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Expanding on the one-year anniver-
sary of the White House Summit and 
calls for action at the 2015 UN General 
Assembly meetings, IPSI, Creative Asso-
ciates International, and other strategic 
partners constructed a dynamic platform 
for world leaders, policy makers, peace-
builders, new media and technology 
experts, and concerned global citizens to 
grapple with the challenges to countering 
violent extremism today, define gaps in 
methodologies, and redefine opportu-
nities for innovative solutions and their 
implications in practice.

There is an urgency to this work, as 
recent attacks in the United States and 
elsewhere in the world almost every 
day, have shown. This symposium was 
about identifying the effective strategies 

for countering violent extremism and 
scaling them into global solutions that 
resonate down to the local level, before 
communities with a few radicalized 
individuals reach a tipping point and 
become entire radicalized communities.

To that end, a diverse group of 379 
experts (see Figure 1) gathered April 
6-7, 2016, at the CVE Symposium in 
Washington, DC to discuss the toughest 
challenges in countering and preventing 
violent extremism. The trend lines and 
new ideas mapped through purposefully 
designed panel discussions, innovative 
conference structures, and open space 
technology, further advanced the evolv-
ing foundation of this field, establishing a 
new point of departure.

The following is an executive brief of 
the conversations and key outcomes 
compiled from detailed notes and re-
cordings of each session.

Panels & Keynotes
Several central points echoed 

throughout the 27 panels, workshops, 
and keynote sessions of the two-day 
event. Here is what experts said about 
efforts to prevent support for groups like 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS):

No one is born a terrorist. Peo-
ple don’t become terrorists because 
of religion or innate evil, and most 
individuals turn to terrorism because 
of community-based affliction. It is 
unlikely that a single solution is possi-
ble, and practitioners must focus on 
context-specific strategies with multiple 
integrated approaches. Symposium ex-

perts were virtually unanimous in citing 
human rights violations, political mar-
ginalization, lack of good governance, 
and systematic barriers to economic 
opportunities as the primary drivers of 
radicalization to violence. That does not 
mean that community-based affliction 
somehow justifies extremist actions that 
target civilians for political reasons: cer-
tainly, individuals joining groups like ISIS 
expressing barbaric and tragic behavior 
may already be too far gone. 

Call to Action: Our focus should be 
working towards inclusive governance 
and human rights, thus preventing 
the next ISIS. We must develop truly 
comprehensive responses, including 
the perspectives of youth, women, 
and minorities.

The pace of recruitment to violent 
movements far outpaces the re-
sources we put forth to prevent it. 
Extremist groups are spreading their 
messages through brutal content that 
becomes viral and reaches a huge 
number of people through social media. 
The experts at the Symposium were 
overwhelmingly skeptical that military 
action like airstrikes will create any 
sort of long-term solution, with ISIS 
members killed only replaced by new 
recruits. Yet, with the current coun-
ter-ISIS military campaign costing tax-
payers $11.6 million per day, activities 
to prevent the radicalization process are 
similarly funded - only not per day, but 
alarmingly over the course of an entire 
year. During the Symposium, Secretary 
Johnson shared that DHS will have 

In his keynote address, U.S. 
Homeland Security Secretary, 
Jeh Jonson emphasized the 
importance of building bridges 
to marginalized communities to 
counter radicalization. 

Figure 1: Diverse Group of Experts Although diverse, 
the Symposium audience was primarily from the United 

States, so much of the data and conversations centered 
around U.S. foreign and domestic policy. There was a 

strong call for similar events to take place in Europe and 
the Muslim World, focusing on their unique problem 

sets through similar interactive conference structures. 
The largest single group in attendance was the private 

sector, focusing primarily on violent extremism’s effect on 
operations and market-based solutions to CVE.



program funding of approximately $10 
million total for prevention activities for 
the first time. The State Department 
received significantly more funding this 
year for terrorism activities, but Con-
gress chose to earmark the funds for 
support to law enforcement overseas, 
not for the boost in engaging gov-
ernance, livelihoods, and outreach to 
marginalized communities that will break 
the cycle of terrorist recruitment. 

Call to Action: The most effective 
forms of CVE are currently the least 
funded. Symposium Participants be-
lieve funding and resources should be 
diverted to more effective tactics.

The current silo-constrained ap-
proach to CVE is counter-productive.
Violent extremist groups are amor-
phous, entrepreneurial, and resilient, 
yet our current approaches tend to be 
donor-driven within the hierarchical bu-
reaucracies of governments, multilateral 
institutions, the military, and founda-
tions. According to the experts at the 
Symposium, the lack of integration in 
approaches forces implementers to 
focus on small subsets of the complex 
systems that breed violent extremists, 
without understanding the secondary 
and tertiary effects of their intervention 
on that system. The mismatch be-
tween kaleidoscopic drivers of violent 
extremism and the well intentioned, but 
silo-constrained intervention strategies, 
commonly leads to negative unintended 
consequences and mission failure. 

