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FOREWORD

“Violent extremism is not confined to a
specific country or region, but rather a
shared burden and one that humanity
as a whole must respond to. The human
stories spotlighted in this report provide
an evidence base that makes clear the
need for renewed international focus,
integrative solutions and long-term
investments to address the underlying
drivers of violent extremism.”
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Insecurity arising from extremism has led to the highest
levels of population displacement - both Internally
Displaced Peoples (IDPs) and refugees since the Second
World War; a large proportion of that displacement

is taking place in Africa. In 2015 with over 1.5 million
displaced in Nigeria, over 1 million in Somalia, half a
million in Central African Republic and 600,000 across
the Sahel, the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) embarked on a journey to understand the
nature of violent extremism in Africa to better inform
both policy and programming to prevent and address
the spread of violent extremism.

The UN family and our many partners have been
working to address the underlying, root causes of
violent extremism. It is possible to address the drivers
that lead to violent extremism. Yet investment in
prevention and sustaining peace continues to fall
short. In fact, as evidenced by this report, investments
in securitized and reactive approaches continue to

be on the rise, crowding out underfunded, but much-
needed, efforts on prevention and peacebuilding.

This is despite evidence highlighting the positive
return on investments in peacebuilding, estimated at
aratio of 16:1, meaning that for every US$1 invested

in peacebuilding, $16 could be saved on the costs

of conflict and violent extremism. This calls for a
reinvigorated evidence-based approach to preventing
violent extremism.

In 2021, almost half of all deaths from violent extremism
occurred in sub-Saharan Africa. The Sahel has been the
most heavily affected, with deaths from terrorism in

the region rising tenfold since 2007. Violent extremism
is spreading further across the continent, from
Mozambique to Togo, effectively turning sub-Saharan
Africa into a new global epicentre of violent extremism,
with devastating impacts on lives and livelihoods and
on prospects for peace and development.

Informed by primary research with nearly 2,200
respondents - including more than 1,000 former
members of violent extremist groups - this second
edition of the Journey to Extremism in Africa: Pathways
to Recruitment and Disengagement report is the most
extensive study yet on what drives people to violent
extremism. It investigates what drives people to the
brink of recruitment, the ‘tipping point’ - and ultimately,
the ‘turning point’ that informs their decision to leave
these groups behind.

As outlined in the Our Common Agenda report, the
United Nations Secretary-General is developing a New
Agenda for Peace. It calls for enhanced investment in
prevention and the need for a better understanding of
the underlying drivers and systems sustaining conflict.

In line with this request, I trust the Journey research
will inform the UN family’s efforts to support countries
across Africa to prevent violent extremism, including
through vital efforts coordinated by the United Nations
Office of Counter Terrorism (UNOCT). As part of
UNDP’s new Crisis Offer, the new evidence aims to
support countries to break the cycle of crisis, get ahead
of the curve and invest in hope: from jobs to justice

and advancing progress across the Global Goals.

Violent extremism is not confined to a specific

country or region, but rather a shared burden and

one that humanity as a whole must respond to. The
human stories spotlighted in this report provide an
evidence base that makes clear the need for renewed
international focus, integrative solutions and long-term
investments to address the underlying drivers of violent
extremism. Such efforts are now more critical than ever,
aptly described by the UN Secretary-General as the
“very reason that the UN exists.”

Achim Steiner
UNDP Administrator
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The surge in violent extremism in sub-Saharan

Africa undermines hard-won development gains and
threatens to hold back progress for generations to
come. The need to improve understanding of what
drives violent extremism in Africa, and what can be

done to prevent it, has never been more urgent

Sub-Saharan Africa has become the global epicentre of violent
extremist activity. Worldwide deaths from terrorism have declined
over the past five years, but attacks in this region have more than
doubled since 20161. In 2021, almost half of all terrorism-related
deaths were in sub-Saharan Africa, with more than one-third in
just four countries: Somalia, Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali.2 Violent
extremism (VE) has also spread to other parts of the continent,
such as Mozambique, and is having a devastating impact on lives,
livelihoods and prospects for peace and development3. This is
despite an astounding wealth of endogenous resilience manifested
by local communities across the continent, who have been at

the forefront of prevention and innovative practices of building
everyday peace in uncertain times.

