
i 

 

VARIETIES OF COUNTERING VIOLENT EXTREMISM:  

HOW CULTURE SHAPES PERCEPTION, POLICY, AND PROGRAMS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation 

submitted to the Faculty of the 

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 

of Georgetown University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

in Government 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nicole Balkind Westphal, M.A. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Washington, D.C. 

July 19, 2021 

 



ii 

 

Copyright 2021 by Nicole Balkind Westphal 

All Rights Reserved 

 

  



iii 

 

VARIETIES OF COUNTERING VIOLENT EXTREMISM:  

HOW CULTURE SHAPES PERCEPTION, POLICY, AND PROGRAMS 

 

Nicole Balkind Westphal, M.A. 

Dissertation Advisor: Daniel L. Byman, Ph.D. 

 

ABSTRACT 

The last ten years have tested Europe’s counterterrorism agencies like no time before. To 

meet this challenge, more than half of EU member states have established Countering Violent 

Extremism (CVE) programs. Despite the policy emphasis on CVE programs, formal and 

rigorous evaluation is a rare and nascent practice. Since governments cannot base their decisions 

on systematic, empirical evidence, the question naturally arises—in this policy area with limited 

resources and a high cost of failure, what factors determine a country’s CVE policy? This 

dissertation employs an actor-based theory of evolution layered over a foundation of path 

dependent behavior shaped by political culture to answer this question. 

This dissertation offers a novel way to examine the policy process underpinning CVE in 

Europe and contributes new insights to the literature on CVE, security policy, and decision-

making processes in the EU. Specifically, it advances previous work that looked at state 

responses to terrorism and the influence of epistemic communities. Of scholarly work on CVE 

programs, very little examines cross-national variation, and nearly none of it examines the 

drivers of policy choices. This dissertation addresses these deficiencies with theoretical and 

empirical contributions. 

This dissertation analyzes the factors that shaped national level frameworks for terrorism 

prevention and explains the variation in European CVE strategies. It relies on evidence from 70 

interviews of CVE experts, policymakers, and practitioners in eight European countries 
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(Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden), 

alongside process tracing and social network analysis. 

 It posits a two-level theory for how countries react to a terrorism threat, explaining cross-

national variation and policy evolution. When faced with a new problem, countries respond in a 

path dependent manner and rely on norms. These norms determine the characteristics, structure, 

and function of the policy. However, as time progresses, experts emerge, develop evidence-based 

policy positions, and form epistemic communities. This influence is then able to modify the path 

dependent effect of political culture preference. This research finds strong evidence that norms 

determined CVE policies in European countries. The evolution of these policies is explained by 

the influence of a CVE epistemic community through shared beliefs and policy diffusion. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 The last ten years have challenged Europe’s counterterrorism agencies like no time 

before. The loss of the Islamic State’s (IS) territory in 2017-2018 heightened concerns among 

governments in Europe and around the world about violent attacks perpetrated by veterans who 

returned from Iraqi and Syrian battlefields. The repatriation and reintegration of these IS fighters 

and all violent extremists, as well as periodic, yet persistent attacks, continue to be pressing 

issues. By the end of 2020, more than 30 countries across Europe, Africa, the Middle East, 

Southeast Asia, and North America had integrated Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) 

programs into their strategy to solve this problem.1 Despite a strong imperative to develop 

effective policies to mitigate the threat of terrorism, countries are unable to use effectiveness as a 

factor in the decision. The reason, simply put, is that effectiveness is not measured. Despite the 

policy emphasis on CVE programs, there is scant evidence that these programs have the intended 

impact. The question, therefore, arises: in this policy area with limited resources and a high cost 

of failure, what factors determine a country’s CVE policy? Solving this puzzle is the goal of this 

dissertation. 

Defining Countering Violent Extremism 

 Extremism is the target of CVE all policies, and the concept is tricky to define, with 

academics, political actors, and extremists framing it in different terms. Political authorities often 

include opposition to democratic ideals and liberal norms as an essential component of 

 
1 Barrett, Richard. "Disillusioned British Militants Have Role to Play in Fight against ISIS.” The Guardian, 6 

September 2014. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/06/richard-barrett-disillusioned-militants-

fight-against-isis-mi6. Accessed 22 January 2019. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/06/richard-barrett-disillusioned-militants-fight-against-isis-

mi6. 
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extremism. For example, the UK’s 2015 Counter-Extremism Strategy defines extremism as “the 

vocal or active opposition to our fundamental values, including democracy, the rule of law, 

individual liberty, and respect and tolerance for different faiths and beliefs.”2 The Anti-

Defamation League takes a broader view of extremism as “religious, social or political belief 

systems that exist substantially outside of belief systems more broadly accepted in society (i.e., 

“mainstream” beliefs).”3 Taking from both approaches and including a psychological angle, 

when this dissertation refers to extremism, it means an ideology characterized by fundamentalist 

views with typically a binary mindset about a defined group (or groups) of undesirable, inferior, 

or threatening people.  

 As a set of policies to counter extremism, CVE includes an array of government-led, 

endorsed, funded, or administered nonviolent efforts to reduce the number of people within the 

state’s borders or the number of its citizens who ascribe to an extremist ideology.4 This definition 

is broad and not widely agreed upon because programs operate at different organizational levels, 

have different goals, and target various extremists, including religious, left-wing, and right-wing 

individuals. The approaches included under the term CVE is difficult to define, and those 

excluded is clearer. CVE does not refer to arrests, raids, intelligence operations, military 

operations; anything in the category of hard power.  

 
2 “Counter-Extremism Strategy.” GOV.UK. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/counter-extremism-

strategy. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
3 “Extremism.” Anti-Defamation League, https://www.adl.org/resources/glossary-terms/extremism. Accessed 1 June 

2021. 
4 Throughout the paper I will use the term CVE which, for the sake of simplicity, includes programs sometimes 

distinguished as Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE). These efforts are focused on “at-risk” individuals or the 

entire population but are designed to intervene before the development of extremist views. PVE includes, for 

example, anti-polarization programs in schools or online counternarrative campaigns. Some sources and 

organizations use these terms interchangeably, some specify, and some use a combined acronym: P/CVE. 
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 The muddled definition of CVE is often criticized. As Bjorgo and Horgan point out, the 

“lack of conceptual clarity in the emerging discourse on radicalization strategy is striking.”5 

Heydemann agrees that CVE as a category of policies:  

lacks precision and focus; reflects problematic assumptions about the conditions that promote violent 

extremism; and has not been able to draw clear boundaries that distinguish CVE programmes from those of 

other, well-established fields, such as development and poverty alleviation, governance and democratisation, 

and education.6  

This broad range of approaches, definitional ambiguity, unclear goals, undefined measurements 

of success, and a lack of meaningful access to programs’ data has led to scholarly and political 

criticism. As Romaniuk and Chowdhury have cautioned, CVE research "reflects critically on a 

field that has risen to prominence in a manner disproportional to its achievements."7 The dearth 

of empirical research is partly due to a lack of access to data about CVE program outcomes and 

the methodological difficulty of cross-national quantitative comparisons imposed by varying 

program designs. A 2012-2016 literature review by the National Consortium for the Study of 

Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START) found that many claims in the literature about 

CVE were not tested or rigorously supported by evidence.8 In 2015, Gill, Bouhana, and Morrison 

cautioned that: “Our understanding of the causal processes of disengagement from terrorism 

remains theoretical or speculative.”9 The same year, a UN report criticized CVE approaches as 

 
5 Horgan, John and Bjorgo, Tore. Leaving Terrorism Behind: Individual and Collective Disengagement, edited by 

Tore Bjorgo and John Horgan. Routledge, 2009, pp. 3. 
6 Heydemann, Steven. “Countering Violent Extremism as a Field of Practice.” Center for Applied Research on 

Conflict, United States Institute of Peace, 2014. https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/Insights-Spring-2014.pdf. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
7 Romaniuk, P., and Chowdhury Fink, N. “From input to impact: Evaluating terrorism prevention programs.” Center 

on Global Counterterrorism Cooperation, 2012. 
8 "IVEO Knowledge Matrix." County-Level Correlates of Terrorist Attacks in the United States, START.umd.edu. 

https://www.start.umd.edu/data-tools/iveo-knowledge-matrix. Accessed 22 January 2019. 
9 Gill, Paul, Noemie Bouhana, and John Morrison. "Individual Disengagement from Terrorist Groups." Terrorism 

and Political Violence, edited by C. Kennedy-Pipe, G. Clubb, and S. Mahon, Sage, 2015, pp. 245. 
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“ineffective, conceptually flawed, and more likely to reinforce extremist narratives than prevent 

them."10  

 In Europe, CVE policies came to prominence after the 2004 Madrid and 2005 London 

bombings. While many European security officials viewed the September 11, 2001 attacks on 

the US as having a foreign origin, the Madrid and London attacks were considered Europe-based 

threats and raised concerns about terrorism originating within the Continent. In 2006, the US 

State Department publicized the CVE efforts of the Bush Administration, which were then 

strengthened under the Obama Administration.11  According to Farah Pandith in her book How 

We Win, the concept emerged in the 2004-2005 timeframe among US policy circles.12 CVE as a 

term originated in the US, but if you ask Europeans, they were already developing it themselves.  

These locally-based, mostly bottom-up approaches were eventually formalized at the national 

level in national action plans.  

Puzzles and a Question 

 Currently, the field is struggling to answer many important questions, including: How can 

CVE replicate, encourage and enhance the extremist disengagement process and how can this be 

measured? Lacking an established foundation of empirical proof illustrating the most effective 

approaches to CVE, practitioners and policymakers are flying blind when they allocate their 

finite resources. The latter aspect of this challenge, applying empirical, rigorous efficacy testing 

to CVE measures, has been taken up by Europe’s CVE professionals. Many interview 

 
10 Ahmed, Nafeez. "The Astonishingly Crap Science of 'Counter-Extremism'." Medium.com, 17 March 2016. 

https://medium.com/insurge-intelligence/the-astonishingly-crap-science-of-counter-extremism-65810f8ac8e6. 

