overturn the existing distribution of capital” 

(ibid). 

This struggle for the accumulation of certain species of capital at the subfield level 

interacts with and is strongly influenced by Bourdieu’s encompassing notion of the “field 

of power” in which the state is central. A field is “a space of objective relations between 

positions defined by their rank in the distribution of competing powers of species of 

capital” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.114). The state “goes hand in hand with the 

constitution of the field of power” and is defined by the significant “concentration” of 

capitals it maintains (ibid). This concentration of all forms of capital credits the state 

with what Bourdieu refers to as “meta-capital” (ibid). Such meta-capital endows the 

state with symbolic power in a “strong” sense, as Couldry (2003) suggests. Meta-capital 
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empowers the state to set a pricing index or “scale of values” (Bourdieu, 1989, p.21) on 

the species of capital deemed most valuable within fields and subfields and set the rate 

of exchange of these capitals within and across fields. Bourdieu also refers to this state 

meta-capital as statist capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.114). Adopting this lens 

of meta-capital informs the discussion and analysis in this chapter where the findings 

point to two ideational structures, and therefore two species of symbolic capital, being 

more valued by funders than others. This funding is mediated through statist meta-

capital and therefore can be understood as the field of power influencing the subfield 

of youth sector peacebuilding. 

Building on the notion of meta-capital legitimising some forms of capital in the subfield 

of youth sector peacebuilding over others, it is argued in relation to the findings that 

this meta-capital is inscribed in the doxic conditions of the subfield. The doxa, then, as 

a “set of shared opinions and unquestioned beliefs” (Wacquant, 2008, p.270) interacts 

with collective habitus in the form of ideational structures that co-exist within the field. 

This interaction shapes the limits of possibility within each way of orienting agents to 

practice. Drawing on the literature presented in chapters 2 and 3, along with the findings 

in chapter 8, it is argued that ideas linked to a neoliberal political economy inform the 

meta-capital of the state. This neoliberally infused meta-capital cascades down from the 

field of power to fields and subfields. In this way, it can be argued that a neoliberal meta-

doxa imbues the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding.  

Bourdieu (1998) observed a complex relationship between neoliberal discourse and 

nation-states. At one level, the logic of neoliberalism seeks to transcend and delimit the 

impositions of the state so that corporations can act transnationally unfettered by state 

restrictions. The political ruling class, however, are perceived to have assimilated the 

“neoliberal utopia of a pure and perfect market [] made possible by the politics of 

financial deregulation” (Bourdieu, 1998). The result of this 

“desocialised and dehistoricised” neoliberal agenda in which the state is complicit is, for 

Bourdieu, a “utopia of endless exploitation” (ibid). This critical view of neoliberalism 

aligns with the critical scholarship in youth work and peacebuilding that identifies and 

challenges the effects of neoliberalisation within both fields. This chapter discusses how 

the findings of this study point to neoliberal effects within the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding. 
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The implications of these interconnected notions of habitus, fields, capitals, meta-

capital, and (meta)doxa on peacebuilding within the youth sector are analysed in 

relation to the findings of this study. In response to the structuring effects of statist 

meta-capital and a neoliberal meta-doxa, the notion of reflexivity is considered a crucial 

aspect of agency where actors can work towards challenging, resisting, and 

transforming the conditions of the field. As such, it is suggested that reflexivity is the 

tool that enables practitioners to consciously modify the “first inclinations of the 

habitus” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.136). Furthermore, reflexivity is required to 

enable agents to apprehend and alter the price indexing of capitals within the subfield 

of youth sector peacebuilding. The reflexive approach, it is argued, can be pursued to 

generate a more emancipatory practice and establish greater autonomy of the subfield 

from the state-centric field of power. 

This chapter focuses Bourdieu’s thinking tools on the harmonisation-politicisation axis 

of the socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding, derived from the findings and 

presented in the previous chapter. Following an overview of where each ideation 

structure inclines towards on the axis, the two viewpoints aligned with a harmonising 

disposition are analysed, followed by a discussion on the two viewpoints oriented 

towards politicisation. 

Harmonising versus Politicising 

As delineated in the previous chapter, the four ideational structures or viewpoints that 

practitioners embody in relation to youth sector peacebuilding have been mapped 

within a model that identifies propensities towards politicisation or harmonisation. 

Viewpoints 2: Mutual Understanding and 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration gravitate 

towards a harmonising agenda, seeking to expel conflict, reduce prejudice, cultivate 

amicable relations, and build cross-community cohesion. Viewpoints 1: Critical Thinking 

& Dialogue and 4: Political Engagement & Social Justice orient towards a politicising 

approach to peacebuilding. These politicising viewpoints focalise conflicting 

perspectives and agitational politics to pursue the transformation of political and social 

structures deemed to be oppressive. The opposing ends of the harmonisation-

politicisation axis can rudimentarily be distinguished by Borer’s (2004, p.31) comment 

on different approaches to reconciliation, noting “one approach…requires people to get 

along; the other assumes they won’t.” 
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Viewpoint’s 2 and 3 generally expect positive intergroup relations, the former being 

most emphatic about focusing on commonalities and cultivating friendship. Viewpoint 

3 is less concerned with notions of friendship but emphasises the restorative approach 

as a way of maintaining harmonious relations, particularly where harm has been caused. 

Viewpoint 3 is also most overt in expressing support for policing, while viewpoint 2 

attributes limited value to notions of holding politicians and institutions to account. 

These findings suggest the harmonising ideational structures seek to generate 

intergroup harmony amongst young people from different backgrounds as well as 

embed propensities towards harmonious relations between young people, the youth 

sector, wider social institutions and the state. 

Viewpoints 1 and 4 are more inclined to be at ease with conflictual social relations and 

resist strategies to reconcile differences by appealing to notions of neutrality or 

common ground. In contrast, these ideational structures invite critical and competing 

perspectives to be surfaced and explored. The findings show that for viewpoint 1, there 

is a focus on generating increasingly open, honest and critical dialogue. Viewpoint 4 

seeks to harness conflict to generate collective will for emancipatory action.  

Another way of expressing the distinction between these politicising and harmonising 

ideational structures is to present the politicising orientations of viewpoints 1 and 4 as 

concerned with cultivating young people’s political consciousness. In contrast, the 

harmonising nature of viewpoints 2 and 3 concentrates on generating a civic 

consciousness. Political consciousness-raising can be understood to involve advocating 

a sceptical disposition where agents employ critical reflection to “become aware of 

contradictions and inconsistencies” (Cooper, 2012, p.107). This political consciousness 

prompts youth workers and young people to think about tackling structural segregation, 

inequality and social injustice. Civic consciousness suggests a more conformist 

disposition. Practitioners and young people think about making positive contributions 

to society without fundamentally challenging the assumptions on which the social order 

is built. While the politicising perspectives are inclined to question the legitimacy of 

power relations and differentials inherent within the social system, the harmonising 

perspectives are more likely to take these for granted. This analysis adds to existing 

studies and literature that identify distinctive trajectories of youth work as geared 

towards regulatory social control or more radical notions of social change (Hurley and 
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Treacy, 1993; Bright and Pugh, 2019). The novel insights in this thesis emanate from the 

Bourdieusian analytical framework. 

Building on the analysis of civically-minded harmonisation dispositions versus 

politicising propensities, two broad forms of symbolic capital can be mapped from the 

findings. One derives from the knowledge, expertise and networks developed through 

facilitating the politicisation of peacebuilding practice with young people. The other 

arises from the attributes accompanying a harmonising agenda. Indicative elements of 

these two distinct species of symbolic capital are presented in figure 10.1.  

These harmonising and politicising symbolic capitals can be further broken down into 

the symbolic capital of the four ideational structures – critical thinking & dialogue, 

political engagement & social justice, mutual understanding, social cohesion & 

restoration. These symbolic capitals constitute one facet of the competing interests 

within the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. At the organisational and practitioner 

level, debates may arise as to which approach to peacebuilding is most desirable, and 

therefore which symbolic capital carries the most currency. It is suggested here that the 

socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding offers a language for facilitating this 

debate in a way that has not previously been unarticulated. The tensions and competing 

approaches to practice can be considered as pre-reflexive, occurring without being 

named. The model adds clarity and coherence, inviting a more informed and reflexive 

dialogue on the co-existing and competing symbolic capitals embedded within the four 

distinctive ideational structures. 
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Figure 10.1 Two species of symbolic capital 

 

 

 

 

At a more fundamental level, Bourdieu’s social theory enables struggles within the 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding to be analysed in relation to impositions from the 

state and the associated field of power. Indeed, the state can be understood as a potent 

mediator of symbolic capital. Through conferring legitimacy to particular interventions 

and policies, the state generates schemes of perception that rank order those youth 

work practices, projects and organisations deemed more credible than others. It pays to 

accumulate this social capital. Therefore, the particular species of symbolic capital 

Symbolic Capital 

Accumulations of cultural and social capital embodied by 

practitioners, emanating from their ideational structures 
 

Harmonising Symbolic Capital 
Specific knowledge, expertise, and 

networks 

 
• Conflict mediation 
• Facilitating intergroup trust 
• Working relationship with 

(community) policing 
• Single identity work 
• Restorative approaches 
• Responding to immediate 

needs and connecting with 

young people in crisis 
• Supporting young people 

access training and 

employment 
• Building strong community level 

networks 
• Facilitating volunteering 

opportunities for young people 
• Supporting personal 

development and 

transformation 
 

Politicising Symbolic Capital 
Specific knowledge, expertise, and 

networks 

 
• Supporting the development of 

critical and political 

consciousness 
• Critical pedagogies 
• Engaging young people in 

politics at local, regional, 

national, and international 

levels 
• Connecting young people with 

campaigns for social and 

political change 
• Developing campaigning 

strategies 
• Critical awareness and 

understanding of political 

landscape 
• Harnessing conflict for social 

change 
• Incorporating human rights 

discourses into practice 
• Eliciting the attention of those 

in power to listen to young 

people 
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suggested in figure 10.1 are endowed with symbolic significance to the extent that 

powerful actors within the field recognise and value them. The following section 

considers how the price indexing authority possessed by the state in the form of meta-

capital works to legitimise some forms of practitioner symbolic capital over others.  

Incentivising compliant and neoliberally oriented ideations 

The findings suggest that viewpoints 2: Mutual Understanding and 3: Social Cohesion & 

Restoration are most in tune with the funding and policy direction of youth sector 

peacebuilding. It is argued in this section that such harmonising approaches to 

peacebuilding are incentivised by those actors with the symbolic power to orchestrate 

youth sector peacebuilding through funding and policy. Correlations are inferred 

between the neoliberal tendencies evident in ideational structures 2 and 3 with the 

infusion of neoliberal ideas from state and transnational funders, notably the EU Peace 

IV Programme. Viewpoint 2 is considered first, followed by viewpoint 3.  

Mutual Understanding: A hegemonic perspective 

The findings suggest that ideational structure 2: Mutual Understanding is a hegemonic 

perspective. It is the largest factor in the study, with more than twice as many 

practitioners loading on this perspective than the other three. This perspective appears 

to dominate the field and represent the interests of those in power. Extrapolating from 

Gramsci’s theorisation of hegemony, the significant number of practitioners embodying 

viewpoint 2 can be analysed as consent towards a dominant perspective that those in 

power have established. It is hegemonic in the sense that: 

“one discourse is elevated above others, not because it is superior but because 

the most powerful group put it there” (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001, p. xii cited 

Molden, 2016, p.128). 

Burawoy (2019) emphasises divergence between the theoretical ideas of Gramsci and 

Bourdieu. However, Eagleton (2007, p.158) argues that while Bourdieu spent little time 

engaging with Gramsci’s work, his concepts of symbolic power and symbolic violence 

are "Bourdieu's way of rethinking and elaborating the Gramscian concept of hegemony". 

This hegemonic perspective is symbolically violent to the extent that those who have 

internalised it misrecognise the ways in which it reproduces practices that serve a global 

neoliberal discourse and placates inclinations towards a more radical democratic and 
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emancipatory politics (Laclau and Mouffe, 2014). The notion of hegemony as a concept 

that captures social and political struggle aligns with a Bourdieusian analysis of social 

fields as sites of struggle. Laclau and Mouffe (ibid, p.7) explain: 

“‘hegemony’ will emerge precisely in a context dominated by the experience of 

fragmentation and by the indeterminacy of the articulations between different 

struggles and subject positions”. 

The struggles and subject positions that constitute the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding include the inculcation of a hegemonic perspective that values 

harmonisation and de-politicisation over agitation and politicisation. 

Correlation between ideational structure 2 constructed from practitioner perspectives 

and the funding-policy landscape is evident in that this viewpoint is disproportionately 

populated by practitioners funded under the European Union Peace4Youth programme. 

Only four of the fifteen practitioners aligned to this viewpoint are not funded under EU 

PEACE money. As discussed in chapter 2, the Peace4Youth programme is a driver of 

peace policy that operationalises neoliberal ideas focused on targeting young people 

considered vulnerable or at risk of unemployment. It is premised on a technocratic logic 

of predefined targets and outcomes-based practice.  

Delivered through the cross-border Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB) working with 

the Northern Ireland Assembly and Irish Government, the Peace4Youth programme is 

endowed with meta-capital. The interconnected web of relationships between the 

European Union, the UK’s devolved region of Northern Ireland and the Irish 

government, gives rise to a concentration of economic, social, cultural, and symbolic 

capital. Most significant is the economic capital that enables the SEUPB to decide which 

projects receive funding. Symbolic capital enables the SEUPB to set objectives, priorities 

and targets associated with the funding, accompanied by financial penalties for delivery 

organisations who fail to meet these. Furthermore, the Peace4Youth programme is 

intimately connected with policy and has been utilised by the Northern Ireland Executive 

to evidence outcomes delineated in the Together: Building a United Community strategy 

(TEO, 2013).  

The concentration of capitals held by SEUPB confers to this European body a symbolic 

power, that is, the power “based on the possession of symbolic capital” (Bourdieu, 1989, 
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p.23) to authorise an “official discourse” or “legitimate point of view” (ibid, p.22). This 

official point of view is bound to how SEUPB defines what counts as peacebuilding. It 

does this by setting the objectives, measurable outcomes, targeting stipulations, and 

auditing procedures for funded projects. While SEUPB is a particular case pertinent to 

this study, similar attributes can be observed in other major peacebuilding funders in 

Northern Ireland. 

Also noteworthy is that ideational structure 2 disproportionately accounts for 

practitioners with less than six years post qualifying experience. Only four of the fifteen 

practitioners aligned with this perspective have more than eleven years’ experience. The 

findings suggest the harmonising propensity of this perspective orients practitioners to 

accommodate and assimilate the technocratic logic of targeted and outcomes-based 

practice directed by funders, reinforced by the precariousness of the sector (de St Croix, 

2016; Buchroth and Connolly, 2019). Alignment with the neoliberal consensus implicit 

in the European Union PEACE programme arises in a context of fixed-term contracts 

where practitioners are concerned with establishing their specific symbolic capital by 

excelling in the form of practice most valued within the subfield. Funders such as the EU 

monopolise positions of influence within the subfield and invest their economic and 

symbolic capital in authorising what counts as distinction. In order to increase standing 

and security within the field, practitioners and the organisations they work for are 

incentivised to adapt to funders’ stipulations on the need for fixed-term programmes 

targeted at young people deemed “at-risk”. There is an emphasis on empowering youth 

to contribute positively to society as economic citizens, displaying amicable relations 

with state actors and within civic society.  

For practitioners employed to implement this service, it can be inferred that the habitus 

generates dispositions of compliance to enhance positionality in the subfield. Enhancing 

position within the subfield requires playing by the rules of the game as set by those 

with the economic and symbolic capital, and thus symbolic power, to guide the 

dominant discourse and common sense ideas constituting the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding. Femia’s (1981, p.40) commentary on hegemony is insightful here where 

he writes: 

“An individual consents, then, because he perceives no realistic alternative; — i.e. 

no other alternative which does not run the risk of diminishing or eliminating his 
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satisfactions… in a condition of scarcity and interdependence, it is simply 

imprudent not to behave in certain socially accepted ways; conformity arises out 

of the existential conditions that make social units interdependent”. 

Individual practitioners, youth work organisations, the EU peace programme, and other 

funders are interdependent. It is not, however, an interdependence of equity. In a 

subfield where permanent youth work posts are rare, competition is generated for 

available jobs, thus disincentivising counter-discourses or resistance strategies to 

subvert the status quo. Neoliberal logic, of course, considers this competition healthy 

and desirable in a meritocratic society.  

It is furthermore instructive that no practitioners identifying most strongly as nationalist 

are aligned to this perspective. The conciliatory and harmonising emphasis of viewpoint 

2 that seeks to move beyond the intractable and divisive issues of the past and present 

is perhaps unappealing to those whose experience is that of enduring British colonial 

control. However, it would be erroneous to deduce essentialist claims that those who 

define themselves as strongly nationalist are predisposed to dismiss viewpoint 2. A more 

durable claim that transcends signifiers of national identity is that those inclined to 

support antagonism and contestation as part of the peacebuilding process are unlikely 

to align with viewpoint 2.  

The findings suggest that the conciliatory, conformist, de-politicised, and individualist 

attributes of viewpoint 2 align harmoniously with the statist meta-capital credited to 

significant funders. This meta-capital is informed by and generates neoliberally infused 

principles of economy, efficiency, meritocracy, de-politicisation, and stability for free-

market growth.  

