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The Radicalization of Homegrown Jihadists:
A Review of Theoretical Models and Social

Psychological Evidence

MICHAEL KING AND DONALD M. TAYLOR

Department of Psychology, McGill University, Montréal,
Québec, Canada

This article attempts to consolidate theorizing about the radicalization of Western
homegrown jihadists. Five major models of radicalization are reviewed. The common-
alities and discrepancies among these models are identified and analyzed in the con-
text of empirical evidence in the field of terrorism research and social psychology.
Three psychological factors emerge as contributors to radicalization: group relative
deprivation, identity conflicts, and personality characteristics. Avenues for future
research concerning the radicalization of homegrown jihadists are suggested, focus-
ing on research that may not only be practical for counter-terrorism, but also feasible
given the challenges of research with radicalized individuals.

Keywords deprivation, homegrown terrorism, identity, jihadists, narratives,
radicalization

His family members describe him as being a ‘‘class clown’’ in that ‘‘all the
teachers loved him—his jokes cheered up the class.’’ He was the ‘‘funny
guy’’ with ‘‘a sense of humor’’ who was ‘‘very animated’’ and ‘‘did anything
to get attention.’’

—Excerpt from the psychiatric report regarding Zakaria Amara’s
amenability for treatment1

Belying this pleasant depiction of his personality, Zakaria Amara pled guilty on
October 8, 2009 to recruiting people, organizing and leading a terrorist training camp,
creating a remote-control detonator, and purchasing three tons of ammonium nitrate
fertilizer destined for bombing targets in Canada.2 At some point in his life, between
joking in the classroom and building a detonator, Amara underwent a transformation
generally referred to as radicalization. The now widespread use of the term ‘‘radica-
lization’’ in scholarly articles, government documents, and the popular media makes
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it essential that this transformational process be well understood. Many theories
purport to describe the exact stages involved in the radicalization process, yet para-
doxically, very little empirical data exists on the psychology of those who become
radicalized. The present article is a review of these theories, and the current state of
empirical, social psychological research that supports them.

Scope of This Article

Radicalization as a process is not, by definition, specific to any particular national,
political, religious, or ideological group. However, the term radicalization in its
current form is most often used to describe a phenomenon that leads to home-
grown terrorism. In contrast to transnational terrorism, where people plot to
attack a foreign country, homegrown terrorism is characterized by perpetrators
who are born and raised in the very country they wish to attack. Radicalization
leading to homegrown terrorism has drawn much attention in the past decade,
since an increasing number of terrorist acts in Western countries have been attrib-
uted to local groups, often unconnected to Al Qaeda, but very much inspired by Al
Qaeda.3 Indeed, autonomous homegrown groups were responsible for 78% of the
jihadi terrorism plots in the West from 2003 to 2008.4 These include successful
plots such as the Madrid train bombings in March 2004, and the assassination
of Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh, in addition to foiled plots as uncovered by
the arrests of the ‘‘Toronto 18’’ in Canada, the ‘‘Vollsmose group’’ in Denmark,
and the ‘‘Benbrika group’’ in Australia. Consequently, several Western security
agencies now place homegrown jihadists among the top threats to their national
security.5

The present article focuses on homegrown radicalization: the process whereby
individuals are radicalized in the Western country they currently inhabit, a phenom-
enon mostly associated with Western Europe and North America. Accordingly,
models describing radicalization that are only applicable to non-Westerners living
in non-Western countries are excluded from our analysis. Because the current threat
to Western countries is from terrorism stemming from Al Qaeda inspired ideology,6

the present review will be limited to homegrown radicalization leading to terrorism
perpetrated under the guise of violent jihad. Having delineated the scope of our
analysis, the process of radicalization can be defined, for the purposes of the present
article, as follows: the psychological transformations that occur among Western
Muslims as they increasingly accept the legitimacy of terrorism in support of violent
jihad against Western countries.

Purpose of This Article

The goal of the present article is to consolidate theorizing about the process of
radicalization. Much has been written about this process. Within this vast literature
are several full-scale models that in a coherent manner purport to describe the entire
radicalization process. These few attempts at modeling radicalization tend to be iso-
lated; that is, they make no reference to each other. The present article attempts to
bring together the various stages, mechanisms, and factors referred to in these mod-
els while also drawing from the wider literature on terrorism.

We first briefly review five major models of radicalization, and then analyze
their commonalities and differences. These commonalities and discrepancies are then
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situated in the context of empirical evidence in the field of terrorism research and
social psychology. Because radicalization involves mainly a shift in attitudes and
beliefs about one’s own group, and its relationship to other groups, our analysis will
rely heavily on social psychological research in order to evaluate the soundness of
claims included in the various models. Social psychology, the study of individuals
in their social environment, may be uniquely positioned to assess and inform theories
of radicalization.

In conducting this review, our intention is not to designate one particular model
of radicalization as superior to the others, nor is it to propose an entirely new model.
Rather than an end-point, our review should be considered a beginning. It is above
all an acknowledgement of the fragmentation of theorizing about radicalization,
with two underlying goals. First, we attempt to identify the major underlying themes
among current models of radicalization, and to separate themes that have empirical
support from those that do not. Second, we suggest avenues of future research
derived from these empirically supported themes that may not only be useful for
counter-terrorism strategies, but also feasible given the unique challenges of conduct-
ing research with individuals who have undergone radicalization.

