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The Three Ps of Radicalization: Push, Pull and Personal. A
Systematic Scoping Review of the Scientific Evidence about
Radicalization Into Violent Extremism

Matteo Vergani, Muhammad Iqbal, Ekin Ilbahar, and Greg Barton

Alfred Deakin Institute for Citizenship and Globalisation, Deakin University, Burwood, VIC, Australia

ABSTRACT
In this article, we present the findings of the first systematic scoping
review of scientific literature on radicalization into violent extremism
since the Al Qaeda attacks on 11 September 2001. We selected and
categorized all scholarly, peer-reviewed, English-language articles
published between 2001 and 2015 that empirically investigated the
factors of radicalization into violent extremism (N¼ 148). In the ana-
lysis we consider two main dependent variables (behavioral and cog-
nitive radicalization) and three main independent variables (push,
pull, and personal factors). “Pull” factors of radicalization emerge as
the main factors of radicalization across studies focused on different
geographical areas and ideologies. This article points to the need to
focus more on the interaction between push, pull, and personal fac-
tors, and to diversify the methodologies used in the field.
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The reasons why people participate in violent extremism, and engage with movements
employing the violent methods of terrorism, remain a matter of contention, with schol-
ars struggling to arrive at a consensus about the basic mechanisms of radicalization. A
substantial body of research has been published on the issue since the 11 September
2001 (9/11) attacks in 2001, but only a small number of systematic reviews of the sub-
stantive knowledge on the topic have so far been attempted in books1 and research
reports.2 And even then, despite representing important steps toward the understanding
of the field, those reviews generally do not meet the standards for methodological trans-
parency and replicability. For example, in many reviews coding occurred with no men-
tion of inter-coder reliability, and the reported findings tended to be cherry-picked
without sufficiently transparent criteria.
Remarkably, given the volume of scholarly articles published, only a handful of sys-

tematic review articles about the factors of radicalization into violent extremism and ter-
rorism have been published in scientific journals, where they have undergone a more
formal peer-review process to meet scientific standards. Relevant among these are the
excellent (although technically unsystematic) narrative reviews of specific subfields like
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suicide bombing and domestic terrorism, and Borum’s and Victoroff’s reviews of the
existing theories that explain radicalization into violent extremism.3 To our knowledge,
the only articles that provide a truly systematic quantitative overview of the scientific
knowledge about the causes of terrorism are Campana and Lapointe’s systematic scop-
ing review of the literature about root causes of non-suicide terrorism,4 and Jacques
and Taylor’s review of the literature about female terrorism.5 To date, there has been
no comprehensive systematic review of the scientific studies that looked at radicalization
into violent extremism.
One main obstacle to conducting systematic reviews of this issue is the ambiguity of

key terms such as radicalization and extremism, which by their very nature identify a
relative position on a continuum of opinions and behaviors. Depending on the context,
the line that defines an extremist/radical opinion or behavior from a moderate/legitim-
ate opinion or behavior can be drawn at different points in the continuum. Moreover,
structural and circumstantial factors (such as the agendas of governments and security
agencies) influence the definition of those terms in different circumstances and for dif-
ferent institutions, potentially creating conflicting classifications. Ultimately, radicaliza-
tion and extremism remain ambiguous and contested concepts and sources of
confusion,6 to the point that some scholars even deny that radicalization exists.7

At the same time, however, it needs to be remembered that the definitions of virtu-
ally all phenomena of political significance are problematic and contested, including
such fundamental concepts as nationalism, revolution, empire, and colonialism.8 Just as
it is possible, and indeed, necessary, to research these issues despite their problematic
nature, so too “radicalization” and “extremism” represent phenomena too important to
ignore. And, as this article sets out to demonstrate, some significant lines of consensus
and important findings have emerged in the scientific literature of the past decade and
a half since the 9/11 attacks made terrorism a central issue of our times.
As Sedgwick and Neumann noted, common usage of the term radicalization in the

academic literature emerged following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, but the term became
only widely used after 2005.9 This period corresponds to what Pape defined as the
second wave of terrorism studies, which has been characterized by more sophisticated
methodologies, more complex theories, and more attention to the causes and the conse-
quences of the terrorism.10 At the same time, the second wave, for all its promise, has
also been criticized for having been unable, as yet, to fully develop as a mature scientific
approach.11

This article reviews and consolidates the scientific knowledge produced between 2001
and 2015 regarding radicalization into violent extremism, and it aims to address very
basic descriptive questions such as: which areas are most under-researched and why?
What factors are universal in predicting radicalization into violent extremism across
ideologies and geographical contexts? What are the main methodological biases that
researchers should be aware of? This article is intended to be a systematic scoping
review,12 in that it addresses a broad topic (the causes of radicalization into violent
extremism), and a comprehensive range of publications, including diverse study designs
of varying quality and methodological transparency. This diversity and methodological
flexibility poses important challenges to the achievement of an objective review of the
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field. This will be discussed at some length in the methods and limitation sections of
this article.
At a time where numerous studies of various quality are published each month, this

review is a valuable exercise to map this field of research. It provides a general picture
of the progress made, the knowledge aggregated and consolidated so far, the main pit-
falls, and the challenges ahead.