Appropriation of restoration 

Viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration, while not as dominant a perspective in the 

findings, with six practitioners loading on this factor compared with the fifteen on 

viewpoint 2, can be seen to similarly assimilate neoliberal ideas. This perspective is 

demonstrative of a collective habitus that matches what could be referred to as the 

“official habitus” of the subfield, constituted by the symbolic power of neoliberally 

oriented state-sanctioned funders and policymakers. It is the centrality of the 

restorative approach within the harmonising propensity of ideational structure 3 that 
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evidences overt linkages with neoliberalism. Woolford and Ratner (2003, p.188) suggest 

that the restorative approach contains the potential to radically transform how justice 

is understood in society and instigate a “counter-hegemonic discourse” to the 

longstanding logic of criminal justice. However, within a neoliberal political economy, 

Woolford and Ratner (ibid, p.189) argue there is a tendency for the restorative approach 

to be co-opted and “colonized” by the state. This colonising enables the state to 

“socialize citizens to the non-conflictual standards… of hegemonic consent to an 

overarching neoliberalism” (ibid). As such, the radical propensities of restorative 

approaches are tamed and re-directed to legitimise the socio-political status quo. The 

result is a practice less concerned with tackling structural injustice and more focused on 

methods of self-responsibilising, as evidenced in the findings for viewpoint 3. 

Predisposed to embed law, order, and social stability, viewpoint 3 advocates positive 

and proactive relationships between young people and police. Restorative justice is 

perceived from this perspective as a fundamental framework within the peacebuilding 

process. Practitioners encourage and facilitate the participation of young people in 

restorative approaches, particularly when they have been perpetrators of harm. This 

application of participation may be critiqued as “a participatory policy rooted in 

maintaining social control over the disenfranchised, who are historically and persistently 

viewed as either problematic or in need” (Podd, 2010, p.31 cited Coburn and Gormally, 

2017, p.53). Restorative youth justice has further been critiqued as an extension of state 

power and a sophisticated form of social control, replacing more overt but antiquated 

coercive measures (Lohmeyer, 2017).  

Within the context of Northern Ireland, Community Restorative Justice Ireland (CRJI) 

emerged in 1998 to provide “a radical alternative to capitalist justice” (Auld et al., 1997, 

p.12) within a context where “the legitimacy of the police and courts [was], at least, 

questioned” in many nationalist communities (ibid, p.35). Aspirations are evident 

towards the radical potential of restorative justice. While seeking to address issues of 

paramilitary control, it can be inferred that these community-based organisations may 

have had to navigate the influence of paramilitarism. In their formative years such 

organisations may have circumvented what Lohmeyer (2017) critiques as an extension 

of state control. However, it is conceivable that in another way, they implemented social 

control by adopting a policing role of communities by less violent means than had been 
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implemented by paramilitary groups. In a more contemporary context, the two major 

restorative justice agencies in Northern Ireland (CRJI and Alternatives Northern Ireland) 

are characterised by arms-length state control. Not officially connected to the formal 

policing and justice system, these organisations have been “accredited” under the 

Justice and Security Northern Ireland Act (2007) (DOJ, ca.2021). Furthermore, both 

agencies emphasise their collaborative working relationship with the state police service 

(CRJI, 2020; Alternatives, ca.2020). This move to “accredit” community-based 

restorative justice is an overt example of the meta-capital of the state being used to 

align the cultural and symbolic capital of these agencies with the expectations and 

priorities of the state. 

Characteristic of a state-sanctioned restorative approach is a declaration of neutrality 

propelled by pragmatic arguments in the pursuit of “‘what works’ in terms of reducing 

crime and violence” (Lohmeyer, 2017, p.383). The fallacy of neutrality is exposed in the 

normative nature of the restorative approach where “Productivity and trust in 

authorities is indicative of a rationality focused on policing, disciplining and controlling 

people’s behaviours” (ibid). This pragmatic approach can be considered as producing 

results concerning restoring notions of “brokenness”, both in terms of “broken 

relationships” and “brokenness” of the agent who commits harmful acts. It is the 

symbolic power of the state that enables it to define what brokenness is while 

simultaneously concealing the ways in which state-sanctioned structures contribute to 

this brokenness. A radical application of the restorative approach would invite a critical 

dialogue on this dialectic of brokenness, both defined and created by the state. There is 

limited evidence within viewpoint 3, however, of a critical engagement with social 

structures. The opposite appears to be the case where a tacit trust in policing is 

advanced while notions of holding state institutions to account are relegated. 

Furthermore, the emphasis in the findings on young people “taking responsibility” can 

be seen as a manifestation of accountability and culpability being “repositioned onto 

the individual and away from society” (Lohmeyer, 2018, p.1267).  

There is a concern within viewpoint 3 to tackle the societal problem of paramilitarism. 

However, the approach taken is protectionist. The focus is on diverting young people, 

particularly young men, from notions of radicalisation while relying on policing to 

address threats of violence. Within a neoliberal framework, the notion of tackling 
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paramilitarism to build community stability and cohesion lubricates an emphasis on 

socio-economic regeneration. From this perspective, restorative justice can be viewed 

as an extension of the state’s preoccupation with economic expansion to compete in a 

global free-market economy. This agenda resonates with literature on liberal 

peacebuilding, emphasising securing strong democratic states that can contain internal 

violence and thus contribute to a well-functioning neoliberal global economic order 

(Little, 2006). Heathershaw’s (2008, p.598-599) characterisation of this approach to 

peacebuilding as “little more than a composite of neoliberal problem-solving strategies" 

is a pertinent critique when considering the harmonising perspectives in the findings.  

The findings suggest viewpoints 2: Mutual Understanding and 3: Social Cohesion & 

Restoration are most inscribed with neoliberal and state-compliant propensities. 

Subsequently, these ideational structures carry greater credit in terms of symbolic 

capital as authorised by the symbolic power and meta-capital held by state-sanctioned 

funding bodies. This analysis claims that the drivers of peacebuilding in the youth sector, 

imbued with statist meta-capital, incentivise the most neoliberally aligned ideations. 

Following Bourdieu’s insights into the “double and obscure” relationship between 

habitus and field, a reproducing mechanism can be apprehended that structures the 

subfield (Wacquant, 1989, p.44). The habitus of agents internalises the conditions of the 

field, reflecting back to the purveyors of meta-capital that how they are scaling the value 

of different types of symbolic capital is working, as the field has no shortage of agents 

and actors who embody that particular type of symbolic capital (in this case ideational 

structures 2 and 3).  

This obscurity has implications for the legitimacy of consultations held between funders, 

state departments, and the youth sector concerning peacebuilding. Chandler (2017) 

contends such consultations are a way of securing consent for a top-down approach. 

While funders may legitimise their aims, objectives, and target setting approaches as 

taking on-board consultation with the sector, the dynamics of habitus, field, and capitals 

need to be considered. Where agents have internalised the official discourse on 

peacebuilding as authorised by those actors endowed with meta-capital, they are likely 

to reflect this back in consultation. Consensus is thus generated for a pragmatism 

associated with neoliberal ambitions to fix what is broken, focus on the individual, de-
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politicise social and political issues, and target specific demographics deemed at risk to 

socialise them into a prevailing social order. 

Critical questions could also be asked of who is consulted and who is not. Organisations 

seeking to establish their position within the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding 

increase their credit of symbolic capital by sensitising themselves to the rules or 

regularities of the game. They do this in line with the harmonising and neoliberal trends 

inscribed through the meta-capital of funders. To maintain this privileged position, 

organisations reproduce the approaches to peacebuilding that are validated by funders. 

They employ practitioners who either align or come to align with the dominant field 

habitus. Furthermore, while these organisations may be critical during consultations 

with funders, there is also a need to maintain rank. Organisations, therefore, may 

censure criticism taming any radical edges to avoid jeopardising the stocks of symbolic 

capital they have accumulated within the subfield. These dynamics construct a situation 

where the prevailing funding-led priorities for youth sector peacebuilding are preserved 

and reproduced. 

The analysis so far has focused on the harmonising perspectives of ideational structures 

2 and 3. The following section considers how the politicising orientations of viewpoints 

1 and 4 are perhaps more inclined to challenge the peacebuilding orthodoxy in the youth 

sector while also existing within a subfield reliant on state-led funding. To this end, it 

can be inferred that those politicising ideational structures are adaptive to securing the 

sufficient credit of symbolic capital to be recognised and valued by the price indexing 

imposed from the field of power. 

Delimiting agitational ideations 

Ideational structures 1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue and 4: Political Engagement & Social 

Justice are predisposed towards what could be termed an agitational approach to 

peacebuilding. All seven practitioners aligned with viewpoint 1 had over 11 years’ 

experience as qualified workers. There were only two practitioners funded under 

Peace4Youth, the lowest of any factor. The Freirean critical orientation of viewpoint 1 

reflects a collective habitus of practitioners who have secured positions of influence in 

the field by demonstrating a commitment to visionary principles of youth work as 

independent from state agendas for social control. An emancipatory approach to 
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practice is evident, focusing on enabling young people to grasp institutional forms of 

discrimination, sectarianism and oppression. This ideational structure resonates with 

campaign group In Defence of Youth Work’s (IDYW) assertion that youth work is based 

on a “commitment to critical dialogue…[and] a self-conscious democratic practice, 

tipping balances of power in young people’s favour” (IDYW, 2014).  

The symbolic capital practitioners embodying this ideational structure hold is gained 

from incorporating aspects of reflexivity within their habitus. As such, “the first 

inclination of the habitus” is to critique, reflect, question, and challenge (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992, p.136). It is noteworthy that there are no practitioners more recently 

qualified who align with this ideational structure. It can be inferred that those 

positioning themselves as critical agents are less concerned personally about the 

precariousness of jobs. They are skilled at facilitating critical dialogue on peacebuilding 

and critique of sectors engaging young people. These practitioners can rely on the 

transferability of their symbolic capital within and beyond the subfield. Within this 

analysis, more autonomy is credited to these practitioners who can pursue an 

agitational mode of practice that does not necessarily align seamlessly with the 

dominant funding-led discourse. 

The findings show that the core emphasis viewpoint 1 attributes to critical dialogue is 

not accompanied by a similarly significant place for political activism. Viewpoint 4, in 

contrast, can be seen to dispense of the importance of critical dialogue in favour of 

activism. It is noteworthy that despite viewpoint 4’s emphasis on activism, the findings 

show that neither of these more critical and agitational perspectives embraces notions 

of non-violent resistance to government policy. In analysing this finding, it should be 

acknowledged that those actors who inhabit meta-capital and symbolic power to 

determine the legitimacy of capitals within a social space “never establish an absolute 

monopoly” (Bourdieu, 1989, p.22). Rather, the state, and by proxy, those endowed with 

statist power, act as “a referee, albeit a powerful one, in struggles over this monopoly” 

(ibid). Employing the referee analogy, actors driving peacebuilding in the youth sector 

through funding and policy set the limits of possibility. They have the power to enforce 

the rules and regularities within the subfield, not least by controlling the allocations of 

its economic capital.  
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The politicising perspectives can be viewed as a potential threat, more inclined to de-

stabilise rather than reinforce the neoliberal consensus and the state’s dominant 

discourse within the subfield. To exist in the subfield, agents must accrue enough 

symbolic capital to be recognised as credible actors. This credibility can be measured by 

the extent to which practitioners contribute to the aims and objectives set by those 

endowed with meta-capital. It can be inferred that even the most radical of practitioners 

must comply to some extent with the game's rules. One of the implicit rules is to work 

with the state to address the immediate needs of young people, not to pursue strategies 

of resistance against the state. This analysis explains why a more radical ideational 

structure did not emerge from the study. It would be counterproductive for dominant 

actors to use their symbolic power exclusively, only legitimising harmonising and 

personal transformation approaches to peacebuilding. This strategy would highlight the 

lack of more collectivist, critical approaches. Instead, symbolic power is used to referee 

the limits of these politicising perspectives, taming the more radical propensities. This 

approach is a more subtle form of social control. 

Immersed in the doxic game 

It is helpful, following Bourdieu, to think of the power dynamics that constitute social 

fields and subfields as a game, one “so good that it forgets that it is a game” (Grenfell, 

2012, p.163). Practitioners go about their practice, immersed in the subfield and 

pursuing their particular approach to peacebuilding which reflects their interests. From 

their point of view, their approach best serves the young people they are working with. 

Similarly, those representing funding bodies and developing policy are immersed in their 

own fields and subfields where neoliberal and technocratic rationality is the common 

sense approach. They are guided by notions of delivering results and setting targets that 

can be quantitatively measured to evidence value for money. The findings from this 

study point to several ideas that can be considered as part of the doxa of the youth 

sector peacebuilding field. Some of these ideas appear to be assimilated from a wider 

neoliberal meta-doxa that undergirds the field of power, influencing all fields and 

subfields. 

These doxic conditions need not only be understood as solely attributed to neoliberal 

tendencies. Rather, it is a particular application of neoliberalism filtered through the 

geopolitical realities surrounding Northern Ireland. For over a century, the north eastern 
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part of Ireland has been at the heart of Anglo-Irish geopolitics. From June 2016, with the 

Brexit referendum, Northern Ireland has been “catapulted… into the centre of European 

geopolitics” (Morrow, 2017). It is in this contested geopolitical context that this study 

was conducted and in which practitioners are thinking about peacebuilding. The 

implications of the findings in this backdrop are considered, framed as manifestations 

of the subfield doxa. 

“I would put the needs of a young person first and not the needs of like peacebuilding” - 

YW10 

While not all practitioners were as emphatic or binary as YW10, a common idea 

expressed by practitioners across all four ideational structures was starting with the 

needs of young people. This needs lens is a strong feature of the youth worker habitus, 

informing how practitioners orient themselves towards peacebuilding work with young 

people. The Peace4Youth programme complements this focus on young people’s needs 

identifying Personal Development as one of three core outcome areas alongside 

Citizenship and Good Relations. Personal development is identified as “the foundation 

of the participant’s learning journey” and an “essential platform” for building capacity 

for engaging in the other outcome areas (SEUPB, ca. 2016, p.13). Starting by addressing 

the needs of young people is a doxic common sense idea within the subfield. 

Subsequently, this fuels a propensity towards a personal transformation model of 

peacebuilding rather than tackling structural issues or developing notions of collective 

action and resistance. This aspect of the doxa reproducing propensities towards an 

individualised and self-responsibilising practice aligns with the trajectory of neoliberal 

ideas. A further consequence of this focus on individual needs is generating a 

peacebuilding practice preoccupied with building the capacity of vulnerable groups. This 

policy and practice discourse reifies identification of and response to immediate felt and 

presenting needs over a more reflexive analysis of needs (Bradshaw, 1972). In the 

absence of a reflexive analysis of meta-capital and doxa, policy and practice are likely to 

reproduce an individualised response to needs. 

“Mental health is coming out as one of the biggest issues affecting young people” – YW05 

As noted in the previous chapter, addressing transgenerational trauma and mental 

health concerns with young people was a salient theme across all four viewpoints. The 

predisposition of practitioners to address presenting needs and the targeting strategies 
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of funders to engage “at-risk” young people creates a doxic condition where youth 

sector peacebuilding has become increasingly focused on working with young people 

experiencing poor mental health. The Peace4Youth programme’s targeting strategy was 

to engage young people who: 

“are most disadvantaged / excluded / marginalised, and who have deep social, 

emotional and good relations needs” (SEUPB, ca. 2016, p.12). 

It furthermore added that: 

“Many of these young people are at risk of becoming engaged in anti-social, 

violent or dissident activity, and are disengaged from the peace process. It is 

anticipated that many of these young people will not be in education, training or 

employment” (ibid). 

One way of interpreting this targeting approach is to emphasise the merits of engaging 

with young people who have tended to experience social exclusion. Another 

interpretation fits with a more reactionary ideology. This perspective carries an implicit 

presumption that these “at-risk” young people are the key to establishing peace. The 

underlying assumption is that “fixing” these individuals and getting them into 

employment will reduce anti-social behaviour and dissident activity. Even if the first 

interpretation is accepted, an unintended consequence is that peacebuilding 

programmes become individual problem-solving projects. There is an evident need to 

advance notions of mental health beyond such pragmatism. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, an alternative discourse that could be advanced is mental health as an 

existential aspect of identity. This discourse explores the arenas and conditions in which 

people’s experience is that of a fish out of water. Applying the concept of habitus in 

relation to fields and notions of capital offers a way to frame this philosophical approach 

to exploring mental health with young people. 

Building capacity of vulnerable individuals such as those not in education, training or 

employment, those under the influence of paramilitary groups, or those experiencing 

poor mental health has become a common-sense aspect of peacebuilding practice. 

There is an opportunity for practitioners to challenge this aspect of the doxa that 

suggests a linear process where it is assumed “vulnerable” young people lack the 

capacity to engage in other aspects of peacebuilding, such as citizenship or good 
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relations. Extrapolating from the arguments made by Hamber et al. (2014), this analysis 

argues that groups in crisis can and should contribute to peacebuilding goals of 

challenging structural inequalities and ethnic divisions. 

“Some stuff in the past just needs to be consigned to the past” - YW34 

As discussed in chapter 9, viewpoint 1: Critical Thinking & Dialogue was the only 

ideational structure to emphasise exploring the past with young people. All ideational 

structures resonate with YW34’s assertion in that some elements of the past are not 

deemed relevant to this generation of young people. Most specifically, the findings show 

that all viewpoints relegated the notion of truth-telling and victim’s rights to see those 

responsible for acts of violence, oppression, and injustice held to account. While some 

practitioners did imply that this was a matter of concern for society, all maintained there 

was no role in bringing young people into this. Inscribed in the doxa is the common sense 

that the politics of victim’s rights do not belong to peacebuilding with young people. 

Some practitioners talked about the irrelevancy of this for young people trying to move 

on. Others emphasised a more protectionist discourse, seeking not to bring up events 

that would be psychologically triggering. 

