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Context
Involvement in violent extremism is not a one-way 
street. People can, and do, leave violent extremist 
movements. Understanding how and why they leave 
(or want to leave) constitutes actionable knowledge 
that brings immense practical benefits. Such 
knowledge may help in designing initiatives aimed at 
persuading people to leave violent extremist groups as 
well as reducing the risk of re-engagement in violent 
extremism in the future. 

The processes involved are disengagement and 
deradicalization. They are both related and distinct. 

•   Disengaging means stopping one’s involvement 
in violent extremist behavior. A decade of 
empirical research shows that this can happen 
for many reasons, with several factors affecting 
this. Disillusionment is a common theme across 
groups and ideologies.

•     Deradicalizing means changing one’s views about 
involvement in violent extremism. That can also 
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happen for many reasons.1 

Someone can be both disengaged and deradicalized—that is, they have ceased to be involved in 
violent extremism and no longer support the ideas, or ideology, behind the group or its actions. 
Alternatively, someone might be disengaged yet not deradicalized. That is, they have ceased to be 
involved without necessarily refuting their ideological or emotional commitment to a movement 
or cause. 

Understanding whether or not someone is deradicalized is an important element in assessing 
the risk of them re-engaging in violent extremism. Reducing ideological commitment seems like 
a critical factor in reducing the risk of recidivism, but ideology is often only one of several issues 
that need to be addressed. Understanding the specific context in which violent extremism exists is 
essential for assessing the people who engage in it, as is understanding the multiplicity of factors 
that drive and sustain their involvement.

To that end, dozens of initiatives worldwide—collectively and informally known as deradicalization 
programs—were established with the overarching goal of reducing the risk of re-engagement 
in violent extremism. How these programs aspire to this goal varies from country to country 
and program to program. One program may place more emphasis on addressing ideology than 
another, but the task of assessing risk of re-engagement in terrorism is largely about understanding 
individual-level risk factors present (or absent) in the person being assessed—in other words, 
figuring out why a particular person may be at risk of re-engagement and what can be done to 
help mitigate that risk for them. Whether such programs work is a deeply contentious issue. They 
are rarely subject to evaluation. A failure to embrace measurement and evaluation as standard 
components of deradicalization programming now threatens their long-term future and viability. 

Deradicalization programs have much to offer but they are not a magic solution to a highly 
complex, fluid problem. Not everyone who engages in violent extremism is necessarily going to 
benefit from such interventions, and no program can ever expect to produce complete success. 
Yet, they continue to show promise. Deradicalization programs can be effective for some and, if 
subjected to greater evaluation efforts, may prove far more beneficial than is currently believed. 
Despite an abundance (and apparent increase) in programming, a continued lack of evaluation 
work both fuels skepticism and hinders our ability to believe that there is a strong future for these 
programs.

Relevance to Policy and Practice 
Deradicalization programs, if effectively developed, can reduce the risk of re-engagement in 
violent extremism. The existence of such programs may also attract those who wish to disengage 
from violent extremism but do not see a viable exit. Credible former members of extremist groups 
can act as powerful voices to encourage disengagement in others in their networks and dissuade 
potential future generations of militants by deglamorizing and delegitimizing involvement.2

1 Chris Bosley, Violent Extremist Disengagement and Reconciliation: A Peacebuilding Approach, United States Institute of Peace, 
July 29, 2020, https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/07/violent-extremist-disengagement-and-reconciliation-peacebuild-
ing-approach. 

2 Ryan Scrivens et al., “Combating Violent Extremism: Voices of Former Right-Wing Extremists,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 
(2019), https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2019.1686856. 

https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/07/violent-extremist-disengagement-and-reconciliation-peacebuilding-approach
https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/07/violent-extremist-disengagement-and-reconciliation-peacebuilding-approach
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2019.1686856
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Deradicalization programs are not just about thinning the ranks of violent extremist groups but 
equally about promoting reintegration and reconciliation in communities affected by conflict.3 
These programs can foster legitimacy and inclusion in such communities. It signals to those 
communities that states need not exclusively rely on repressive means in countering or preventing 
future violent extremism and that communities have a voice in efforts to resolve conflict by 
addressing longer-term issues.4

The earliest deradicalization programs emerged in detention settings in Saudi Arabia, Yemen and 
elsewhere to manage and rehabilitate violent extremist prisoners that might one day be released.5 
The government agencies behind such programs recognized multiple potential benefits to their 
existence, ranging from learning more about the movement itself, fostering voices that might 
be critical of the movement and its propaganda, and increasing the perceived legitimacy of the 
government at home and abroad. Rehabilitation and reintegration can also reduce the financial 
burden of keeping incarcerated large numbers of former militants.