These dramatic shifts in violent extremist activity from the Middle
East and North Africa to sub-Saharan Africa have garnered
relatively little international attention in a world reeling from the
impacts of an escalating climate crisis, increasing authoritarianism,
the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine.

The surge in violent extremism in sub-Saharan Africa undermines
hard-won development gains and threatens to hold back progress
for generations to come. The need to improve understanding of
what drives it in Africa, and what can be done to prevent it, has
never been more urgent. The United Nations Secretary-General’s
2021 report, Our Common Agenda, stresses the importance of an
evidence-driven approach to address development challenges.4
In 2017, UNDP published a groundbreaking study, Journey to
Extremism in Africa: Drivers, Incentives and the Tipping Point for
Recruitment.5 This established a robust evidence base on the
drivers of violent extremism, with important implications for policy
and programming.
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As a major output of UNDP’s multi-year Programme on Preventing
and Responding to Violent Extremism in Africa (2015-2022),6 the
2017 study informed and shaped UNDP’s approach across the
continent, as well as its programming at national and regional levels.

Based on the personal testimonies of former members of VE
groups and a reference group of individuals living in similar at-risk
circumstances, the 2017 study revealed the amalgam of macro-,
meso- and microlevel factors driving violent extremism in Africa,
as well as sources of resilience that can prevent its spread. It
concluded that effective responses to violent extremism require a
multifaceted, development-focused approach, with development
actors uniquely placed to address the structural drivers. It also
highlighted the very localized and fast-changing nature of violent
extremism, underscoring the importance of regular research to
understand the evolution of its drivers and dynamics. Importantly,
the 2017 study put in stark relief the question of how counter-
terrorism and wider security functions of governments in at-risk
environments conduct themselves with regard to human rights,
due process and sensitivity to context. It thus underlined the United
Nations 2016 Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism, which
acknowledged that the traditional “single-minded focus only on
security measures and an utter disregard for human rights have
often made things worse.”7

Despite the clear lessons on the limitations and risks of state-

alone security-driven responses to violent extremism, militarized
approaches have continued to predominate in sub-Saharan Africa
over the past five years. Within the region, resources have increased
for an array of multi-country military coalitions set up to conduct
counter-terrorism operations. The international architecture for
counter-terrorism has also expanded with the creation of more
dedicated mechanisms, despite the limited evidence that such



security-driven militarized responses, by themselves, would be
effective in contributing to sustainable peace, security and stabilty.
Indeed, despite more than a decade of security-driven responses
underpinned by huge international investment, VE groups have
extended their reach and impact markedly in the Sahel region and
elsewhere on the African continent.

Against this backdrop of the surge in violent extremism in sub-
Saharan Africa, and the continued prioritization of security-driven
responses, UNDP initiated a follow-up study, Journey to Extremism
in Africa: Pathways to Recruitment and Disengagement in 2020.

The research was developed to strengthen and refine the evidence
base established in 2017, as well as to update and expand the scope of
the research, tracking variations in relation to the findings of the first
report. The objectives were to further analyse the changing nature
of violent extremism in sub-Saharan Africa and take stock of efforts
to prevent its spread since the 2017 study. In addition to analysing
the drivers, ‘tipping points’ and accelerators affecting recruitment
to VE groups, the new research also explores pathways away from
extremism.

The second edition of the Journey to Extremism research focuses on
eight countries across sub-Saharan Africa: Burkina Faso, Cameroon,
Chad, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Somalia and Sudan. It reflects the life
journeys of 2,196 interviewees, three times as many respondents as
in the 2017 study. This includes over 1,000 former members of VE
groups, both individuals who joined voluntarily and those who were
forcibly recruited. Importantly, the sample also includes a significantly
higher number of female interviewees (552). While more research is
required on the experiences of women and girls in relation to violent
extremism, the gender-disaggregated findings of this study shed
light on women’s and men’s divergent pathways to recruitment.