Accessed 22 January 2019. 
11 Pandith, Farah. How We Win: How Cutting-Edge Entrepreneurs, Political Visionaries, Enlightened Business 

Leaders, and Social Media Mavens can Defeat the Extremist Threat.  HarperCollins, 2019. 
12 Ibid. 
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participants referred to Amy-Jane Gielen's book, Cutting through Complexity, which provides a 

realist analysis of CVE program effectiveness and lays out the challenges for practitioners and 

theorists alike.13 Additionally, the Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) has taken the 

mantle of improving evaluation, and this will be one of the network’s foci for the coming years.  

 To address which approaches best encourage extremist disengagement, a logical first step 

is to survey the range of existing programs. On initial impression, CVE approaches in Western 

and Northern Europe seem similar and uniform. After all, these programs are run by liberal 

democracies that are far more respectful of human rights than less democratic countries like 

Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Pakistan, or Indonesia, which also have CVE programs. However, upon 

closer study, there is a wide variety among European CVE programs, making it quite challenging 

to categorize the myriad efforts. Indeed, even those directly involved in managing, funding, and 

working in these programs also have difficulty describing the patterns of variation and which 

approach is empirically proven to be the most effective. There is a similar gap in the academic 

literature about variation, although there is a general consensus in psychology-based research on 

CVE regarding the most effective methods to mitigate violent extremism. However, programs in 

the real world remained varied, and many did not resemble these consensus models discussed in 

academic circles.  

 Given the lack of real-world, empirical evidence for CVE effectiveness and the wide 

variety of approaches between relatively similar countries, how do countries determine the 

nature of their CVE approaches? It would be reasonable to expect that policy decisions are based 

on what is proven to be most effective, but this clearly is not the case. The policies are not being 

 
13 Gielen, Amy-Jane. Cutting through Complexity: Evaluating Countering Violent Extremism (CVE). Amsterdam 

University Press, 2019. 
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formed and implemented based on effectiveness, despite the interest of researchers and 

opportunities for measurement.  

 Within the EU the threat and policy environment are similar plus the Union promotes 

shared security, however, it is puzzling that there is such a wide variation in CVE approaches. 

We could reasonably expect that the policies implemented would be very similar across the EU 

because of a shared security challenge, policy process and directives for the Union, shared 

research, and access to information. In the subset of northern and western European countries, it 

is puzzling why the Dutch approach is different from the Belgian approach, which is different 

from the French approach, given the factors present: open borders, a fluid threat environment, 

similar security resources, and structures and policy processes within the EU that encourage 

uniformity. 

  To address this puzzle, this dissertation asks: What is the explanation for the variation in 

Western European CVE programs, and what drives these national level decision-making 

processes? The project analyzes the factors that shaped decisions about national level models for 

terrorism prevention and explains the variation in European CVE strategies. These answers are 

provided using data from 70 elite interviews of CVE experts, policymakers, and practitioners in 

eight European countries: Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands, 

Norway, and Sweden; government documents, and other secondary sources. There are of course, 

country level differences, but I argue that we could expect a unified methodology built on the 

foundation of EU policies and shared security institutions. I look more closely at the policy 

development process, the drivers for change, and the impact of culture and politics on CVE 

policy. Several possible answers immediately come to mind, which have their theoretical basis in 

the institutionalist and culturalist frameworks which are explored in the next chapter.  
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 A weakness of existing research on state responses to terrorism is the absence of 

explanations for the policies developed in response to terrorist threats: how and why they vary. 

This dissertation closes this gap by answering four main questions:  

1. How does CVE policy vary between countries? 

2. What explains this variation? 

3. How is CVE policy changing over time? 

4. What factors are driving this change?  

 Put more broadly, I examine variations in state responses to terrorism and the evolution 

of the resultant policies. I theorize that when faced with a problem, countries can be expected to 

act path dependently, relying on norms and experience to formulate a response.  These norms 

determine the characteristics, structure, function, and even the language of the policy and explain 

the variation in CVE policies in Europe. I assume that norms, once established, are slow to 

change, but the policies themselves and the concepts of the problem of extremism existing in a 

contested policy area are continually evolving. In the case of CVE, I argue that these policies are 

becoming more similar over time, thanks to the influence of experts. These experts form an 

epistemic community that provides information about the best practices for CVE that is 

implemented and observable as policy diffusion.  

Contribution 

 This dissertation offers a novel way to examine the policy process underpinning CVE in 

Europe and contributes new insights to the literature on CVE, security policy, and decision-

making processes in the EU. Specifically, it advances previous work that looked at the state 

responses to terrorism and the influence of epistemic communities. Additionally, earlier research 

examines the effectiveness of CVE approaches, yet I argue that it generalizes and, therefore, 
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overlooks real-world CVE programs' variation. Of scholarly work on CVE programs, few studies 

examine cross-national variation, and nearly none examine the drivers of policy choices. This 

dissertation addresses these deficiencies with theoretical and empirical contributions in several 

areas.    

 Novel Question. This dissertation aims to answer a question that has not previously been 

asked, probably because CVE is a relatively new policy area. Since comparative studies of CVE 

policy variation have been few, the explanation for those differences has not yet been explored. 

Nearly all research on CVE policies to date has asked questions about the processes and efficacy 

of the programs. By studying policy decisions and drivers, I unpack state responses to terrorism 

in a unique way. While these conclusions may be vital for practitioners, I see studying the 

programs themselves as less important to our understanding of state responses to terrorism, 

especially because we lack objective measures and data to evaluate these interventions. For this 

reason, I take a step back in the process and ask how the decision to establish a certain set of 

CVE policies was made.  

 Unique Data. I answer my primary research questions using interviews of 70 European 

CVE practitioners, policymakers, and experts, which is an inherently unique dataset. Very few 

cross-national studies have samples from this population of elites and even fewer using 

interviews. These interviews provide unique insights from the anonymous, unvarnished opinions 

of these experts. 

 Cross-National Comparison. This dissertation compares eight countries, which is 

broader than previous studies, which generally compare two or three at a time. Comparing a 

greater number of countries using a typology leads to findings that are more widely 

generalizable. This dissertation can provide contributions to the literature on terrorism and 
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radicalization and provide policy insights on CVE, which is playing a role in ongoing European 

and US counterterrorism policy conversations. 

 Synthesis of Theory. This dissertation’s contribution to the ongoing theoretical 

conversation is through its synthesis of Comparative Politics and International Relations theories 

in a culturalist frame. This dissertation helps us to understand counterterrorism policy based on 

theoretical models that have not generally been applied to security policy—specifically, how 

experts and epistemic community influence can overpower the norms of a country’s political 

culture.  

 Policy Implications. A better understanding of how states respond to terrorism with soft 

power means we will better be able to make these decisions in the future. It will also have 

implications for the ability of countries to cooperate through a more thorough understanding of 

each other’s perspectives. Lastly, the influence of transnational networks of experts is rarely 

included in studies of security policy and perhaps never before in a study of CVE policy. These 

insights will enable all actors involved to hone their responses and have more informed policy 

conversations.  

Plan of the Dissertation 

Chapter II: Theory. This chapter outlines a theory of CVE policy variation. It also establishes a 

baseline understanding of the policy options available within CVE and the cost-benefit 

surrounding these choices.  

Chapter III: Methodology. This chapter outlines the hypotheses, variable operationalization, 

identification strategy, and data collection strategies. It also explains the process tracing and 

interview procedures used to test the hypotheses. 
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Chapter IV: Varieties of Countering Violent Extremism. This chapter outlines a typology of 

national level CVE policy for each of eight European countries. It examines dimensions of 

similarity between CVE approaches and explains the differences along a scale of “social” to 

“securitized” approaches.  

Chapter V: How Culture Shapes Perception, Policy, and Programs. This chapter explains the 

variation in CVE policies in the eight countries based on the impact of political norms. It builds 

on existing theories of political culture and state traditions to explain why we observe certain 

patterns of variation in CVE approaches. 

Chapters VI-XIII: Country Studies. Case studies of eight European countries—Belgium, 

Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden—examine the 

dimensions of similarity and difference between CVE approaches using data collected in 

interviews with experts and analysis of government documents. 

Chapter XIV: Epistemic Community Influence. This chapter explains the emerging policy 

diffusion that reduces the variation in CVE policies in these eight countries due to the influence 

of the transnational CVE epistemic community.  

Chapter XV: Conclusion. This chapter discusses the limitations, generalizability, and 

implications of the findings in earlier chapters.  
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CHAPTER II: THEORY 

 

 Terrorism is a persistent, adaptive, and vexing problem. For thousands of years, small 

groups have used violence rather than political processes to advance their goals. Terrorism 

research refers to four waves: the Anarchist Wave in the 1870s through 1920s, the Nationalist 

Wave from the 1920s to 1960s, the New Left/Marxist Wave from the 1960s to the 1980s, and the 

Religious Wave, starting in the late 1970s and continuing today. With the current wave of 

terrorism nearly reaching the longest terrorism wave to date, the study of less costly soft power 

methods to counter terrorism is becoming more critical.14 

 Although technology has changed, the application of fear against a population to pressure 

the powerful remains the same. Modern governments use both hard and soft power tactics to 

address terrorism from multiple angles, including many under the umbrella of CVE. While the 

consensus is that soft power should be a part of an overall counterterrorism strategy, there are 

various arguments about the methods and goals of soft power solutions to the problem of 

terrorism. For example, Ferracuti argues that “the best solution to political terrorism is to provide 

a place, within a country’s political system, for persons with dissenting and even radical 

views.”15 By contrast, Lazareg’s research suggests that terrorism could be significantly 

diminished via several approaches: crime prevention, community engagement, and public health 

policies.16 In the political arena, the conversation about CVE programs often focuses on the 

 
14 Rapoport, David C.  “The Four Waves of Rebel Terror and September 11,” Anthropoetics, vol. 8, no. 1, 2002. 

http://anthropoetics.ucla.edu/ap0801/terror/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
15 Ferracuti, Franco. "Ideology and Repentance: Terrorism in Italy." Origins of Terrorism: Psychologies, Ideologies, 

Theologies, States of Mind, edited by Walter Reich, Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1998, pp. 61-62. 
16 Lazreg, Houssem Ben. "De-radicalization Can Work for Former ISIS Fighters." The Conversation, November 27, 

2018. http://theconversation.com/de-radicalization-can-work-for-former-isis-fighters-88686. Accessed 22 January 

2019. 
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differences between punitive solutions or rehabilitative options. At this level, debate on the 

nuances of program design, funding, and implementation are usually sacrificed in favor of 

soundbites to win political points.  