Historical cases of injustice present problems for the British and Irish governments, and 

a pragmatic approach has been to circumvent these issues. However, controversy has 

resurfaced in public consciousness following the UK government's announcement of an 

amnesty on “Troubles-era prosecutions” (Cowburn, 2021). Excluding young people from 

this dialogue can be considered problematic in two ways. Firstly, it contributes to the 

selective collective memory of the past that side-lines victims or survivors and creates 

the conditions where “victims have an absent-presence in post-conflict societies” 

(Brewer et al., 2018, p.1). Secondly, it delimits the space and place for young people in 

political dialogue and discourse. Compartmentalising particular issues of the past as 

unsuitable or irrelevant for young people may be seen as moving forward; however, it 

can also be seen as creating a rupture with the past. Rather than working through the 

implications of the past for current and future generations, excluding young people from 

engaging with these issues perpetuates the situation where significant events are “not 

remembered” (Bradley, 2021). ‘Not remembering’ conveniently aligns with a neoliberal 

socio-political and economic advancement that is “dehistoricised” (Bourdieu, 1998). 
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“I would say that there is very little youth worker input” – YW35 

A final noteworthy aspect of the findings points to the orthodoxy of the field where it is 

common-sensical to accept that the subfield is a funding-led sector. While many 

practitioners criticised this feature during the interview, only one of all the forty-three 

practitioners suggested strategies of resistance. YW06 referred to acts of refusing 

funding and taking a stance as a community to reject funding unless funders worked to 

a long-term development plan agreed at the community level. When prompted further, 

the practitioner was not optimistic about the existence of such approaches stating:  

“I’m not going to say it doesn't exist because I'm sure it does, but no, off the 

top of my head I can't think of any models where that would work” (YW06). 

This finding emphasises that the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding has little 

autonomy from the field of power made up of the state and state-sanctioned 

institutions endowed with meta-capital and symbolic power. The degree of autonomy 

of a subfield is observed in: 

“the capacity it has gained, in the course of its development, to insulate itself 

from external influences and to uphold its own criteria of evaluation over and 

against those of neighbouring or intruding fields” (Wacquant, 2008, p.269). 

Funding institutions and government departments, which are subfields in themselves, 

have significant influence over youth sector peacebuilding. The challenge for 

practitioners is to apprehend these doxic conditions and the orthodoxy of the subfield 

to pursue a more practitioner and youth-led emancipatory practice. The particular 

challenge for those practitioners who embody the politicising ideational structures is to 

challenge the pricing index that appears to afford less worth to this form of symbolic 

capital. Going further, these practitioners should consider how to inaugurate a more 

radical and critical approach to peacebuilding with young people transcending the limits 

of possibility set by funders. 

Bourdieu’s sociology is neither fatalistic nor idealistic (Susen, 2016). Agents are not 

consigned to the positions made available to them through the social structures they 

exist within. Concomitantly agents are not entirely free to construct their reality in a 

constructivist sense, uninhibited from social power relations (ibid). Bourdieu 

emphasises the dialectic of structure and agency. So far, this chapter has tended to draw 
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on the more structuralist aspects of Bourdieu’s thinking. It has been argued that meta-

capital, symbolic power, and doxa shape how agents orient themselves within the 

subfield of youth sector peacebuilding. The notion of reflexivity counterposes these 

structural forces, balancing the structure-agency dialectic. It is posited that reflexivity is 

the concept that invites practitioners to pursue establishing a more autonomous 

subfield, less determined by other actors from other fields. Furthermore, it is with 

reflexivity that the process for establishing a counter-habitus both at the individual and 

field level is possible.  

Reflexivity as emancipation 

“Returning to people the meaning of their actions” and “learning to know oneself, to 

situate oneself, to reflect upon one’s position” is the emphasis of a Bourdieusian 

reflexivity imbued with emancipatory potential (De Saint Martin 2003, p.331 cited 

Susen, 2016, p.22). The findings of this study offer a framework for practitioners to 

advance this reflexive process. The tools provided invite an examination of positionality 

concerning which approach to practice practitioners gravitate towards and an analysis 

of the symbolic power of funders and the state. This analysis compels agents to consider 

how dominant actors influence the orthodoxy and doxa and set scales of value on which 

approaches to practice are deemed most valuable, and therefore most fundable. 

Through a collective apprehension of these power relations, it is argued that the youth 

sector can pursue more collective strategies to consider unexplored possibilities in how 

peacebuilding work with young people is done. In this way, as Costa et al. (2019, p.21) 

explain, reflexivity: 

“extends beyond concepts of self-reference and self-awareness to deal with the 

systematic exploration of the ‘unthought categories of thought which delimit the 

thinkable and predetermine the thought’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 40)”. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given my Q sort aligned with the Critical Thinking & Dialogue 

viewpoint, I would argue for shifting in balance. This rebalancing would see funders 

attribute more recognition and value to the politicising approaches to peacebuilding. 

Indeed, the Freirean criticality inscribed in the collective habitus of viewpoint 1 offers a 

framework to complement a reflexive approach. Concomitantly, it is recognised that all 

four ideational structures contribute significantly to the tapestry of peacebuilding work 
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with young people. The reflexive process can embrace the dialectic of all four ideational 

structures in dialogue with one another. This mitigates against an obsession with the 

game, vying for increasing the positionality of one ideational structure and, therefore, 

one form of symbolic capital over others. The reflexive approach invites practitioners to 

recognise and seek to transcend the limits imposed upon each ideational structure.  

Within viewpoint 2: Mutual Understanding, a reflexive approach might aspire to find 

alternative manifestations of personal development beyond notions of addressing 

mental health and getting young people into jobs and training. Responses to individuals 

needs could coalesce in the collective power of groups to demand more of institutions, 

exposing flaws in the meritocracy consensus. Politics might also be considered more 

holistically within viewpoint 2, recognising the ubiquity of political thinking and a 

commitment to exploring how the political realm is personal and the personal, political. 

A reflexive engagement with viewpoint 3: Social Cohesion & Restoration might begin by 

challenging the presumption that restorative approaches equate to instilling compliance 

with law and order aligned with the status quo. An alternative manifestation of a 

restorative concept may include working with young people to harness and redirect 

anger, disillusionment, frustration, and confrontation into non-violent means of 

combatting oppressive systems of power and domination that exploit these young 

people and the groups they belong to.  

Regarding the politicising perspectives, a reflexive engagement with viewpoint 1: Critical 

Thinking & Dialogue may examine the apparent disconnect between critical thinking and 

critical action. Viewpoint 1 could adopt a more action-oriented lens. While viewpoint 4: 

Political Engagement & Social Justice is most radical in terms of facilitating political 

engagement and activism, there is scope to consider the role that civil resistance might 

play in youth sector peacebuilding, thus unlocking new categories of thought. This focus 

could advance the creative, agitational and transformative dimensions of practice. It is 

noteworthy that in the entire P-set of 44 participants, only five choose not to identify as 

Catholic or Protestant, and three are accounted for in viewpoint 4. This finding is 

reflective of an ideational structure disinclined to emphasise sectarian binaries. 

Viewpoint 4 is primarily concerned with the pursuit of social justice through a collective 

action approach to peacebuilding. It is least likely to focus on tackling sectarianism 

premised on a prejudice reduction model. There is a challenge for perspective 4 to 



291 

 

consider not simply seeking to transcend but to engage with and tackle the polarisation 

of constitutional politics in Northern Ireland.  

The dialogue that this reflexive approach might stimulate for contemporary and future 

manifestations of practice must also engage and challenge those endowed with the 

meta-capital of the state. Transforming the doxa and orthodoxy of the subfield is a 

difficult task. It gets to the heart of struggles within and between fields. The particular 

challenge posited here is modifying the type of capital most valued in the subfield. It 

requires questioning the status quo and championing a practitioner and youth-led 

rather than funding-led sector. The goal is to induce a counter-hegemony or counter-

field-habitus so that politicised rather than harmonising orientations become more 

favourable. The struggle involved and persistence required to counter the dominant 

norms is encapsulated by Bourdieu where he writes: 

“the dominated classes have an interest in pushing back the limits of doxa and 

exposing the arbitrariness of the taken for granted; the dominant classes have 

an interest in defending the integrity of doxa or, short of this, of establishing in 

its place the necessarily imperfect substitute, orthodoxy” (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972], 

p.169). 

This reflexive approach requires more than criticisms directed towards funders as being 

detached and indifferent to the realities of practice. Equally, it goes beyond an 

introspective self-reflection on practice. It calls for a meso-level reflexivity. This involves 

apprehending the ways in which individual interests and dispositions to peacebuilding 

work with young people are part of a collective and competing range of orientations co-

existing within the subfield that are concomitantly influenced and influencing other 

actors within the field. Cognisance is required that each agent is endowed with 

disproportionate shares of capital and constantly seeking to secure positions of value. 

Fundamentally this reflexive process necessitates self-examination on complicity in 

reproducing a logic of practice where symbolic power and symbolic violence is 

misrecognised. Uncovering such complicity reveals how individual and collective 

interests are served in playing by the rules of the game, especially where those rules 

allow a measure of criticism, presenting a veneer of radical challenge. 
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Pursuing this challenge is the task of the sector and requires wider research to elaborate 

further. Importantly, Bourdieu notes that the sociologist does not assume “the role of 

the liberating hero” (Bourdieu, 1984, p.16 cited Susen, 2016, p.22). Instead, sociology 

should provide the “conceptual and methodological tools” to:  

“uncover and to challenge mechanisms of domination but also to allude to the 

possibility of creating social conditions allowing for processes of both individual 

and collective emancipation” (Susen, ibid). 

Through this research, the conceptual tool of morphological analysis, the 

methodological tool of Q methodology, and Bourdieu’s arsenal of thinking tools have 

been integrated to advance the theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding. The sector 

is invited to utilise these tools and build on the new knowledge derived from the 

empirical findings to pursue a more reflexive and emancipatory practice. 

Conclusion 

Symbolic power is the concept that encapsulates the analysis presented in this chapter. 

Wacquant defines this Bourdieusian concept as: 

“the capacity for consequential categorization, the ability to make the world, to 

preserve or change it, by fashioning and diffusing symbolic frames, collective 

instruments of cognitive construction of reality” (Wacquant and Akçaoğlu, 2017, 

p.57). 

Those endowed with the meta-capital of the state - concentrations of economic, 

cultural, social, and symbolic capital - hold power to construct the world by imposing 

scales of value on various specific forms of capital within and across fields and subfields.  

Applying this analytical lens to the findings, viewpoint 2 specifically and the harmonising 

ideational structures more broadly align with the imposition of neoliberally oriented 

directives of funders and policymakers. Recognising the dynamics of this symbolic power 

and how it shapes the habitus of the field and the collective habitus of practitioners is a 

reflexive task. The findings suggest that even those politicising perspectives that have 

displayed a more heterodox orientation have been tamed. Their radical propensities 

have been mitigated by navigating the field's conditions. Survival in a funding-led sector 

requires accommodating and assimilating particular aspects of the neoliberal orthodoxy 

and the common sense ideas of the doxa.  
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Bourdieu (1977, p. 169) asserts that apprehending the: 

“boundary between the universe of (orthodox or heterodox) discourse and the 

universe of doxa, in the twofold sense of what goes without saying and what 

cannot be said for lack of an available discourse, represents the dividing-line 

between the most radical form of misrecognition and the awakening of 

political consciousness” (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972], p.169). 

The socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding and accompanying analysis 

presented in this thesis offers tools to reinvigorate political consciousness.  

The final chapter considers the implications of this study as a stream of new knowledge 

within youth work and peacebuilding scholarship and practice. 
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Chapter 11 Conclusion 

Introduction 

Advancing the theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding has been the primary aim of 

this thesis. The study set out to examine how youth work practitioners are oriented and 

orient themselves within the politics of peacebuilding in Northern Ireland. Four 

distinctive orientations have been identified that practitioners cluster around, indicative 

of four collective habitus that generate dispositions and sensibilities of practitioners as 

they situate themselves within the intersecting fields of youth work and peacebuilding. 

Employing a Bourdieusian epistemological and theoretical framework, the research set 

about capturing collective habitus of practitioners through identifying shared ideational 

structures. Freeden’s morphological analysis and Stephenson’s Q methodology 

provided the conceptual and methodological tools for mapping these ideational 

structures. This chapter proceeds to delineate the significance of the study and make 

explicit the novel contributions and value added to existing scholarship. Contributions 

to theory and research are delineated, followed by a discussion on the study's 

implications for practice, training, and policy. These contributions and implications are 

relevant to the youth work and peacebuilding fields as well as broader civic society 

peacebuilding. 

While this chapter expresses the contributions of this thesis, it does so judiciously, 

including a section acknowledging limitations and future avenues for research beyond 

the scope of the present study.  

Contributions to theory 

Theoretically, this study has contributed to scholarship in youth work, peacebuilding, 

and, more specifically, youth sector peacebuilding. This has been achieved by 

synthesising existing theory bases and generating new theory derived from the 

empirical findings of the Q methodology study analysed within a Bourdieusian 

framework. The scope of these contributions are outlined below. 

A significant output of this research and contribution to theory is a socio-political model 

of youth sector peacebuilding, presented again in figure 11.1. This model brings together 

the empirical findings and maps differentiated orientations of practitioners as they 

approach peacebuilding with young people.  
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Figure 11.1 A socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cooper (2012) identifies five primary and secondary purposes that have informed 

existing youth work models, including Hurley and Treacy’s (1993) sociological model of 

youth work and Cooper and White’s (1994) political models of youth work, both 

presented in chapter 2 of this thesis. These purposes are: 

• Naming/explaining 

• Training/education 

• Theory/disciplines 

• Occupational boundaries 

• Policy-oriented 

 

Reference is made to four of these five purposes throughout this chapter. Occupational 

boundaries is not a significant purpose of a socio-political model of youth sector 

peacebuilding as. Rather than focus on delimiting the boundaries of youth work, this 

research draws on alliances between the youth work and peacebuilding fields. In this 

sub-section, naming/explaining and theory/disciplines are discussed as primary 

purposes of the model that has been developed. 

A socio-political model of youth work names and explains different propensities of 

practice that practitioners gravitate towards. The model brings coherence to an under-

researched field. While McMullan’s (2021) Youth Work and Peacebuilding: a model of 

practice outlines eight key areas for developing best practice, it does not distinguish 
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different approaches adopted by practitioners. This model and the broader thesis adds 

clarity to an ill-defined and disparate youth work profession (Coburn and Gormally, 

2017; Hammond, 2018), particularly in approaches adopted within a peacebuilding 

context. The implications of this model for practice, training and research are 

emphasised in subsequent sections. 

The model adds to the theoretical base of youth work by drawing on an analysis of 

findings that incorporates Bourdieusian sociology and Freeden’s morphological analysis. 

This integration of theoretical frameworks is what Cooper (2012, p.109) refers to as the 

theory/disciplines purpose, 

“concerned with providing a theoretical foundation for youth work by linking 

youth work practice with bodies of theory in other disciplines.” 

Bourdieu’s thinking tools, including habitus, fields, capitals, doxa, and symbolic power, 

offer a valuable and underutilised theoretical framework for examining youth work and 

peacebuilding. This study has shown how considering ideational structures as a 

manifestation of practitioner habitus facilitates mapping differentiated orientations to 

practice. Employing Bourdieu’s notion of meta-capital as a power held by the state and 

state actors to define what counts as distinction advances the youth work and 

peacebuilding literature that critiques neoliberalisation of these fields. The study has 

identified overt and more subtle influences of a neoliberal consensus in funding and 

policy drivers of youth sector peacebuilding and analysed these within the Bourdieusian 

framework. While the impacts of neoliberal policy have been increasingly identified in 

youth work and peacebuilding scholarship (de St. Croix, 2016; Bright and Pugh, 2019; 

Mac Ginty and Richmond, 2013), this study offers a more rigorous theoretical analysis 

of the dynamics and power relations involved. This thesis has focalised the findings 

through the prism of Bourdieu’s social theory, facilitating an analysis of the 

accommodation and assimilation of neoliberal ideals that draws on the complex of 

Bourdieu’s thinking tools. 

The study has also contributed to theory by identifying Mutual Understanding as a 

hegemonic perspective on youth sector peacebuilding. Furthermore, it is suggested that 

funding drives this harmonising perspective on peacebuilding, seeking to avoid 

contentious issues at a practice level. This mutual understanding echo chamber seeks to 
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generate tacit support for political institutions by cultivating civically minded young 

people who contribute positively to society. A combination of job precariousness within 

the sector and reduced autonomy of practitioners to develop strategic direction due to 

reliance on funding leads to an acceptance of the status quo. Mutual Understanding as 

the dominant narrative of peacebuilding suggests an element of stagnation. The default 

approach to peacebuilding with young people today is largely an extension of the policy 

direction of Education for Mutual Understanding developed in the 1980s and 90s (Smith 

and Robinson, 1992). This study provides a theoretical base to revitalise a critical 

dialogue on contemporary and future approaches to peacebuilding with young people 

in Northern Ireland. 

The axes of the socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding advance the 

theorisation of the independent fields of youth work and peacebuilding. The 

politicisation-harmonisation axis offers a new lens for examining an enduring dialectic 

of youth work as social change or social control, a distinction Bright and Pugh (2019a, 

p.63) refer to as the “paradoxes of emancipation and control”. Harmonisation was 

chosen as a label to reflect most positively how practitioners aligned with viewpoints 2 

and 3 might want to describe their practice. The term social control has arguably been 

designated pejoratively in youth work. The model, therefore, adds complexity to 

tendencies to simply dismiss practice labelled as social control. 