The report presents the interview data in relation to the changing
nature of violent extremism in sub-Saharan Africa and efforts to
address it, providing a complementary analysis of the broader
international policy context, trends in aid flows and responses to
violent extremism.

The new study delves deeper into the
pathways away from violent extremism,
revealing factors that may push or pull
recruits to disengage from VE groups

Building on the methodology of the 2017 study, the new research
further illuminates the complex pathways that lead some individuals
to join VE groups, while others in similar circumstances do not.
Refracted through the personal perspectives and lived experiences
of the young women and men interviewed, it constructs an aggregate
view of the relative significance of various factors. Like the first

study, it focuses on four broad clusters - upbringing and education,
economic factors, religion and ideologies, and state and citizenship

- and examines how they interact and influence an individual’s life

journey. It also explores the prevalence and nature of ‘tipping point’

1
events that may ultimately cause an individual to join a VE group. 3

In addition, the new study delves deeper into the pathways away
from violent extremism, revealing factors that may push or pull
recruits to disengage from VE groups. Expanding the metaphor of
a life journey and comparing the trajectories of those who chose
to leave the VE group through surrender and amnesty with those
who were arrested, it introduces the notion of a ‘turning point’.
This refers to a shift in attitudes and represents that point when a
recruit no longer believes in the aims or approach of the VE group
and is thus open to disengagement. It acknowledges, however, that
even with such a shift in attitudes, many reasons - having to do with
fear of repercussions and practical circumstances - may make it
difficult for a recruit to leave the group.

The Journey to Extremism 2.0 report will strengthen UNDP’s
evidence-based, development-focused approach to preventing
violent extremism in Africa. Specifically, it will inform the design of
the second iteration of UNDP’s flagship multiyear regional project,
Preventing and Responding to Violent Extremism in Africa and Arab
States: A Development Approach (2022-2025). Beyond this, it aims
to inform and promote action by a wide range of stakeholders
engaged in preventing violent extremism at local, national, regional
and international levels. The evidence presented reaffirms the
need for a fundamental change of approach to addressing violent
extremism in Africa and suggests a series of practical implications
for policy and programming to help bring about that change. The
key findings are presented below, followed by a summary of the
implications for programming and policy.

Key findings

The Journey to Extremism 2.0 report reaffirms many of the findings
and insights revealed by UNDP’s 2017 study on the wide range of
factors that may influence an individual’s journey to extremism. It
deepens our understanding of a process through which structural
factors intersect with individual experiences to inculcate a unique
worldview on matters of politics, religion and ideology and that
directs the individual towards or away from the path of violent
extremism. While for the most part, the new study reinforces the
earlier findings, it also reveals some significant variations. These are
reflective of the changing nature and context in which VE groups
evolve and expand their footprint on the continent. They also
reflect shifts over time in perceptions towards the state and the
social contract between citizen and the state, as local capacities,
despite enormous resilience, are being tested in situations

where incomplete progress towards development and missed
opportunities reverberate.

If left unchecked, these findings speak to the ‘ripeness’ of violent
extremism in Africa, which threatens to stunt development
prospects for generations to come and curtail hard-won
development gains.
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Pathways to recruitment

1. VULNERABILITY TO VIOLENT EXTREMISM IS SHAPED
BY CONDITIONS OF GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION, CHILDHOOD
EXPERIENCES AND EDUCATION

Isolation, remoteness and lack of exposure to others are
significant factors in shaping early conditions that may render
individuals susceptible to violent extremism later in life
Similar to the 2017 study, most individuals who later joined VE
groups grew up in some of the most remote and peripheral areas,
suffering from inter-generational socio-economic marginalization
and underdevelopment. They were also statistically significantly
more likely to have had less exposure to individuals from other
interethnic and religious groups. 53 percent of reference group
respondents claimed to have had friends from other religions
growing up, this proportion was only 40 percent for voluntary
recruits. In addition, they were considerably more inclined to later
perceive their religion to be under threat, as well as to express
negative views about religious diversity. As such, this study
corroborates earlier findings on the salience of remoteness as one
of the factors in a child’s upbringing that shape underlying threat
perceptions. This may lead to a hardening of attitudes towards
others later and, thus, create the conditions that influence the
trajectory to future recruitment.