 Countries, especially wealthy European ones, have a wide variety of options for 

establishing a counterterrorism strategy, ranging from hard to soft power, foreign and domestic, 

and a seemingly endless configuration of programs and approaches under the umbrella of CVE. 

The spectrum of domestic policy choices alone is dizzying:  

• Will the program focus on radicalized individuals, at-risk individuals, a specific group, or 

the entire population? 

• Will the program be designed for clients in or out of prison? 

• Is the goal deradicalization or disengagement, or both? 

• What is the theory of change?  

• How long will the program run?  

• How will it measure and evaluate effectiveness? 

 This chapter is organized around the dependent variable and independent variables at the 

center of this dissertation. First, the chapter establishes a baseline understanding of the policy 

options available within CVE and the cost-benefit surrounding these choices (the dependent 

variable). Next, it outlines the debates within the academic literature and among practitioners 

regarding intervention mechanisms and methods of evaluating the effectiveness of CVE options. 

These concepts are essential to developing a typology of the dependent variable in Chapter IV 

because that framework relies heavily on theories of CVE programs to draw out the variation 

between the eight cases. Next, this chapter outlines a theory that examines the independent 
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variables and provides a theory of CVE policy variation. The chapter orients the reader to where 

the theory fits in the literature, starting with a very general reference to broad theoretical debates 

and narrowing quickly to address the theories with which this dissertation is interacting. It also 

discusses how the theory connects disparate theoretical frameworks in a creative and novel way. 

This chapter provides an overview of potential answers to the research question, presents the 

theory, alternative explanations, and discusses the contribution to existing debates.  

Deradicalization and Disengagement 

 The theories underpinning CVE programs borrow from psychology, sociology, 

criminology, public health, and research on gangs and cults. In order to understand CVE 

programs, we first need to understand the radicalization process.  

 The process of deradicalization or disengagement can be viewed as a reversal of the 

radicalization process. It is important to note that the terms deradicalization and disengagement 

are often used interchangeably and are generally correlated but have distinct meanings and 

different goals. Disengagement refers to not actively participating in violent extremism, while 

deradicalization refers to a state of mind. Fink et al and Ribetti describe the processes of 

individual and collective disengagement; highlighting that it is most importantly, a change in 

action versus a change in belief.17 When a member of an extremist group disengages, they 

choose to step away from the activities of the group, specifically setting aside the violent 

activities. In a deradicalization process, the individual ideologically breaks with the group's 

goals, tactics, or ideology. This is an internal process brought about by a set of theoretically 

 
17 Fink, Naureen Chowdhury, and Ellie B. Hearne. “Beyond Terrorism: Deradicalization and Disengagement from 

Violent Extremism.” IPI - International Peace Institute, October 2008. 

http://www.ipacademy.org/media/pdf/publications/beter.pdf. Accessed 22 January 2019 and Ribetti, Marcella. 

"Disengagement and Beyond: A Case Study of Demobilization in Colombia." In Leaving Terrorism Behind: 

Individual and Collective Disengagement, edited by Tore Bjorgo and John Horgan, Routledge, 2009. 
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separate factors from the factors that lead to disengagement. Deradicalization is a cognitive shift, 

or simply, a “change in beliefs,”18 and is difficult to measure because it is a state of mind that is 

dynamic, subjective, and only known to the individual. Complicating matters, even after 

deradicalization, the individual may still participate in the group's facilitation, assistance, 

religious, or ideological activities.  In contrast to deradicalization, disengagement seeks to alter 

behavior.19  Disengagement, while more easily measurable, is still difficult to assess because 

roles, responsibilities, and activities change over time; observing participation in violence is not 

the only indicator of group engagement.20  

 One aspect of the relationship between disengagement and deradicalization is that they 

are so closely correlated that they could be interpreted as simply degrees of one another or 

phases of a single process. While it is possible to have deradicalization before disengagement, 

this is less likely because if a person eschews the group’s ideology, goals, and methods, they are 

highly unlikely to remain a participant in the group’s violent activities. In a limited sense, it is 

possible that a member could stay in a group due to the costs of leaving and the risk of violent 

retribution. As Horgan argues, disengagement does not require an individual to be repentant or 

ideologically distinct from the group. Frequently, physical disengagement from terrorism is not 

associated with a reduction in support or even an end to the social and psychological control of 

the ideology over the former member.21 For Horgan, there is no evidence to suggest that 

 
18 Horgan, John. "Deradicalization or Disengagement?" Perspectives on Terrorism, 2008. 

http://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/index.php/pot/article/view/32/html. Accessed 22 January 2019. 
19 Fink, Naureen Chowdhury, and Ellie B. Hearne. “Beyond Terrorism: Deradicalization and Disengagement from 

Violent Extremism.” IPI - International Peace Institute, October 2008. 

http://www.ipacademy.org/media/pdf/publications/beter.pdf. Accessed 22 January 2019. 
20 Köhler, Daniel. Understanding Deradicalization: Methods, Tools and Programs for Countering Violent 

Extremism. Routledge, 2017, pp 2-3. 
21 Horgan, John. “Deradicalization or disengagement? A process in need of clarity and a counterterrorism initiative 

in need of evaluation.” Revista de Psicología Social, vol. 24, no. 2, 2009, pp. 298, 

doi:10.1174/021347409788041408. 
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disengagement from terrorism results in deradicalization.22 Regarding the debate as to whether 

there is a sequencing dynamic, I argue a person can be deradicalized but not disengaged or 

disengaged but not deradicalized. Further, the most effective CVE programs have a goal of 

disengagement rather than deradicalization because the goal of CVE at its most basic level is to 

end terrorist-related violence, not to control the opinions and beliefs of individuals. 

Push and Pull Factors 

 To develop programs encouraging the cessation of terrorist behavior, it is essential to 

understand why terrorist group members leave independently without any intervention of a 

program or government. As seen in Figure 1, push factors are experiences, changes in 

circumstance, or psychological and emotional issues that drive an individual away from 

participation in the terrorist group. These factors include, but are not limited to unmet 

expectations, loss of faith in the group’s cause or ideology, a decline in personal status within the 

group, conflicts within the group or discontent with the group’s leadership, difficulty adapting to 

the group’s lifestyle, burnout, inability to cope with physiological and psychological effects of 

violence, disillusionment with personnel or strategy and actions of the terrorist group, and 

resolution or reduction in tension of the conflict, decreasing the need for the group.23 

 
22 Horgan, John. “Deradicalization or disengagement? A process in need of clarity and a counterterrorism initiative 

in need of evaluation.” Revista de Psicología Social, vol. 24, no. 2, 2009, pp. 298, 

doi:10.1174/021347409788041408. 
23 Push factors are discussed at length in: Ferguson, Neil. “Disengaging From Terrorism: A Northern Irish 

Experience.” Journal for Deradicalization, Spring, no. 6, 2016, pp. 1–23; Ribetti, Marcella. "Disengagement and 

Beyond: A Case Study of Demobilization in Colombia." In Leaving Terrorism Behind: Individual and Collective 

Disengagement, edited by Tore Bjorgo and John Horgan, Routledge, 2009; Altier, Mary Beth, Emma Leonard 

Boyle, Neil D. Shortland and John G. Horgan. “Why They Leave: An Analysis of Terrorist Disengagement Events 

from Eighty-Seven Autobiographical Accounts.” Security Studies, vol. 26, no. 2, 2017, pp. 305-332. 

doi:10.1080/09636412.2017.1280307; Köhler, Daniel. "Radical Groups’ Social Pressure Towards Defectors: The 

Case of Right-Wing Extremist Groups." Perspectives on Terrorism, vol. 9, no. 6, 2015, pp. 36-50. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/26297460; Altier, Mary Beth, Christian Thoroughgood, and John Horgan. “Turning 

Away from Terrorism: Lessons from Psychology, Sociology, and Criminology.” Journal of Peace Research, vol. 

51, no. 5, September 2014, pp. 647–61; Horgan, John. “Deradicalization or disengagement? A process in need of 
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 Pull factors are very similar to push factors, but instead of focusing on the individual’s 

role in the terrorist group, pull factors focus on their potential role as a non-group member. These 

factors reflect missed opportunities and typically consist of individual efforts to return to a 

“normal” life, including but not limited to: new goals for the future, getting older, changes in 

family situations, a desire to develop intimate relationships or establish a family, finding new 

friends, positive interactions with moderates, competing loyalties, employment or educational 

demands or opportunities, financial incentives, government promises of amnesty or material 

gains for leaving the terrorist group.24  Horgan argues that terrorist group members who feel the 

pull to leave the group can be generalized as experiencing a change in priorities and longing for a 

social or psychological state that is lacking. This often follows prolonged personal investment for 

 
clarity and a counterterrorism initiative in need of evaluation.” Revista de Psicología Social, vol. 24, no. 2, 2009, pp. 

291-298, doi:10.1174/021347409788041408. 
24 Pull factors are discussed at length in: Köhler, Daniel. "Radical Groups’ Social Pressure Towards Defectors: The 

Case of Right-Wing Extremist Groups." Perspectives on Terrorism, vol. 9, no. 6, 2015, pp. 36-50. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/26297460; Altier, Mary Beth, Christian Thoroughgood, and John Horgan. “Turning 

Away from Terrorism: Lessons from Psychology, Sociology, and Criminology.” Journal of Peace Research, vol. 

51, no. 5, September 2014, pp. 647–61; Altier, Mary Beth, Emma Leonard Boyle, Neil D. Shortland and John G. 

Horgan. “Why They Leave: An Analysis of Terrorist Disengagement Events from Eighty-Seven Autobiographical 

Accounts.” Security Studies, vol. 26, no. 2, 2017, pp. 305-332. doi:10.1080/09636412.2017.1280307. 

Figure 1: Push and Pull Factors 
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which the member sees little return.25 Figure 1 shows several push and pull factors that could 

cause disengagement or deradicalization. 

 Push or pull factors alone are insufficient to result in disengagement or deradicalization 

and a combination of factors is necessary to leave a group. Unpacking the process of 

deradicalization or disengagement, there must be a cognitive opening or the moment when a 

person is receptive to change. While a cognitive opening increases the likelihood that a person 

will disengage from terrorism, the effective treatment within a CVE program is critical for most 

participants to disengage fully and permanently. Treatments, or interventions, within CVE 

programs are designed to enhance push and pull factors: drivers that cause a person to change 

extremist behavior patterns.  