Scope and Structure of the Review

This review study focuses exclusively on the radicalization into violent extremism, a
matter of immediate concern to states and communities. The definition of radicalization
into violent extremism generally refers to the path that leads an individual to endorse
or commit a politically motivated act of violence (e.g., terrorism, kidnappings,
assassinations).13

This article distinguishes between two different types of radicalization into violent
extremism. Specifically, it conceptually separates the studies that focus on behavioral
radicalization (which focuses on an individual’s engagement in violent action) and cog-
nitive radicalization (which focuses on an individual’s adoption and internalization of
violent and extremist beliefs). The two generally go together but many people behavior-
ally radicalize without a correspondingly significant degree of cognitive radicalization
and vice-versa.
We considered a wide range of factors as predictors of radicalization, which, in order

to make analytical comparisons possible, we grouped in three broad categories: push,
pull, and personal factors. “Push factors” overlap with the structural root causes of ter-
rorism that drive people toward resorting to violence,14 and include, for example, state
repression, relative deprivation, poverty, and injustice (please see the methods section
for a more comprehensive list). “Pull factors” capture the aspects that make extremist
groups and lifestyles appealing to some people, and include, for example, ideology,
group belonging, group mechanisms, and other incentives. “Personal factors” include
related but more specifically individual characteristics that make certain individuals
more vulnerable than their circumstantially comparable peers to radicalization. This
includes for example psychological disorders, personality traits, and traumatic life expe-
riences. We acknowledge that certain psychological disorders (such as depression) can
certainly develop in conjunction with, or even as a result of, the radicalization process
(e.g., because of the isolation from primary ties), but the studies that focus on personal
factors generally look at those disorders preceding radicalization and often in conjunc-
tion with other structural and group-level mechanisms.
In reality, push, pull, and personal factors are all closely interrelated. Push factors,

which identify contextual and structural conditions, often can be the root cause of both
pull and personal factors. For example, structural conditions (such as poverty) could
contribute substantially to personal conditions (such as depression and low self-esteem)
while simultaneously boosting the appeal of pull factors (like material incentives or the
need to belong to a group). Moreover, we acknowledge that radicalization, for the most
part, takes place in social settings, with “three-fourths of those who join the Islamic
State or al-Qaeda” doing so in groups that “involve pre-existing social networks and
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typically cluster in particular towns and neighbourhoods.”15 This means that factors
such as the consumption of propaganda, narratives, or political grievances do not oper-
ate by themselves but rather have effect within specific social settings.
Notwithstanding the fact that they rarely occur in isolation, we also see the need to

attempt a clear theoretical distinction between push, pull, and personal factors because
they capture different levels of explanation of radicalization into violent extremism:
push factors largely focus on structural, political, and sociological explanations; pull fac-
tors tend to focus on group-level sociocognitive explanations; and personal factors are
concerned primarily with individual psychological and biographical explanations. Each
of those levels is then associated with a different set of preventative measures and poli-
cies, which, in turn, tap into the political, socioideological, and psychological–medical
spheres. This theoretical distinction between the three levels of analysis (macro, meso,
and micro) is used in established theoretical approaches to analysis in the field of polit-
ical violence and in cognate fields such as collective action studies. Examples include
Kleinmann’s distinction between individual-level, group-level, and mass-level factors of
radicalization,16 and Duncan’s distinction between perceived injustice, identity, and effi-
cacy and personality and life experiences as predictors of collective action.17 We think
Duncan’s model of collective action is also a relevant benchmark because radicalization
into violent extremism can been seen as a form of collective action.

Methods

Search

In April 2016 we searched for the keywords “radicali�ation” (in order to allow both
American and English spelling) or “extremis�” in title, abstract, and keywords sections
in the following databases: PsycINFO, PubMed, Sociological Abstracts, Web of Science,
Worldwide Political Science Abstracts, EconLit, Embase, PAIS Index, and Scopus. We
restricted the data range from 2001 to 2015, and we searched for articles in the English
language. After eliminating the duplicates, we had an initial set of 6,335 items.

Data coding

Inclusion criteria
The first criterion for including articles in our review was relevance. We included only
the articles that looked at the factors that explain why an actor (either individual or
group) would support or engage in violent extremism. For example, we excluded the
articles that focused on the polarization of opinions if not explicitly referring to support
for violent ideas,18 as well as mathematical models of opinion and behavior polarization.
We also excluded articles that looked at the predictors of voting for extremist parties
(i.e., at the extreme left and right of a country’s political spectrum). This is because
even though some political parties, such as, for example, Greece’s Golden Dawn have
been associated with violent militancy, voting and electoral participation belong in the
domain of legitimate activities, and the focus of this review article is exclusively on the
illegitimate activity of politically motivated violence. Moreover, descriptive articles that
describe violent extremist ideas and behaviors without investigating the predictive
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factors were excluded from the review.19 In short, we exclusively included the articles
that focused on explaining the factors that predict the dependent variables of interest:
cognitive and behavioral radicalization into violent extremism.
The second criterion was being published in peer-reviewed scientific journals. We

searched exclusively for journal articles that have undergone a formal review process.
We therefore excluded books, book chapters, reports, theses, and other so-called “grey
area” literature. We acknowledge that in doing this we have undoubtedly overlooked
relevant work, but we are also confident that the articles that we have included meet
standard criteria of quality and transparency that are not consistently found in gray
area literature.
The third criterion was availability. We excluded articles that were in languages other

than English and that were not publicly accessible from our university library access.
The fourth inclusion criterion was empirical evidence. We included all articles that

presented empirical evidence about the radicalization factors, including original inter-
views, fieldwork, content analysis, original analyses of existing databases, and other
open source data. We excluded theoretical articles that were based on literature review
and research published elsewhere.20 We also excluded articles that referred to empirical
data from secondary sources that were collected unsystematically, without consistent
transparency with respect to methodology for data collection and data analysis.21

Nevertheless, some articles that analyzed primary sources (such as YouTube videos pub-
lished by extremist groups) were included, even though the methodology of analysis
was not completely transparent.22

To ensure that the exclusion/inclusion of the articles was done in a replicable way,
three independent reviewers separately coded fifty articles. The results were then com-
pared and any disagreements were discussed. We repeated the process until we obtained
an agreement of 97 percent.