Perceptions of childhood unhappiness, as well as a perceived
lack of parental involvement and interest in a child’s
upbringing, increase the likelihood of joining a VE group
Echoing the findings of the first Journey to Extremism research,
perceptions of childhood unhappiness and lack of parental
involvement are associated with a higher likelihood of voluntary
recruitment. Similarly, higher levels of childhood happiness and
parental involvement emerge strongly as a source of resilience.

All else being equal, a one-point increase in the childhood happiness
rating decreases the odds of voluntary recruitment by around 10
percent. A one-point increase in the parental involvement rating
decreases the odds of voluntary recruitment by around 25 percent,
consistent with the findings of the 2017 study. This suggests that an
individual’s journey to violent extremism can be seen to originate,
at least in part, in the child’s unfulfilled need for belonging and
connectedness, which underscores the importance of the

family and environment in which the child is raised as a critical
source of resilience.

Contrary to the first study, in which 40 percent
of respondents pointed to ‘religious ideas of
the group’ as the primary reason for voluntary
recruitment, less than half (17 percent)
identified religion as a key driver
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Access to education, and its duration, can bolster

resilience to violent extremism

Like the 2017 study, this dataset unequivocally confirms the
significance of education as a resilience factor. Consistent with the
2017 study, the journey to extremism is found to be significantly
influenced by a lack of even basic education. Low levels of education
were found to be more widespread among voluntary recruits (59
percent) than the reference group (33 percent). Lack of education
was further found to affect the pace in which recruitment occurs.
Recruits who joined a VE group within only a month of introduction
had four years of schooling on average, compared to almost seven
years (6.8 years) among those who joined more slowly. Education
also proved to be a prominent source of resilience: all else being
equal, an additional year of schooling reduces the likelihood of
voluntary recruitment by 13 percent. Additional years of education
are thus associated with a lower likelihood of violent extremism.

2. RELIGION EXERTS A DUAL POWER IN THE JOURNEY TO
EXTREMISM: IT ISBOTH A POTENT VECTOR FOR THE
MOBILIZATION OF GRIEVANCES BUT ALSO REPRESENTS
AN IMPORTANT SOURCE OF RESILIENCE

Rather than emerging as a ‘first response’ in explaining
recruitment, religion is revealed as a powerful touchstone
for mobilizing context-based grievances and identity
Contrary to the first study, in which 40 percent of respondents
pointed to ‘religious ideas of the group’ as the primary reason

for voluntary recruitment, less than half (17 percent) identified
religion as a key driver. Men were more inclined to perceive it as
an influential factor, compared to women, who rated it as a less
salient factor. A discernibly lower proportion of voluntary recruits
perceived religious diversity to ‘be a good thing’ (54 percent),
compared to 82 percent of the reference group, suggesting the
success of extremist narratives in hardening social and religious
attitudes. Conversely, the effect of not perceiving one’s religion to
be under threat decreases the likelihood of voluntary recruitment
by 48 to 50 percent. This contrast with the 2017 study which
found no observable variation. Moreover, voluntary recruits were
statistically more likely to perceive their religion to be under threat
compared to the reference group in this study. The pull of VE
groups providing ‘a sense of belonging’ was further found to be a
statistically significant predictor of voluntary recruitment into VE
groups. This suggests that when religion operates as a powerful
expression of individual and group identity and offers a way to
channel existing grievances and perceived threats, the likelihood of

recruitment increases.