  The challenge of designing a CVE program is translating push and pull factors to an 

approach. Ebaugh argues that when individuals question their role in a terrorist group (push 

factor), they “try on” new roles (pull factor), a process of “anticipatory socialization.26 

Garfinkel’s work finds that the push of disillusionment interacts with the pull to a new role and 

that personal relationships are key once the process starts.27 Similarly, Bromley and Wright find 

that dissatisfaction (push) was important early on, and outside influences (pull) were more 

influential later in the disengagement process.28 Finally, Altier et al. studied eighty-seven 

autobiographies of former extremist group members. They found that push factors, especially 

 
25 Horgan, John. “Deradicalization or disengagement? A process in need of clarity and a counterterrorism initiative 

in need of evaluation.” Revista de Psicología Social, vol. 24, no. 2, 2009, pp. 298, 

doi:10.1174/021347409788041408. 
26 Ebaugh, Helen. Becoming an Ex: The Process of Role Exit. University of Chicago Press, 1988. 
27 Garfinkel, R. “Personal Transformations: Moving From Violence To Peace.” United States Institute of Peace 

Special Report, vol. 186, April 2007, pp. 1. 
28 Wright, Stuart. “Defection from New Religious Movements: A Test of Some Theoretical Propositions.” The 

Brainwashing/Deprogramming Controversy, edited by David G. Bromley and James T. Richardson, Edwin Mellen, 

1983, pp. 106–21. 
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disillusionment and burnout, are causal in disengagement, but their impact is moderated by 

ideological commitment.29  

 Among push factors, disillusionment is frequently cited as a major driver away from 

terrorism. Disley et al. concluded that disillusionment is the “factor most commonly cited in the 

literature as being associated with disengagement from all types of terrorism.”30 Dalgaard-

Nielsen, and Bjorgo identify losing faith in the group’s ideology and group or leadership failure 

and the major factors.31  Other studies find that pull factors have a more predominant role. A 

literature review conducted by START found that pull factors have a bigger influence than push: 

“On the whole, positive [pull] inducements seem more effective than negative [push] ones in 

deradicalizing/disengaging.”32 Demant et al, found that a combination of push and pull factors 

result in disengagement: “push factors and disillusionment play an important role in the terrorist 

disengagement process early on with pull factors such as amnesty, financial incentives, and the 

allure of new roles playing a potentially critical role once an individual is already 

disillusioned.”33  

 Horgan argues that effective CVE programs should be modeled after crime-based 

models, such as sex offender treatment programs that use cognitive behavior therapies to prevent 

 
29 Altier, Mary Beth, Emma Leonard Boyle, Neil D. Shortland and John G. Horgan. “Why They Leave: An Analysis 

of Terrorist Disengagement Events from Eighty-Seven Autobiographical Accounts.” Security Studies, vol. 26, no. 2, 

2017, pp. 305-332. doi:10.1080/09636412.2017.1280307 
30 Disley, Emma, et al., “Individual Disengagement from Al Qa’ida Influenced Terrorist Groups: A Rapid Evidence 

Assessment to Inform Policy and Practice in Preventing Terrorism.” Report Prepared for the Office for Security and 

Counter- Terrorism, UK Home Office, 2011. 
31 Dalgaard-Nielsen, A. “Promoting Exit from Violent Extremism: Themes and Approaches.” Studies in Conflict & 

Terrorism, vol. 36, no. 2, 2013, pp. 99–115; and Bjørgo, Tore. “Process of disengagement from violent groups of the 

extreme right.” Leaving Terrorism Behind: Individual and Collective Disengagement, edited by Tore Bjorgo and 

John Horgan, Routledge, 2009. 
32 "IVEO Knowledge Matrix." County-Level Correlates of Terrorist Attacks in the United States, START.umd.edu. 

https://www.start.umd.edu/data-tools/iveo-knowledge-matrix. Accessed 22 January 2019. 
33 Demant, Frankje, et al. “Decline and Disengagement: An Analysis of Deradicalisation.” Institute for Migration 

and Ethnic Studies, 2008. 
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relapse. The application of these behavior management programs is for both sex offenders and 

extremists, he argues, because both groups “are often highly motivated, socially challenging to 

deal with, and both cause extensive victimization of innocents.”34 An alternative is to apply best 

practices and theories from psychological treatment and rehabilitation to CVE. These programs 

serve as a pseudo halfway house for former group members. They prepare and support them as 

they face reintegration challenges and undergo post-release monitoring. These programs assume 

that the participants are at risk of returning to terrorism. As a mitigation measure, they teach 

participants to be mindful of this risk; similar to how recovering alcoholics or drug addicts are 

taught to stay away from addictive substances to prevent relapse.35 Rabasa et al. agree that CVE 

programs need to provide follow-on counseling because when individuals make the rational 

decision to leave the group, they consider the costs and benefits; continued support while 

reintegrating into society is a crucial support.36 Since many terrorist organizations support their 

members’ families, a program that offers assistance would be more successful because family 

and social support make the likelihood of the disengaged or deradicalized member making 

attachments and bonds with people and life outside the group—decreasing the likelihood that 

they would return.37 Kohler argues that social networks are key to successfully leaving terrorism 

behind, and he advocates for family counseling.38 

 

 
34 "Fully Operational? The Ongoing Challenges of Terrorist Risk Reduction Programs." E-International Relations. 

https://www.e-ir.info/2013/07/29/fully-operational-the-ongoing-challenges-of-terrorist-risk-reduction-programs/. 

Accessed 22 January 2019. 
35 Horgan, John. "What Makes a Terrorist Stop Being a Terrorist?" The Conversation, 11 March 2016. 

https://theconversation.com/what-makes-a-terrorist-stop-being-a-terrorist-33119. Accessed 22 January 2019. 
36 Rabasa, A., Pettyjhon, S. L., Ghez, J. J., and Boucek, C. Deradicalizing Islamist extremists. RAND, 2010. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Köhler, Daniel. "The Most Overlooked Resource in Fighting Violent Extremism? Moms." The Huffington Post, 7 

December 2017. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/daniel-koehler/moms-fight-extremism_b_11089836.html. 

Accessed 22 January 2019. 
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Levels of Prevention: Individual, Group, or Population 

 The broad scope of CVE programs addresses three stages of prevention: primary, or 

prevention of radicalization; secondary, or intervention with individuals in danger of 

radicalization; and tertiary, or measures addressing radicalized individuals.39 These levels, as seen 

in Figure 2, are taken from the public health model of prevention.40 

 

Figure 2: Levels of Prevention 

According to Aly et al, “prevention focuses on counter radicalisation and aims to prevent 

societies from becoming more vulnerable to growing radicalisation. Intervention focuses on 

deradicalisation and is best targeted at individuals and groups that are in the early to late phases 

of radicalisation.”41  

 The range of CVE approaches includes policies involving education and broad-based 

community engagement; targeted narrative or messaging programs and counter-recruitment 

 
39 Korn, Judy. “European CVE Strategies from a Practitioner’s Perspective.” ANNALS, American Academy of 

Political and Social Science, vol. 668, November 2016, pp. 180-197. 
40  “Countering Violent Extremism Through Public Health Practice: Proceedings of a Workshop.” Applying Public 

Health Models and Approaches to Countering Violent Extremism. National Academies Press, 17 February 2017. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK537576/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
41 Anne Aly, Anne-Marie Balbi, and Carmen Jacques. “Rethinking Countering Violent Extremism: Implementing 

the Role of Civil Society.” Journal of Policing, Intelligence and Counter Terrorism, vol. 10, no. 1, 2015, pp. 8, 

doi:10.1080/18335330.2015.1028772. 
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strategies; targeted intervention programs for individuals at risk of joining a terrorist group; as 

well as deradicalization and disengagement programs for former violent extremist offenders.42 

Most CVE programs are focused on the primary and secondary levels. For example, at the 

primary level, anti-bullying school programs are aimed to reduce polarization in society and the 

stigmatization of Muslim teenagers. An example of a secondary level program could be 

counseling youth whose teachers are concerned that they are watching jihadist propaganda. 

Finally, a typical tertiary level program could include social workers counseling parolees who 

were jailed on terrorism charges. 

Selection Method: Voluntary or Compulsory 

 The debate on the selection method for CVE programs can become politically 

contentious, with proponents of compulsory participation arguing that terrorist group members 

deserve no favors. For instance, in 2016, a French deradicalization center closed after only a year 

and was considered a failure because it attempted to compel deradicalization by, among other 

things, forcing residents to sing the French national anthem every morning.43 However, each 

selection method has potential benefits and costs. For example, compulsory participation can 

remove participants from the social setting that supports their terrorist-related behavior, but 

voluntary selection focuses on participants who are most likely to change.  

 Many programs identify potential participants through a referral from law enforcement, 

an authority figure, or a family member. This selection method chooses participants based on a 

 
42 Zeiger, Sara, and Aly, Anne. “Introduction: the need for research in CVE policy and practice.” Countering Violent 

Extremism: Developing an evidence base for policy and practice, edited by Sara Zeiger and Anne Aly, Curtin 

University, 2015, pp. 2. 
43 Singh, Spandana and Elena Souris. "Want to Deradicalize Terrorists? Treat them Like Everyone Else." Foreign 

Policy, 23 November 2018. https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/11/23/want-to-deradicalize-terrorists-treat-them-like-

everyone-else-counterterrorism-deradicalization-france-sri-lanka-pontourny-cve/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
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probabilistic: associations with family, mosques, religious organizations, and socioeconomic 

factors that raise the likelihood of terrorist participation.44 Williams, Horgan, and Evans argue 

that those best positioned to identify individuals in need of intervention are friends, family, 

teachers, and clergy on a case-by-case basis.45 

 It is unclear whether it is better to force participation in CVE programs, typically through 

incarceration or other punitive measures, or make program participation voluntary. Compulsory 

programs can remove a participant from the social influence of other group members, which 

could be a necessary condition for disengagement. However, in compulsory programs, 

participants may not have experienced any push factors driving them away from the terrorist 

group or ideology, and without this driver or a cognitive opening, the program is unlikely to 

induce change. The debate on the risks or benefits of disengagement efforts within prisons is 

contentious and unsettled. In a 2019 study of UK prisons, Ruschenko finds that terrorist groups 

recruit and radicalize new members in prisons, while Jones and Narag argue that there are 

methods of prison management that mitigate the potential for radicalization, making them a 

minor issue and that prisons, overall can support disengagement efforts.46   

 By contrast, voluntary programs could be more effective because they capitalize on a 

participant’s cognitive opening. Korn points out that the deradicalization process is long, and she 

prefers programs targeting those who have already self-selected or are already open to 

 
44 Khalil, James and Martine Zeuthen. “Countering Violent Extremism and Risk Reduction: A Guide to Programme 

Design and Evaluation.” UK Royal United Services Institute, vol. 2, 2016. 
45 Williams, Michael J., et al. “The critical role of friends in networks for countering violent extremism: toward a 

theory of vicarious help-seeking.” Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression, vol. 8, no. 1, 2016, 

pp. 45-65. doi: 10.1080/19434472.2015.1101147. 
46 Rushchenko, Julia. “Terrorist recruitment and prison radicalization: Assessing the UK experiment of ‘separation 

centres’.” European Journal of Criminology, vol. 16, no. 3, 2019, pp. 295-314; Jones, C. R. “Are prisons really 

schools for terrorism? Challenging the rhetoric on prison radicalization.” Punishment and Society, vol. 16, no. 1, 

2014, pp. 74–103; Jones, Clarke and Raymund E Narag. Inmate Radicalisation and Recruitment in Prisons. 