In 2021, there are dozens of deradicalization programs worldwide. The total number is difficult 
to estimate. Several fledgling efforts exist in the shadows until they either expand in size or 
feel sufficiently confident to advertise their existence. Others are widely known: Saudi Arabia’s 
program is well-resourced and in existence for well over a decade, for instance. As with all these 
programs, context is everything—low recidivism in Saudi Arabia may owe more to stringent security 
conditions and the ability to threaten and impose severe penalties for those who even appear in 
breach of agreements.6 France’s program, launched in 2016, was shut down after only five months 
because it was deemed to be poorly designed and placed too much emphasis on ideology without 
ascertaining whether it mattered for individual participants in the program.7 Other programs are 
small, existing thanks to the efforts of a few dedicated people with few resources.8 

All deradicalization programs share the same primary objective: to reduce the risk of re-
engagement in terrorism. How they strive to achieve this varies considerably. Almost all programs 
employ multiple intervention types including psychological counseling and therapies (of various 
kinds), ideological debates, family support, restorative justice (e.g., meeting with victims) and 
vocational trainings.9 A common thread in the interventions is providing the participant with the 
building blocks to shape and nurture a new identity.

3 Bosley, Violent Extremist Disengagement. 
4 Tore Bjørgo and John Horgan, eds., Leaving Terrorism Behind: Individual and Collective Disengagement (London: Routledge, 

2009).
5 John Horgan and Mary Beth Altier, “The future of de-radicalization programs,” Georgetown Journal of International Affairs 13, 

no. 2 (Summer/Fall 2012): 83-90, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43134238. 
6 Christopher Boucek, “Extremist re-education and rehabilitation in Saudi Arabia,” in Leaving Terrorism Behind: Individual and 

Collective Disengagement, eds. Tore Bjørgo and John Horgan (London: Routledge, 2009), 212-223. 
7 Elena Souris and Spandana Singh, “Want to deradicalize terrorists? Treat them like everybody else,” Foreign Policy, November 

23, 2018, https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/23/want-to-deradicalize-terrorists-treat-them-like-everyone-else-counterter-
rorism-deradicalization-france-sri-lanka-pontourny-cve/. 

8 Jeremy Moore, How Pakistan Deradicalizes Taliban Fighters, United States Institute of Peace, October 11, 2018, https://www.
usip.org/publications/2017/10/how-pakistan-deradicalizes-taliban-fighters. 

9 For example, see: Bjørgo and Horgan, Leaving Terrorism behind; Bosley, Violent Extremist Disengagement; Mary Beth Altier, 
Violent Extremist Disengagement and Reintegration: Lessons from Over 30 Years of DDR (Washington, D.C.: RESOLVE Net-
work, 2021), https://doi.org/10.37805/vedr2021.1.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/43134238
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/23/want-to-deradicalize-terrorists-treat-them-like-everyone-else-counterterrorism-deradicalization-france-sri-lanka-pontourny-cve/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/23/want-to-deradicalize-terrorists-treat-them-like-everyone-else-counterterrorism-deradicalization-france-sri-lanka-pontourny-cve/
https://www.usip.org/publications/2017/10/how-pakistan-deradicalizes-taliban-fighters
https://www.usip.org/publications/2017/10/how-pakistan-deradicalizes-taliban-fighters
https://doi.org/10.37805/vedr2021.1
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Early criticisms of deradicalization programs were vocal,10 many surrounding allegations of lack 
of transparency. Several programs continue to be accused of representing ‘soft’ approaches to 
undeserving recipients when punishment seems more appropriate.11 Programs were also faced 
with the social and political risk associated with even one case of recidivism. Though violent 
extremism is a rare activity, even one successful attack by a person deemed to have been 
‘rehabilitated’ could bring substantial political repercussions.12