Independent variables
Our independent variables are comprised of three non-exclusive categories: push, pull,
and personal. Push factors include: loss of legitimacy, geopolitical factors, state repres-
sion, relative deprivation, inequality, intergroup contact (e.g., the presence of different
religious or ethnic group in the same space), violence (e.g., high level of violence such
as a war). In our coding, push factors also include variables such as unemployment and
education, because they capture the consequences of structural conditions on
the individual.
Pull factors include: cognitive factors (e.g., consumption of propaganda, cultural con-

gruence, perceived efficacy and morality of a group, search for adventure), social mech-
anisms and group processes (e.g., identity fusion and identification, group dynamics,
recruitment, and leadership), and emotional and material incentives. We coded individ-
ual-level variables that refer to ideology and attitudes in this category: for example, the
individual’s consumption of the extremist group’s propaganda was coded as a
pull factor.
Personal factors include: individual psychological vulnerabilities independent of push

and pull factors (e.g., mental health conditions, depression, trauma), personality traits
(such as narcissism and impulsivity), and individually specific demographic
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characteristics (e.g., age, gender, country of birth) that constitute subjective states that
make the individual more vulnerable to extremism.
The inter-connectedness between push, pull, and personal factors poses an

“operationalisation challenge”: for example, unemployment could be seen as both a
push and a personal factor, depending on whether the level of analysis is macro (look-
ing at structural factors) or micro (looking at biographical availability or frustration).
We coded as push factors all the factors that have been identified in the literature as
“root causes” of terrorism, such as unemployment or poverty, even when they were
investigated at a micro level of analysis. Only demographic (age, gender), biographical
(substance abuse, criminal record) and psychological characteristics (like disorders and
personality characteristics) have been coded as personal factors. We believe that this
coding strategy represents a practicable approach to accurately reflecting the difference
between researching the causes of radicalization in sociological forces versus psycho-
logical and individual paths, which although possibly related to structural forces, tend
to express unique biographical journeys.

Dependent variables
Our dependent variables are comprised of two categories: cognitive and behavioral rad-
icalization. Cognitive radicalization refers to studies that focus on an individual express-
ing support for violent extremist acts (e.g., terrorist attacks), people (e.g., Anders
Breivik), and groups (e.g., Al Qaeda) that committed acts of violent extremism (e.g., ter-
rorism). Behavioral radicalization refers to studies that focus on an individual commit-
ting an act of violent extremism (e.g., terrorism) or joining a violent extremist group
(e.g., Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant or Al Qaeda).
Three independent reviewers coded each article’s dependent and independent varia-

bles. To ensure the replicability of this process, each reviewer separately coded fifty
articles, and the results were discussed and compared until reaching a satisfactory agree-
ment (all Kappas> .70).
Finally, a more straightforward process of data extraction was conducted to identify

unambiguous information such as the methodology used (i.e., qualitative, quantitative,
mixed methods, social network analysis, and the use of control groups), the data sources
(i.e., existing datasets like the Gallup poll or the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), ori-
ginal databases compiled with open sources, text analyses, original interviews, ethnogra-
phies), the focus on group versus individual radicalization, sample sizes and
composition, geographical focus, focus on “lone wolves” and ideology (i.e., jihadism,
far-right, or other ideologies).

Analytical approach
First, we present a quantitative descriptive overview of the information coded and
extracted from the articles considered. Second, we provide a comprehensive qualitative
description of the factors of radicalization that we encountered in each of the push,
pull, and personal categories. Third, we conduct cross-tabulations and chi-square tests
to examine whether there are significant differences in the proportions of different types

6 M. VERGANI ET AL.



of radicalization factors across articles that focus on different geographical areas, ideolo-
gies, and research methods.

Data Analysis and Results

Descriptive statistics

Of the initial 6,335 articles, 79.1 percent (n¼ 5,013) were coded as not relevant, 3.1 per-
cent (n¼ 198) were found not to be peer-reviewed journal articles, 1.4 percent (n¼ 91)
were in a foreign language, 2.7 percent (n¼ 173) were not accessible, and 6.7 percent
(n¼ 422) were not empirically based. The remaining 2.4 percent (n¼ 148) were
included in this review. Figure 1 shows the distribution over time of the articles
included in this review. Please refer to the Appendix for a full list of the articles
included in this review.
As for the dependent variables, 77.7 percent (n¼ 115) of the articles focused on

behavioral radicalization, and 22.3 percent (n¼ 33) on cognitive radicalization. As for
the independent variables, the articles were distributed as follows:

� 25.0 percent (n¼ 37) had a combination of push and pull factors;
� 21.6 percent (n¼ 32) only pull factors;
� 17.6 percent (n¼ 26) a combination of pull and personal factors;
� 14.2 percent (n¼ 21) had a combination of push, pull and personal factors;
� 14.2 percent (n¼ 21) only push factors;
� 4.1 percent (n¼ 6) a combination of push and personal factors;
� 3.4 percent (n¼ 5) only personal factors.