Similarly, the term politicisation is reclaimed in the model as a concept that belongs to 

youth work and not a pejorative notion associated with partisan politicking and 

polarising. In this analysis, politicising represents the process towards social change. 

Furthermore, the model adds the dialectic of dialogue and action, enabling different 

propensities within the harmonising and politicising domains to be mapped. Applying 

the dialogue-action lens to existing analyses of youth work as social control or social 

change would facilitate a more nuanced examination and reflection on practice. 

The peacebuilding literature is less inclined to be framed as social control or social 

change. Rather a distinction is apparent between those supportive of a liberal 

peacebuilding framework (Paris, 2010) and those who critique it and call for a more 

emancipatory, everyday peacebuilding (Heathershaw, 2008; Chandler, 2017; Firchow, 

2018). The axes presented in the model can add texture to this debate and applies to 

the broader fields of peace studies and international relations. Merits of a more 
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emancipatory practice across the fields of youth work and peacebuilding by pursuing 

the politicising approaches have been argued in chapter 10. The contribution to theory 

is not simply to name and explain by mapping differentiated perspectives but also a 

theoretical analysis of these. This analysis seeks to advance emancipatory knowledge by 

examining those approaches to peacebuilding with young people that build critical and 

political consciousness.  

A further theoretical contribution is the synthesis of literature on peacebuilding 

concepts presented in chapter 4. While other studies have contributed to theory an 

analysis of individual or pairs of concepts related to peacebuilding such as reconciliation 

(Hamber and Kelly, 2005) or human rights and reconciliation (Beirne and Knox, 2014), 

this thesis consolidates literature on six integral peacebuilding concepts. Contested 

notions of reconciliation, relationships and trust-building, human rights, justice, 

citizenship, and transgenerational trauma and mental health are brought together, 

charting a politics of peacebuilding concepts. The study has broken down these concepts 

into more granular aspects within the 48 statements. Cross-references between the 

statements and the six overarching peacebuilding concepts are presented in Appendix 

E. Analysis of how practitioners arranged these statements led to the identification of 

four distinctive ideational structures. Similar to the earlier assertion that the thesis adds 

definition to an ill-defined field of youth work, it also contributes to the dialogue on 

defining peacebuilding. In this case, definition is fleshed out by mapping differentiated 

orientations to peacebuilding that are statistically significant and shared by various 

practitioners in the study. 

Finally, and underpinning all the claims to theoretical contributions, is the significance 

of the principles of morphological analysis. Morphological analysis emphasises the 

Wittgensteinian notion of familial resemblances. Attention is redirected from rigid 

boundaries towards an appreciation of regularities amongst patterns of thought and 

behaviour that share significantly enough in common to be grouped together. Bourdieu 

similarly evokes the notion of an overall resemblance (Nicod, 1961, p.43 cited Bourdieu, 

1990, p.88). The concept of habitus emphasises regularities rather than rules and 

durability with the ever-present possibility of change. This dialectic between durability 

and change underpins the theoretical contributions of this thesis and informs how 

practitioners ought to engage with a socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding.  



299 

 

The four ideational structures or viewpoints are helpful demarcations of orientation. 

Practitioners, however, are neither moulded nor bound to one perspective.  

This understanding seeks to move debates beyond particular manifestations of practice, 

such as those who advocate single identity work or those who dismiss it. Indeed, the 

findings show that within one shared viewpoint, different perspectives co-exist on 

specific methods of practice. The theoretical contribution then is not at the level of 

practice strategies or methods. It is more philosophical related to how practitioners 

think about what the main focus of peacebuilding should be. Within this theoretical 

framework, literature on characteristics and processes of youth work such as those 

identified by Hammond and Harvey (2020) can be considered in relation to which 

philosophical orientation of youth sector peacebuilding they are employed to advance.  

Specific implications of these theoretical contributions are delineated following a 

discussion on the significant contributions of this thesis to advancing youth work and 

peacebuilding research. 

Contributions to research: 

This section outlines several contributions the thesis makes to research based on the 

novel ways in which methodological and theoretical frameworks have been applied. This 

novelty is applicable beyond the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding and may 

advance a vast range of research agendas. 

Q methodology has been identified as an advantageous approach to research with 

children and young people. The creativity of the Q sorting procedure resonates with 

methods that might be used in youth worker training as well as used by practitioners to 

facilitate learning with young people. Q sets can be comprised of different stimulus 

materials such as a set of statements (as was used in this study), a set of pictures, or a 

set of objects. The whole Q methodology process adds a rigorous framework that would 

advance creative approaches to research with young people. While many creative 

methods are used in qualitative data collection with young people within the youth 

sector, Q adds a quantitative dimension, enabling statistically significant viewpoints to 

be identified in data sets. Q methodology studies have been conducted with children 

and young people; however, it appears there are no published Q studies with youth 

workers or within the youth sector. Specifically in Northern Ireland, there is limited 



300 

 

evidence of studies utilising Q methodology with informal educators or young people. 

The Young Life and Times Survey (2016) incorporated a Q sorting activity in follow up 

interviews with young people. However, the data was not analysed using Q factor 

analysis, and therefore it was not a Q methodology study (Durrer et al., 2020). This 

research advocates the applicability of Q methodology for youth sector research both 

with practitioners and young people. Q would add to the methodological repertoire and 

robustness of youth work research. The methodology chapter makes Q accessible to the 

newcomer. The thesis highlights how Q can advance research agendas in youth work for 

studies seeking to map a range of viewpoints. 

Similarly, through the thesis, it is evident the Q methodology is applicable to peace 

research. Particularly in seeking to analyse overarching peacebuilding concepts and 

break them down into more granular dimensions for research participants to engage 

with. Q enables distinctions to be mapped in how different groups of people interpret 

contested peacebuilding concepts. The study provides a template and a framework for 

conducting similar Q studies with other key stakeholder groups in peacebuilding such as 

policymakers, police, politicians, funders. There are opportunities for significant 

applications to broader civic society peacebuilding and for these different studies to be 

compared. The thesis demonstrates how Q methodology can be applied to youth work 

and peace research, which can be extended to an international context. 

Along with demonstrating the applicability of an underutilised research method in the 

youth and peace sectors, the thesis also makes previously unfounded connections 

through the specific integration of theoretical, conceptual, and methodological tools. 

Bourdieusian inspired researchers have noted the difficulties of “capturing habitus” 

(Costa et al., 2019). The nexus of Bourdieu’s thinking tools were significant in this 

research, starting with practitioner habitus and identifying ways of capturing these. 

Drawing on Bourdieusian scholars who emphasise ideational schemata as a core aspect 

of habitus (Hodkinson, 1998; Wacquant, 2008), the study has outlined a framework for 

mapping and analysing these ideational structures as manifestations of collective 

habitus. Freeden’s morphological analysis of ideologies was adapted as a conceptual 

framework to enable a morphological analysis of ideational structures. Freeden’s 

approach mirrors Q methodology's Q sorting structure, allowing core to peripheral ideas 

to be mapped.  
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These research contributions can be applied in many settings. Firstly, for those seeking 

to capture habitus in research projects, Q methodology offers a tool for doing so in a 

statistically informed way. There appear to be no published studies that have made this 

connection. Secondly, for those using Q methodology, Freeden’s morphological analysis 

offers a framework to add depth and a conceptual underpinning to interpreting the 

factors elicited from Q. Freeden’s conceptual framework that draws on the 

ubiquitousness of political thinking may be particularly valuable in augmenting future Q 

studies with a policy focus. This application is particularly relevant where Q has been 

increasingly utilised in the fields of political science and public policy (Rhoads, 2014; 

O’Connor, 2013). Thirdly, the thesis offers a way to integrate Bourdieu’s social theory 

with Freeden’s morphological analysis and Stephenson’s Q methodology to map and 

critically examine different viewpoints within specific fields.  

These aspects of the thesis hold the potential to advance research agendas across the 

social and political sciences providing innovative ways of integrating Bourdieu’s social 

theory, Freeden’s morphological analysis grounded in political theory, and Q 

methodology that adds statistical rigour to interpretivist studies. The implications of 

these contributions to theory and research are outlined under the themes reflexive 

practice, training, and policy. 

Implications for reflexive practice 

Various implications of the thesis for practice can be framed within the notion of 

reflexivity. The socio-political model of youth sector peacebuilding is a tool for 

practitioners to develop a more reflexive peacebuilding practice with young people 

(Harland and Scott-McKinley, 2018). The “organising principle” (Cooper, 2012) of the 

model is derived from Bourdieu’s sociology and Freeden’s political theory inviting a 

theoretically rich reflection on approaches to practice at the practitioner level. The 

analysis surrounding the model invites practitioners to apprehend and critique the ways 

in which a neoliberally infused funding-led sector impacts upon the four approaches to 

practice depicted in the model.  

The thesis highlights the potential merits of youth workers and youth organisations, who 

have a stake within the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding, collectivising. This 

collectivising would lead to greater autonomy of the sector, enabling a more youth and 
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practitioner-led approach to peacebuilding. Reflexivity is presented as a crucial process 

to facilitate counter-narratives and changes in what counts as valuable in terms of more 

politicising or harmonising approaches. Within all four approaches, a collective and 

critical engagement of the sector with funders and policymakers could progress an 

intentional resistance to aspects of funding that curtail the emancipatory potency of 

youth work. Inclinations towards a personal transformation model of peacebuilding, for 

instance, that adopts deficit narratives and focuses primarily on employability and 

mental health should be challenged. This critical dialogue should begin within the youth 

sector, where conversations can be had about the desirability of youth workers acting 

as paraprofessionals. Focusing on individual needs and individual responsibility is a 

neoliberally informed trajectory of practice. It suppresses a focus on young people 

working collectively and developing a political consciousness to effect structural change 

and combat systemic inequality.  

McMullan (2018) examines the “appetite” amongst youth workers for peacebuilding 

work. The question this thesis raises for practitioners relates to whether there is an 

appetite to challenge the funding and policy structures that exert considerable influence 

over the direction of practice. A reflexive analysis of practitioner and organisational 

complicity in this process through pursuing interests to secure own economic and 

symbolic capital is required. The thesis provides initial thoughts for practitioners in 

pursuing such a reflexive analysis. Furthermore, the scholarship on everyday 

peacebuilding discussed in chapter 3 highlights a potential source for generating 

inspiration to re-align the intended outcomes of practice. This everyday peacebuilding 

demands that outcomes are part of the process of peacebuilding at a grassroots level 

and not imposed from above (Firchow, 2018). 

The study also highlights approaches to practice that are not deemed priority across the 

data set. There is a case to be made for a more substantial engagement with these 

relegated priorities. The limited place of rights frameworks stands out in the findings, 

although viewpoint 4 demonstrates a greater disposition for this over the rest. Critical 

reflection and dialogue on this point would be stimulated by bringing together youth 

workers focused on more reconciliatory approaches to peacebuilding with those who 

espouse human rights as the primary lens for framing peacebuilding. This implication for 
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practice resonates with Beirne and Knox’s (2014) argument for synthesising and building 

on the strengths of both reconciliation and rights approaches.  

Relatedly, addressing the past is even more starkly undervalued within the findings, 

particularly notions of victims’ rights for justice. It appears to be common sense within 

the sector that young people should not be burdened with victims’ issues from the past. 

This common sense should be problematised. Practitioners ought to critically reflect on 

how young people can engage with victims and survivors’ stories as an intergenerational 

issue. Furthermore, within rights discourses, there is the opportunity for young people 

to contribute to political conversations about what victims should expect over two 

decades on from the Good Friday Agreement.  

The notion of resistance and civil disobedience is a third idea relegated across all four 

ideational structures. There is a need to critically think about incorporating notions of 

resistance to advance a politically engaged, emancipatory youth work and peacebuilding 

practice. 

A significant contribution to practice that complements a reflexive approach is that the 

thesis offers a new vernacular for the youth sector concerning peacebuilding. The 

language of politicising and harmonising as well as dialogue and action matched to the 

four viewpoints of Critical thinking & Dialogue, Mutual Understanding, Social Cohesion 

& Restoration, and Political Engagement & Social Justice offers a new way to frame and 

locate oneself within the youth sector peacebuilding subfield. A common language for 

youth sector peacebuilding emanating from this thesis facilitates an apprehension of 

differentiated approaches. A new vocabulary is provided to draw upon in acknowledging 

the strengths of each perspective and reflect on what is missing when one approach is 

advanced over others. This shared terminology can also be utilised to facilitate more 

focused and insightful conversations within and across sectors such as policing, 

community work, formal education, and engagement with funders and policymakers. It 

is conceivable that actors within the field speak a different language. One group may 

adopt a view of peacebuilding as a harmonising approach focused on developing mutual 

understanding. In contrast, another group may assume peacebuilding is a politicising 

process focused on political engagement and social justice. The thesis offers a way to 

learn the different languages or dialects contained within the subfield of youth sector 

peacebuilding. Furthermore, it offers this language as a preliminary vocabulary for wider 



304 

 

civic society peacebuilding. It is envisioned that the ideas forwarded here will be 

supplemented with new terms and orientations to practice following future empirical 

research within other specific disciplines engaged in peacebuilding. 

Beyond the socio-political model, a host of conceptual ideas have been explored, 

informing both the construction and analysis of this study. Table 11.1 distils these ideas. 

The table is a theoretical repertoire that practitioners are invited to draw upon and 

incorporate into reflective and reflexive practice processes.  

Much has been written in this thesis on “theory” and “theorising”. It is helpful to 

detangle various uses of the term. Drawing on Thomas (2017), four key interconnected 

strands have been applied throughout this thesis: 

1. Theory as epistemology 

2. Theory as developing a body of knowledge 

3. Theory as an explanatory model 

4. Theory as reflexive practice 

Theory as an epistemological orientation to knowledge is the emphasis of the theory-

method section of this thesis. This usage of the term refers to a framework for making 

sense of the empirical world. The second conception aligns with a philosophical pursuit 

of new knowledge. Specific contributions to youth work and peacebuilding theory have 

been noted at the beginning of this chapter. The third use of theory has been 

demonstrated in the new model developed from the study (figure 11.1). The fourth 

usage is most applicable to table 11.1, drawing on existing ideas and models to support 

the development of a theoretically informed reflexive practice. 
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Table 11.1 A theoretical repertoire for advancing reflexive practice 

Theory Questions raised for reflexive practice Relevant References 

A) Maximalist vs 
Minimalist 
Reconciliation 

Are participants required to get along (maximalist), or is it assumed they won’t 
(minimalist)? 

Borer, 2004 

Little and Maddison, 2017 

B) Allport’s 
Contact 
Hypothesis 

Do the benefits of contact between a relatively small group extend to the wider “out-
groups?” How can this be measured? 
 
Does inter-group contact placate groups who have been exploited and oppressed (Reicher 
effect), or does inter-group contact increase propensity of dominant groups to support 
and pursue social justice for minority groups (counter-Reicher effect)? 

Allport, 1954 

Dixon et al., 2005 

Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006 

Reicher, 2007 

Hewstone et al., 2014 

C) Fisher’s Trust 
Attraction 
Hypothesis 

Does reciprocity of disclosure lead to reciprocity of trust? 
How is trust built in peacebuilding work? 

Fisher, 1984 

Hargie et al., 2003 

D) Single identity 
work 

Is single identity work relevant in the context of shifting ethnic demographics and an 
increase in populations identifying as “neither” unionist or nationalist? 
 
To what extent should the focus be on validating own cultural traditions and experiences, 
building in-group confidence, or building respect for diversity? 
Where is the place for critique in single identity work? 
 
 

Jones, 2004 

Hammond, 2008 

Crownover, 2009 
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E) Approaches to 
multiculturalism 

Should the focus be on accentuating commonalities and neutral spaces (liberal 
multiculturalism), or emphasising diversity and partaking in each other’s cultural events 
(pluralist multiculturalism), or recognising asymmetries in power relations and access to 
resources (critical multiculturalism)?  
 
Is practice supporting a separatist, integrationist, or multiculturalist agenda? 
 

Smith, 2003 

Knox, 2011a 

F) Superordinate 

identities 

Should overarching identity markers be used that recognise difference at an individual and 
community level but construct unity at a meta-level? 
 
To what extent are notions of “citizen of the world” or “global citizen” or “Northern Irish 
citizen” useful superordinate identities? 
 

Hughes and Loader, 2015 

Reysen and Katzarska-
Miller, 2017 

G) Northern Irish as 

a superordinate 

national identity 

Can Northern Irish be used constructively in any of the following ways: 
- To designate cultural distinctiveness shared by all living in Northern Ireland, e.g. 

humour 
- As an identity for those who do not want to be designated as British or Irish 
- To disrupt British-Irish dichotomy and pursue integrationist political project 
- Simply as a geographical identity marker that circumvents constitutional politics 

 

Mcnicholl et al., 2018 

H) Model of 
citizenship 

Should peacebuilding focus on non-political processes and civic engagement or political 
participation? 
To what extent is volunteering a political process? Does it lead to further aspects of 
political practice? 

McKeown and Taylor, 2017 

McKeown et al., 2018 
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I) Conceptualising 
violence 

Is violence conceptualised primarily as physical force, or infringement of rights, or 
structural and systemic violence of socio-political systems, or symbolic violence in which 
the dominated are complicit in legitimising the hidden violence of the dominant?  
 
What types of responses do these conceptualisations of violence elicit – restorative justice, 
transformative justice, social justice? 
 