Routledge, 2018. 
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disengagement because treatment is more likely to result in a long-term change if participants are 

open to change. Korn also argues that dialogue with those who have not decided to leave the 

group can trigger an eventual change in beliefs.47 Khalil and Zeuthen agree that making a 

program compulsory could force change in the short term, but it alters incentive structures and 

would not necessarily lead to permanent or long-term change. They favor voluntary CVE 

programs with an individually-tailored approach.48  

 Governments can also encourage volunteer participation in CVE programs by increasing 

pressure on a terrorist group raising the cost of remaining in the organization. Neumann argues 

that these programs work only when a group is losing because it lowers the cost for an individual 

group member to abandon the group.49 Rabasa agrees that more pressure makes leaving terrorism 

more attractive, but caveats that hard power should be combined with soft power measures to 

stymie reactionary radicalization.50 Hard power measures would force the group to choose 

between disengagement or punitive action. When coupled with a CVE program that provides 

support services, disengagement would be an attractive option and could ameliorate extremist 

beliefs.51  Bjorgo and Horgan suggest that following arrest, programs can couple therapy or 

rehabilitation with benefits such as amnesty.52 They advocate legislative actions to reduce or 

 
47 Korn, Judy. “European CVE Strategies from a Practitioner’s Perspective.” ANNALS, American Academy of 

Political and Social Science, vol. 668, November 2016, pp. 180-197. 
48 Khalil, James and Martine Zeuthen. “Countering Violent Extremism and Risk Reduction: A Guide to Programme 

Design and Evaluation.” UK Royal United Services Institute, vol. 2, 2016. 
49 Burke, Jason. "Fighting Terrorism: Do 'deradicalisation' Camps Really Work?" The Guardian, 9 June 2013. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/09/terrorism-do-deradicalisation-camps-work. Accessed 22 January 

2019. 
50 Rabasa, A., Pettyjhon, S. L., Ghez, J. J., and Boucek, C. Deradicalizing Islamist extremists. RAND, 2010. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Horgan, John. “Individual disengagement: A psychological analysis.” Leaving Terrorism Behind: Individual and 

Collective Disengagement, edited by Tore Bjorgo and John Horgan, Routledge, 2009. 
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remove criminal sentences and any other measures that encourage collaboration between 

disengaging extremists and the government because they reduce the cost of leaving.53  

Evaluation 

 When making choices about CVE, it is often difficult for policymakers and government 

officials to determine how to use their resources because there is scant data and no standard 

method to measure the effectiveness of CVE programs. It is also politically sensitive, and there is 

a high cost for a government that fails to protect its citizens. As a result, many program 

administrators simply do not measure effectiveness. In my interviews with CVE practitioners, 

they highlighted that earlier CVE programs did not consider the need for evaluation practices. 

However, as the field matures, there is an increasing effort to incorporate data collection and 

evaluation into future programs. Unfortunately, not a single one of the 70 interview participants 

had data to share with me, and only a few had engaged in any empirical evaluation.  

 One way to measure the success of CVE interventions is through recidivism rates. Altier 

et al. look to the literature on criminality and broadly define terrorist recidivism as “the return to 

terrorist activity after a period of formal sanction or detention,” but highlight that re-engagement 

is typically used to describe a return to terrorist activity after a period of inactivity due to 

voluntary or involuntary reasons.54 For example, a study of a Dutch prison program declared an 

outstanding success with a 5.8 percent recidivism rate for terrorism-related offenders compared 

 
53 Della Porta, Donatella. “Leaving underground organizations: The Italian case.” Leaving Terrorism Behind: 

Individual and Collective Disengagement, edited by Tore Bjorgo and John Horgan, Routledge, 2009. 
54 Altier, Mary Beth, John Horgan, and Christian Thoroughgood. “Returning to the Fight: What the Literature on 

Criminal Recidivism Can Contribute to our Understanding of Terrorist Recidivism.” Department of Homeland 

Security/The Pennsylvania State University. 

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/942_OPSR_TP_Returning-to-Fight_Literature-Review_508.pdf. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
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to the general recidivism rate in the entire prison system, which was 40-50 percent.55 The work 

of Silke and Altier et al. also found that across many countries, this was the case, with the 

general recidivism rate of terrorist offenders being around five percent.56  

 The most accurate measure of recidivism would be criminal prosecution or intelligence 

collected by government agencies, both of which are unlikely to be publicly available in detail. 

Looking at the accessible literature on criminal recidivism to develop a rubric, Altier et al. 

identified six static and five dynamic indicators of recidivism.57 A similar rubric is used in the 

UK to measure the risk and success of CVE program participants. The Extremism Risk Guidance 

(ERG 22) measures twenty-two factors theoretically related to terrorist behavior to determine 

success: 12 indicators of a participant’s engagement, six for intent, and three for capability.58 

These guidelines are used to identify individuals for referral to a program prior to documented 

involvement in terrorism and to evaluate recidivism risk for offenders and parolees. Lastly, the 

Violent Extremist Risk Assessment 2 Revised (VERA-2R) is a standard tool in the prison 

 
55 Van der Heide, E.J. and Schuurman, Bart. “Reintegrating Terrorists in the Netherlands: Evaluating the Dutch 
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setting, as mentioned by several experts who use the tool or a modified in-house version in their 

professional work.59  

 Lastly, even in a controlled environment like a prison, some experts I interviewed said 

they could not accurately evaluate program effectiveness because many simultaneous 

interventions make it impossible to isolate the impact of one particular program. Moreover, the 

number of terrorist offenders is so low in most European countries that the quantitative results 

would be statistically insignificant compared to the overall prison population.  

CVE Programs in the Real World 

 Often, when CVE theories are applied to real-world problems, these efforts are organized 

through a “multi-agency approach,” which is defined as different actors working at several levels 

with overall coordination. While it varies slightly by country, in general, a multi-agency 

approach brings together stakeholders like police, prison workers, social workers, educators, 

municipal and national level administrators, and NGOs. This “Safety House” concept started in 

the Netherlands then moved to Denmark, where it is called the “Info House.” This is a very 

influential concept, and most of the countries I studied are working towards this model to some 

degree. Finland, for example, calls their version the “Anchor Model,” and in Belgium, it is the 

“Local Cells for Integrated Security.”   

 There are many benefits to bringing together different professional perspectives, 

especially when multiple agencies interact with a person from different angles.  However, there 

 
59 "Vera." Custodial Institutions Agency, Ministry of Justice and Security, The Netherlands. https://www.vera-2r.nl/ 
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are also challenges: legal barriers to information sharing, procedural barriers, unclear guidelines, 

lack of trust, cultural barriers between professions, conflicting mandates and objectives, the 

history between the agencies. Much work is currently being done to improve CVE is focused on 

breaking down these barriers to improve multi-agency cooperation. One French interview 

participant highlighted the challenges and benefits of bringing different perspectives together 

through the multi-agency approach:  

The problem is that we took the logic of intelligence, and we sort of imposed them on other professions, 

including social services. Every profession has its own logic. You can't ask social workers to take an 

intelligence perspective… In French we talk about strong signals, weak signals, and it's really the logic of 

intelligence. Weak signals, for example, in regard to jihadism would be a beard, or the way you dress. 

Which, from a social work perspective, would have absolutely no meaning at all. But the logic of 

intelligence is just that you locate things and after that you evaluate, you investigate, which is not how you 

do things in social work. In social work as soon as you see a problem you intervene. And the problem, if 

you use the intelligence services, you tend to see basically jihadists everywhere… And also, I guess, 

without being judgmental, for intelligence services, everybody is a potential suspect. Because it doesn't 

mean that they are bad. It's just a way of your work. But if you apply this logic, to other professions, it 

produces a lot of stigmatization. If you look at the logic of intelligence too close—it may sound very 

nasty—but actually there is no moral to it. Okay, but you can't work that way in other professions.
 60

 

 The multi-agency approach works in three levels: national, municipal, and street, each 

with a specific set of actors that have specific roles to fill. At the national level, administrators 

and researchers working in ministries translate practitioner recommendations and input on 

effectiveness to policymakers, deal with political actors, coordinate with municipal level 

officials, and oversee national level NGO contracts. National level actors are also closely 

involved in developing the national action plans. At the municipal level, municipal managers and 

police superintendents are typically the actors responsible for leading the multi-agency approach 

on behalf of (and in coordination with) the mayor.61 The last of the three levels of CVE 

implementation is the street level.  

 
60 Participant 633. Interview with author. March 2020. Video Teleconference. 
61 Participant 275. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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 Coordinating the levels of the multi-agency approach is complex, and most of the work is 

done through the case management process.62 The process begins with a referral from various 

sources: a teacher, family member, community police office, or an intelligence report. If the 

information is deemed credible and concerning, it is referred to a multidisciplinary case 

management team meeting. Here, the various agencies bring together their perspectives and 

information about the individual, assess the risk, and develop a plan to mitigate the risk. These 

plans can include anything within the states’ available resources, from child protection to social 

welfare supports in employment and housing or opening a criminal investigation. The 

practitioners I interviewed described the multi-agency meeting where they assess an individual's 

risk as one of the most challenging parts of their job because of the varied perspectives and 

interactions that different agencies have with a particular person. 