Overall, pull factors are cited as a driver of radicalization in 78.4 percent of the
articles (n¼ 116), push factors in 57.4 percent of the articles (n¼ 85), and personal fac-
tors in 39.2 percent of the articles (n¼ 58).

Figure 1. Distribution of the empirical articles over time (frequency of articles per year).
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Additionally, we extracted the following information:

� Focus on group (32.4 percent, N¼ 48) versus individual (67.6 percent, N¼ 100)
radicalization;

� Methodology; that is, qualitative (53.4 percent, n¼ 79), quantitative (39.9 per-
cent, n¼ 59), mixed methods (6.1 percent, n¼ 9), social network analysis (0.7
percent, n¼ 1);

� Use of control groups (12.8 percent, n¼ 19);
� Data source (non-mutually exclusive); that is, existing datasets (12.8 percent,

n¼ 19), original database compiled from open sources (12.8 percent, n¼ 19),
text analysis (23.6 percent, n¼ 35), original interviews (54.1 percent, n¼ 80), eth-
nography (2 percent, n¼ 3);

� Sample size (only reported in some studies, n¼ 64), with a minimum of 1 and a
maximum of 6,020 (M¼ 577.53, SD¼ 1,385.27);

� Sample composition (non-mutually exclusive): extremists (16.9 percent, n¼ 25),
general population (23.6 percent, n¼ 35), experts (6.1 percent, n¼ 9);

� Geographical scope; that is, Europe, North America, and Australia (46.6 percent,
n¼ 69), Middle East and Central Asia (12.8 percent, n¼ 19), Africa (5.4 percent,
n¼ 8), Other (18.2 percent, n¼ 27), and multiple countries in a comparative per-
spective (16.9 percent, n¼ 25);

� Lone wolves (5.4 percent, n¼ 8);
� Ideological focus; that is, jihadism (53.4 percent, n¼ 79), far-right (18.9 percent,

n¼ 28), other ideology (6.8 percent, n¼ 10), and multiple ideologies (20.9 per-
cent, n¼ 31).

The push factors of radicalization

Within the eighty-five articles mentioning at least one push factor as a cause of radical-
ization, a variety of push factors were identified. The push factor that appears most
often in the literature is the relative deprivation of a social group,23 which has been also
framed in terms of injustice,24 inequality,25 marginalization,26 grievance,27 social exclu-
sion,28 frustration,29 victimization,30 and stigmatization.31 In the case of jihadist radical-
ization, numerous articles mention as a push factor the increasing frustration and sense
of injustice derived from the aggressive foreign policies of Western states in Muslim
majority countries, such as the Global War on Terror,32 the war in Afghanistan,33

Western attacks against the ummah,34 Western colonization of Muslim-majority coun-
tries,35 and more generally the perception of Western dominance in world politics.36

The perceived threat to a group is mentioned as a push factor of radicalization in the
context of right-wing extremism where the threat is couched in primarily racial terms37

but some articles also mentioned threat perception as a push factor in the context of
jihadist radicalization38 and Jewish extremism.39

State repression is another push factor that is often cited, especially beyond Europe
and North America in places such as India,40 Israel,41 the Middle East and North
Africa,42 Russia and post-communist countries,43 Indonesia, and Tanzania.44 In
Western countries, the only articles that see state repression as a cause of radicalization
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are focused on left-wing anarchist groups in Denmark,45 and jihadist radicalization in
prisons in France46 and Britain.47

Poverty is cited as a push factor of radicalization exclusively in qualitative articles
that look at radicalization in Africa,48 with the exception of one article that finds an
association between low income and right-wing extremism in Russia.49 The articles that
focus on African radicalization also tend to mention corruption as a push factor of
radicalization.50

One of the most frequently cited push factors of radicalization is unemployment.51

The relationship between unemployment and radicalization is usually explained in two
ways: first, unemployment can be a source of frustration that triggers individual’s anger
in combination with other factors.52 Second, unemployment can be a factor indicating a
biographical availability (i.e., more free time and more practical availability to recruit-
ment into violent extremism).53

Level and type of education is another variable connected with push factor that is
often cited as being a predictor of radicalization.54 Education can be a predictor of rad-
ical opinions because lower levels of education are usually associated with less sophisti-
cated and more black-and-white worldviews, which are a predictor of cognitive
radicalization.55 Being located within the educational system (and therefore having a
higher level of education), however, is in some instances seen as a marker of biograph-
ical availability to terrorist recruitment.56

We tested whether push factors were more cited in articles that focused on one spe-
cific dependent variable. We found no statistically significant differences, with push fac-
tors being mentioned in 60.6 percent of the articles focused on cognitive radicalization
and in 56.5 percent of the articles focused on behavioral radicalization.
Push factors are comparatively more cited as a driver of group radicalization than

individual radicalization, even though they are also mentioned in about half of the
articles about individual radicalization. Specifically, push factors alone are most fre-
quently cited to explain group radicalization, and push factors in combination with pull
and personal factors to explain individual radicalization (Table 1). The differences
between groups were statistically significant, X2 (2, N¼ 148)¼ 9.97, p¼ .01.