Galtung, 1990 

Lohmeyer, 2018 

Morrow and Byrne, 2020 

Ledwith, 2020 

J) Reflexivity and 
counter habitus 
/ hegemony 

What strategies are pursued in response to dominant funding, policy and political 
ideological directions – assimilation, accommodation, or resistance? 

de St Croix, 2016 
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The implications of the research for practice can be summarised as providing the tools 

and language to advance a critical reflexive dialogue within the sector in pursuit of a 

more emancipatory peacebuilding practice with young people. Following Susen’s (2016, 

p.22) analysis of Bourdieu’s reflexivity as an emancipatory tool, it is agreed that the 

sociologist or researcher is not “the liberating hero” (Bourdieu, 1984, p.16 cited ibid). 

Instead, the researcher’s role is to: 

“provide conceptual and methodological tools by means of which it becomes 

possible not only to uncover and to challenge mechanisms of domination but also 

to allude to the possibility of creating social conditions allowing for processes of 

both individual and collective emancipation” (Susen, ibid). 

This thesis provides these tools, making Bourdieu’s social theory, Freeden’s 

morphological analysis, and Stephenson’s Q methodology accessible. Furthermore, a 

novel model has been developed that incorporates these theoretical, conceptual, and 

methodological tools along with empirical findings, existing debates on peacebuilding 

concepts, and a new vernacular for practitioners. 

Implications for training: 

Following on from the implications of the study for practice are complementary 

implications for training, primarily but not restricted to youth work and peacebuilding 

pedagogical settings. As noted already, the socio-political model of youth sector 

peacebuilding offers a tool for practitioners to draw upon to develop critical reflective 

and reflexive practice. It also is a tool for training, bringing coherence and a more 

systematic way to facilitate dialogue and learning within the eclectic fields of youth work 

and peacebuilding. Various models of youth work (such as Hurley and Treacy, 1993; 

Cooper and White, 1994; Hammond, 2018) and peacebuilding (including Lederach, 

1997; McMullan, 2018) exist. The model derived from this research offers a unique lens 

through which to examine youth sector peacebuilding. The sociological and political 

dimensions of the thesis that inform the model invite practitioners in training to explore 

and develop critical insights on peacebuilding and youth work.  

Building on the socio-political analytical lens, there is an opportunity to incorporate 

Bourdieu’s social theory as part of the undergraduate-level curriculum in youth work 

training. As demonstrated in this thesis, Bourdieu's thinking tools facilitate the 
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development of critical and political insights. They enable agents to reflexively consider 

power relations within fields of practice and to apprehend and navigate these. To a 

profession concerned with notions of social justice and social change, the politicising 

aspect of Bourdieu’s work is an underutilised theoretical toolkit within youth work 

training.  

Bourdieusian theory can complement and add further insights to the critical peace 

scholarship. This extant critical scholarship seeks to augment a counter-hegemonic 

approach and challenge how the concentrations of capital held by funders and 

policymakers shape approaches to peacebuilding in line with neoliberal logic 

(Heathershaw, 2008; Richmond and Mac Ginty, 2013; Chandler, 2017; Firchow, 2018). 

Explicitly including Bourdieu’s theoretical approach in peace studies and international 

relations training would help orient learners to apprehend the power relations within 

the peacebuilding field locally, nationally, and internationally. 

The case can also be made from the thesis that youth work training in post-conflict 

settings should include a greater emphasis on exploring history, victims and survivors’ 

stories and experiences, and rights-based frameworks to facilitate peacebuilding. 

Exploring these aspects of conflict and conflict legacy with practitioners in training may 

cultivate the confidence and competence required to explore these issues with young 

people. Furthermore, there is scope for more interdisciplinary approaches to teaching 

at the undergraduate and post-graduate levels. Lecturers in peace studies, transitional 

justice, and social policy could provide important perspectives on peacebuilding that 

cover a wide range of peacebuilding themes pertinent to youth work. These 

perspectives may build upon or challenge the traditional community and good relations 

approaches focused on intergroup contact within the youth sector (Milliken, 2020). 

Resources for training 

On a practical level, various resources can be extracted from this thesis and applied in 

training settings with youth workers, peacebuilders, and broader civic and political 

society disciplines in a post-conflict setting. These include: 

Ø Conceptual space diagrams as a “Four Corners” training exercise 

Ø Morphological principles as “Family (Resemblance) Sculptures” exercise 

Ø Q set for training and research 
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An active and visual way of facilitating dialogue in a training context would be to take 

each of the five conceptual space diagrams presented in chapter 9 and apply them to 

physical space. Conceptual space diagram A, for instance, has a vertical axis with the 

poles labelled “addressing the past” and “moving on from the past”. The horizontal axis 

poles are “community relations” and “good relations”. Designating these labels to four 

corners of the room, trainers could task participants to stand by the corner that would 

be their first inclination to focus on in peacebuilding. Then work through second, third 

and fourth preferences, creating space for dialogue that would include observations on 

any patterns emerging in terms of where most and least people move to each time. The 

five conceptual space diagrams are presented side-by-side in appendix J. 

Family (Resemblance) Sculptures, drawing on morphological principles, offer another 

experiential learning exercise. Such exercises could easily be constructed from a 

selection of statements used in the Q set or the theories outlined in table 11.1 above.  

Family Sculptures is a method that has been used in therapeutic as well as youth work 

settings. A “sculptor” directs others in the group who represent different people or 

ideas, choreographing relationships between these people or ideas in a particular 

setting from the sculptor’s perspective. This activity is a creative way of applying 

morphological analysis in group work training settings. Group members personify 

different ideas related to peacebuilding, and one group member acts as a sculptor 

directing the rest of the group to stand closer or further away from one another. 

Through this process, the sculptor constructs their ideational structure in the physical 

form of core, adjacent, and peripheral ideas related to peacebuilding. 

The 48 statements used in this study for the Q sorting exercise offer a ready-made 

training exercise based on extant literature. While some of the statements are unique 

to Northern Ireland, these can easily be adapted to be applied in other ethnic frontier 

landscapes. The Q set of statements can be adapted, reduced, or added to by educators 

and trainers to suit the needs of learners they are working with. The researcher has 

already used a condensed version of the Q set and Q sorting exercise in teaching with 

undergraduate community youth work students. Positive feedback was expressed 

concerning the creativity and dialogue stimulated by the method, as well as the learning 

elicited from conducting an observational analysis of Q sorts completed by different 

groups within the class. A similar process could be used throughout all levels of an 
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organisation, including training with young people, paid staff, volunteers, senior 

management, committees, and management boards. The Q set and sorting activity can 

be used without Q factor analysis and is accessible to all trainers. It can also be utilised 

with Q factor analysis enabling Q methodology to be applied simultaneously as a training 

and a research tool. 

Youth workers as Q methodologists 

Banks (2010) refers to youth workers as researchers. Primarily, this research role tends 

to focus on action research design frames where practitioners seek to develop their 

practice. Through critical reflection processes that draw on feedback from young people 

and colleagues, youth workers as action researchers implement new and refined 

principles and practices. Through a continuous process, practitioners elicit data to 

develop practice further using “a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of 

planning, action, and fact-finding about the result of the action” (Lewin, 1946 cited 

Thomas, 2017, p.154). This thesis suggests youth workers and peacebuilding 

practitioners can act as researchers drawing on a broader range of methodologies to 

complement practice. Specifically, it is posited that Q methodology can be embedded 

as a mixed-methods approach to generating statistically significant viewpoints on a 

whole range of pertinent topics relevant to the communities practitioners are situated 

within.  

The uptake of Q methodology in the youth sector will largely depend on whether it is 

included in the curriculum of professionally endorsed community youth work 

programmes. There is scope for Q methodology to be added to research methods 

modules, extending the toolkit of research approaches accessible to practitioners 

beyond action research or evaluative studies.  

While Q methodology fits well within an interpretivist paradigm, it has the benefit of 

incorporating qualitative and quantitative processes. It would help orient youth work 

students who inhabit a predominantly qualitative field to notions of statistics and factor 

analysis. Employing the language analogy again, at times, quantitative research and 

particular statistical methods such as factor analysis can appear like a foreign language 

to those trained primarily in working with qualitative data. Training youth work students 

in Q methodology would facilitate greater interdisciplinary understanding and 
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appreciation, particularly with the field of psychology, where there is more widespread 

use of statistics.  

The study's implications for training can be summarised under three categories - 

theoretical, practical, and research-focused. Cooper (2012, p.115) argues, “there is an 

urgent need for models to promote on-going debate about the curriculum for youth work 

education and training”. At a theoretical level, it is argued that the socio-political model 

of youth sector peacebuilding, and the thesis more broadly, implicates the need for 

more interdisciplinary approaches to youth work training in post-conflict settings. This 

should include focused inputs from the fields of peace studies, transitional justice, and 

social policy. Such inputs would emphasise the merits of rights-based frameworks, 

dealing with the past, and victims and survivors’ issues as societal, intergenerational 

concerns. Practically, the conceptual space diagrams, theoretical ideas distilled in table 

11.1, and Q set and sorting activity are outputs that can be adapted and used in training 

to supplement the youth work and peacebuilding curriculum, stimulating dialogue. 

Finally, concerning research, youth work education and training curriculum would 

benefit from adding Q methodology to expand the toolkit of practitioners as 

researchers. 

Implications for policy: 

The study has several policy implications. Firstly, it provides a framework for 

policymakers and funders to engage with and be explicit about the type of practice 

approaches they want to develop. Policy agendas should clarify if they aim towards 

politicising or harmonising and more dialogical or action-oriented practice. The four 

specific viewpoints can also be drawn upon by those with the power to shape the 

direction of youth sector peacebuilding policy. The model offers a resource for critical 

engagement and dialogue at the policy level and particularly for inter-sector discussions 

between practitioners, organisations, funders, and policymakers in considering where 

resources for the work should be placed going forward.  

The thesis further presents a challenge to funders and policymakers to consider how 

they use the power conferred to them by states on a transnational basis, crediting them 

with the ability to define what approaches to peacebuilding are most valuable in the 

sector. The challenge is to make space for dissenting voices and those that would 
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advocate for a more radical and process-driven peacebuilding policy focused on 

politicising young people and supporting collective action for structural change. This 

invitation would require funders to dismiss any pretensions to neutrality and recognise 

their positionality as “value-laden, meaning-laden, perspective-laden, interest-laden, 

power-laden and tension-laden” actors (Susen, 2016, p.3). Neoliberal and managerialist 

tendencies to rationalise programmes through a pragmatist “what works” lens should 

be critiqued and reflected upon to apprehend the implications of funding directives. 

Relatedly, the thesis implicates that funders should recognise the power dynamics when 

asking for feedback from delivery partners. There is a need to consciously mitigate the 

extent to which feedback is restricted due to organisations protecting their interests and 

strategic relationships with funders. 

The Executive’s Together Building a United Community (T:BUC) good relations strategy 

and the EU Peace4Youth programme are emblematic of neoliberally oriented 

approaches to peacebuilding. This orientation is evidenced through an emphasis on the 

employability of young people and targeting young people deemed “at-risk”. While 

there are merits in this approach, it does little to address wider structural issues, 

including increasing zero-hour contract employment. Bourdieu (1998) cited this type of 

job precariousness as one of the parasitic elements of neoliberalism. There is also a need 

to consider whether this targeting strategy that focuses almost entirely on groups facing 

some of the most extreme compounded disadvantages in health, wellbeing, and 

education is beneficial in moving peacebuilding forward. Other funding streams should 

be made available with trained professionals in mental health that youth workers can 

work collaboratively with and support young people in accessing. Utilising the youth 

sector as a crisis response service for young people in need delimits the radical potential 

of youth work to politicise young people and facilitate collective action to pursue social 

change. This argument resonates with debates on the purpose of youth work as either 

predominantly oriented towards a political and critical form of informal education and 

participative democracy or a relational and responsive service meeting young people's 

welfare and social care needs (Cooper, 2018; Hammond and Harvey, 2020).  

A disparate policy framework exists in Northern Ireland, where youth policy through 

Priorities for Youth (DE, 2013) has firmly tied youth work to education, albeit 

emphasising contributions to formal education outcomes. Meanwhile, the targeting 
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strategies of peacebuilding programmes are drawing youth work towards more of a 

welfare and social care model. This thesis crystalises these tensions within youth sector 

peacebuilding. More clarity and critical thinking is required on what funders and 

policymakers expect of the youth sector. The language and differentiated approaches 

to peacebuilding identified in this thesis offer a vehicle for policymakers to add clarity 

to future policy and funding directions. A coordinated initiative building on the 

contributions of the JEDI (2002) programme in the early 2000s would be beneficial to 

develop coherence and strategy across the sector. 

The implications for policy and future funding can be summarised as an opportunity to 

include empirically informed and theoretically oriented critical analysis into 

conversations on strategic allocation of resources. Furthermore, conversations on 

approaches to practice derived from targeting strategies and means of identifying and 

measuring outcomes ought to be had within a reflexive youth sector. These reflexive 

interactions should account for the positionality and interests of different actors. There 

is a need to consider the place of politicising approaches to practice that appear to be 

marginalised in current funding schemes and policy documents. Naming the specific 

approach to peacebuilding with young people as focused on Critical Thinking & Dialogue, 

Mutual Understanding; Social Cohesion & Restoration; or Political Engagement & Social 

Justice would add clarity across the sector. 

Towards a youth sector peacebuilding strategy 

The range of contributions and implications derived from the thesis provides the 

framework for developing a coherent youth sector peacebuilding strategy. Such a 

strategy should be driven by practitioners in collaboration with young people and in 

dialogue with policymakers and funders. The socio-political model of youth sector 

peacebuilding would enable the strategy to map the field and identify distinctive 

orientations of practitioners. A Bourdieusian informed theoretical analysis would add 

rigour to a strategy that could focus on the collective power of the sector to pursue more 

emancipatory approaches to practice. Resistance to individualising, self-responsibilising 

and de-politicising cascading effects of neoliberalism should be pursued.  

The strategy should focus on building clarity and coherence across a range of 

government departments and multiple funders of peacebuilding with young people in 



315 
 

Northern Ireland. Agreement is required on how youth work should be understood in 

this context. As such, the welfare model requires alternative strategies and funding 

streams. The politicising and critical pedagogy of an informal education model of youth 

work offers the most advantageous approaches to generating a critical and reflexive 

peacebuilding practice. This latter approach would facilitate the engagement of young 

people in politics and decision making at multiple levels and the pursuit of structural 

social change in relation to integration and social justice. 

A strategy outlining the distinctiveness of youth work approaches and contributions to 

peacebuilding would help focalise the significance of youth sector peacebuilding. 

Arriving at such a strategy requires spaces to be created for reflexive conversations that 

can build on the dialectics of harmonisation and politicisation, and dialogue and action. 

The aim is to generate a visionary, empirically and theoretically informed strategic 

framework. This thesis is one of several contemporary studies relevant to informing a 

strategy of youth sector peacebuilding in tandem with McMullan’s (2018) evaluation of 

the contribution of youth work to tackling sectarianism and separation in Northern 

Ireland; Hammond’s (2018) investigation into the “purpose, processes and theory 

underpinning youth work practice”; and Stanton’s (2018) theorisation of the “practical 

wisdom of grassroots and civil society peacebuilding in Northern Ireland”. 

While the thesis generates new knowledge and implications for policy, training and 

practice, there are limitations associated with the design and scope of the research. A 

range of limiting factors are delineated below. 

Limitations of the study 

Q methodology studies can be understood as limited by the Q set of statements they 

utilise and provide to research participants to sort. Watts and Stenner (2012) note that 

the “perfect” Q set is a fictitious idea. On reflection, there are ways in which the 

statements used in this study could have been refined further. Some statements 

included compounded and conflated ideas such as statement 35: Addressing trans-

generational trauma and poor mental health affecting young people. It would have 

aided the analysis to have these as separate statements, one focused specifically on 

transgenerational trauma and the other on mental health. This separation would have 

added clarity as to where the emphasis was for practitioners. The interview was a 
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mitigating factor to this limitation and helped tease out and redress some of these 

inhibiting aspects of an imperfect Q set.  

Practitioners were asked if they felt any statements were missing from the Q set once 

they had finished sorting. The majority reported nothing was missing or that some 

tweaks in the language would have resonated more with them. However, they did not 

consider this as a fundamental issue. Some practitioners noted that while an idea was 

provided on a statement, they would have liked to see it expressed differently or be 

more explicit. There was a missed opportunity in the study to make this type of 

practitioner input more creative and intentional. A blank card could have been included 

in the Q set, inviting practitioners to write down a statement they felt was missing. They 

could then have indicated where they would place this 49th statement on the sorting 

grid from +5 to -5. Had this been carried out with all practitioners in the study, a 

complementary analysis on these 49th cards could have been presented. 

As noted in the methodology section, the generalisability of this Q study is premised on 

“substantive inference” rather than reasoning the findings are scientifically applicable to 

the youth work practitioner population as a whole. In this broader population, different 

viewpoints than those derived from the study invariably exist. Indeed, even within the 

study, some practitioners’ Q sorts were confounded, loading significantly on two 

viewpoints. Several practitioners did not load significantly on any viewpoint. This 

limitation of the study is vital in keeping perspective on how far the implications of the 

findings can be extended. While acknowledging this, the study aimed to identify shared 

viewpoints rather than individual idiosyncratic viewpoints on peacebuilding. 

Furthermore, employing the logic of familial resemblance, it is argued that the four 

perspectives are sufficiently broad to encapsulate a diverse range of ideational 

structures that share affinity through an overall resemblance with one of the four 

viewpoints. This argument does not negate the value of further studies identifying 

additional significant viewpoints that supplement or challenge those generated through 

this study. 