Yet, the main criticism leveled at deradicalization programs is about their effectiveness. Whether 
they actually achieve what we think (or what they say) they achieve, is questionable. Results are, 
at best, mixed.13 Many programs claim tremendous success while offering little to no transparency 
on how they achieved their objectives, how they measure success, and who are the participants. 
Some programs are criticized because participants are sometimes people who exist only on the 
fringes of movements, with no involvement in violence.14 The majority of these programs have not 
been evaluated. Those that have continue to rely on “expert impressions and potentially flawed 
recidivism rates.”15

Effective programs must have valid and reliable screening processes to assess whether a 
participant’s intentions are genuine. Once a participant graduated from a program and has been 
released from prison, post-release monitoring must begin. Albeit a highly resource-intensive 
process, it is critical for monitoring progress and managing risk—not only risk of recidivism but of 
reprisals from former comrades and/or security forces.

Recommendations 
Transform and translate research into practice
We know far more about disengagement than ever before, both within and across groups and 
ideologies. A decade of high-quality research on disengagement offers actionable knowledge and 
solutions informed by evidence.16 However, this research has emerged in parallel with the rise of 
deradicalization programs, not in tandem with it. For deradicalization initiatives to be effective, 

10 Bjørgo and Horgan, Leaving terrorism behind.
11 Helen Lewis, “Why Extremists Need Therapy,” The Atlantic, February 11, 2020, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/

archive/2020/02/britain-london-terrorism-deradicalization/606376/. 
12 Douglas Weeks, “Lessons learned from U.K. efforts to deradicalize terror offenders,” CTC Sentinel 14, no. 3 (March 2021), 

https://www.ctc.usma.edu/lessons-learned-from-u-k-efforts-to-deradicalize-terror-offenders/. 
13 Bart Schuurman and Edwin Bakker, “Reintegrating jihadist extremists: Evaluating a Dutch initiative, 2013–2014,” Behavioral 

Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 8, no. 1 (2016): 66-85, https://doi.org/10.1080/19434472.2015.1100648. 
14 For example, see: Zubair Azam and Syeda Bareeha Fatima, “Mishal: A case study of a Deradicalization and Emancipation 

Program in SWAT Valley, Pakistan,” Journal for Deradicalization 11 (Summer 2017), https://journals.sfu.ca/jd/index.php/
jd/article/view/97; for subsequent discussion of this and related studies, see John Horgan, Katharina Meredith, and Kat-
erina Papatheodorou, “Does deradicalization work?,” Sociology of Crime, Law and Deviance 25, (2020): 9-20, https://doi.
org/10.1108/s1521-613620200000025001. 

15 David Webber et al., “Deradicalizing detained terrorists,” Political Psychology 39, no. 3 (2018): 539-556, https://doi.
org/10.1111/pops.12428. 

16 For example, see: Altier, Violent Extremist Disengagement and Reintegration; Sarah Marsden, Reintegrating Extremists: Derad-
icalisation and desistance (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017); Bosley, Violent Extremist Disengagement and Reconciliation.

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/02/britain-london-terrorism-deradicalization/606376/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/02/britain-london-terrorism-deradicalization/606376/
https://www.ctc.usma.edu/lessons-learned-from-u-k-efforts-to-deradicalize-terror-offenders/
https://doi.org/10.1080/19434472.2015.1100648
https://journals.sfu.ca/jd/index.php/jd/article/view/97
https://journals.sfu.ca/jd/index.php/jd/article/view/97
https://doi.org/10.1108/s1521-613620200000025001
https://doi.org/10.1108/s1521-613620200000025001
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12428
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12428
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they must be aware of and have access to this research. Policymakers can facilitate interactions 
between the research and practitioner communities, ensuring mutual benefits. Researchers can 
learn about the real-world challenges faced by practitioners, while practitioners can be better 
informed about the emerging science on these issues. Such interaction will facilitate translation 
of research into practice, where applicable and appropriate, thus contributing to longer-term 
sustainability of programmatic efforts. 