The pull factors of radicalization

In the 116 articles that discuss pull factors, the one that appears most is the consump-
tion of extremist propaganda. This particular pull factor is mentioned as a cause for
radicalization in about two thirds (66.9 percent) of the articles included in this review.
In the scientific literature, extremist propaganda is examined at a group level in terms
of propaganda,57 but also in terms of culture,58 and myths,59 and also at the individual
level in terms of individual beliefs60 and views.61 The fundamental characteristic of a

Table 1. Push factors by group/individual focus (frequencies and column percentages).

Individual radicalization Group radicalization

No push factors 47 (47.0%) 16 (33.3%)
Push factors in combination 45 (45.0%) 19 (39.6%)
Push factors alone 8 (8%) 13 (27.1%)
Total 100 (100%) 48 (100%)

X2 (2, N¼ 148)¼ 9.97, p¼ .01.

STUDIES IN CONFLICT & TERRORISM 9



propaganda that predicts radicalization into violent extremism is justification of vio-
lence, which is generally done through mechanisms of moral disengagement and de-
humanization.62 Three articles also found traits such as Right-Wing Authoritarianism
and Social Dominance Orientation to be associated with radicalization, but not neces-
sarily within the right-wing context.63 It is important to note that, in the context of
jihadist extremism, knowledge of Islam and religiosity are often negatively associated
with radicalization, with extremists generally being less religious and having lower
knowledge of religious texts before their radicalization into violent extremism.64 Given
that religiously framed extremism generally involves religious fundamentalism this is
not particularly surprising, because a key characteristic of religious fundamentalism is
the rejection of established, mainstream, religious scholarly tradition and learning, in
the name of (hubristically) going “back to scripture” untainted by tradition and
interpretation.
The second most cited pull factor is group dynamics, which appears in more than

one third (36.5 percent) of the articles reviewed. The group dynamics that are relevant
to radicalization into violent extremism are described in terms of peer pressure,65 the
formation of strong bonds with like-minded people,66 the fulfillment of belonging and
identity needs and the total identification of the individual with the group,67 the influ-
ence of family and kinship ties.68 Empirical research on right-wing extremist homicides
for example found that in most cases they happen in group settings.69 Some articles
establish a connection between group dynamics and ideology, because in group settings
(especially small groups), individuals are socialized to violent ideologies.70 Online
groups can also fulfill this role.71

A special role is attributed to charismatic leaders and recruiters, who inspire and
sometimes even coach violent extremists throughout their radicalization path, creating a
special relationship with the recruits. This relationship is described in the literature in
terms of traditional recruitment networks,72 but also in more loose terms of charismatic
authority,73 and religious leadership in the context of jihadist radicalization.74

Other pull factors of radicalization are related to material and emotional rewards.
Material incentives are monetary rewards, and mostly appear in the literature focusing
on jihadist radicalization in Africa.75 Material incentives (especially in association with
criminal activities) are also mentioned in the context of far-right extremism in Canada
and Russia.76 The only case in which material incentives are cited in the European con-
text concerns illegal immigrants in the Netherlands.77 Emotional incentives concern the
fulfillment of the desire for adventure and excitement, and they are found in research
on jihadism in the Western countries,78 and Russia,79 and extremist groups in
Colombia.80 Emotional triggers are also found in research that analyzed extremists’
propaganda, specifically audio-visual material,81 and leaders’ speeches.82 Another emo-
tional pull factor is the excitement for violence, especially in far-right contexts.83

We found no significant differences in the number of articles that mentioned pull
factors to explain the two dependent variables. Pull factors are mentioned in about three
quarters (75.8 percent) of the articles on cognitive radicalization, and about four fifths
(79.1 percent) of the articles on behavioral radicalization. We also found no significant
differences when we looked at the proportions of articles mentioning pull factors to
explain individual versus group radicalization.
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The personal factors of radicalization

The personal factors of radicalization appear in about two fifths (39.2 percent) of the
articles (n¼ 58). The first and most important category of personal factors concerns the
individual’s mental health, which appears in the cases of lone wolf terrorism in terms of
psychological disorder,84 mental illness,85 and disturbance.86 In the cases of cognitive
and behavioral radicalization in Western countries (not necessarily lone wolf), key psy-
chological issues are described in terms of depression,87 low self-esteem,88 personal
alienation, isolation, friendless, loneliness, and misfit.89 Those psychological states are
often associated with a personal crisis,90 a cognitive opening,91 and the consequent
search for meaning,92 that is then fulfilled with extremist worldviews.
Another category of personal factors concerns the personality traits and cognitive

structure of the individuals who engage in violent extremism, who have been found to
have narcissistic personality,93 low tolerance of ambiguity,94 high personal uncertainty,95

black-and-white type of thinking,96 and impulsiveness.97

Certain demographic characteristics have also been found to be prevalent among vio-
lent extremists: extremists tend to be young,98 male,99 and in the case of far-right
extremism also White,100 and are generally born in the country where they live.101

Moreover, previous experiences such as criminal behavior leading to having a criminal
record, substance abuse, military experience and knowledge of weapons is associated
with violent extremism, especially for far-right and lone wolf offenders.102

Personal factors are more often used to explain cognitive radicalization than behav-
ioral radicalization in association with push and pull factors. Personal factors also
appear as the sole factor of radicalization to explain behavioral radicalization when there
are strong psychological disorders. The differences in proportions are statistically signifi-
cant, X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 7.24, p¼ .3 (Table 2).
Personal factors appear in about a half (53.0 percent, n¼ 53) of the articles that focus

on individual radicalization, but only in about one-tenth (10.2 percent, n¼ 5) of the
articles that explain group radicalization, X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 24.68, p< .01. This is not
surprising because personal factors capture subjective elements that pertain to the indi-
vidual sphere. Personal factors are also more frequently cited in articles that focused on
lone wolf attacks, with the difference approaching statistical significance X2 (1,
N¼ 148)¼ 4.55, p< .10.