 When a case is identified as warranting further intervention, a street level worker 

implements that intervention. Typically this is a social worker, police officer, teacher, or NGO 

worker. I interviewed many people currently or previously working at the street level. They 

believe that an individual approach in a non-confrontational, tolerant manner is key to preventing 

radicalization and violent extremist behavior. For example, one social worker described how 

they approach a client: 

I'm not there as their enemy. I'm there to help them... I say to them, ‘Hey, you know we have received a 

concern about your behavior recently. Can you enlighten me a bit about that?’ And I'm curious. My 

approach is curiousness… I offer them a cup of coffee and a Coca-Cola or whatever they want. And then I 

offer them to meet where they feel most safe. That can be in my office, they can meet on the street, meet at 

the café—not the best place to talk about these things, but it's possible… they can bring all the friends they 

want and whatever they want. I'm not afraid of them. I'm not the enemy.63 

 
62 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
63 Participant 538. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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 While this is a typical individual mentor-style intervention, there are myriad other 

programs, including online counternarrative programs and anti-polarization training for school 

children. A large component of CVE programming is based in prisons. The range of options for 

interventions in prison is much narrower because of the controlled environment. Due to the 

controlled environment there are also many experiments being run to assess the effectiveness of 

CVE interventions. These programs include moderate imams talking with prisoners or people 

trained in foreign affairs, discussing the reality of the Iraq war with radicalized prisoners, or 

social workers and mentors developing relationships. Prisons are also one of the more 

contentious areas of current debate among CVE professionals. For example, there is 

disagreement among CVE practitioners whether to house terrorist offenders together or separate 

from the general population. The Netherlands and France have such isolated wards, while 

practitioners in the Nordic countries do not support this arrangement. There are also debates 

about integrating imams into prison programs because the determination of which imam to allow 

to speak with prisoners is sensitive in European countries that place a high value on freedom of 

religion and the right of even radicalized terrorist offenders to hold religious beliefs of their 

choosing. 

 As explained in this section, even when their impact is not being empirically evaluated, 

CVE policies are built on a strong theoretical foundation of previous research in psychology, 

criminology, and sociology. These theories, debates, and levels of intervention are some of the 

options states consider when making choices about how to approach CVE. Since they do not 

have empirical data about how well these options work, what factors influence a state’s final 

policy selection? In the next section, I explore the theories that can provide potential answers to 
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this question and present a theory of reliance on norms and experts that explains both the 

variation and the diffusion of CVE policies. 

Explaining Responses to Terrorism 

 As a starting point to explain the variation in CVE policies, we can look to the broad 

body of literature that discusses the determinants of government responses to terrorism. This is a 

useful starting point because it frames the range of available policy choices as soft power 

measures under the CVE umbrella. While the literature on responses to terrorism is robust, the 

study of the specific policies developed is an area in need of further research. When researchers 

ask questions about changes in public opinion but do not consider how that opinion is a demand 

signal (or direct request) for policy, the picture is incomplete. I argue that understanding what 

actions politicians and other policymakers take in response to terrorist attacks is critical because 

the public has a limited ability to enact change and must turn to the government for action in 

response. How policymakers choose what to do next and the factors shaping those decisions is a 

gap this dissertation aims to close. 

 Several scholars use a constructivist lens to answer questions similar to the one I am 

posing in this study: what factors shape the counterterrorism policies of democratic regimes? 

Perliger answers that counterterrorism policies can be classified into a framework based on the 

robustness of the regime’s democratic foundations and the symbolic impact of the terrorist act 

itself.64 While this study is a novel piece of work on developing counterterrorism policies, it is 

less applicable to informing my questions about CVE policies in Europe because it was written 

before the advent of CVE and considers a wide range of policy options, including military and 

 
64 Perliger, Arie. "How Democracies Respond to Terrorism: Regime Characteristics, Symbolic Power and 

Counterterrorism." Security Studies, vol. 21, no. 3, 1 July 2012, pp. 490-528. doi:10.1080/09636412.2012.706505. 
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other hard power measures. Katzenstein and Omelicheva agree with Perliger’s emphasis on the 

political salience of the terrorist threat within existing institutional practices.65 They posit that a 

country’s response to terrorism is also determined by perceptions and norms surrounding the use 

of violence and the public good. Foley, Munroe, Rees, and Aldrich likewise argue that the most 

important factors surrounding the development of counterterrorism policy are best understood in 

a constructivist frame: historical experience, institutional, and political culture.66 

 There is little attention to how responses to terrorism might differ between countries in 

this body of research. A monolithic view is present in research on European terrorism policy, 

perhaps because some theorists consider the terrorist attacks on 9/11 to be the precipitating event 

for the collective securitization of counterterrorism in Europe.67 For instance, Den Boer and 

Wiegand argue that it was reasonably expected that the EU policies would lead to a convergence 

of country level counterterrorism approaches.68 However, some research does parse the variation 

between countries. O’Brien examines the unity of security policies in Europe and “finds 

significant disorder in the politics and policy of counterterrorism in Europe.”69  He argues that 

the politics of counterterrorism on the continent is more varied than one would expect based on 

 
65 Omelicheva, Mariya Y. "Combating Terrorism in Central Asia: Explaining Differences in States' Responses to 
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the common security regime and similar environments. I agree with O’Brien’s skepticism on the 

inevitability of policy coherence and think that in asking whether there was variation in policies, 

it is also necessary to ask why they varied.  

 Samaan and Jacobs have a more focused study of security policies in Europe and provide 

a structural explanation, arguing that in France and Germany, differences in counterterrorism 

policy were determined by political culture and institutional arrangements combined with 

varying perceptions of the jihadist threat, with France taking a military-oriented policy and 

Germany taking a regulatory approach.70 They present a typology of the overall ways that 

countries respond to terrorism (military, regulatory, or diplomatic) and acknowledge that less 

research has examined differences among EU member-states. They argue that the centralized or 

decentralized government structure determines a state’s approach, but I find that explanation 

insufficient. A centralized government is not precluded from applying methodologies that a 

decentralized government would have at its disposal. For example, France has a highly 

centralized government, yet the CVE programs implemented by the central organizing authority 

are more disparate than the CVE approaches offered by Germany’s decentralized Bundesländer, 

or federal states. While I agree with the assertion that varied responses “cannot solely be 

attributed to the types of threat these countries face, but rather to their distinct political 

cultures,”71 I disagree that it was due to the structure of the government itself. The government 

structure on a national level does not rule out certain CVE policy arrangements because most 

CVE interventions occur at the individual or community level. There is no functional reason why 

one government structure would translate into an impact at the individual level. A small NGO or 

 
70 Samaan, Jean-Loup, and Andreas Jacobs. “Countering Jihadist Terrorism: A Comparative Analysis of French and 

German Experiences.” Terrorism and Political Violence, vol. 32, no. 2, February 2020, pp. 401–15. 
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large state bureaucracy could read the same literature on best practices and implement a very 

similar program. Even resources are not necessarily determined by the size of the organization 

overseeing the CVE effort or government structure because size and structure do not determine 

support for a particular program or allocation of funds. Samaan and Jacobs’ argument that 

“whereas France’s hypercentralized bureaucracy can impose national measures…the 

decentralized structures of Germany have allowed local entities to spearhead efficient 

programs,”72
 includes an unstated assumption that local programs are more effective than 

national level initiatives. This demonstrates the utility of conducting a broader comparison 

beyond a dyad to achieve greater validity of the analysis. Several other countries like Denmark 

and the Netherlands in my research have centralized CVE policies that experts consider 

worldwide to be more effective than both France and Germany’s policies to date. For this reason, 

I look beyond the structure of the government itself to the underlying norms likely to impact 

practitioners creating CVE policies on any level. The norms that I expect are most determinative 

of CVE policies are related to the importance of evidence-based policy and the relationship 

between individuals and the state.    

 Expounding on these theories surrounding CVE policy variation and understanding what 

shapes policy diffusion over time is the focus of this dissertation. While the literature examines 

states’ responses to terrorism and CVE policies specifically, there is a considerable gap on why 

these policies took their current form and how they are evolving. None of these previous studies 

analyze why CVE policies develop in varied forms to better understand how countries respond to 
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the threat of terrorism. I ask this novel question and provide an answer that ties together 

infrequently connected concepts and presents a theory of variation for CVE policy in Europe. 

A Theory of CVE Policy Variation 

 Given the complex choices facing governments formulating CVE policy, how can we 

best understand the factors influencing these choices? I argue that since these decisions are not 

based on demonstrated outcomes or measures of effectiveness, there must be other factors 

involved. This chapter outlines a theory of cultural path dependency where a government faced 

with a new problem relies on norms surrounding evidence-based policymaking and the 

relationship between the individual and the state while seeking a solution within existing policies 

and programs. These norms determine the characteristics, structure, and function of the resulting 

policy. European states reacted to the shock of Islamist terrorism through various policy 

approaches, which I argue are diffusing over time due to the influence of a transnational 

epistemic community.  

  Explicitly thinking about my primary research question—what explains the development 

of various CVE policies in Western Europe—we can see that it is, in essence, a question of state 

behavior. For potential answers, I turn to several frameworks: historical institutionalism, 

constructivism, and culturalism. As argued by many scholars, including Katzenstein, Keohane, 

Krasner, Fearon, and Wendt, state behavior can be explained by either rationalism or 

constructivism because these paradigms have opposed foci and have different understandings of 

state behavior.73 Following the lead of Keck and Sikkink, who make a point of rejecting the 
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separation of the fields of International Relations and Comparative Politics, I synthesize a theory, 

building off both foundational literatures.74  

 My argument relies on the constructivist framework because I argue that socially 

constructed political norms and a transnational network influenced state behavior. As Kratochwil 

points out, constructivism is not one of the main approaches of international relations, alongside 

realism or liberal institutionalism, but rather an approach to questions of knowledge production 

and how concepts are understood.75 Therefore, it is all the more appropriate that I consider it here 

as an approach to answering my question and synthesize it into my theory.  