Five Radicalization Models

Just as jihadists have varied throughout history, so have explanations of their radi-
calization.7 Accordingly, the conception of a terrorist group has shifted. Initially a
terrorist group was conceived as individuals who were foreign born, foreign
trained, and covertly entering a Western country. The current conception is that
of second- and third-generation immigrants, born in Western countries, who
become radicalized and plan terrorism against their homeland. From inspection
of the five models of radicalization reviewed next (see Table 1), this conceptual
shift is evident. Although each of the five models applies to homegrown radicaliza-
tion, two of these models, those by Borum and Moghaddam respectively, include
factors evocative of situations in non-Western countries. The other three models,
designed by Wiktorowicz, the New York Police Department, and Sageman, include
factors often associated with the multicultural challenges faced by many Western
countries.

Model 1: Borum’s Pathway

In an FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, Borum outlines a prototypic psychological
pathway along which an individual develops an ideology that justifies terrorism.8

Four stages are proposed. At the initial stage, ‘‘it’s not right,’’ the individual judges
his or her condition to be undesirable. At the second stage, ‘‘it’s not fair,’’ the indi-
vidual compares his or her condition to the more desirable conditions of others, and
judges this inequality as illegitimate and unjust. Some will blame a specific other
group for the illegitimate conditions of their own group; this subset of people will
have reached the third stage, ‘‘it’s your fault.’’ Once an outgroup has been targeted
as responsible for the illegitimate situation, this outgroup is vilified and dehuma-
nized. At this fourth stage, people generate negative stereotypes about the outgroup,
and apply these stereotypes to all outgroup members. Violence becomes legitimized
as it is directed towards an evil group that is wholly responsible for all perceived
injustices.
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Model 2: Wiktorowicz’s Theory of Joining Extremist Groups

Wiktorowicz outlines a specific trajectory of radicalization based on an ethnographic
case study with members of the Al-Muhajiroun movement. Based in the U.K.,
Al-Muhajiroun is a transnational Islamist organization that promotes a worldwide
Islamic revolution.10 It has gained much notoriety because of its official intention
of using military coups to restore an Islamic state wherever Muslims live, including
Britain.11 In his description, Wiktorowicz never uses the term ‘‘radicalization’’ per
se, instead referring to four processes that lead a person to join an Islamic extremist
group.12 These four processes are denoted as: cognitive opening, religious seeking,
frame alignment, and socialization.

The first stage, ‘‘cognitive opening,’’ is often the result of a personal crisis that ren-
ders a person receptive to ideas that were likely to be discounted prior to their crisis.
The crisis can be instigated by events in any domain of a person’s life, such as a job loss,
experiences with discrimination or victimization. According to Wiktorowicz, a crisis
might also be precipitated by discussions with a member of an Islamic extremist group.

In the second stage, ‘‘religious seeking,’’ the person’s receptiveness—which began
in the first stage—is directed towards religion. This religious seeking and receptive-
ness renders the person likely to give consideration to worldviews promoted by
extremist Islamic groups. Through debate and exploration of this Islamist worldview,
the individual arrives at the third stage, ‘‘frame alignment,’’ whereby the person

Table 1. Models of radicalization

Author Type of model Stages or factors

Borum 2003 Linear,
progressive

1. Social and economic deprivation
2. Inequality and resentment
3. Blame and attribution
4. Stereotyping and demonizing the enemy

Wiktorowicz
2004

Linear and
emergent

1. Cognitive opening
2. Religious seeking
3. Frame alignment
4. Socialization

Moghaddam
2005–20069

Linear,
progressive

1. Psychological interpretation of material
conditions

2. Perceived options to fight unfair treatment
3. Displacement of aggression
4. Moral engagement
5. Solidification of categorical thinking
6. The terrorist act

NYPD (Silber &
Bhatt) 2007

Linear 1. Pre-radicalization
2. Self-identification
3. Indoctrination
4. Jihadization

Sageman 2008 Non-linear,
emergent

1. Sense of moral outrage
2. Frame used to interpret the world
3. Resonance with personal experience
4. Mobilization through networks
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regards their worldview as coinciding with his own views. For this to occur, the
radicalized individual must sustain a certain deference to the religious expertise of
the people promoting the Islamist worldview.

In the last stage, ‘‘socialization and joining,’’ the individual officially joins the
group, embraces the ideology, and adopts the group identity. Ideology and group
identity are maintained through interactions with other members of the movement,
while simultaneously retreating from mainstream society. By this stage, the group
ideology has been internalized, and the individual’s identity has been reformulated.
Although face-to-face interactions are more potent, socialization can also occur over
the Internet, via, for example, private chat rooms.13

Model 3: Moghaddam’s Staircase to Terrorism

Moghaddam uses the metaphor of a staircase to describe the radicalization process.14

At each of the six stages, or floors of the staircase, specific factors can potentially
influence the individual towards further radicalization. As such, Moghaddam’s
model can be viewed as a decision-tree, where the individual’s reaction to factors at
each stage may or may not lead the individual to the next stage, bringing them closer
to legitimizing terrorism.

At the ground floor of the staircase, Moghaddam points to feelings of
deprivation as the initial factor on the path towards radicalization. Not necessarily
based on objective circumstances, these feelings are the result of a subjective
interpretation of the intergroup situation. People who compare their group to other
groups, and perceive that their group is relatively deprived, are likely to move up the
staircase.

People who experience these feelings of group-based deprivation will be moti-
vated to improve their group’s status. The subset of people who choose to fight what
they perceive to be unfair treatment find themselves on the first floor ofMoghaddam’s
staircase. At this stage, two societal factors will influence how people choose to
address their group’s low status: social mobility and procedural justice. If legitimate
possibilities to move up the social hierarchy exist, people are less likely to engage in
radical action. Additionally, if people view decision making as fair, with opportunities
to participate in the decision making process—as in liberal democracies—people are
less likely to radicalize. Without social mobility or procedural justice to rectify their
illegitimate status, discontent leads people to the next floor.