Geographical differences

We noticed that articles focusing on North America, Australia, and Europe, investigated
cognitive radicalization more than articles focusing on the rest of the world, X2 (1,
N¼ 148)¼ 6.86, p< .05 (Table 3).

Table 2. Personal factors by dependent variables (frequencies and column percentages).

Behavioral Cognitive

No personal factors 75 (65.2%) 15 (45.5%)
Personal factors in combination 35 (30.4%) 18 (54.5%)
Personal factors only 5 (4.3%) 0
Total 115 (100%) 33 (100%)

X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 7.24, p¼ 0.3.
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Overall, push factors are mentioned as factors of radicalization across different geo-
graphical areas. The indicators of disadvantage (including inequality, exclusion, poverty,
unemployment, access to education, and in general sources of injustice, marginalization,
grievance, and victimization) appear in very similar proportion across geographical
areas. Even though the differences are not statistically significant (p> .1), state repres-
sion, threat, and Western foreign policies are less cited in studies focusing on North
America, Australia and Europe, compared to other geographical areas (Table 4).
Pull factors are also consistently mentioned as factors of radicalization across different

geographical areas. Even though the difference only approaches statistical significance (p
¼.06), material pulls (i.e., economic incentives) are less cited in studies focused on
North America, Australia, and Europe, compared to other geographical areas (Table 5).
All other pull factors proportionally appear across different contexts.
As Table 6 shows, personal factors appear more frequently in studies that focus on

North America, Australia and Europe, compared to the rest of the world, X2 (1,
N¼ 148)¼ 5.52, p< .05. Specifically, the factors that appears proportionally more in
studies focusing on North America, Australia and Europe are mental health issues, X2

(1, N¼ 148)¼ 9.15, p< .01. Military experience is not mentioned as a personal factor of
radicalization in countries other than in North America, Australia and Europe.

Table 3. Dependent variables by geographical focus (frequencies and column percentages).

North America, Australia, and EU Other countries

Behavioral 47 (68.1%) 68 (86.1%)
Cognitive 22 (31.9%) 11 (13.9%)
Total 69 (100%) 79 (100%)

X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 6.86, p¼ 0.01.

Table 4. Push factors of radicalization by geographical focus (frequencies and column percentages). Please note that
categories are not mutually exclusive.

North America, Australia, and EU Other countries

Push factors (overall)� 37 (53.6%) 48 (60.8%)
State repression 4 (5.8%) 10 (12.7%)
Threat 3 (4.3%) 3 (3.8%)
Western foreign policies 3 (4.3%) 9 (11.4%)
Disadvantage 27 (39.1%) 27 (34.2%)
Total 69 (100%) 79 (100%)
�X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 0.76, p¼ .38.

Table 5. Pull factors of radicalization by geographical focus (frequencies and column percentages). Please note that
categories are not mutually exclusive.

North America, Australia, and EU Other countries

Pull factors (overall)� 54 (78.3%) 62 (78.5%)
Ideological pulls 47 (68.1%) 52 (65.8%)
Social pulls 27 (39.1%) 27 (34.2%)
Emotional pulls 3 (4.3%) 3 (3.8%)
Material pulls 2 (2.9%) 9 (11.4%)
Total 69 (100%) 79 (100%)
�X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 0.01, p¼ .97.
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Ideological differences

An important issue that needs to be addressed is whether or not the factors predicting
radicalization into violent extremism are the same across different ideologies. What we
found is that there are no significant differences in the proportions of push factors
across studies that looked at different ideologies. The only factor where differences
approach statistical significance is that of state repression, which is more present in
articles about jihadist radicalization, X2 (2, n¼ 117)¼ 54.93, p< .1 (articles focused on
multiple ideologies were excluded from this calculation). Outrage at Western foreign
policies is, in the literature reviewed, exclusively a factor of jihadist radicalization. This
aside, there are no statistically significant differences in the proportions of pull factors
across studies that looked at different ideologies. No significant differences appear also
for personal factors in general.
Military experience exclusively appears as a predictor of far-right extremism, even

though anecdotally we know that in some instances jihadist-inspired attacks have been
conducted by individuals with military background (such as Nidal Hasan’s Fort Hood
shooting). At the same time, being male appears as a predictor of far-right extremism
more than in other ideologies, X2 (2, n¼ 117)¼ 12.39, p< .1.

Methodological differences

Is the use of a specific method or sample consistently associated with a research focus
on a certain factor of radicalization? We found articles using data from existing datasets
(e.g., opinion polls or the GTD) being more likely to identify push factors as causes of
radicalization, X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 3.62, p¼ .06). Also, qualitative studies mention pull fac-
tors as drivers of radicalization significantly more than quantitative and mixed-methods
studies, X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 8.03, p< .01. Personal factors appear less frequently in studies
that used text analysis X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 7.08, p< .01), and in articles using qualitative
methodologies X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 16.30, p< .01.
Finally, and very importantly, we found that the articles that exclusively used qualita-

tive methodologies gave a more narrowly defined explanation of radicalization as a
product of either single types of factors (e.g., only pull) or as a combination of two fac-
tors (e.g., push and pull) X2 (2, N¼ 148)¼ 6.05, p< .05. Conversely, articles that used
quantitative or mixed methodologies more often proposed an explanation of radicaliza-
tion that included a combination of push, pull, and personal factors.