Religious education and religious literacy constitute key
protective factors against violent extremism

Distinguishing clearly between individual perceptions about
radical religious ideologies as a driver to extremism on the one
hand, and actual religious education and literacy levels on the
other, the findings show that individuals who later joined a VE
group voluntarily were more likely to have received fewer years
of religious education than their reference group counterparts.



They were also more likely to join at a greater speed than those
who received higher levels of religious education. A significant
proportion of voluntary recruits also acknowledged that

they either don’t read religious texts themselves, but rely on
intermediaries, or have no or limited understanding of the texts,
rendering them more vulnerable to the influence of imported
views and exposure to extremist ideas. In contrast, higher levels
of religious education proved to be associated with a lower
likelihood of voluntary recruitment. The findings resonate with
the findings from the first Journey to Extremism research, which
challenge globally mounting popular narratives that conflate
religious ideologies with extremist behaviour. The findings further
highlight the value of religious education and religious literacy as
a crucial source of resilience in countering extremist narratives,
consistent with the first study.

3. ECONOMIC INCENTIVES ARE KEY TO UNDERSTAND
DRIVERS TO VIOLENT EXTREMISM

The hope of employment is cited as the primary driver

of recruitment, reflecting generalized grievances of
socioeconomic injustice and marginalization

The Journey to Extremism research again underscores the
relevance of economic factors as drivers of recruitment.
Twenty-five percent of voluntary recruits cited ‘employment
opportunities’ as their primary reason for joining, particularly
among the sample’s male respondents.

Yet, contrary to the 2017 study and widespread assumptions
regarding youth unemployment as a driver of violent extremism,
no significant correlation was found between unemployment
and susceptibility to violent extremism: 73 percent of voluntary
recruits expressed frustration with the government in terms of
providing employment opportunities, compared to 71 percent

of the reference group. Thus, the study finds a generalized

sense of economic hardship and deprivation in the outlook of all
respondents, further underpinned by grievances animated by the
shortcomings of the state itself.

Economic incentives converge with gender roles and identities 17
The Journey to Extremism further highlights how seemingly

material incentives converge with gender norms and roles. While
male respondents cited employment as the main factor, female
respondents most frequently referred to the influence of family,
including their husbands, as the primary driver of this decision. On
average, male voluntary recruits stated that they earned significantly
less prior to joining a VE group, compared to those recruited by
forced, and were held primarily in vulnerable employment. Those
who followed the violent extremism trajectory more quickly, were
also more likely to be married and, thus, bear key responsibilities
within the family. These findings further illustrate how economic
dependency, traditional gender roles and the pressure of
community, together with grievances associated with lived realities
of vulnerability and underemployment, converge and may affect
recruitment patterns in different ways.

4. A BROKEN SOCIAL CONTRACT PROVIDES FERTILE
GROUND FOR RECRUITMENT

Widespread lack of trust in government and its institutions
reveals a much more fractured social contract between the
state and its citizens

While the 2017 study found limited confidence in, and grievances
towards, government to be associated with the highest incidence of
violent extremism in Africa, no statistically significant variation of
‘trust in government’ was observed in this dataset. Rather, the study
found low levels of trust in government institutions, particularly in
security actors, and low levels of democratic participation in the
outlook of all respondents. On average, voluntary recruits exhibited
only marginally lower levels of trust. The new dataset thus reveals
amuch more fractured social contract between the state and its
citizens than previously. This may warrant the very real prospect of
an even greater spread of violent extremism on the continent than
in recent years, with further associated development backsliding
and devastation.