On the second floor, discontent is channeled towards a target. Here, instead of
focusing on the real causes of injustice, displacement of aggression can occur. The
West, mainly the United States, is blamed for the deprivation of the group. A por-
tion of those who readily displace their aggression might start considering radical
options to counter the injustice. These people climb the staircase to the third floor.
People this far along are mostly young men who, with like-minded others, begin to
morally justify terrorism. Together, they share their grievances, which fulfills a need
for affiliation, and radicalize each other, which leads the group towards isolation.
People at this stage maximize the differences between themselves and the external
enemy. This differentiation enables them to sidestep inhibitory mechanisms that
are innate to humans, an evolutionary guard we have inherited to limit intraspecies
killing.

Those who continue on the radicalization path reach the fourth floor, where they
officially join a terrorist group. In this group, the solidification of categorical thinking
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takes place; the ‘‘us vs. them,’’ ‘‘good vs. evil’’ mentality is consolidated.15 At this
stage, the individual acquires a specific role in the terrorist group, such as fund-raiser,
recruiter, or bomb-maker. Those who reach the fifth and last floor are those who are
willing to commit a terrorist act. During this last stage, conformity and obedience are
psychological motivations that facilitate violence.

Model 4: The NYPD’s Radicalization Process

The Intelligence Division of the New York Police Department (NYPD) proposes a
four-stage model of radicalization.16 To develop their model, Silber and Bhatt
analyzed five prominent homegrown terrorist cases in North America and Western
Europe. Their model was then applied to three American homegrown terrorism
cases, and two groups of extremists based in New York. In all of these cases, Silber
and Bhatt report a consistent trajectory of radicalization, involving the presence of
four identifiable stages.

The model’s first stage of ‘‘pre-radicalization’’ refers to an individual’s world
prior to their entry into the radicalization process. Although there is no specific
psychological profile that characterizes those at risk for radicalization, Silber and
Bhatt point to several common traits. Radicalized individuals are likely to be young,
male Muslims from middle class backgrounds and male-dominated societies. They
are often educated, second or third generation immigrants, or recent converts, and
are not likely to have a criminal history. These individuals are often not considered
radical or even devout Muslims.

The second stage, ‘‘self-identification,’’ is where the radicalization process begins
for those with pre-disposing characteristics. The key driver at this stage is that the
individual turns to Islam in response to a personal crisis. The crisis may be a specific
event, such as losing a job, or the result of an ongoing situation, like discrimination
or an identity crisis. This crisis challenges the individual’s previously held beliefs, and
Islam is sought out to manage the crisis. During this exploration of religion, the indi-
vidual is inevitably exposed to radical interpretations of Islam, such as the
jihadi-Salafi ideology,17 which are easily found on the Internet, and bolstered by
media reports of Western aggression in Muslim lands. As a new identity is being
formed, the individual seeks out like-minded individuals. Together, these people
become more religious and more extreme.

At the third stage of ‘‘indoctrination,’’ the individual wholly accepts the
jihadi-Salafi worldview and condones violence against anything un-Islamic. Their
increasing religiosity is politicized; all events are construed as proof that the West
is waging a war against Islam. Accordingly, the person shifts from having individu-
alistic self-serving goals to non-personal goals focused on protecting or avenging
Muslims. People at this stage often withdraw from mosques, and together with
like-minded individuals, hold private meetings with radical agendas.

The last stage, ‘‘jihadization,’’ is reached when individuals declare themselves to
be ‘‘holy warriors or mujahedeen,’’18 and become committed to violent jihad.
They might seek out para-military knowledge in jihadi training camps abroad.
Alternatively, radicalized groups might organize training activities closer to home.
Ultimately, a terrorist attack is planned: groups hold secret meetings in order to
discuss practical matters, such as potential targets, dates, times, and modes of
attack. They determine each member’s role, survey potential targets, and obtain
materials.
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Model 5: Sageman’s Four Prongs

In contrast to other models depicting stages that occur in a sequential order, Sageman
suggests that radicalization emerges from the interplay of four factors.19 Three of
these factors can be considered cognitive, whereas the fourth is a situational factor.

One cognitive factor leading to radicalization is a sense of moral outrage, which
is the result of perceiving events as moral violations. A specific example of this is the
reaction to the invasion of Iraq, which intelligence agencies have concluded became
the ‘‘primary recruiting vehicle for violent Islamic extremists.’’20 Another cognitive
factor is the frame used to interpret the world. The specific frame used by contem-
porary Islamist extremists is that the West is waging a ‘‘war against Islam.’’ This
idea, whereby Western countries seemingly have a united strategy to confront Islam,
has been recognized by security and intelligence agencies who have labeled it the
‘‘single narrative.’’21 The third cognitive factor highlighted by Sageman is a reson-
ance with personal experience. These experiences are personal moral violations, such
as discrimination or unemployment. These three cognitive factors can easily
reinforce each other. Personal experiences can lead to moral outrage, and render a
person sensitive to other people’s discrimination. All of these, in turn, can reinforce
the perception of a conspiratorial, global attack on Islam.

In addition to these cognitive factors, Sageman emphasizes the interactions of
like-minded people as crucial for radicalization to occur. This last factor, labeled
‘‘mobilization through networks,’’ involves validating and confirming one’s ideas
and interpretation of events with other radicalized people. To fully understand this
last factor, one must consider Sageman’s view that the current Al Qaeda-inspired
wave of terrorism should be regarded as a social movement, not as a coherent strat-
egy directed by a hierarchical organization.22 Mobilization, it must be noted, can
occur through virtual networks—like the Internet—as easily as it can in person.