 Constructivism is an appropriate place to find an explanation for how governments 

formulate CVE policy because terrorism is a global problem, and many transnational networks 

are involved in this policy space. Constructivism is a practical framework because it 

acknowledges that politics is more than a cost-benefit analysis of states surviving in an 

anarchical world. This framework acknowledges that decisions are influenced and guided by 

what we have done, whom we believe we are, and what type of people we want to be. 

Constructivism accounts for the human factor in the calculation of state behavior.  

 It is upon this theoretical foundation that I build this study. I argue that to provide a 

necessary and sufficient explanation, the persistence of norms and the dynamism of an epistemic 

community must be present. Therefore, I layer an actor-based theory of evolution over a 

foundation of path dependent behavior shaped by political culture. I argue that CVE policies 
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selected by European countries were determined by norms, while the influence of transnational 

expert networks explains the evolution of these policies.  

  I posit a two-level theory for how countries react to a terrorism threat, which explains 

cross-national variation in the mid-term and diffusion of policies over the long term. I argue that 

when faced with a new problem, countries act in a path dependent manner relying on norms. 

These norms determine the characteristics, structure, function, and even the language of the 

policy. However, as time progresses, if experts emerge and develop evidence-based informed 

positions on the appropriate policies to apply to this problem, they can influence the policies to 

modify the path dependent effect of political culture preference.  

 As depicted in Figure 3, we can think of this theory as a chain of actors and trace their 

interactions along the policy development process. I am studying the diffusion of CVE policies 

over time. Early adopters had more trust in institutions and placed higher importance on 

evidence-based policymaking than countries that developed CVE strategies later on; their 

political culture facilitated the influence of research and evidence-based practices to be 

implemented. The countries where levels of trust in institutions, particularly security institutions, 

were lower were slow to adopt research-based CVE approaches.  

 As Figure 3 shows, while political culture was initially the key factor in policy selection 

it was subsequently modified by the influence of an epistemic community.  
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Figure 3: A Theory of Countering Violent Extremism Policy Variation 
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 This dissertation makes a contribution to theory by combining two constructivist 

concepts to show how they interacted to produce a specific policy's trajectory and shows that 

epistemic community influence can modify the effect of political culture on policy.  I synthesize 

the interaction in a novel way by combining rarely studied-together concepts under the 

constructivism framework. I analyze how they interact and find that the actor-based force, 

epistemic community influence can overcome the baseline conditions of political culture. 

Although I believe my theory is the most plausible, the historical institutionalist framework 

offers an alternative explanation which I explore at the end of this chapter. 

Political Culture 

 I argue that the way CVE policies were developed in Europe was determined by aspects 

of each country's political culture which I define as a frame of viewing political interactions and 

events specific to members of a group that influence or shape their political behavior. According 

to the extensive scholarship on political culture, the three essential components are cognitive, 

evaluative, and expressive.  Cognitive components include empirical beliefs; evaluative 

components include morals, norms, and values; and expressive components include emotion-

based preferences, loyalties, emotional attachments, and patterns of identity.76  

 Political culture fits under the constructivism paradigm because culture is a constructed 

concept intersubjective to each group. As pointed out by Duffield, cultures are distinctive and 

stable, resistant to change because they are widely shared, and difficult to overturn or disprove 

because they are subjective.77 How then does political culture translate into concrete policy 
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decisions? To be useful for purposes of explanation, a cultural theory must postulate causal 

mechanisms through which culture impacts behavior.78  In the simplest terms, political culture 

influences policy decisions by shaping how people view the political environment and goals. 

Duffield outlines four pathways: defining the fundamental goals of the group, shaping 

perceptions of the external environment, shaping the range of behaviors acceptable to pursue the 

collective goals, and shaping assessments of costs, benefits, and evaluation of possible 

outcomes.79 Duffield notes that: 

The overall effect of culture is to predispose collectivities toward certain actions and policies rather than 

others. Some options will simply not be imagined. Of those that are contemplated, some are more likely to 

be rejected as inappropriate, ineffective, or counterproductive than others. To be sure, culture is not 

deterministic. It may not and often does not precisely determine behavior. But it can significantly narrow 

the range of actions likely to be adopted in any given set of circumstances.80 

 Not all aspects of political culture are equally relevant to the formulation of CVE policy. 

Many of the aspects of culture are similar, but each country is unique. As shown by Denk, 

Christensen, and Bergh's study of 25 countries in Europe, political culture is a complex 

heterogeneous landscape of factors, and not all aspects of political culture apply equally to the 

problem of CVE policy.81 In specific, factors such as trust in government institutions are 

particularly relevant because in the case of a new problem, the public has to rely more on the 

government to provide an answer since non-experts (i.e., most politicians and the public) lack 

information and experiences to inform their policy preferences. Along the same line, norms 

about how policy should be made are salient to this problem. For example, whether an evidence-
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based policy is important and research should drive decision-making versus the importance of 

partisan policy decisions. The nature of the problem of CVE also lends itself to some interesting 

factors that become more relevant because the policy is inherently about individuals that are 

"other" in religion, ethnicity, ideology, or non-participatory stance to prevalent civic norms. For 

this reason, concepts about what to do with "others" or non-participants in the system, 

particularly norms about the social contract, are especially salient. Loughlin and Peters’ work 

looks at reform in the frame of varying national experiences and state traditions.82 Their state 

traditions are also the basis for studying local and regional democracy variation in Europe.83 

They conceptualize public institutions’ enduring values and traditions as “the basic parameters 

within which more immediate factors operate.”84 

 As a theoretical framework, political culture's primary struggle is to produce causal 

mechanisms because culture is an inherently static concept. For the purpose of answering my 

research questions, political culture does not need to have a causal mechanism because I posit it 

as a foundational condition that shaped the actions of practitioners and policymakers at baseline. 

In the story of CVE policy selection, the interesting dynamic about political culture is which 

dimensions were salient and how that impacted the resulting policy choices.  

 Political culture is also criticized for being definitionally non-specific and too broad to be 

helpful in causal arguments or as a discrete variable.85 The issue of subcultures is a challenge of 

scoping the concept. For instance, if there are many subcultures within the overarching national 
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political culture, then it is up to the theorist to parse the relevant dimensions and levels. For the 

purposes of this analysis, I treat political culture as uniform across the entirety of a country 

because that is my unit of analysis, and I assert that there are some broad aspects of each 

country's unique culture that can be generalized across the overwhelming majority of its 

population. However, I recognize that political culture is very nuanced. Still, in the existing 

scholarship of political culture, it is apparent that what matters most is not the overall 

population's political culture but that of the people influencing or making the policy, and my 

interviews provided deep insight into that group's norms and values.  

 While scholars like Denk, Christensen, and Bergh examine the variation of political 

culture and its impact on democratic stability, there is less research on how political culture 

impacts policy and there is none on CVE policy.86 More generally, the discussion of political 

culture on the variation in policy on a cross-national level is paltry. I would have expected to see 

more research on the impact of specific aspects of political culture on attitudes toward terrorism, 

extremists, or Islam, but this, too is a meager body of work. I aim to lessen this gap by showing 

how political culture influenced a country's policy choices regarding CVE.  In the case of CVE 

policy, this persistence of political culture explained the initial reason for establishing CVE 

programs in line with other existing state policies and approaches. However, it is insufficient to 

explain the evolution of these policies over time becoming more closely aligned. This is where 

the literature on epistemic communities can help to explain the dynamics of CVE policies. 
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Epistemic Communities 

 While the influence of political culture is necessary to explain the variation of CVE 

policy in Europe, political culture alone is insufficient to explain the evolution of these policies. 

For this aspect, I turn to the literature on epistemic communities, which was established as a 

widely recognized concept by Haas, building on the earlier works of  Ruggie, Foucault, and 

Holzner.87 Haas defines an epistemic community as "a network of professionals with recognized 

expertise and competence… and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that 

domain or issue area… they have a shared set of normative and principled beliefs (…), shared 

causal beliefs (…), shared notions of validity (…), and a common policy enterprise (…)."88 

 The concept of epistemic communities has been criticized for lacking clarity and falling 

short of being a causal mechanism. As Sugden puts it, "the principal weakness of the concept lies 

in its difficulty to establish a causal link between cognitive influence and actual policy change."89 

Haas and Levy accept the criticism that "[w]hile epistemic communities provide consensual 

knowledge, they do not necessarily generate truth" because the membership in these 

communities is based on an opaque, undefined selection process that, since they are grounded in 

shared understanding, is biased toward homogeneity.90 According to Haas, establishing a causal 

mechanism for epistemic communities is difficult because they are fluid, undefined, informal, or 

semi-formal groups; thus, it is very difficult to know who is a member of the group and what are 
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the links, dynamics, and incentives internally or with related outside networks.91 These 

unobserved factors can influence the actions and preferences of the epistemic community.  

 Keck and Sikkink's influential work refines the concept of epistemic communities and 

argues for their causal role in policy change. They focus on the networks advocating a specific 

cause and define a Transnational Advocacy Network (TAN) as “any network, or loose and fluid 

configuration of activists who, whether tied primarily to national or international political arenas, 

collaborate in order to convince national governments to comply with activists' demands and, by 

extension, with international norms and democratic principles.”92 Keck and Sikkink's theory 

unpacks how a group of experts can have actor-like influence on transnational political outcomes 

and is particularly useful for understanding the mechanism driving the CVE policy diffusion in 

Europe.  

 Keck and Sikkink distinguish types of epistemic communities based on their methods of 

applying power or influence to persuade policymakers and achieve their goals. For instance, 

international corporations use financial pressure, epistemic communities use the expertise and 

empirical knowledge, and TANs use information campaigns and monitoring state compliance.93 

TANs have several defining characteristics: they are value-centric, apply sophisticated political 

strategies, rely on individuals to produce the desired change, and use information innovatively.94 

TANs leverage information asymmetry to gain an advantage over more powerful actors, 

including states. This tactic is a key to their success, and they are most commonly found in "issue 

 
91 Haas, Peter M. "Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination." International 

Organization, vol. 46, no. 1, 1992, pp. 1-35. 
92 Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics. 

Cornell University Press, 1998, pp. 2. 
93 Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
94 Ibid., pp. 2. 
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areas characterized by high-value content and informational uncertainty" because in this context 

they can best use their informational advantage as experts to achieve their desired ends.95   

  It is not surprising then that there is an epistemic community involved in CVE policy. 