Deep-seated perceptions of impunity and distrust in security
actors continue to fuel grievances leading to violent extremism
Grievances against security actors, notably the police and military,
and the justice system, were particularly evident in this data sample.
Sixty-two percent of voluntary recruits reported having ‘little

or no trust’ in the police, with 61 percent of the reference group

The Journey to Extremism research again underscores the
relevance of economic factors as drivers of recruitment.
Twenty-five percent of voluntary recruits cited ‘employment
opportunities’ as their primary reason for joining, particularly
among the sample’s male respondents



responding similarly. Similarly, 59 percent expressed a similar
perception towards the military, compared to 46 percent of the
reference group. These findings suggest deep-seated profound
divides between communities and security actors, which is known
to offer fertile ground for recruitment into VE groups. These
findings highlight the urgent need to improve the quality and
accountability of institutions across service delivery areas such

as security.

Widespread dissatisfaction with state service provision is
prevalent, particularly regarding employment

Contrary to the 2017 study, which found lower levels of satisfaction
with government service provision among recruits than among
reference group counterparts, this dataset did not identify a
statistically significant variation in respondents’ outlook. Thus,
dissatisfaction with service delivery does not emerge as a significant
predictor of the likelihood of voluntary recruitment. Nevertheless,
the new findings clearly reveal widespread negative perceptions in
the outlook of all groups, especially regarding employment, security
and education. A striking 73 percent of voluntary recruits stated
that they thought the government was doing a bad job in providing
employment, with the reference group posting an equally high
proportion of 71 percent. While both reference group and voluntary
recruits were almost equally divided in their perceptions of the role
of the state in providing everyday security, male recruits held more
critical views than females.

Distrust of the government and dissatisfaction
with state provision of services underscore the
appeal of VE groups that present themselves as
proto-states and alternative service providers

VE groups hold increasing appeal as alternatives to the state
Distrust of the government and dissatisfaction with state provision
of services underscore the appeal of VE groups that present
themselves as proto-states and alternative service providers.
Through contextual data from Mali and Somalia the Journey to
Extremism 2.0 research helped to explain perceptions of the role
of VE groups as service providers in key areas, such as mediation

of local conflicts, justice provision and everyday security. In Mali,

a significant proportion of the voluntary recruits pointed to the
appeal of VE groups in mediating local conflicts (70 percent) and
everyday security (71 percent). In Somalia, 62 percent of voluntary
recruits pointed to the role of VE groups in ensuring everyday
security and 58 percent identified their role in providing justice.
While more research is needed, this provides some insights into
the process whereby VE groups exploit existing governance deficits
and draw on the progressive delegitimization of the formal state to
mobilize support and tap into localized grievances and narratives of
victimization and injustice.
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Local actors more trusted than state authorities

Religious and community leaders earned significantly higher

levels of trust, although these levels were lower among voluntary
recruits, consistent with the 2017 study. A significant majority of all
respondents favoured religious leaders, with 8o percent of voluntary
recruits reporting ‘some’ or ‘a lot of trust’, compared to 84 percent
of reference group respondents. This compares to community
leaders, with up to 75 percent of reference group respondents and
63 percent of voluntary recruits indicating that they had ‘some’ or
‘alot of trust’ in those leaders. Consistent with the 2017 study, this
underscores the importance of proximity factors and local actors as
first responders in areas affected by the threat of violent extremism,
characterized by a limited state presence. This further confirms the
crucial role that religious leaders and faith-based organizations can
play in countering violent extremist narratives and strengthening
cohesiveness.

5. THE TIPPING POINT

The absence of a‘tipping point’ reduces the risk

of recruitment significantly

The Journey to Extremism research put forward the notion of a
transformative trigger that pushes individuals decisively from the
at-risk category to join a VE group. Recognizing radicalization as a
highly socialized and dialectical process, influenced by a confluence
of factors and conditions, this study examines the extent to which
an individual’s decision to join was influenced by the occurrence of
a specific trigger event, also noted as a ‘tipping point’, as well as the
statistical significance of such events. It reveals that as many as 48
percent of respondents stated that they had experienced such a
tipping point. For someone who had not, the likelihood of voluntary
recruitment was sharply reduced by 40 and 50 percent compared
to someone who had experienced such an event.