An equally limiting factor regarding the generalisability of the study is the extent to 

which claims can be made that viewpoint 2: Mutual Understanding is a hegemonic 

ideational structure. The data in the study implied this to be the case, with more than 

twice as many practitioners loading on this viewpoint than any of the other three 
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perspectives. However, this would need to be tested on a larger scale to make this 

inference more rigorous and robust. While acknowledging this limitation, the researcher 

maintains that the research design and findings were sufficient to pursue an analysis 

that intimates the Mutual Understanding perspective is dominant beyond the bounds 

of the study participants.  

The study is further limited by time and space. The temporal nature of a Q methodology 

study that asks participants to complete a Q sort once cannot provide the type of data 

elicited from a longitudinal study that could compare changes in perspectives and 

factors over time. In terms of geographical space, the study was limited to the context 

of Northern Ireland. While it is argued that the findings will resonate in other post-

conflict settings, it is recommended that this study design inspire similar studies to be 

conducted, specific to other peacebuilding environments. The particular research 

interests and the resources available to the researcher led to the strategic construction 

of parameters where the research was focused in Northern Ireland at a significant point 

in time. As noted in the methodology chapter, data was collected in 2019 when 

Northern Ireland was experiencing a shifting political landscape with Brexit and 

increasing calls for an Irish border poll.  

The study is also limited in that it did not directly include the perspectives of funders 

and policymakers. While critique has been raised around power relations in funding 

relationships within the subfield of youth sector peacebuilding, this could have been 

developed further by including policymakers and funders in the empirical data. It would 

be particular revelatory to see what factors these actors align most strongly with. 

Inferences have been possible, however, based on analysis of funding and strategy 

documents as well as how practitioners talked about funding during interviews. 

A final limitation of the study is that it did not involve young people. Banks (2010) 

suggests that all youth work research is inclined to include young people as it is a sector 

committed to youth participation and elevating the voices of young people. Within this 

study, the emphasis was on eliciting differentiated orientations of practitioners to 

peacebuilding with young people. The rationale for this was to keep the study focused 

and generate findings that would illuminate an under-theorised sector at the 

practitioner level. The study homes in on one stakeholder group in the field. Future 

studies ought to emphasise the perspectives of young people. 
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Implicit in these limitations of the present study are future research possibilities. The 

theorisation of youth sector peacebuilding can be advanced through other research 

trajectories. Recommendations for future research are discussed in the next section.   

Directions for future research 

The methodological rigour of this research has been delineated, couched in a 

Bourdieusian analytical framework and incorporating insights from morphological 

analysis. There is an opportunity to test the statistically significant viewpoints generated 

from this study on a larger scale using a quantitative approach. Similar to the 

quantitative approaches to mapping ideological preferences through large-scale surveys 

(Haidt et al., 2009), a study that charts which ideational structure youth work 

practitioners across Northern Ireland gravitate towards would offer valuable insights. 

An aim of such a study might include testing the insight that Mutual Understanding is a 

hegemonic perspective. 

There is scope also to conduct an international Q study with youth work practitioners 

across a range of post-conflict settings. This could either be achieved as part of one or 

multiple Q studies, followed by a comparison of the factors elicited from the distinctive 

data sets. Such a study would add an international dimension to the theorisation of 

youth sector peacebuilding. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the framework established in this thesis lends itself 

to being adapted and employed with other stakeholders in the peacebuilding field. 

Indeed, a Q study that includes a participant set of policymakers, police, teachers, youth 

justice practitioners, young people, and youth workers within the one study would offer 

rich data for interpretation. Such a study might provide insights into the differentiated 

as well as complementary propensities of different stakeholder groups.  

Other methodological design frames beyond Q methodology would also progress the 

research agenda this study contributes to. Employing a discourse analysis such as that 

proposed by Laclau and Mouffe (2014) would shift the analytical focus from concepts to 

language. Such an approach would facilitate a more rigorous critique of policy, funding, 

and practice frameworks espoused by different actors within the subfield of youth 

sector peacebuilding.  
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A striking finding in the study was that young women's contributions and place in 

peacebuilding were not prioritised across any factor. Given the origins of youth work 

and peace-oriented work in the youth sector was disproportionately focused on young 

men (McCready and Louden, 2020), the present study suggests there has not been a 

rebalancing of this reality. There is an urgent need to prioritise a research agenda that 

examines the role of young women in peacebuilding and focalises feminist theories 

within youth sector peacebuilding. 

A further salient finding from the study relates to the ubiquitousness of mental health 

concerns and addressing (transgenerational) trauma as part of peacebuilding. While 

different orientations have been outlined in chapter 9 concerning how practitioners in 

this study approach such work, there is scope for a more detailed analysis. The findings 

from this study resonate with the psychosocial programming and peacebuilding 

literature that identifies an “analytical deficit” (Hamber and Kelly, 2014, p.57) in 

exploring how “groups in crisis fit within the wider peacebuilding field” (ibid, p.54). It is 

recommended that a more philosophical and assets focused lens should be taken to 

advance such a research programme.  

This brief and inexhaustive overview of possible trajectories for future research seeks to 

stimulate new ideas emanating from both the contributions and limitations of this study. 

The penultimate section of this chapter reiterates the contributions to new knowledge 

that have been generated. 

Contributions to new knowledge 

Various contributions of the research have been discussed throughout this chapter. 

Table 11.2 details these individual contributions that are derived from the thesis as a 

whole. While it is posited that the entirety of the thesis is greater than the sum of the 

individual chapters, a cross-reference to the most relevant chapter(s) for each 

contribution is listed in the table. 
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Table 11.2 Contributions to new knowledge 

Contribution Unique feature Most 
relevant 
chapter(s)  

Four shared viewpoints on youth sector 
peacebuilding identified and examined 

No previous published studies exist mapping youth work practitioner perspectives on 
peacebuilding with young people. 

Ch 8, 
Ch 9 

Socio-political model of youth sector 
peacebuilding and 5 conceptual space 
diagrams 

A novel model that is theoretically rigorous and derived from empirical findings providing a 
new vernacular. Provides a unique way of conceptualising contested peacebuilding 
concepts. 

Ch 9 

Adding coherence to a disparate and ill-
defined field of practice 

While questions have been raised over the appetite for peacebuilding within the youth 
sector (McMullan, 2018), there has not been a study of the different appetites or interests 
that co-exist from practitioners. 

Ch 8, 
Ch 9, 
Ch 10 

Bourdieusian critique of power relations in 
intersecting fields of youth work and 
peacebuilding 

While “neoliberalisation” has been used to critique funding and policy drivers in both fields, 
Bourdieu’s thinking tools and particularly the notion of meta-capital offers a more 
sophisticated critical lens 

Ch 5, 
Ch 11 

Capturing habitus through mapping 
ideational structures 

Q methodology as a way to capture habitus has not been explored in previous research. It is 
augmented with principles of morphological analysis. 

Ch 5 
Ch 6, Ch 7 

Ideational structures as symbolic capital Enables different perspectives and interests of practitioners to be mapped and an analysis 
of the relative value attributed to them within the field. 

Ch 10 

Synthesis of literature on peacebuilding 
concepts 

Brings together a vast amount of peacebuilding literature in one place and delineates the 
contested nature of core peacebuilding concepts. 

Ch 4 

Integrated epistemological, theoretical, 
conceptual, and methodological 
framework 

Identifies synergies between Bourdieu’s social theory, Freeden’s morphological analysis, 
and Stephenson’s Q methodology in a way that has not been pursued before. 

Ch 5, 
Ch 6, 
Ch 7 

Q methodology for youth work research There appear to be no previous published studies that employ Q methodology within a 
youth work research context.  

Ch 7 
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A generative conclusion 

Cultivating a sustainable peace defies linearity. One hundred years on from the partition 

of Ireland is a poignant juncture to take stock of lessons to be learned and re-learned on 

navigating life in an ethnic frontier and a landscape scarred with the brutalisation of 

human life. Those who occupy the contested territory of Northern Ireland are inheritors 

of the de-humanising legacies of sectarianism, racism, paramilitarism, social exclusion, 

transgenerational trauma and hostility to LGBTQ+ communities. Neoliberalism could be 

added to the list, compounding the disadvantages faced by those most affected by the 

Troubles and its legacies. Within this context, youth workers are afforded the 

opportunity of co-creating the future of peace with young people. To avoid acting as 

accomplices of a neoliberal peacebuilding industry, practitioners ought to engage with 

the emancipatory potential of the type of practice they gravitate towards, whether 

more inclined to harmonising or politicising. 

The new knowledge and critical insights constructed through this thesis follow Bourdieu 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) and Habermas’ (1972) assertions that research must 

avoid pretence to neutrality. From their perspective, the pursuit of emancipatory 

knowledge is deemed the most valuable contribution the researcher can make. The 

analysis of findings presented in this thesis posits that politicising orientations to 

peacebuilding are the most liberating. These perspectives are most inclined to challenge 

common sense funding and policy directions. They contain insights to build more 

collectivist and emancipatory approaches to peacebuilding with young people. Freeden 

(2013) would be quick to highlight that emancipation is a contested concept. In 

recognition of the contested notion of emancipatory knowledge, this thesis seeks to 

stimulate critical and reflexive dialogue within the youth sector informed by the dialectic 

of harmonising-politicising and dialogue-action propensities.  

The concept of habitus invites an analysis of peacebuilding that is intimately human. 

Youth work and peacebuilding are embodied social practices. A socio-political model of 

youth sector peacebuilding simultaneously seeks to combat anti-intellectual 

pragmatism and affirm the emotive and human side of a situated and complex practice. 

There is much to be gained from listening to and engaging with others whose 

sensibilities and dispositions generate social and professional practices that confront 

our own pre-dispositions. Indeed, it is through encountering the idiosyncrasies of the 
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other that illuminates our own peculiarities. This research suggests that such 

idiosyncrasies are individuated expressions of collective habituations. The ideas 

presented here offer a way of bringing to individual and collective consciousness aspects 

of practice that have “gone without saying”. It seeks to develop a critical, philosophical, 

and dialectical dialogue on distinctive orientations towards peacebuilding within the 

youth sector. 

Furthermore, the thesis seeks to advance engagement with notions of individual and 

collective interests so that agents not only criticise power structures but reflect on the 

complicitous ways in which we reproduce the prevailing social order. This reflexivity 

entails youth workers, researchers, funders, and policymakers apprehending their 

complicity in reproducing the accepted logic of practice within the subfield. 

Furthermore, it involves striving to recognise the limits we exist within and impose upon 

ourselves. 

The reflexive process is a generative venture that seeks to surface the subjugated and 

subvert the status quo. This thesis is a contribution to new knowledge that offers novel 

tools to frame a reflexive engagement on youth sector peacebuilding. It is an invitation 

to a theoretically infused and empirically grounded dialogue on the implications of four 

distinctive approaches to peacebuilding that co-exist within the youth sector. These 

implications extend beyond youth work, resonating with all those grappling with the 

nature of peacebuilding in contested societies.  
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managing and conducting research – including on sensitive topics.  

 
Please comment on the risks present in conducting the study and whether or not they 
have been addressed.  

Risks have been identified and addressed. 
 

 
Please indicate whether or not the ethical issues have been identified and addressed.
   

Ethical issues have been identified and precautions cited.   
 

 
Please comment on whether or not the subjects are appropriate to the study and the 
inclusion/exclusion criteria have been identified and listed 

 
The inclusion/exclusion criteria is justified and intended participants are appropriate to the 
study.  
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Appendix B: Research Information Sheet for prospective participants 

 
1. Study Title: 

Youth work perspectives on peacebuilding: 
An investigation into youth worker’s conceptualisations of peacebuilding in relation to 

their practice 
 
2. Invitation  
You are invited to take part in a research project being carried out as part of a PhD 
academic study. The remainder of this information sheet outlines what the study is, the 
procedures it entails, why you are being invited to take part, and what would be 
required of you. Please read this information sheet carefully before making your 
decision on whether you would like to participate or not. 
 
3. What is the purpose of the study? 
This study is being undertaken by a professional youth worker/researcher who intends 
to explore youth work practitioner perceptions of peacebuilding in relation to their 
practice. The purpose is to identify a range of viewpoints that exist on the topic and seek 
to explain these different viewpoints, generating new insights into the nature of 
peacebuilding in relation to youth work. 
 
4. Why have I been chosen? 
You have been chosen as a participant as you are a professionally qualified youth worker 
working within the Northern Ireland setting whose viewpoint is relevant to the topic. 
Two different groups of youth workers will be taking part (total number 40), with all 
participants being selected from within the youth work field. 
 
5. Do I have to take part? 
Participation is entirely voluntary. If you decide to participate, you will be given this 
information sheet to keep, and will be asked to sign a consent form.  You are free to 
withdraw your consent at any stage. After having taken part in the study, it would be 
useful as far as possible to notify the researcher within a 1-month period if you intend 
to retract your consent, in this case none of the data collected from you will be used. 
 
6. What do I have to do if I take part? 
This research uses a method called ‘Q methodology’. There are two steps to this 
method. The first step is a sorting task where you would read through a range of 
statements and arrange them on a grid showing the statements you agree most and 
least with. The second step is a focused interview based on how and why you have 
sorted the statements in a particular order. There is no ‘wrong’ way of sorting the 
statements, the research is seeking your point of view. The statements relate to 
peacebuilding and youth work. The whole process will take no more than 1 hour and 45 
minutes, the sorting of the statements takes around 40 minutes and the interview also 
around 40 minutes, allowing time either side to set up and clear up. Your participation 
is one-off and conducted on an individual basis between yourself and the researcher. 
The interview will be recorded and transcribed. All data is held confidentially, and your 
identity will be kept anonymous in the research. The final research report will be 
submitted as part of the university PhD requirements, and may be used to contribute 
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towards youth work theory and practice.  All information will be held in line with 
university policy and General Data Protection Regulations (2018) and destroyed at the 
end of the minimum retention period. 
 
7. Risks and side effects? 
There are no serious risks or side effects anticipated for any participants in the research. 
Participation is voluntary and anonymous, and confidentiality will always be maintained. 
Contact details for the professional research team overseeing the study are provided at 
the end of this information sheet for contact or clarification during your participation, if 
necessary. 
 
8.  Are there any possible benefits in taking part? 
The possible benefits of taking part in this study are that your views will be central to 
this innovative study using Q methodology to investigate peacebuilding in relation to 
youth work. The process may also be a useful activity as part of your own critical 
reflective practice. 
 
9. What happens when the study ends? 
Your participation in the study will involve a one-off contact.  The results of the study 
will be used for an academic study (PhD) and written up in report form for Ulster 
University in line with academic requirements. The results may also be used by the 
researcher in other academic media such as journal articles. 
 
10. What if something goes wrong? 
It is highly unlikely that anything will ‘go wrong’ in relation to your involvement in the 
research.  You will be asked questions that relate to your area of work, and this will 
involve expressing personal and professional opinions.  You will be able to withdraw 
your participation at any stage without any reason being given. After taking part in the 
research you may retract your consent and none of your data will be used in the 
research; it is preferable that this would be done not later than a 1-month period after 
taking part. You will be provided with contact details to follow up on any aspects of the 
participation process that you feel uncomfortable with. University guidelines are in 
place and any complaints will be taken seriously and passed on to key individuals and 
groups involved in the research. Ulster University has approved this study through the 
relevant research ethics committee.  
 
11. Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 
All names of individuals and organisations will be anonymized in any published materials 
so you cannot be identified, and your personal views will not be identifiable. All data 
collected will be treated confidentially and handled in line with University Regulations 
that incorporate legislation from the 2018 General Data Protection Regulations. 
 
12. What will happen to the results of the study? 
The results of the study will be published as part of a PhD academic study in keeping 
with Ulster University requirements.  Part of the study may be used for journal articles.  
 
13. Who is organising and funding the research?   
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This study is being funded by European Union Peace IV through the YouthPact project. 
YouthPact is a partnership consortium, contracted by the following funders: Special 
European Union Programmes Body (SEUPB); Department for the Economy; and 
Department for Children and Youth Affairs (RoI), to act as ‘The Quality and Impact Body’ 
for Peace4Youth projects. The research includes youth work practitioners both affiliated 
and not affiliated with YouthPact. 
 
14. Who has reviewed this study? 
The research project has been approved by Ulster University ethics filter committee.  
University supervisors also have also reviewed the project.   
 
16. Contact details 
Named researcher – Andy Hamilton, Ulster University, Jordanstown (hamilton-
a7@ulster.ac.uk) 
Chief Investigator – Prof. Kristian Lasslett, Ulster University, Jordanstown  
Academic Supervisor – Eliz McArdle, Ulster University, Jordanstown  
Academic Supervisor – Dr Mark Hammond, Ulster University, Jordanstown  
 

Position Name Email Phone no. 
Named researcher, 
Ulster University 

Andy Hamilton hamilton-a7@ulster.ac.uk 
 

 

Chief Investigator, 
Ulster University 

Prof. Kristian 
Lasslett 

kak.lasslett@ulster.ac.uk 
 

02890366248 

Academic 
Supervisor, Ulster 
University 

Eliz McArdle e.mcardle@ulster.ac.uk 
 

02890366858 

Academic 
Supervisor, Ulster 
University 

Dr. Mark 
Hammond 

m.hammond@ulster.ac.uk 
 

02890368153 
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Appendix C: Glossary of Q terms 

Q Methodology 
Term Meaning Application to the current 

study 
Concourse The ‘universe’ of ideas, thoughts, 

opinions that may be articulated 
regarding the topic under 
investigation.  
 

170 statements were 
developed based on a review 
of literature. 

Q-set The final set of statements (drawn 
from the concourse) that research 
participants engage with and sort. 
 

A 48 item Q-set made up of 
written statements was 
used. 

P-set The participants who take part in the 
research.  