Other Models and Explanations

The five models chosen for review were not the only explanations of radicalization
found in the literature. Certain explanations have been excluded from our review
as they did not present specific models of radicalization, but rather explain terrorism
at a higher, more general level of analysis. For example, Taylor and Horgan depict the
processes underlying terrorist involvement using three broad categories of variables.23

First are ‘‘setting events’’ which refer to influences stemming from an individual’s
past, second are ‘‘personal factors’’ which are the individual’s specific context, and
third is the broader ‘‘social=political=organizational context.’’ Kruglanski and
Fishman also offer an analysis of the psychology underlying terrorism, with a host
of factors at the individual, group, and organizational levels.24 Finally, McCauley
and Moskalenko describe twelve possible mechanisms of radicalization operating
at the individual, group, and mass levels.25 Such broad explanations no doubt capture
more realistically the complexity of radicalization; however these explanations were
too general to directly compare with the more defined models reviewed above.

Commonalities

Among the models presented by Borum, Wiktorowicz, Moghaddam, the NYPD, and
Sageman, descriptions of the radicalization process are wide-ranging both in structure
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and content. Taken independently, each model offers a valuable conceptualization of
the radicalization experience. Taken together, however, certain commonalities
emerge. These commonalities indicate where a consensus seemingly exists among
terrorism experts regarding which factors are deemed important contributors to
radicalization.

First and foremost, the models converge on the assumption that radicalization is
a transformation based on social-psychological processes. All five models describe
emotions, cognitions, and social influences that, when operating in the right order
and combination, can lead someone to endorse and engage in terrorism. To be pre-
cise, Wiktorowicz’s model stops short of predicting actual terrorism, with an end-
point of joining an extremist group, but nevertheless portrays a radicalization
process equivalent in other models. Among the many commonalities, the two
psychological factors that recur most often will be examined next. These are relative
deprivation and an identity crisis.

Relative Deprivation

As relative deprivation is a factor often cited and debated in the terrorism litera-
ture,26 it is no surprise to have it play an important role in these models. Borum
and Moghaddam place relative deprivation at the initial stages of the radicalization
process. In both models, people experience feelings of relative deprivation by com-
paring their material conditions to that of other groups, and viewing their group’s
disadvantage as an injustice. Although not explicitly stated, these feelings of relative
deprivation are also incorporated into other models. Relative deprivation is implicit
in Sageman’s third factor of ‘‘resonance with personal experience,’’ whereby moral
outrage is confirmed by viewing injustices perpetrated against one’s group, or
through personal experience, such as discrimination or unemployment. Such feelings
of relative deprivation can also lead an individual to question his ‘‘certainty in pre-
viously accepted beliefs,’’ which in turn precipitates the cognitive opening described
in the first stage of Wiktorowicz’s model.27

The concept of relative deprivation originated, ironically, from a survey of atti-
tudes among U.S. military personnel during the Second World War.28 The research-
ers used relative deprivation to explain, among other findings, the perplexing
discontentment among certain troops. At the time of the survey, many more promo-
tions were awarded in the air force than within military police. Yet on the survey,
more air force personnel complained about the lack of promotions as compared to
military police. The researchers attributed the greater discontent to the salience of
promotions within the air force: for those who did not get promoted, the many pro-
motions were a constant reminder of their lack of advancement. The key to under-
standing troops’ morale, then, was not the objective quality of their circumstances,
but rather their circumstances relative to their chosen target of social comparison.

Personal deprivation was then applied to a group context, and thereafter discon-
tent with personal circumstances—personal relative deprivation—was distinguished
from discontent arising from comparing the circumstances of one’s group—or group
relative deprivation.29 This distinction was a major theoretical development, and has
led to important nuances. For instance, personal relative deprivation has been linked
to more inward-oriented emotions, such as decreased self-esteem, delinquency, and
depression, whereas group-based relative deprivation has been found to be a stron-
ger predictor of collective action and prejudice toward other groups.30
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Despite its presence in many models, there has been substantial debate about
relative deprivation as a factor for radicalization.31 The main point of contention
lies in its poor predictive power regarding terrorism. Using demographic data to
sustain their argument, many highlight that those who are radicalized to the
point of engaging in terrorism do not appear relatively deprived; in fact, most
come from the middle-class.32 This observation is not specific to terrorism
though, and echoes the main criticism levied against relative deprivation theory
and its prediction of any type of collective action. That is, the vast majority of
people who potentially experience relative deprivation do not engage in collective
action, while those who do engage in collective action do not appear to be neces-
sarily deprived.33 Although these criticisms make it tempting to dismiss relative
deprivation as a factor in the radicalization process, key specifications of the
theory should be revisited first.

The experience of relative deprivation is subjective: it results from social com-
parisons, not from an objective analysis of the situation.34 It is the perception of
deprivation, and not actual deprivation that will motivate a person to action. Thus,
referring to terrorists’ socio-economic status to either confirm or discount the pres-
ence of relative deprivation can be misleading because it disregards the psychological
dimension of relative deprivation. People can in actual fact be advantaged while
experiencing group-based relative deprivation.35 Conversely, people can be com-
paratively disadvantaged without experiencing their inequality as deprivation.36

Thus, to the extent that relative deprivation is considered a subjective psychological
state, independent of the person’s socio-economic status, it should not be discounted
as a factor for radicalization.

Rather, findings in social psychological research place relative deprivation as a
likely contributor to radicalization. This is anchored in the robust findings across
dozens of empirical studies that group-based feelings of injustice reliably predict
collective action.37 However, two specifications must be highlighted here. First, it
is the emotions elicited by the injustice—not only the cognitive awareness of the
injustice—that predict collective action. Second, it is group-based relative depri-
vation, as opposed to personal deprivation, that predicts collective action.38

Upon generalizing these findings from research on collective action to the study
of terrorism, the empirical support should be sufficient for experts to reconsider
relative deprivation as a factor in radicalization. The most likely contributor is the
affective component of group—as opposed to personal—relative deprivation.
Unfortunately, many discussions of radicalization do not include these nuances.
For example, discrimination, which is often cited in accounts of people’s radicaliza-
tion, can be construed as personal deprivation when comparing oneself to other
people who are fairly treated. However, discrimination can also be interpreted as
group deprivation when focusing on other group members’ similar mistreatment.