Government action, accompanied by human rights

abuses, continues to trigger, fuel and accelerate

recruitment towards violent extremism

Seventy-one percent of the 48 percent who described having
experienced a trigger event, cited government action, including
the killing and arrest of family or friends as the specific event that
ultimately impelled them to join a VE group, similar to the 2017
study. Trigger events were also found to be a significant accelerator
of recruitment, with higher levels of anger and fear featuring more
prominently among those who joined more quickly, compared to
those who joined more slowly and reported primarily feeling hope.
Thus, consistent with the previous Journey to Extremism research,
this highlights how recruitment into VE groups presents a unique
‘pull’ opportunity for change and an opportunity to rebel against
the status quo. These findings further illustrate that, in most
cases, state action, accompanied by a sharp escalation of human
rights abuses, appears to be the prominent factor finally pushing
individuals into VE groups in Africa.



Most male recruits were also introduced

to the group by friends (50 percent), while
most females were introduced through their
husband (46 percent). This difference likely
reflects the gendered roles and responsibilities
within family structures and networks in the
countries under review

6. THE RECRUITMENT PROCESS

Joining a VE group reflects the influence of social networks
and pressures

Forty percent of voluntary recruits joined a VE group within one
month of their first encounter with the group and 67 percent
joined within one year. The data confirm the significance of factors
related to the socialized nature of the recruitment process, notably
the influence of peer networks and family. A majority (45 percent)
of voluntary recruits joined a VE group with friends, while 15
percent joined with family and 16 percent joined alone. Of those
who joined within a month of introduction, a higher proportion of
recruits joined with a friend (58 percent), compared to 22 percent
of quick recruits who joined alone. Moreover, when examining
these patterns by gender, male recruits were more likely to join
with friends (61 percent), while female recruits tended to join

with their family members (50 percent). Most male recruits were
also introduced to the group by friends (50 percent), while most
females were introduced through their husbands (46 percent).
This difference likely reflects the gendered roles and responsibilities
within family structures and networks in the countries under

review.

A statistically significant association exists
between low levels of internet use and the
likelihood of voluntary recruitment

Higher internet usage - in areas with limited internet
penetration - is associated with less susceptibility to

violent extremism

A statistically significant association exists between low levels of
internet use and the likelihood of voluntary recruitment. Voluntary
recruits who never used or lacked access to the internet also joined
more quickly than others. Among ‘quick recruits’, traditional media
such as radio was further cited as the main source of information
after word of mouth. They were also more likely to join with friends
than alone, suggesting the association between lower internet
usage and greater vulnerability to peer influence in the recruitment
process. Women report a lower degree of access to the internet
across the voluntary and reference group, compared to men. This
differs from the 2017 study, which found that voluntary group
respondents reported a 9 percent higher use rate compared to

reference group counterparts. It suggested that as connectivity
rates improve, so will the potential for online recruitment,

which offers a far wider reach than localized processes. Indeed,
recognizing the limitations of online influence in peripheral areas
where internet penetration is low, VE groups have adapted their
strategies to combine both offline and online recruitment tactics
to be able to reach those previously unreached.

Voluntary recruits indicated lower levels of participation and
awareness of preventing violent extremism (PVE) initiatives
than their reference group counterparts

Assignificantly higher proportion of voluntary recruits stated that
they were not aware of any preventive initiatives upon joining (70
percent), compared to those who where (30 percent). Reference
group respondents indicated a higher level of awareness and
participation in such initiatives when compared with voluntary
recruits. Nevertheless, the regression analyses did not find a
statistically significant impact of awareness and participation in PVE
activities on the likelihood of voluntary recruitment in any of the
econometric models. This differs from the first study, which found
that awareness of PVE initiatives slowed the pace of recruitment.