Fund and promote evaluation  
Many deradicalization programs do not do evaluation—yet. A common excuse is that it is too 
difficult and time-consuming or that the program first needs to develop fully before it can be 
evaluated. These are false propositions, often reflecting genuine anxieties about what evaluation 
involves and implies. The idea of evaluation can seem threatening to a fledgling program, yet 
evaluation efforts are imperative not only to see if programs achieve their objectives but to ensure 
transparency and accountability and enhance public trust in such initiatives. 

Monitoring, measurement, and evaluation ought to be built into future programming to ensure 
rigorous and transparent analysis of effectiveness. Program evaluation is not easy, as anyone who 
has worked on the ground in such environments would attest, and all evaluations must reflect 
the respective time and place of implementation. These challenges, however daunting, must not 
prevent meaningful implementation of evaluation efforts. 

Understand what success (and failure) means  
Many programs fail to evaluate because they fail to specify their objectives. Programs are often 
reluctant to outline timely objectives because they are not sure if they can meet them in the set 
timeframe. But success cannot be measured by looking at recidivism rates alone. Recidivism to 
violent extremism appears to be low irrespective of participation in deradicalization programs. 
Therefore, a challenge for deradicalization programs is to demonstrate their added value beyond 
reducing recidivism—encouraging programs to no longer be guided by pursing a zero-percent 
recidivism rate is necessary. Thinking more deeply and creatively about what constitutes success is 
essential, as well as how deradicalization programs contribute to the broader objective of building 
peace in and between communities affected by conflict. 

Furthermore, success is both incremental and changeable. Progress by a program that has been 
running for only twelve months might be very different compared to a program running for over 
a decade. In the case of the former, more immediate and short-term objectives (e.g., simply 
operating for twelve months or generating initial funding or resources) matter far more than 
attempting to ensure reduced recidivism for participants, the bulk of whom have not yet had an 
opportunity to participate in the actual program. As programs develop, so too will expectations. 
Meaningful evaluation will reflect this. 

What may be relevant in the first year of a program (e.g., earning the trust of local stakeholders, 
generating initial resources etc.) will likely change in year two (e.g., increasing buy-in from 
stakeholders etc.), year three (e.g., increasing voluntary participation from former militants) or 
year four (e.g. engaging with scientists and practitioners to incorporate theories of change into 
programmatic efforts) and so on.



Temper expectations and study failures 
Deradicalization programs face too much criticism in part because people expect too much of 
them. Deradicalization is neither a deliverable nor an outcome—it is a process. Deradicalization 
programs can facilitate that process. As programs develop, so too will their own sense of realistic 
progress from year to year. Meaningful evaluation efforts not only help identify successively 
ambitious progress markers but can course-correct if prevailing conditions change. They can 
neither solve the problem of violent extremism, nor guarantee success. They are not for everyone, 
and they will not be effective for all who even willingly participate in them. No deradicalization 
program can be expected to be one hundred percent successful. Programs must be encouraged to 
showcase failures as well as successes. This is a critical element for learning what works and why 
and in ensuring the continued transparency, credibility, and success of programs. 

Conclusions 
Deradicalization programs represent a creative approach to addressing violent extremism. Their 
existence signals a commitment to rehabilitation and reintegration. They are one element of not 
just counterterrorism but rebuilding communities often torn apart by violent extremism. But they 
can only be effective if properly resourced, informed by evidence, rigorously evaluated, and rooted 
in the affected communities. Research from the scientific community can greatly contribute to 
the long-term sustainability of deradicalization programs. Evaluation of these programs and 
their progress is equally critical to ensure their continued future. Policymakers can help build 
bridges, promoting greater cooperation between otherwise diverse communities of scientists and 
practitioners. Furthermore, programs must be encouraged to not just build evaluation into their 
efforts from the outset but understand the value of what evaluation brings. Rather than seeing it 
as a potential threat to its future, programs must understand that evaluation helps ensure a future 
for such programs.
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