Criticizing these theories for not pinpointing the type of deprivation might be
unfair, however, as relative deprivation researchers have not yet been able to predict
how and when, nor to what other person or group, comparisons will be made.
Indeed, ‘‘predicting whom members of a group will select for purposes of compari-
son, and under what circumstances, remains a fundamental issue for relative depri-
vation.’’39 Although this ambiguity has yet to be resolved, considering group relative
deprivation and its emotional component as factors for radicalization seems a
fruitful course for future research concerning the psychological transformations
undergone by homegrown jihadists.
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Identity-Related Issues

For three of the models we reviewed, those of the NYPD, Wiktorowicz, and
Sageman, the crux of the radicalization process involves some form of personal cri-
sis. This crisis is often described as relating to the management of one’s identity, a
claim echoed by other researchers. For instance, Choudhury asserts that the path
to radicalization often involves an identity crisis, dissatisfaction with old answers
and belief systems, and the striving for new ones.40 As homegrown terrorist plots
since 2002 have involved mostly second and third generation immigrants and
converts to Islam,41 linking identity issues to radicalization makes intuitive sense.
Not only do second and third generation immigrants face discrimination based on
their identities, but they also must manage a mainstream Western identity with their
heritage identity, to arrive at some internalized and coherent identity. Social psycho-
logical research regarding these three identity-related issues—discrimination,
integration, and identity management—will be examined next.

On the face of it, experiencing discrimination would seem to be an obvious radi-
calizing factor. However, research has revealed that people are willing to endure very
high levels of discrimination before mobilizing for collective action.42 Although
absolute discrimination, where virtually every single group member is affected by
unfair treatment, can motivate people to mobilize, such extreme levels are rarely
found in Western countries. Where there is anything less than absolute discrimi-
nation, in step with the levels appearing in most radicalization models, group mem-
bers tend to avoid collective action. The reason for this inaction centers on those who
share the same identity, but who are not victims of discrimination. If discrimination
is anything less than absolute, those who are perceived to be treated fairly—even if
few in number—help maintain the myth that justice and equality prevails in the
social system.43

Closely related to discrimination, another common factor in radicalization
models is the lack of integration into mainstream society.44 There is plenty of anec-
dotal evidence supporting the role of such a factor in radicalization, and there is as
much anecdotal evidence to suggest otherwise.45 Empirical findings present an
equally unclear picture. Completely embracing a Western identity, such as promoted
by the American ‘‘melting pot’’ metaphor, has been championed by some as an
inoculation against radicalization.46 Yet this assimilationist strategy might run coun-
ter to our fundamental psychological needs. Findings in psychological research
reveal that people want a fine balance between being part of the mainstream and
being distinctive, between assimilation and individuation.47 This distinctiveness is
considered to be a psychological need, and people actively protect the distinctiveness
of their identity when they feel it is threatened. For example, emphasizing similarities
between groups—thereby decreasing distinctiveness—has been shown to actually
increase negative biases between these groups.48 Thus, it remains unclear if lack of
integration should be considered a factor for radicalization.

Rather than discrimination or lack of integration, some researchers have
suggested that radicalization may stem from a burden shared by many children of
immigrants: managing a dual identity.49 Although second and third generation
immigrants are a diverse group, they do share the common experience of managing
a Western identity with an ethnic identity inherited from their family.50 For some,
managing these two identities can be especially difficult, leading to overwhelming
uncertainty, and quite possibly the ‘‘crisis’’ referred to in the radicalization models.
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According to Aly, for individuals who have faced such a crisis, ‘‘Islam becomes as
much an identity movement as it becomes a traditional faith,’’ engendering a faith
and lifestyle that becomes ‘‘more politicized.’’51 When faced with such uncertainty,
social psychological research has determined that two levels of response begin to
operate. At the individual level, people have been found to react to uncertainty by
hardening their attitudes and increasing their convictions.52 At the group level, the
simple act of joining a well-defined group has been shown to reduce uncertainty.53

These two responses, attitude hardening and joining groups, seem to be fundamental
aspects of the radicalization process.

Identity crises, as compared to other identity-related issues, are probably signifi-
cant catalysts in the radicalization process. An obvious but important caveat must be
highlighted here. Although we have drawn on empirical support for this claim, the
reality is that innumerable people experience identity-related crises yet do not
radicalize. Thus, future research will need to determine what other factors interact
with identity crises to yield radicalization.

Discrepancies

Despite their commonalities, the five models of radicalization we reviewed do diverge
significantly from one another. Most noticeably, the format of the radicalization pro-
cess differs: the models propose different numbers of discrete stages. More fundamen-
tally, however, some authors portray radicalization as emerging from the combination
of specific factors, while others portray it as a linear progressive process with identifi-
able stages. Besides these differences in format, the factors within radicalization mod-
els also vary. For example, the role of religion during people’s radicalization is present
in some models but not others. Beyond the models reviewed in the present article,
countless additional discrepancies about the factors and processes involved during
radicalization can be found in scholarly discussions about terrorism. Instead of enu-
merating all of these, we will focus on two key discrepancies. First, the diverging
hypotheses about the role of established extremist organizations during the radicaliza-
tion process will be discussed. Second, a more fundamental discrepancy about the role
of individual characteristics in the radicalization process will be examined.