Pathways to disengagement

8. DRIVERS OF DISENGAGEMENT.
UNMET EXPECTATIONS AND DISILLUSIONMENT WITH
THE GROUP’S ACTIONS AND IDEOLOGY OFFER CRITICAL
ENTRY POINTS FOR VOLUNTARY DISENGAGEMENT

Unmet expectations were prevalent among those who left
the VE group voluntarily

Seventy-seven percent of those who chose to leave said their
expectations were not met, compared with 6o percent of those
arrested. The relationship between voluntary disengagement and
unmet or unfulfilled expectations was found to be statistically
significant, suggesting an association between unmet initial
expectations and the decision to leave the VE group voluntarily.

Economic incentives feature prominently in the decision

to disengage

Sixty-two percent of individuals captured through arrest stated that
they had been paid while a member of the VE group, compared with
only 49 percent of those who disengaged voluntarily. The variation
in the outlook of respondents was further found to be statistically
significant, highlighting an association between lower levels of
payment and voluntary disengagement. The research also found
that those who joined quickly expressed greater disappointment
over monetary rewards (42 percent) compared to those who joined
within a year (32 percent). These findings differ fundamentally from
the 2017 study, which did not find economic factors as prominent a
factor for disengagement as for recruitment.
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Disillusionment with the group’s ideology and/or actions

is key in triggering a turning point

When examining the salience of factors influencing the ultimate
decision to leave, the outcomes were strikingly behavioural and
ideological, relative to other factors such as mistreatment and
hunger. Describing a disconnect between the group’s initial
promises and ideas and its actual practices, 68 percent identified
‘no longer agreeing with the actions of the group’, including the
killing of civilians, as the most significant factor. Sixty percent of
those who voluntarily disengaged identified ‘no longer believing

in ideology of the VE group’ as the second most influential factor
prompting them to leave. Eighty-five percent of female recruits
reported that no longer believing in the ideology of the VE group
was a major influence on their decision to leave, compared with

62 percent for males. These findings highlight the importance

of addressing underlying values and beliefs underpinning violent
extremist behaviours as a pathway to sustainably bolster resilience,
as well as the underlying grievances that give rise to a cognitive shift
and receptiveness towards VE groups and extremist ideas.

Those who disengage voluntarily are less likely to re-join and
recruit others, while those arrested acknowledge that they
intend to re-engage in violent extremist activity

When examining respondents’ intent to possibly re-engage with a
VE group, a higher proportion of those who disengaged voluntarily
expressed an intent not to re-engage in such (65 percent),
compared to individuals captured through arrest, who expressed a
much greater intent to reengage, with the objective of ‘recruiting
more people to join’ (40 percent). For those arrested through
capture, the most salient factor motivating them to reengage was
the VE groups’ ‘providing a sense of belonging’ (35) and ‘wanting
to seek justice’ (32 percent). These findings may reflect that those
captured through arrest hold more positive views of the use of
violence as a legitimate means to address grievances and to achieve
social change, contrary to those who disengage voluntarily. This
further underscores the relevance of behaviourally informed
approaches to prevention.

9. THE DISENGAGEMENT PROCESS

Government incentives and amnesty programs have an

impact on disengagement

Most respondents who disengaged voluntarily from a VE group
stated that government incentives and amnesty programmes
influenced their decision to leave. Similarly, awareness of such
amnesty and reintegration programmes supporting disengagement
also emerged as crucial in the disengagement process.

Disengagement has a cascading effect

Just as joining a VE group is a socialized process, so is the decision
to disengage, closely linked to the decision by family, friends and
community members to leave. Males were far more likely to state
that they left with friends (42 percent), while the most frequent
response among female recruits was that they left with their
husband (31 percent), followed by other family members
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(29 percent). This contrasts with the very few who decided to leave
alone. These findings underscore the significance of considering the
entire social ecology of peer networks, social bonding and identity
as vital aspects of disengagement processes, while reinforcing
behavioural dimensions that may bolster individuals’ resilience.

A gender-sensitive lens key to empower communities at large
While the research revealed the pathways to and from extremism
as highly gendered, the primary drivers influencing the decision

to join appeared to be strikingly less ideological for women than
for men, relative to socialized factors and reliance on the family
and husba