Table 6. Personal factors of radicalization by geographical focus (frequencies and column percentages). Please note
that categories are not mutually exclusive.

North America, Australia, and EU Other countries

Personal factors (overall)� 34 (49.3%) 24 (30.4%)
Military experience 2 (2.9%) 0
Criminal history 5 (7.2%) 1 (1.3%)
Gender (male) 8 (11.6%) 3 (3.8%)
Mental health 15 (21.7%) 4 (5.1%)
Total 69 (100%) 79 (100%)
�X2 (1, N¼ 148)¼ 5.52, p< .05.
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Discussion

This article presents a systematic scoping review of the literature about radicalization
into violent extremism. The findings show that there has been an increase of empirical
research over time, which is an extremely positive trend. However, studies in the field—
as reflected in the 2001–2015, empirically based, English-language journal articles
studied—are predominantly focused on jihadist radicalization in North America,
Europe, and Australia—and largely use exclusively qualitative methodologies.
The empirical research disproportionately focuses on pull factors, which appear in

78.4 percent of the articles, while push factors (appearing in 57.4 percent of the articles)
and personal factors (appear in 39.2 percent of the articles) are comparatively under-
researched. This finding appears to contradict, at least in part, that of Sedgwick, who
stated that “the concept of radicalisation emphasizes the individual and, to some extent,
the ideology and the group, and significantly de-emphasized the wider
circumstances.”103

We acknowledge that our coding decisions have influenced the low rate at which per-
sonal factors appear in the literature. As a robustness check, we recoded all micro-level
studies (i.e., the studies focusing on a small sample of less than fifty individuals), and
we placed factors like unemployment and poverty in the “personal” category instead of
the “push” category. After the re-coding, push factors were cited as drivers of radicaliza-
tion in 49.3 percent (n¼ 73) instead of 57.4 percent (n¼ 85) of the articles, and per-
sonal factors were cited as drivers of radicalization in 47.3 percent (n¼ 70) instead of
39.2 percent (n¼ 58) of the articles. We re-run all the analysis and we found no change
in the results of the Chi-square tests that we report in this article. After the re-coding,
however, the number of articles focusing of personal and push factors becomes
almost identical.
This review shows that there is a dominant focus in the scholarly literature on pull

factors, and a lesser focus on personal factors. Some could interpret the lower appear-
ance of personal factors in the literature as a sign that they are less relevant to explain
radicalization. We believe, however, together with King and Taylor,104 that this more
likely reflects a lack of research on personal factors, especially outside North America,
Australia, and Europe. As King and Taylor noted: “current theorising emphasizes situ-
ational factors as the primary—and in some cases the exclusive—drivers of radical-
ization,” but it fails to understand the role of individual characteristics in determining
“how people respond to situations.”105 The comparatively lower appearance of personal
factors in the literature might also reflect a problem to access reliable biographical data
in the field, even though recent databases have proposed to fill this void (see, e.g., the
Profiles of Radicalization in the United States [PIRUS]) database published by the Study
of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism [START]). Personal factors are more often
cited to explain cognitive radicalization, but they also appear as a unique cause of
behavioral radicalization in relation to lone wolf behavior. This confirms McCauley and
Moskalenko’s observation that “lone attackers are likely to have weapons experience,
depression or other mental disorder.”106

Overall, we found that push and pull factors of radicalization are evenly mentioned
in the scholarly literature across case-studies drawn from different geographical regions.
For example, the indicators of disadvantage (including inequality, exclusion, poverty,
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unemployment, access to education, and in general sources of injustice, marginalization,
grievance, and victimization) are mentioned as factors of radicalization in empirical
research from all over the world, including Western and non-Western countries.
Similarly, group processes and propaganda pulls appear as relevant factors of radicaliza-
tion across all geographical regions. Moreover, we found that push, pull, and personal
factors are present in similar proportions across studies that focus on different ideo-
logical groups. Clearly, some factors such as a sense of outrage generated by perceptions
of Western foreign policies being adversarial to Muslims are exclusively present among
jihadist groups.
Nevertheless, there were no other statistically significant differences emerging from

our review. This suggests that radicalization, in its fundamental mechanisms, so far as
recent scholarly literature in English is a guide, is a cross-ideological and global process
that entails similar fundamental categories of factors: (1) a political grievance, (2) a
reward or appeal of violent extremism, and (3) a personal vulnerability or predispos-
ition. We believe that various combinations of push, pull, and personal factors largely
capture the dimensions that allow us to understand the “richness and diversity of situa-
tions that breed terrorism.”107 Although the radicalization process entails similar catego-
ries of factors, we acknowledge that there may be important geographical or other
differences in the frequency of the factors within the larger aggregate categories of push,
pull, and personal factors. In other words, the causes of radicalization may differ in dif-
ferent contexts, even though the categories of factors are recurring.
At the same time, however, when we zoom into each category of radicalization fac-