The Role of Extremist Organizations and Virtual Networks

Models of radicalization portray extremist organizations as having one of two roles:
either being active during a person’s radicalization, or being passively uninvolved.
The models proposed by Wiktorowicz and Moghaddam discuss the event of joining
such a group—often described as an established terrorist organization—during radi-
calization. From this perspective, extremist organizations play an active role in the
radicalization process. They are external entities, waiting on the sidelines for the
opportunity to ‘‘convince seekers that the movement ideology provides logical solu-
tions to pressing concerns.’’54 These organizations push individuals along the radica-
lization process, where ‘‘recruits to terrorist groups are selected with considerable
care and are assimilated into groups gradually.’’55

From the other perspective, established extremist organizations have a passive
role in the radicalization process. The models of the NYPD and Sageman portray
terrorist cells as emerging from clusters of radicalized individuals who seek out
like-minded people, unconnected to formal organizations. This portrayal of terrorist
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cell development has been coined the ‘‘bunch of guys’’ explanation.56 From this
perspective, established extremist organizations sometimes play a role during the
radicalization journey, but it is not for membership. Rather, formal organizations
are mostly sought out for training and, in some cases, the notoriety of affiliation.

These differing roles conferred to extremist organizations are epitomized in the
terrorism literature in what has become known as the Hoffman-Sageman debate.57

In this debate, Hoffman argues the Al Qaeda organization still constitutes the West’s
most important threat, as it has survived America’s ‘‘war on terror’’ while maintain-
ing operational and strategic control over many people who conduct attacks in its
name.58 Sageman, conversely, argues that the threat posed by Al Qaeda lies in the
social movement it has inspired; the organization itself is less relevant to the radica-
lization process.59

Although anecdotal evidence may be found to support both sides of the debate,
most published data supports the notion that extremist organizations increasingly
play a passive role in the radicalization process of Western jihadists. Since 2003,
most homegrown jihadi cells in Europe have developed and operated independently
from extremist organizations.60 Cruickshank estimated that, of the 21 serious terror-
ism plots between 2004 and 2009 in the West, 12 (57%) were completely auton-
omous, without direction from established foreign jihadi organizations.61 Crone
and Harrow have determined that, compared to previous cohorts, jihadists active
between 2004 to 2008 trained abroad less, fought jihad abroad less, and had less
attachments to international organizations.62 These statistics, however, should not
lead us to minimize the threat posed by extremist organizations. Although not
actively involved in the radicalization process, these organizations provide ongoing
training, inspiration, and ideological justification. Most likely, established organiza-
tions do not radicalize people, but rather make the already dangerous autonomous
groups even more effective.

Concluding that established organizations play a passive role is not to refute that
homegrown jihadists still experience important group dynamics during their radica-
lization. These dynamics are cornerstones of most radicalization models. For
example, in the last stages of their models, Wiktorowicz and Sageman highlight
interpersonal relationships and group interactions as facilitating radicalization.
Somehow replacing established organizations in this capacity, however, is the Inter-
net. Especially through web forums, the Internet mirrors at least three important
functions otherwise fulfilled by established organizations. First, it provides ideologi-
cal support for people who may not find it elsewhere. Through websites and chat
rooms, people can not only consume the jihadi narrative, but also contribute to
the discourse.63 Second, the Internet offers networking opportunities. The Internet
enables individuals to find and interact with like-minded individuals, and mobilize
towards carrying out an actual attack.64 Third, the Internet supplies information
and educational materials. A recent example, easily found on the Internet in the
magazine Inspire, published by the Al Qaeda Organization in the Arabian Peninsula,
is the featured article, ‘‘Make a Bomb in the Kitchen of Your Mom.’’65

Because of all these functions, the Internet has been deemed by some as the ‘‘vir-
tual incubator’’ of radicalization.66 Although the Internet facilitates group dynamics,
it remains unclear exactly how the Internet contributes to the radicalization process
per se. In theory, jihadi websites may radicalize some, yet it is also conceivable that
these websites have no causal effect. Perhaps it is prior radicalization that leads an
individual to search for extremist websites, and not the reverse. Also confusing
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matters is the fact that, despite an abundance of online information regarding
bomb-making and other terror-craft, many homegrown jihadists still seek out the
‘‘real experience’’ of training with extremist outfits in the Afghanistan-Pakistan bor-
der region, or with Al Qaeda franchises in Iraq, Somalia, and Yemen.67 Despite these
ambiguities, the Internet is consistently utilized by homegrown jihadists during their
radicalization. Its role needs to be better understood.

The Person and the Situation

Among the various descriptions of radicalization reviewed in the five models, there
exists a small discrepancy that, nevertheless, deserves serious attention. The models
presented by Borum, Moghaddam, and Wiktorowicz all emphasize situational
factors that shape the individual’s thinking, which ultimately leads to radicalization.
Silber and Bhatt, however, specify in the NYPD model certain ‘‘demographic, social,
and psychological factors that make the individuals more vulnerable to the radical
message.’’68 Sageman also suggests that personality traits may predispose some
people, especially men, towards the path of jihad.69 Thus, the models of the NYPD
and Sageman designate individual characteristics as predisposing factors for radica-
lization, whereas other models do not, and attribute the entire process to situational
forces. This discrepancy is not exclusive to theories of radicalization, but reflects an
enduring debate in psychology as a whole between those who attribute all human
behavior to situational factors, those who attribute behavior to personality traits,
and others who propose it is a combination of the two.70

Initial theorizing in the psychology of terrorism focused solely on personality
factors, and portrayed terrorists as—while not necessarily mentally ill—having
deep-rooted psychological problems.71 This conception has since been discounted,
and now most experts agree that those who engage in terrorism are ‘‘normal’’ and
a specific profile of violent extremists does not exist.72 These conclusions are
anchored in clinical assessments and demographic information about people who
have engaged in terrorism. Without discounting this evidence, the historical context
of these conclusions merits consideration, as current notions about terrorist profiles
are somewhat of a backlash against earlier theories. Whereas previously researchers
were biased towards personality characteristics to explain terrorism, the current
emphasis on ‘‘normalcy’’ may have resulted in a new bias. That is, current theorizing
emphasizes situational factors as the primary—and in some cases the exclusive—
drivers of radicalization. Of course, situations undoubtedly play a role. However,
individual characteristics are significant determinants of how people respond to
situations.73 Much evidence exists in the psychological literature to support the
importance of both individual characteristics and situational factors in shaping peo-
ple’s behavior. To argue for the importance of both, a famous social psychological
experiment, Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment, will be reviewed.