Call to Action: Through effective 
channels of communication and strong 
leadership, our approaches to under-
mining the strength of violent extremist 
groups must be coordinated across 
silos to be as agile and entrepreneurial 
as the violent ideologies we seek to 
weaken. We must broaden the scope 
of sectors and groups that are working 
on CVE, including private, public, NGO, 
and religious groups.

We know some of what works, but 
we need more data to prove it. There 
have been a range of activities, particu-
larly since 2011, which have aimed at 
reaching out to disenfranchised com-
munities, creating economic oppor-

tunities, and countering the message 
of groups like ISIS. However, many of 
these programs have not been prop-
erly funded nor adequately designed, 
and given their role straddling different 
sectors, it is difficult – and expensive – 
to gather comprehensive enough data 
to prove when programs are effective. 
The experts agreed that new efforts be 
based in evidence, which includes col-
lection and sharing of data across silos 
and agencies. That data must move 
also beyond Washington-driven lessons 
learned discussions and papers to form 
the basis for feasible and practical pro-

gram designs, metrics, and tools. 
There is an eager development and 
peacebuilding community ready to help 
design the metrics of effective preven-
tion programs for when Congress and 
donors provide the resources to do so. 

Call to Action: We need to prioritize 
better data to inform cross-sectoral im-
plementation. We must effectively mon-
itor and evaluate CVE policies/projects 
to measure progress, while ensuring we 
are not further radicalizing, marginaliz-
ing, or persecuting the groups we are 
meant to incorporate.

Figure 2: Ideal CVE Approaches Parallel to the in-person meetings, a “Virtual Symposium” utilizing cutting 
edge algorithms that iteratively map the beliefs of conference attendees took place online. In terms of U.S. 
appropriations, Congress funds the less “effective” CVE approaches (primarily kinetic) at a significantly higher 
level than what this group of 380 experts deemed most effective. Inclusive Governance and Community 
Engagement are the least funded of all CVE efforts, yet are strongly perceived to be the ideal. This audience 
believed that long-term, authentic, and sustained engagement with communities at-risk of radicalization 
should be the primary focus of both domestic and international CVE efforts. 

More then 380 speakers and participants attended the two-day Symposium. They represented civil society, the 
tech sector, international development, academic institutions, government, the military and more.



The Participant-driven Unconference portion of the CVE Symposium encouraged active par-
ticipation by all, sparking deeper conversations and action-oriented ideas across the CVE prac-
titioner/academic silos. Topics were self-selected as the most pressing issues in CVE through 
utilizing open space technology (thematic patterns in sticky notes on butcher block paper). 
Participants were challenged to frame their discussions around “appreciative inquiry,” or what is 
possible rather than what is not. Symposium organizers and volunteers took notes from all the 
sessions, the highlights of which are:



The World Café was a structured process that facilitated open and intensive dialogue among partic-
ipants, focusing specifically on exploring CVE themes and the most challenging questions at the core of 
CVE. Participants were divided into groups of four with people they did not previously know. Groups were 
then asked one question and given 15 minutes to discuss and take notes. Then, the groups rotated two 
more times to respond to new questions. The following responses were collected from the group notes 
and are demonstrative of the dozens of simultaneous conversations.

What does an “integrated approach” to CVE mean to you? Why?

•	 Integration across agencies and sectors to drive “whole-of-society” approaches. 
•	 Bringing in public/private sectors, academia, and many stakeholders across multiple fields. 
•	 Combining actors in a community (police, youth, religious groups)—get all possible  

perspectives involved. 
•	 Supporting evidence-based practice, utilizing data, evidence, monitoring, and evaluation.

How can the CVE Community start to break down the silos that prevent integration?

•	 Communication amongst stakeholders, including best practices, intelligence, and information. 
•	 Make messaging mainstream and accessible to affected communities and stakeholders. 
•	 Government and interagency coordination.
•	 Interdisciplinary approach for leaders. 
•	 Emphasize similarities between groups to drive solutions. 

What will you do to begin breaking down the silos in the next week? Month? Year?

•	 Directly follow up with people and ideas from this symposium. Keep in touch.  
Build a community of practitioners. Connect on a human level. 

•	 Create more spaces like the CVE Symposium for questions to be asked and debated. 
•	 Loosen the hierarchical structures for how we move forward. 
•	 Don’t remove accountability, but allow organizations to think outside the box. 
•	 Encourage and implement cross-sectoral data sharing. 



By using the #CVESymposium hashtag the 
online audience engaged directly with the par-
ticipants and expressed their thoughts on top-
ics related to countering and preventing violent 
extremism. They were more than 4.2 Twitter 
impressions on the #CVESymposium and more 
than 1,500 tweets during the event. 

Today, the conversation that started during the 
#CVESymposium continues online. The @CVE-
Community has been growing rapidly. Members of 
the community are among the main contributors 
in the difficult discussion on how to counter and 
prevent violent extremism in the world. Join the 
conversation online.

Social Media

@CVECommunity



As the first of its kind interactive, public and cross-sectoral forum on CVE, the Symposium 
brought together more than 380 top thinkers working around the globe and attracted an 
additional 300 online viewers. 
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