tors, we start to see important variations. For example, poverty is only cited as a radic-
alization factor in articles that focus on African countries. Also, even though the
difference is not statistically significant, state repression, threat, and Western foreign
policies are less cited in studies focused on North America, Australia, and Europe, com-
pared to other geographical areas. Material incentives are more frequently cited in
developing countries (although not absent in Europe, such as among extremely disad-
vantaged groups like illegal immigrants), and certain personal characteristics like being
a male and having a military background are more often associated with right-wing
extremism in Western settings.
Finally, we found that qualitative methods tend to over-represent pull factors as a

cause of radicalization, and also tend to fail in detecting the interactions between per-
sonal, push, and pull factors. This suggests that the imperative to construct an explana-
tory narrative inherent in qualitative methods results in an overly simplistic reading of
the dynamics involved. It also suggests that there has not been a dramatic change since
Silke’s 2001 review of the methods used in the field, when he wrote that “the methods
used by terrorism researchers are essentially exploratory.”108 Rigorous hypothesis-testing
continues to be rare: for example, only 12.8 percent (n¼ 19) of the studies considered
in this review uses a control group, and only one single study used a control group of
nonviolent extremists to identify the distinct characteristics and risk factors of violent
extremism.109 In the future, rigorous research designs that include the use of control
groups of nonviolent extremists will be necessary to distinguish between cognitive and
behavioral radicalization, and to identify the specific and unique factors that lead an
individual from support to action. Given the growth of empirical research in the past
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years (see Figure 1), however, and the relatively small quota of more systematic
research, we agree with the viewpoint presented by Freilich et al., that “there is reason
to be optimistic about the future of terrorism studies.”110

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The main limitation of this review concerns the flexibility of the operationalization of
the concepts contained in the articles that we reviewed. In most of the qualitative
research the dependent and the independent variables were not explicitly defined, let
alone operationalized in standardized terms. As a consequence, the coding process
involved a degree of subjectivity. Nevertheless, we addressed this issue by transparently
reporting the methods and by reaching satisfactory inter-coder reliability. However, we
also acknowledge that the coding system could have been conducted differently, which
might have led to slightly different results. Findings from different cultural contexts
might have been forced into the a-priori categories of push, pull, and personal factors,
because the coders had the implicit assumption that those categories would be meaning-
ful across such diverse cases.
For practical reasons we did not collect information about the factors that the empir-

ical studies found to be uncorrelated with radicalization. We made this choice because
most of the existing empirical research does not use hypothesis-testing designs, and it is
therefore impossible to rigorously determine when an article had empirical evidence
about a factor having a “null” effect on the dependent variable. Therefore, we decided
to exclusively focus on the “positive” effects. We acknowledge that this choice has
potentially silenced disagreement within the field. For example, Campana and Lapointe
found that variables such as economic development, economic inequalities and socioe-
conomic conditions had positive, negative, and null tests in the literature, which means
that there is no agreement about their impact on the number of terrorist attacks.111

However, the methodological variability and lack of rigor in the field does not allow to
properly conduct this type of test for the literature that we considered in this review.
We also acknowledge that by only searching for the terms “radicali�ation” and
“extremis” we might have missed important works that prefer to use the term terrorism
and not mention the terms radicalization or extremism. Including the search term
“terrorism” would have retrieved too many non-relevant articles and would have expo-
nentially increased the number of articles to be manually screened by the coders’ team,
making the size of the review impracticable.
Finally, the lack of rigorous methods in the field also leaves unanswered the questions

about the causal relations between the factors that we assumed to be dependent and
independent variables. This issue has been highlighted also in recent reviews in the field
of suicide terrorism.112 For example, there is no definitive answer to the question
whether the adoption of an extreme ideology precedes engagement in violence or it fol-
lows it. Moreover, certain push factors (such as poverty) and personal factors (such as
demographic characteristics and personality traits) certainly precede radicalization
because of their nature, but others (such as the development of a mental disorder)
might, at least in some cases, also follow or develop alongside radicalization, being, in
part, caused by it. In this article we accept the causal direction that the authors of the
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research articles that we considered suggest, but we acknowledge that it might be prob-
lematic. We believe that this is one of the most important future challenges for the
entire field of terrorism studies.

Conclusion

We believe that our categorization of the literature allows one to identify the main charac-
teristics of the field. Moreover, our system of categorization highlights the basic structure
of the process of radicalization as a mechanism that entails a real or perceived political
grievance, a perceived reward or appeal of violent extremism and a personal vulnerability.
Our review is limited to articles published through 2015. We envisage that the wave of the
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria–inspired attacks around the world in 2016 and 2017, and in
2018 continuing beyond the collapse physical caliphate in Syria and Iraq, would have
inspired more studies on personal factors of radicalization, especially focused on lone
wolves and jihadist radicalization. Moreover, we expect that new datasets (such as the
PIRUS database developed by START) would trigger more quantitative empirical research
in the field, continuing the increase in empirical studies that we captured in this review.
We propose that future research should aim to understand the interaction between

push, pull, and personal factors for both cognitive and behavioral radicalization, and the
specific conditions that develop the emergence of different types of those factors in cer-
tain contexts. A number of very important questions remain to be addressed. For
example: do all push, personal factors have the same effect on the radicalization pro-
cess? What is the specific combination of personal, push, and pull factors that triggers
radicalization in a specific context? Are there any differences in the push, pull, and per-
sonal factors that predict cognitive and behavioral radicalization? What factors are more
important to identify the move to action? We believe that these represent some of the
most important questions that disciplined and theoretically informed empirical research
should focus on, to move the field of terrorism studies forward.
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