In the Stanford Prison Experiment, researchers re-created a prison situation with
21 men who answered a newspaper ad promising financial compensation for a
two-week study of prison life.74 Half of the participants were randomly assigned
to the role of guard, and the other half were assigned to the role of prisoner. Once
the experiment began, participants quickly adopted their roles, and within a few
days, the guards became cruel and authoritarian, while the prisoners became docile
and submissive. The guards became so abusive, in fact, that the experiment was
terminated before its scheduled end date.
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The experiment impressively demonstrated the power of the situation: normal
men can become brutally violent when placed in a particular situation. Personality
traits were thought to play a negligible role in explaining the violent behavior of
the guards, as participants were randomly assigned their roles. This marked a shift
in the social sciences whereby most researchers have since attributed violent beha-
viors and atrocities to situational factors.75

The Stanford Prison Experiment has been revisited, however, to review if per-
sonality traits may have been discounted too easily. In a follow-up study, researchers
recruited people using the same advertisement as in Zimbardo’s 1971 experiment. In
addition to the original version of the ad, another version that omitted ‘‘prison life’’
as the purpose of the study was used. People who responded to either ad were then
administered a battery of psychological tests, and important personality differences
were found between respondents.76 People who answered the ‘‘prison life’’ ad scored
higher on psychological scales of aggression, narcissism, and social dominance orien-
tation, the latter being a measure of an individual’s preference for hierarchy within a
social system. Such personality characteristics may help explain why participants
readily engaged in aggressive behavior when given a role where aggression was
acceptable.

Although these findings do not diminish the importance of the situation, they
highlight the fact that personality traits can predispose a person to seek out and experi-
ence certain situations. It is somewhat surprising that such characteristics receive so
little attention in models of radicalization, as there is an increasing amount of evidence
that many homegrown jihadists share similar traits. Radicalized individuals are gen-
erally identified as young (i.e., late teens to mid-thirties) and male.77 They are often
second- or third-generation Muslims or recent converts, and appear to have a lack
of religious literacy. Many of them appear to be sensation seekers, as they are seem-
ingly seduced by the trendy and adventurous dimension of jihad.78 Momin Khawaja,
a Canadian found guilty of financing and facilitating terrorism, exemplifies these traits
when he described himself as ‘‘I’m just a wanna-be gung-ho Islamic.’’79

Clearly, personality characteristics deserve greater attention in research on radi-
calization. Indeed, personality traits would explain why so many people experience
the factors described in the various models of radicalization, yet only a fraction of
people radicalize. Personality differences might also explain why only certain people
initiate the radicalization journey in the first place. Hence, we encourage experts to
revisit disregarded assumptions about personality characteristics in terrorism
research, as the most plausible model for radicalization would be one that considers
an interaction between personality traits and situational factors.

Discussion

Considering the discrepancies and the commonalities among the five models, and the
lack of empirical research verifying the factors and processes within these models, no
one model can be distinguished as being more accurate than any other. This con-
clusion does not only apply to the models reviewed in this article, but can be general-
ized to most descriptions of radicalization in the broader field of terrorism studies.

Nevertheless, the recurring themes among the models reviewed, coupled with the
extant empirical evidence, suggests that the greatest insights into the psychology of
radicalization might stem from further research on three factors: personality charac-
teristics, identity management, and feelings of group-based relative deprivation.
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Here, we refrain from offering a new model based on these factors, as doing so
would undermine a critical issue highlighted throughout this article: theoretical
modeling without empirical evidence remains speculative. Rather than offering a
new model, our goal is to stimulate empirically-based research, while acknowledging
that psychologists’ understanding of the radicalization process is very limited.

Differentiating the Known From the Theorized

Unfortunately, these limitations have not been properly communicated. The claims
made by theorists have entered government and public discourses on terrorism in the
West, and the factors and processes involved have acquired an air of certainty. In a
commentary on discussions of radicalization in the British media, Hoskins and
O’Loughlin observe that,

. . .The term radicalization has become part of the rhetorical structure of the
waging of the ‘War on Terror’ without any reflexive interrogation of its dis-
tinctiveness, genealogy or function, in describing a ‘root cause’ of terrorist
activities which thus requires a policy and=or tactical response (i.e.,
‘de-radicalisation’). Such clustering affords a false certainty to media
reporting and commentary.80

Highlighting an incomplete understanding of radicalization is not meant to dis-
courage theorizing. Theorizing is the bedrock of science: it should continue in order
to promote dialogue among researchers and provide hypotheses for testing. Rather,
we seek to encourage an appreciation of the limits of the stated knowledge about
radicalization.