43 participants took part in 
the study. The researcher 
also completed the Q sorting 
task taking the total to 44. 

Q Sorting grid The forced-choice grid used by 
participants to sort the statements.  

Participants sorted the 
statements from most agree 
to least agree in response to 
the prompt question “What 
should be the main focus of 
peacebuilding with young 
people in Northern Ireland 
today?” 

Q-sort The completed arrangement of 
statements resulting from how a 
participant sorted them.  
 

In this study, there are 44 
completed Q-sorts, one from 
each participant. 

Q Factor 
Analysis 

A data reduction statistical technique 
that involves analysing the completed 
Q-sorts and grouping them into 
shared perspectives based on how 
similarly/dissimilarly the statements 
have been arranged by each person. 

PQMethod software was 
used in this study to conduct 
Q factor analysis. 

PQMethod A statistical software package 
designed specifically to run Q factor 
analysis inputted data. 

Schmolck (2014) was the 
version used for this study. 

Factor A cluster of Q sorts that are identified 
in the data as sharing a similar 
arrangement of statements. 

Four factors were extracted 
and rotated in this study. 
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Essentially, a factor represents a 
shared viewpoint. 

Factor 
Rotation 

The process of realigning the factors 
in relation to the Q-sorts to make 
them more interpretable. 

All factors were rotated 
using the automated 
varimax procedure with two 
additional by-hand rotations. 

Factor 
solution 

The output of factor analysis where 
the researcher determines how many 
factors should be created from the 
data and how the factors should be 
rotated. 

A 4-factor solution was 
derived using Principal 
Component Analysis. 

Factor Array  An ‘exemplifying’ Q-sort representing 
all the participants who sorted their 
statements in a statistically similar 
way. Factor arrays are based on a 
weighted average of all the Q sorts 
aligned with a factor.  

There are 4 factor arrays in 
this study, enabling the 
interpretation of 4 
distinctive viewpoints on the 
topic evident within the 
data. 

Factor 
Interpretation 

The process the researcher engages in 
to make sense of the factor arrays and 
develop theories and insights that 
best explain the viewpoints that 
emerge in the form of factor arrays. 
 

Abductive and inductive 
logic were used, drawing on 
the factor arrays, participant 
demographics, and analysis 
of interview data using N: 
Vivo software. 

R 
methodology 

A generic term for approaches to factor analysis that employ 
Spearman’s traditional technique. This is the approach to factor 
analysis that Stephenson transformed to create Q methodology. 
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Appendix D: Concourse to final Q set: The process 

Date  Action Result 
11/02/19 170 statements were compiled representative of 

the concourse. Based on a narrative literature 
review encompassing over 60 sources. Identified 
16 broad themes and organised the statements 
under these headings. 

A concourse of statements 
ready to be distilled/added 
to through workshops with 
practitioners/academics. 

12/02/19 First statement workshop was conducted with an 
experienced practitioner. Three hours spent going 
through statements and noting feedback on 
duplication, themes, and missing concepts. 

Statements distilled down to 
87 (mainly based on 
duplication) under 15 
headings. 

04/03/19 Second statement workshop was conducted with 
two experienced practitioner-researchers. Four 
hours spent going through statements and noting 
feedback on similar ideas that could be condensed 
into 1 statement, duplication, missing statements 
and strong statements. 

Draft 3 of the Q statements 
document detailing 
suggested edits. Further 
work led to the creation of 
draft 4 containing 62 
statements under 14 
headings 

19/03/19 Presented draft 4 of the statements to supervisors 
ahead of a statement workshop with them. 

Two supervisors worked 
together on the statements 
before providing feedback.  

22/03/19 Third statement workshop with experienced youth 
work manager and peacebuilding advocate. Spent 
1-hour discussing key concepts and ideas captured 
in the statements and the salience of different 
themes 

Following feedback, draft 5 
of the statements was 
compiled detailing changes. 
16 statements were deleted, 
and 46 were kept (some 
reworded, some 
amalgamated). 14 themes 
remained. 

25/03/19 Fourth statement workshop with supervisors. 
Changes suggested by them on draft 4 were 
compared with the recent changes made to draft 
5. Many of these changes aligned along with some 
new changes suggested on duplication. It was 
suggested that pacifist resistance and gender 
perspectives were salient themes missing from 
drafts 4 and 5. It was suggested to make new 
themes that would allow a similar number of 
statements under each heading. 

Draft 6 of the Q statements 
was compiled with 10 
themes and 4 or 5 
statements under each 
heading resulting in 46 
statements under 10 
headings. 

April 
2019 

Pilot study held with 4 experienced practitioners, 
trainers, and managers of youth sector 
peacebuilding. Welcoming newcomers was 
highlighted as a missing statement. 

Further refinement of 
statements resulting in final 
48 statement Q set. 
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Appendix E: Cross-reference between statements and literature 

[CD] Critical Dialogue 

[26] Creating safe spaces for dialogue where young people can voice disagreements regarding other people’s ideas about religion and politics  
(Hammond, 2007/08; Gready and Robins, 2014; Hughes and Loader, 2015; Chapman et al., 2017)  
 
[14] Identifying with young people a link between sectarianism and other forms of prejudice and discrimination e.g. racism; sexism; homophobia 
etc. 
(Knox, 2011; Ashe, 2012; Stevenson and Sagherian-Dickey, 2018) 
 
[38] Developing young people’s self-awareness and recognition of oppression and injustice faced by others, and themselves 
(Smith, 2003; Stuart, 2004; Ashe, 2012; Reilly and Niens, 2014; Joyce and Lynch, 2017; Lohmeyer, 2018) 
 
[42] Emphasising the historical and contemporary role of women in peacebuilding  
(Pierson, 2018; UNSCR 1325, 2000)  
 
[30] Challenging young people’s traditional community biases e.g. not voting along unionist/nationalist lines; going to a school or living in an area 
where they are a minority  
(Smith, 2003; Stevenson and Sagherian-Dickey, 2018; Gallagher, 2004; Hamber and Kelly, 2005) 
 
[1] Encouraging young people to recognise and tolerate the existence of Unionist/Loyalist and/or Nationalist/Republican views they fundamentally 
disagree with 
(Govier, 2009) 
 [SI] Social Inclusion  

[4] Addressing the needs of young people most alienated from their communities 
(Felice, 2008; Beirne and Knox, 2014; Harland and Mccready, 2014; Lohmeyer, 2018) 
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[13] Welcoming newcomers into Northern Ireland  
(YMCA, 2019) 
 
[28] Ensuring young people from minority groups have fair access to services 
(Knox, 2011) 
 
[34] Challenging gender-based violence and discrimination experienced primarily by women and LGBT+ individuals and groups 
(Reilly et al., 2004; Pierson, 2018; UNSCR 1325, 2000; UNSCR 2250, 2015) 
 
[35] Addressing trans-generational trauma and poor mental health affecting young people 
(Haydon and Scraton, 2008; Harland and Mccready, 2014; O'Neill, 2015) 
 
[43] Promoting educational attainment and aspirations in working class communities 
(Reilly, Muldoon and Byrne, 2004; Felice, 2008) 

[21] Creating opportunities for young people to contribute through helping other people in their community and encouraging volunteering 
(Taylor et al., 2018b) 
[IE] Identity and Expression 

[45] Supporting young people to step beyond notions of single identity and embrace multiple identities 
(Jones, 2004; Reysen and Katzarska-Miller, 2017; Pierson, 2018) 
 
[27] Promoting ‘Northern Irish’ as an inclusive identity for all living here 
(Reysen and Katzarska-Miller, 2017) 
 
[22] Single identity work with young people within their own communities where they can critically reflect on their own identity and community 
background within the safety of a group who share similar values and beliefs  
(Jones, 2004; Hammond, 2007/08) 
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[15] Promoting the rights of young people to express their cultural identities e.g. through Irish-medium youth work; participation in marching 
bands, bonfire building, etc. 
(Hughes and Loader, 2015) 
 
[17] Promoting the use of and appreciation for the Irish language 
(McKeown and Taylor, 2017)  
 
[40] Encouraging young people to open up their cultural traditions to ‘outsiders’ and to embrace cultural traditions of others 
(Hamber and Kelly, 2005; Govier, 2009) 
 
[19] Challenging notions of masculinity that place an emphasis on violence 
(Reilly et al., 2004; Ashe, 2012) 

[PL] Political Literacy 

[37] Supporting young people to engage in politics and creating platforms for young people’s voices to be heard by political institutions 
(Gallagher, 2004; James, 2010; Gready and Robins, 2014; Mckamey, 2017)  
 

[46] Investing in the leadership capacity of young people equipping them to be community leaders who can articulate and act for the needs of their 
community 
(O’Brien, 2007) 
 
[7] Creating a human rights culture where young people know and stand up for their rights and the rights of others 
(Smith, 2003; Niens et al., 2006; Borg and Regan, 2010; Barton, 2015; Reysen and Katzarska-Miller, 2017) 
 
[33] Promoting a sense of global citizenship where young people recognise they belong to a global community and have rights and responsibilities 
that reflect this reality 
(Reysen and Katzarska-Miller, 2017) 
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[41] Fostering empathy and understanding with those who hold different political beliefs and cultural traditions  
 (Taylor et al., 2018b)  
 [PA] Political Activism 

[5] Encouraging young people to be activists and campaign for societal change 
(Gready and Robins, 2014) 
 
[6] Supporting young people to challenge the power structures in their community and society  
(Stuart, 2004; Lohmeyer, 2018)  
 
[25] Supporting young people to hold political and institutional representatives to account (e.g. politicians; police) 
(Henderson, 2006) 
 
[23] Intentionally organising non-violent resistance to force, coercion or government policy e.g. through protests, demonstrations, boycotts, etc. 
(Chenoweth and Cunningham, 2013) 
 
[10] Cultivating a pacifist culture underpinned by a moral commitment to non-violence 
(Moffat, 2004; Stuart, 2004; Joyce and Lynch, 2017)  
[R] Reconciliation 

[47] Enabling bonds of trust to be formed in place of hostility 
(Stanton, 2018) 
 
[31] Creating environments where friendships flourish across lines of division 
(Llewellyn and Philpott, 2014) 
 
[8)] Encouraging young people to take responsibility and make amends when they cause harm to others 
(Lohmeyer, 2017) 
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[39] Encouraging young people to embrace restorative rather than retributive ideas of justice 
(Govier, 2009) 
 
[29] Encouraging young people to embrace conflict as an opportunity for change 
(Little, 2011; Little and Maddison, 2017) 
 
[2] Encouraging young people to see the value of forgiveness in helping them and others move forward 
(McGlynn, 2004; Llewellyn and Philpott, 2014) 
 
[3] Focusing on commonalities 
(Reilly and Niens, 2014; Hughes and Loader, 2015; Micinski, 2016; Little and Maddison, 2017) 
[SS] Safety & Stability 

[12] Promoting trust in policing to deliver justice  
(Byrne et al., 2016; Dudai, 2018) 
 
[16] Diverting young people from radicalisation 
(Byrne et al., 2016; Mckamey, 2017; Lohmeyer, 2018; UNSCR 2250, 2015)  
 
[24] Working with young people to expand their mobility and sense of safety within and beyond their immediate community 
(Harland, 2011) 
 
[9] Offering diversionary activities for young people during particularly contentious periods e.g. marching season 
(Harland, 2011) 
 
[20] Create neutral spaces where young people from all backgrounds feel safe and accepted 
(Mcevoy-Levy, 2012) 
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[36] Working non-violently to prevent paramilitary style attacks on young people 
(Haydon and Scraton, 2008; Lohmeyer, 2017) 
[AP] Addressing the past 

[48] The pursuit of truth-telling and victims rights to see those responsible for acts of violence, oppression and injustice held to account 
(Smyth, 2003; Lundy and McGovern, 2006) 
 
[44] Promoting the view that social cohesion between Loyalists/Unionists and Republicans/Nationalists is sustainable 
(Stevenson and Sagherian-Dickey, 2018) 
 
[32] Exploring with young people social and political events of the past that fuelled violence  
(Hamber and Kelly, 2005; Hughes and Loader, 2015) 
[18] Acknowledging with young people the atrocities inflicted by Republican and Loyalist paramilitaries and state forces during the troubles 
(Hamber and Kelly, 2005; Hughes and Loader, 2015) 
 
[11] Creating opportunities for young people to meet with ex-combatants to better understand the Troubles and the peace process 
(Dudai, 2018) 
Total no. of statements: 48 
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Updated cross-referenced themes January 2020 

Themes January 2020  Statements  No. of 
statements 

Reconciliation  2, 10, 18, 26, 29, 32, 40, 41, 44  Nine 

Relationships and Trust Building  1, 3, 11, 12, 20, 22, 24, 31, 47  Nine 

Human Rights    4, 6, 7, 14, 15, 17, 23, 25, 34, 42  Ten 

Justice  8, 9, 16, 19, 28, 36, 38, 39, 43  Nine 

Citizenship   5, 13, 21, 27, 30, 33, 37, 45, 46  Nine 

Transgenerational trauma and mental health   35  One 
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Appendix F: 48 statement Q set 

[1] Encouraging young people to recognise and tolerate the existence of Unionist/Loyalist and/or Nationalist/Republican views they fundamentally 
disagree with 
[2] Encouraging young people to see the value of forgiveness in helping them and others move forward 
[3] Focusing on commonalities 
[4] Addressing the needs of young people most alienated from their communities 
[5] Encouraging young people to be activists and campaign for societal change 
[6] Supporting young people to challenge the power structures in their community and society  
[7] Creating a human rights culture where young people know and stand up for their rights and the rights of others 
[8] Encouraging young people to take responsibility and make amends when they cause harm to others 
[9] Offering diversionary activities for young people during particularly contentious periods e.g. marching season 
[10] Cultivating a pacifist culture underpinned by a moral commitment to non-violence 
[11] Creating opportunities for young people to meet with ex-combatants to better understand the Troubles and the peace process 
[12] Promoting trust in policing to deliver justice 
[13] Welcoming newcomers into Northern Ireland  
[14] Identifying with young people a link between sectarianism and other forms of prejudice and discrimination e.g. racism; sexism; homophobia etc. 
[15] Promoting the rights of young people to express their cultural identities e.g. through Irish-medium youth work; participation in marching bands, 
bonfire building, etc. 
[16] Diverting young people from radicalisation 
[17] Promoting the use of and appreciation for the Irish language 
[18] Acknowledging with young people the atrocities inflicted by Republican and Loyalist paramilitaries and state forces during the troubles 
[19] Challenging notions of masculinity that place an emphasis on violence 
[20] Create neutral spaces where young people from all backgrounds feel safe and accepted 
[21] Creating opportunities for young people to contribute through helping other people in their community and encouraging volunteering 
[22] Single identity work with young people within their own communities where they can critically reflect on their own identity and community 
background within the safety of a group who share similar values and beliefs  
[23] Intentionally organising non-violent resistance to force, coercion or government policy e.g. through protests, demonstrations, boycotts, etc. 
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[24] Working with young people to expand their mobility and sense of safety within and beyond their immediate community 
[25] Supporting young people to hold political and institutional representatives to account (e.g. politicians; police) 
[26] Creating safe spaces for dialogue where young people can voice disagreements regarding other people’s ideas about religion and politics 
[27] Promoting ‘Northern Irish’ as an inclusive identity for all living here 
[28] Ensuring young people from minority groups have fair access to services  
[29] Encouraging young people to embrace conflict as an opportunity for change 
[30] Challenging young people’s traditional community biases e.g. not voting along unionist/nationalist lines; going to a school or living in an area 
where they are a minority 
[31] Creating environments where friendships flourish across lines of division 
[32] Exploring with young people social and political events of the past that fuelled violence 
[33] Promoting a sense of global citizenship where young people recognise they belong to a global community and have rights and responsibilities 
that reflect this reality 
[34] Challenging gender-based violence and discrimination experienced primarily by women and LGBT+ individuals and groups 
[35] Addressing trans-generational trauma and poor mental health affecting young people 
[36] Working non-violently to prevent paramilitary style attacks on young people 
[37] Supporting young people to engage in politics and creating platforms for young people’s voices to be heard by political institutions 
[38] Developing young people’s self-awareness and recognition of oppression and injustice faced by others, and themselves 
[39] Encouraging young people to embrace restorative rather than retributive ideas of justice 
[40] Encouraging young people to open up their cultural traditions to ‘outsiders’ and to embrace cultural traditions of others 
[41] Fostering empathy and understanding with those who hold different political beliefs and cultural traditions 
[42] Emphasising the historical and contemporary role of women in peacebuilding 
[43] Promoting educational attainment and aspirations in working class communities 
[44] Promoting the view that social cohesion between Loyalists/Unionists and Republicans/Nationalists is sustainable 
[45] Supporting young people to step beyond notions of single identity and embrace multiple identities 
[46] Investing in the leadership capacity of young people equipping them to be community leaders who can articulate and act for the needs of their 
community 
[47] Enabling bonds of trust to be formed in place of hostility 
[48] The pursuit of truth-telling and victims rights to see those responsible for acts of violence, oppression and injustice held to account 
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Appendix G: Flagging of Q sorts with factors in PQMethod 
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Appendix H: Semi-structured interview questions 

Take 6/7 minutes and talk me through your completed grid. Perhaps start at the 

extremes and work in or how you would like to do it 

 

What values or beliefs did you feel coming to the fore as you worked through the task? 

 

Were there any statements you found particularly difficult to sort? 

 

Looking at the most important two statements, tell me more about these. If you did this 

task 5 years ago, would they be the same? Again, in 5 years’ time, would they be the 

same. 

 

If you were to draw a line on your grid and everything to the left of that line was not 

relevant at all to peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, where would you draw it, if 

anywhere? 

 

Were there any ideas missing in the statements that are important to you? 

 

Do you see yourself more as a youth worker or peacebuilder? 

 

To what extent do youth work and peacebuilding coincide? 

 

Anything else you’d like to add? 
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Appendix I: 4 Exemplifying Q sorts 

The colours are cross-referenced to eight themes within the literature (see Appendix E). These themes were subsequently condensed to 
six thematic areas discussed in chapter 4. The grids depict the distribution of key ideas by colour. 
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Appendix J: Crib Sheet for 4 study factor arrays (ideational structures) 

Note on Z scores : 

Any Z scores indicate distinguishing Statements for Factor 1 at P < .05; those with an 

asterisk (*) indicates Significance at P < .01  

These Z scores show that the factor has ranked the statement in a statistically different 

way from the other study factors, i.e. higher or lower or in-between all the other three 

factors at the 5% or 1% level. 

Crib Sheet – Factor Array 1:  Critical Thinking and Dialogue 

 

Statements Ranked at +5  

Q sort 
rank  

Significant     
Z score  

Comments  

26 Creating safe spaces for dialogue where young people can voice 
disagreements regarding other people’s ideas about religion and 
politics 

+5 N/a   

38 Developing young people’s self-awareness and recognition of 
oppression and injustice faced by others, and themselves 

+5 1.82*  

  

Items Ranked Higher in Factor 1 Array than in Other Factor Arrays   

Q sort 
rank  

Significant     
Z score  

Comments  

1 Encouraging young people to recognise and tolerate the existence 
of Unionist/Loyalist and/or Nationalist/Republican views they 
fundamentally disagree with 

-1 N/a  

14 Identifying with young people a link between sectarianism and 
other forms of prejudice and discrimination e.g. racism; sexism; 
homophobia etc. 

+4 1.44*  

29 Encouraging young people to embrace conflict as an opportunity 
for change 

+1 N/a  

32 Exploring with young people social and political events of the past 
that fuelled violence 

+2 0.59*  

41 Fostering empathy and understanding with those who hold 
different political beliefs and cultural traditions 

+3 1.59*  

42 Emphasising the historical and contemporary role of women in 
peacebuilding 

0 0.13*  

45 Supporting young people to step beyond notions of single 
identity and embrace multiple identities 

+3 N/a  

47 Enabling bonds of trust to be formed in place of hostility +2 N/a  
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Items Ranked Lower in Factor 1 Array than in Other Factor Arrays    

Q sort 
rank  

Significant     
Z score  

Comments  

3 Focusing on commonalities -4 N/a  

9 Offering diversionary activities for young people during particularly 
contentious periods e.g. marching season  

-4 N/a  

10 Cultivating a pacifist culture underpinned by a moral commitment 
to non-violence 

-2 -0.85  

16 Diverting young people from radicalisation -2 N/a  

20 Create neutral spaces where young people from all backgrounds 
feel safe and accepted 

-3 -1.03*  

21 Creating opportunities for young people to contribute through 
helping other people in their community and encouraging 
volunteering  

+1 0.24  

28 Ensuring young people from minority groups have fair access to 
services 

0 N/a  

43 Promoting educational attainment and aspirations in working 
class communities 

-1 -0.22  

 

Items Ranked at -5  

Q sort 
rank  

Significant     
Z score  

Comments  

27 Promoting ‘Northern Irish’ as an inclusive identity for all living 
here 

-5 N/a  

48 The pursuit of truth-telling and victim’s rights to see those 
responsible for acts of violence, oppression and injustice held to 
account 

-5 N/a  

 

Additionally significant statements  

Q sort 
rank  

Significant     
Z score  

Comments  

2 Encouraging young people to see the value of forgiveness in 
helping them and others move forward 

-1 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F4 

4 Addressing the needs of young people most alienated from their 
communities 

+1 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F4 

5 Encouraging young people to be activists and campaign for societal 
change 

+1 0.28 Second 
highest 

6 Supporting young people to challenge the power structures in their 
community and society 

+1 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F2 

8 Encouraging young people to take responsibility and make amends 
when they cause harm to others  

0 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F4 
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12 Promoting trust in policing to deliver justice -3 N/a 2nd lowest 

13 Welcoming newcomers into Northern Ireland  0 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F2 

33 Promoting a sense of global citizenship where young people 
recognise they belong to a global community and have rights and 
responsibilities that reflect this reality 

+3 1.25 Second 
highest 

34 Challenging gender-based violence and discrimination 
experienced primarily by women and LGBT+ individuals and groups 

0 N/a Middle 

37 Supporting young people to engage in politics and creating 
platforms for young people’s voices to be heard by political 
institutions 

+3 N/a 2nd highest 

39 Encouraging young people to embrace restorative rather than 
retributive ideas of justice  

+1 0.36 2nd highest 

46 Investing in the leadership capacity of young people equipping 
them to be community leaders who can articulate and act for the 
needs of their community 

+4 N/a Joint 
highest 
with F2 

 

Crib Sheet – Factor Array 2: Fostering Mutual Understanding 

 

Items Ranked at +5  

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

20 Create neutral spaces where young people from all backgrounds 
feel safe and accepted  

+5  1.93*   

31 Creating environments where friendships flourish across lines of 
division  

+5  2.13*   

  

Items Ranked Higher in Factor 2 Array than in Other Factor Arrays   

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

3 Focusing on commonalities  +2 0.93*  

15 Promoting the rights of young people to express their cultural 
identities e.g. through Irish-medium youth work; participation in 
marching bands, bonfire building, etc.  

0 N/a  

22 Single identity work with young people within their own 
communities where they can critically reflect on their own identity 
and community background within the safety of a group who share 
similar values and beliefs  

+3 1.16*  

24 Working with young people to expand their mobility and sense of 
safety within and beyond their immediate community  

+3 N/a  

27 Promoting ‘Northern Irish’ as an inclusive identity for all living 
here  

0 0.02*  
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Items Ranked Lower in Factor 2 Array than in Other Factor Arrays   

  

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

5 Encouraging young people to be activists and campaign for societal 
change  

-2 -1.00*  

29 Encouraging young people to embrace conflict as an opportunity 
for change  

-3 -1.04*  

30 Challenging young people’s traditional community biases e.g. not 
voting along unionist/nationalist lines; going to a school or living in 
an area where they are a minority  

-2 -0.82  

39 Encouraging young people to embrace restorative rather than 
retributive ideas of justice  

-2 N/a  

42 Emphasising the historical and contemporary role of women in 
peacebuilding  

-4 N/a  

45 Supporting young people to step beyond notions of single identity 
and embrace multiple identities  

0 -0.11*  

Items Ranked at -5  Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

17 Promoting the use of and appreciation for the Irish language  -5  N/a   Joint lowest 
with F3 

23 Intentionally organising non-violent resistance to force, coercion 
or government policy e.g. through protests, demonstrations, 
boycotts, etc.  

-5  N/a    

Additionally significant statements  Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

2 Encouraging young people to see the value of forgiveness in 
helping them and others move forward   

+1 0.53*  2nd highest 

6 Supporting young people to challenge the power structures in their 
community and society  

+1 N/a Joint lowest 
with F1 

7 Creating a human rights culture where young people know and 
stand up for their rights and the rights of others  

+1 N/a Joint lowest 
with F3 

8 Encouraging young people to take responsibility and make amends 
when they cause harm to others  

+2 0.73*  2nd highest 

13 Welcoming newcomers into Northern Ireland   0 N/a  Joint lowest 
with F1 

14 Identifying with young people a link between sectarianism and 
other forms of prejudice and discrimination e.g. racism; sexism; 
homophobia etc.  

+2 0.58 2nd highest 

18 Acknowledging with young people the atrocities inflicted by 
Republican and Loyalist paramilitaries and state forces during the 
troubles  

-4 N/a Joint lowest 
with F3 
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21 Creating opportunities for young people to contribute through 
helping other people in their community and encouraging 
volunteering  

+3 N/a 2nd highest 

26 Creating safe spaces for dialogue where young people can voice 
disagreements regarding other people’s ideas about religion and 
politics  

+4 N/a  2nd highest 

33 Promoting a sense of global citizenship where young people 
recognise they belong to a global community and have rights and 
responsibilities that reflect this reality  

0 N/a Joint lowest 
with F3 

34 Challenging gender-based violence and discrimination 
experienced primarily by women and LGBT+ individuals and groups  

+1 N/a Joint 
highest with 
F4 

35 Addressing trans-generational trauma and poor mental health 
affecting young people 

+4 N/a  Joint 
highest with 
F3 

36 Working non-violently to prevent paramilitary style attacks on 
young people  

-1 -0.48 Middle 

38 Developing young people’s self-awareness and recognition of 
oppression and injustice faced by others, and themselves 

0 N/a  Joint lowest 
with F3 

43 Promoting educational attainment and aspirations in working 
class communities  

+3 1.03  2nd highest 

46 Investing in the leadership capacity of young people equipping 
them to be community leaders who can articulate and act for the 
needs of their community  

+4 N/a  Joint 
highest with 
F1 

 

Crib Sheet – Factor Array 3   

 

Items Ranked at +5  

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

2 Encouraging young people to see the value of forgiveness in 
helping them and others move forward   

+5  2.08*   

8 Encouraging young people to take responsibility and make amends 
when they cause harm to others  

+5  1.72*   

  

Items Ranked Higher in Factor 3 Array than in Other Factor Arrays   

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

4 Addressing the needs of young people most alienated from their 
communities  

+3 N/a  

12 Promoting trust in policing to deliver justice  +1 0.48*  

13 Welcoming newcomers into Northern Ireland   +3 N/a  

16 Diverting young people from radicalisation  +4 1.04*  
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19 Challenging notions of masculinity that place an emphasis on 
violence  

0 N/a  

36 Working non-violently to prevent paramilitary style attacks on 
young people  

+4 1.39*  

39 Encouraging young people to embrace restorative rather than 
retributive ideas of justice  

+3 0.95  

44 Promoting the view that social cohesion between 
Loyalists/Unionists and Republicans/Nationalists is sustainable  

0 N/a  

Items Ranked Lower in Factor 3 Array than in Other Factor Arrays   

  

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

14 Identifying with young people a link between sectarianism and 
other forms of prejudice and discrimination e.g. racism; sexism; 
homophobia etc.  

-1 N/a  

15 Promoting the rights of young people to express their cultural 
identities e.g. through Irish-medium youth work; participation in 
marching bands, bonfire building, etc.  

-3 -1.20*  

25 Supporting young people to hold political and institutional 
representatives to account (e.g. politicians, police)  

-2 N/a  

31 Creating environments where friendships flourish across lines of 
division  

-1 -0.22*  

34 Challenging gender-based violence and discrimination 
experienced primarily by women and LGBT+ individuals and groups  

-1 N/a  

37 Supporting young people to engage in politics and creating 
platforms for young people’s voices to be heard by political 
institutions  

-1 N/a  

Items Ranked at -5  Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

17 Promoting the use of and appreciation for the Irish language  -5  N/a   Joint lowest 
with F2  

32 Exploring with young people social and political events of the past 
that fuelled violence  

-5  -2.34*    

Additionally significant statements  Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

5 Encouraging young people to be activists and campaign for societal 
change  

-1 -0.30 2nd lowest 

7 Creating a human rights culture where young people know and 
stand up for their rights and the rights of others  

+1 N/a Joint lowest 
with F2 

9 Offering diversionary activities for young people during particularly 
contentious periods e.g. marching season  

-2 N/a Joint 
highest with 
F4 
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10 Cultivating a pacifist culture underpinned by a moral commitment 
to non-violence  

0 N/a Joint 
highest with 
F4 

18 Acknowledging with young people the atrocities inflicted by 
Republican and Loyalist paramilitaries and state forces during the 
troubles 

-4 N/a  Joint lowest 
with F2 

20 Create neutral spaces where young people from all backgrounds 
feel safe and accepted  

0 -0.04  2nd lowest 

22 Single identity work with young people within their own 
communities where they can critically reflect on their own identity 
and community background within the safety of a group who share 
similar values and beliefs  

-3 N/a  2nd lowest 

23 Intentionally organising non-violent resistance to force, coercion 
or government policy e.g. through protests, demonstrations, 
boycotts, etc.  

-2 N/a Second 
highest 

26 Creating safe spaces for dialogue where young people can voice 
disagreements regarding other people’s ideas about religion and 
politics  

0 N/a Joint lowest 
with F4 

28 Ensuring young people from minority groups have fair access to 
services  

+3 N/a Second 
highest 

33 Promoting a sense of global citizenship where young people 
recognise they belong to a global community and have rights and 
responsibilities that reflect this reality  

0 N/a  Joint lowest 
with F2   

35 Addressing trans-generational trauma and poor mental health 
affecting young people  

+4 N/a  Joint 
highest with 
F2 

38 Developing young people’s self-awareness and recognition of 
oppression and injustice faced by others, and themselves  

0 N/a  Joint lowest 
with F2 

43 Promoting educational attainment and aspirations in working 
class communities  

+1 0.45  2nd lowest 

46 Investing in the leadership capacity of young people equipping 
them to be community leaders who can articulate and act for the 
needs of their community  

+1 N/a Joint lowest 
with F4 

 

 

Crib Sheet – Factor Array 4  

 

Items Ranked at +5  

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

6 Supporting young people to challenge the power structures in their 
community and society  

+5  2.24*   
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43 Promoting educational attainment and aspirations in working 
class communities  

+5  1.79*   

  

Items Ranked Higher in Factor 4 Array than in Other Factor Arrays   

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

5 Encouraging young people to be activists and campaign for societal 
change  

+2 1.05*  

7 Creating a human rights culture where young people know and 
stand up for their rights and the rights of others  

+3 N/a  

23 Intentionally organising non-violent resistance to force, coercion 
or government policy e.g. through protests, demonstrations, 
boycotts, etc.  

-1 -0.31  

25 Supporting young people to hold political and institutional 
representatives to account (e.g. politicians, police)  

+3 1.13*  

28 Ensuring young people from minority groups have fair access to 
services  

+4 N/a  

30 Challenging young people’s traditional community biases e.g. not 
voting along unionist/nationalist lines; going to a school or living in 
an area where they are a minority  

+1 N/a  

33 Promoting a sense of global citizenship where young 
people recognise they belong to a global community and have rights 
and responsibilities that reflect this reality  

+4 1.79  

37 Supporting young people to engage in politics and creating 
platforms for young people’s voices to be heard by political 
institutions  

+4 N/a  

Items Ranked Lower in Factor 4 Array than in Other Factor Arrays   

  

Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

12 Promoting trust in policing to deliver justice  -4 -1.79  

22 Single identity work with young people within their own 
communities where they can critically reflect on their own identity 
and community background within the safety of a group who share 
similar values and beliefs  

-4 N/a  

24 Working with young people to expand their mobility and sense of 
safety within and beyond their immediate community  

0 -0.04*  

35 Addressing trans-generational trauma and poor mental health 
affecting young people  

+1 N/a  

36 Working non-violently to prevent paramilitary style attacks on 
young people  

-3 N/a   

41 Fostering empathy and understanding with those who hold 
different political beliefs and cultural traditions  

+1 N/a  

44 Promoting the view that social cohesion between 
Loyalists/Unionists and Republicans/Nationalists is sustainable  

-3 N/a  
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47 Enabling bonds of trust to be formed in place of hostility  -1 -0.35  

Items Ranked at -5  Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

11 Creating opportunities for young people to meet with ex-
combatants to better understand the Troubles and the peace 
process  

-5  -1.90*    

27 Promoting ‘Northern Irish’ as an inclusive identity for all living 
here  

-5   N/a  Joint with 
F1 

Additionally significant statements  Q sort 
rank  

Z score  Comments  

2 Encouraging young people to see the value of forgiveness in 
helping them and others move forward 

-1 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F1 

4 Addressing the needs of young people most alienated from their 
communities  

+1 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F1 

7 Creating a human rights culture where young people know and 
stand up for their rights and the rights of others  

+3 N/a  Joint 
highest 
with F1 

8 Encouraging young people to take responsibility and make amends 
when they cause harm to others  

0 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F1 

9 Offering diversionary activities for young people during particularly 
contentious periods e.g. marching season  

-2 N/a Joint 
highest 
with F3 

10 Cultivating a pacifist culture underpinned by a moral commitment 
to non-violence  

0 N/a Joint 
highest 
with F3 

14 Identifying with young people a link between sectarianism and 
other forms of prejudice and discrimination e.g. racism; sexism; 
homophobia etc.  

0 N/a Second 
lowest 

16 Diverting young people from radicalisation  0 -0.19 Middle 

18 Acknowledging with young people the atrocities inflicted by 
Republican and Loyalist paramilitaries and state forces during the 
troubles  

-2 N/a Joint 
highest 
with F1 

20 Create neutral spaces where young people from all backgrounds 
feel safe and accepted  

+2 0.70*  2nd highest 

21 Creating opportunities for young people to contribute through 
helping other people in their community and encouraging 
volunteering  

+3 N/a Joint 
highest 
with F2 
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26 Creating safe spaces for dialogue where young people can voice 
disagreements regarding other people’s ideas about religion and 
politics 

0 N/a  Joint 
lowest 
with F3 

38 Developing young people’s self-awareness and recognition of 
oppression and injustice faced by others, and themselves  

+2 N/a  2nd highest 

39 Encouraging young people to embrace restorative rather than 
retributive ideas of justice  

-1 N/a  2nd lowest 

46 Investing in the leadership capacity of young people equipping 
them to be community leaders who can articulate and act for the 
needs of their community  

+1 N/a Joint 
lowest 
with F3 
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Appendix K: Five Conceptual Space Diagrams 
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