Acknowledging these limitations is especially significant for policy makers.
Basing counter-terrorism or counter-radicalization strategies on models that have
not been empirically validated can be misleading and risky. Consider the conse-
quences of basing a strategy on the assumption that poverty causes radicalization,
in a context where radicalization truly stemmed from sensation seeking. Such
strategic decisions would not address the causes. Here, another cautionary note is
warranted: a better understanding of radicalization might not necessarily inform
counter- or de-radicalization strategies. As Horgan has aptly pointed out, the rea-
sons for engaging in terrorism may differ from subsequent reasons for disengaging
from terrorism.81

The field of terrorism research has already used data to verify, and in some cases
refute, theoretical assumptions. For example, where early psychological theorizing
treated terrorism as a product of psychopathology, empirical verification through
clinical assessments later challenged this assumption.82 Subsequently, when poverty
was thought to be a root cause of terrorism, demographic data on jihadists world-
wide revealed that those engaged in terrorism were often from the middle-class.83

Such empirically-based developments have advanced the field of terrorism research,
but methodological improvements are still needed. Future investigations will need to
be more systematic, and include not only radicalized individuals, but also valid com-
parison groups. Consequently, empirical verification of the existing assumptions sur-
rounding the process leading up to terrorism should take precedence over additional
theorizing.
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An Example for Empirical Verification

Multi-stage models of radicalization are practically impossible to test empirically.
One challenge is to verify if a person undergoes all stages in a specific model, while
a particularly thorny methodological challenge would be confirming the sequential
aspect of the stages. While models cannot be tested in their entirety, individual stages
or factors can. One such factor amenable to research, for instance, is the narrative
promoted by jihadists.

The narrative propagated by the Al Qaeda movement and many jihadi groups
states that Islam is under threat. The essence of the narrative depicts Islam as being
under attack by the United States, Israel, and their allies.84 This is a well-defined
message often purported to have influenced people involved in terrorism.85 In the
NYPD model, this narrative is an important factor in the indoctrination stage, where
the individual construes events as proof that the West is waging a war against Islam.
Sageman also refers to this narrative as the ‘‘interpretive framework,’’ one of the
four prongs in his proposed model of radicalization.

Compared to many other factors contained in radicalization models, this narra-
tive is quite amenable to empirical research. The narrative is simple to experimentally
manipulate while investigating, for example, how it increases the legitimacy of terror-
ism. Research can be conducted to identify what elements in the narrative are persuas-
ive, what audiences are more receptive to its message, and if identity management
issues play a role in people’s agreement with the narrative. Furthermore, research
on the narrative promoted by the jihadi groups can directly inform counter-terrorism
and counter-radicalization strategists. Counter-narratives could be constructed based
on research findings. For counter-terrorism strategists, factors such as this narrative
should be at the top of research agendas, as it is more manageable to contend with a
narrative than many other factors, such as relative deprivation, discrimination, and
foreign policy, which are diffuse and require long-term solutions.

Conclusion and Future Directions

Various psychological transformations are thought to occur within individuals as
they increasingly accept the legitimacy of terrorism. These transformations are gen-
erally referred to as radicalization. The present article reviewed five major models of
homegrown jihadi radicalization. Independently, each model has contributed impor-
tant theorizing to the field of terrorism research. When brought together, however,
the commonalities and discrepancies between these models offered even greater
insights, which may be used as a guiding framework for future research concerning
homegrown jihadi radicalization.

Based on the commonalities and discrepancies that emerged during this review,
our research recommendations focus on three factors that are likely contributors to
the radicalization process. The first factor involves the affective reactions to group
relative deprivation. The major research challenge here will be to understand how
groups or individuals are selected when people make comparisons. The second factor
is the management of identities. Here, the major research challenge will be to under-
stand psychological conflicts between an inherited identity and a mainstream ident-
ity, and how such identity crises interact with other factors discussed throughout this
article. The third factor involves personality characteristics. Only a minute number
of people amongst countless others exposed to similar conditions become radica-
lized. Certain idiosyncratic predispositions may help explain why.
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In addition to these three factors, we also propose two additional research foci
that emerge from the current context of homegrown jihadi terrorism: the Internet
and the single narrative. The Internet has featured one way or another in each home-
grown jihadi terrorist plot since 2002. Researchers have just started to exploit this
platform to investigate the processes involved in radicalization.86 In addition to
content analysis of jihadi websites, discussion forums can be used as a gateway to
reach homegrown jihadists. Provided the researcher can convincingly navigate this
sub-culture, such as Brachman has done, empirical data from radicalized people
could conceivably be collected.87 Of course, this is no simple task. One must be
extremely familiar with jihadi speak to access, relate to, and exchange on the bona
fide forums where radicalized people communicate.

The jihadi narrative is the second research foci to emerge from our review.
Emphasizing that Islam is under threat, this narrative is considered to have influ-
enced those involved in terrorist plots against the West. As a factor that is amenable
to experimental methods traditionally used in social psychological investigations,
research on the narrative can potentially inform counter-radicalization strategies.

There are understandable practical challenges in studying radicalization. Most
researchers acknowledge that it is a difficult process to trace, and radicalized people
are not always approachable for interviewing. Despite these challenges, it must be
recognized that some researchers do collect such primary source data in the field88;
yet this is nowhere near enough. Academic researchers, however, need not be alone
in answering this call for additional data. Research could be facilitated by those who
undoubtedly possess the most data about radicalization: security agencies. To comp-
lement their internally produced research, security agencies might consider granting
academic researchers access to classified information collected on radicalized indivi-
duals. Conceivably, selected researchers could be screened for security clearances,
while data can be coded not only to ensure the confidentiality of the people being
studied, but also to conceal the methods used to gather the data.

A collaborative investigation of the psychological basis of radicalization, includ-
ing how psychological changes correspond to the more observable changes described
in the literature, must continue. Although independent theories offer valuable con-
tributions, it appears as though a comprehensive effort to verify our understanding
of radicalization, using empirical verification as a standard, might be more beneficial
to the current state of knowledge concerning the transformative processes that
precede acts of terrorism. A shared and unambiguous understanding is essential to
the success of counterterrorism strategies.
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