What is unique about CVE is that, unlike most domestic policies, the international ramifications 

are immediate, apparent, and acute. So there is interest from other states, neighboring and far 

abroad, in how a country handles domestic extremism. Sugden investigates the causal 

relationship between epistemic communities and security sector governance to see how experts 

shape the development of policies. Focusing on experts' perceptions and understanding of 

relevant concepts, Sugden finds that the epistemic communities can be influential by using their 

knowledge and expertise to encourage conceptual debates.96 Mai’a Davis Cross examines EU 

security organizations and finds that while other groups of EU security experts function as 

epistemic communities and have influenced EU security integration, not all transnational 

networks or organizations in the EU are epistemic communities. Cross argues that the difference 

between functioning and non-functioning epistemic communities is that a hierarchical and 

formal internal structure restricts the horizontal and ad hoc engagement necessary to form an 

epistemic community. Instead, a formal or hierarchical structure functions bureaucratically and 

does not seek additional exogenous influence, a hallmark of an epistemic community.97  

 While not all of Keck and Sikkink's work applies directly to the CVE policy realm, in the 

case of the CVE policies and Europe, I argue that they were influenced by an epistemic 

 
95 Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics. 

Cornell University Press, 1998, pp. 2-3. 
96 Sugden, Jennifer. "Security Sector Reform: The Role of Epistemic Communities in the UK." Journal of Security 

Sector Management, vol. 4, no. 4, November 2006. 
97 Cross, Mai'a K. Davis. "The Limits of Epistemic Communities: EU Security Agencies." Politics and Governance, 

vol. 3, no. 1, 2015, pp. 90-100. doi:10.17645/pag.v3i1.78. 
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community of CVE practitioners embodied mostly by members of the RAN. Members of this 

networks are united by a shared understanding of best practices of CVE, and they advocate for 

their implementation and improvement of the field. In contrast to Keck and Sikkink's TANs, this 

group is not a perfect archetype of a TAN because these actors advocate against immense 

pressure from states. By contrast, the CVE expert community is successfully changing policy 

outcomes because there is a lack of information about CVE policy, so the public and political 

actors have few or weak policy preferences and need experts to provide information. In this 

information-starved environment, epistemic communities can have an outsized impact. In the 

cases that Keck and Sikkink study, there are a range of actors with existing policy preferences 

and established incentive structures because these issues were highly contested. Furthermore, as 

highlighted in Cross's work, the structure of RAN, where members participate as individual 

experts rather than representatives of their government, reduces institutional constraints and 

facilitates the horizontal and ad hoc engagement necessary to form an epistemic community.98  

In fact, the participatory environment is so liberal that several experts said their supervisors 

refrained from sending them since it was a non-binding, non-representational forum. 

 I argue that previous work on epistemic communities and TANs does not adequately 

consider the influence of political culture. During my interviews, it was interesting how norms 

about the role of research in policymaking and prevailing beliefs about the relationship between 

the individuals and the state influenced policy choices. These are powerful, persistent, prior 

conditions that are being changed by epistemic communities.  My research suggests that these 

expert networks can be more powerful than political culture in determining policy choices. 

 
98 Cross, Mai'a K. Davis. "The Limits of Epistemic Communities: EU Security Agencies." Politics and Governance, 

vol. 3, no. 1, 2015, pp. 90-100. doi:10.17645/pag.v3i1.78. 
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Looking at this phenomenon through the lens of a path dependent analysis, critical junctures 

inherently possess a set of given antecedent options. The interaction of a TAN imports new 

ideas, broadens or changes the set of options beyond the antecedents, and makes a particular 

option more preferable. As Keck and Sikkink suggest in their work, I propose synthesizing these 

theories to meld the domestic and international policy arenas more fully into a unified theory of 

the system. I argue that political norms interact with the epistemic community, which accounts 

for the construction of institutions through repeated interactions, and the divide between the 

domestic and international is increasingly blurred.  

Alternate Explanation: Historical Institutionalism 

 Historical Institutionalism (HI) is a framework that focuses on how institutions develop, 

operate, and inculcate practices that are so ingrained that they become rule-like, which then 

determine the behavior of actors and, thereby, political outcomes.99  HI argues that choices made 

at the establishment of an institution regarding structure and policy persistently affect the 

institution's behavior over its lifespan.100 Path dependency is a defining aspect of HI approaches 

and explains policy choices, with consistency being the predominant outcome. Within the HI 

framework, institutions are defined broadly and can include, for example, government agencies, 

a country's national government, or international organizations. As March and Olsen point out, 

the structure of institutions can be formal line-and-block type constructs or a pattern of the 

values within that structure.101  

 
99 Schmidt, Vivien A. "Taking Ideas and Discourse Seriously: Explaining Change through Discursive 

Institutionalism as the Fourth ‘new Institutionalism’." European Political Science Review, vol. 2, no. 1, 2010, pp. 1-

25. doi:10.1017/S175577390999021X.  
100 Longstreth, Frank, Sven Steinmo, and Kathleen Ann Thelen. Structuring Politics: Historical Institutionalism in 

Comparative Analysis. Cambridge University Press, 1992. 
101 March, James G. and Johan P. Olsen. Rediscovering Institutions: The Organizational Basis of Politics. The Free 

Press, 1989. 



47 

 

 When reviewing the literature, it becomes clear that the term "path dependence" can 

indicate anything from the vague idea that history matters to more specific ideas dealing with 

concrete institutional constraints, which Rixen and Viola refer to as "lock-in."102  Satori famously 

criticized HI for conceptual stretching and fuzziness, making the concept unusual to analyze in 

search of causal mechanisms. Another critique is based on the framework's rigidity that makes it 

often unable to account for change. In the words of Pierson, "to many, the significance of path 

dependence is belied by the evident dynamism of social life."103 Another criticism of HI is being 

too deterministic in its focus on critical junctures, reliance on the concept of path dependence, 

lack of agency, and no space for explaining endogenous institutional change.104 

 HI would explain the variation of CVE policies by analyzing how the design of 

government and supranational organizations influences policy formation. An HI perspective 

would predict CVE policy would vary based on government structure, with centralized and 

decentralized governments having different policy responses. For example, a centralized 

government like France would be expected to have very different policies from a decentralized 

government like Germany. Also, HI would expect a country's experience with CVE programs in 

the past to strongly influence subsequent policy choices based on the principle of path 

dependency. Through experience and learning from earlier CVE programs, states would shape 

 
102 Rixen, Thomas and Lora Anne Viola. "Putting Path Dependence in its Place: Toward a Taxonomy of Institutional 

Change." Journal of Theoretical Politics, vol. 27, no. 2, 2014, pp. 301-323. doi:10.1177/0951629814531667. 
103 Leithner, Anika C., and Kyle M. Libby. “Path Dependency in Foreign Policy.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 

Politics, Oxford University Press, 2017. doi:10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.376, page 1-2. 
104 Thelen, Kathleen Ann. How Institutions Evolve: The Political Economy of Skills in Germany, Britain, the United 

States, and Japan. Cambridge University Press, 2004; Streeck, Wolfgang and Kathleen Ann Thelen. Beyond 

Continuity Institutional Change in Advanced Political Economies. Oxford University Press, 2005; Mahoney, James. 

"Path Dependence in Historical Sociology." Theory and Society, vol. 29, no. 4, 2000, pp. 507-548. 

doi:10.1023/A:1007113830879; Pierson, Paul. "Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics." 

American Political Science Review, vol. 94, no. 2, 2000, pp. 251-267. doi:10.2307/2586011; Hall, Peter A. and 

Rosemary C. R. Taylor. "Political Science and the Three New Institutionalisms." Political Studies, vol. 44, no. 5, 

2016, pp. 936-957. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9248.1996.tb00343.x. 
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current approaches and programs at the local and national levels, impacting the overall CVE 

model.   

 However, HI would not sufficiently explain the variation of approaches between 

countries. In the cases that I am studying, the country level institutions did not change, but the 

policies are diffusing over time. It also does not explain why some centralized governments had 

very different approaches.  I submit that that the variation or change in CVE policy is not 

structural because the work is being done regardless of where it sits in the government. The work 

is individual level, and government structure is such a macro variable that if it were to affect the 

approaches taken at the individual level, there would have to be other mechanisms translating 

that impact through many levels of actors. For example, if a country implements an inmate 

mentorship program, the government's centralized or decentralized condition would be irrelevant 

to the design of the interventions and other technical details of the program. If a particular 

program is needed, it is needed, and it does not matter if the policy imperative comes from a 

ministry in Paris, a German Bundesländer administrator, or a Swedish commune.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter provided an overview of potential answers to the research questions in the 

context of current theoretical debates and discussed the merits of the alternative explanation. As 

seen in Table 1, the constructivism argument about the influence of political culture on CVE 

policies argues that the policies selected by European countries were determined by underlying 

norms. These norms impact the formation and character of the CVE approach by framing the 

range of acceptable policy solutions and ordering the preferences of the options based on the set 

of shared beliefs. Evidence supporting this explanation would be whether by-country variation in 
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norms correlated to policy variation, with certain norms directly related to the reasoning for 

policy decisions. 

 The second layer of the constructivism argument about the variation in CVE policies is 

that the impact of norms is modified by epistemic communities or transnational expert networks, 

which influence CVE policies through the diffusion of ideas. The epistemic community 

facilitates the diffusion of CVE policies, best practices and concepts, with by-country variation 

decreasing over time. Evidence supporting this explanation would be policy diffusion the 

adoption of similar policies, and stated influence of the members of the epistemic community in 

policymaking.  

 The HI explanation of state structures argues that states’ CVE policy choices are driven 

by the constraints created by the structure of government. This explanation predicts that CVE 

policy would vary based on government structure, with centralized and decentralized 

governments (i.e., France vs. Germany) having different policy responses. Evidence supporting 

this explanation would be the degree of difference between countries with the most different and 

most similar government structures. 
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Table 1: Summary of Explanations for Countering Violent Extremism Policy Variation 

 

 There is some overlap between the theories underpinning the main argument of this 

dissertation and those underpinning the alternative argument. For example, Lijphart argues that 

the structure of a government affects whether the policy style is more adversarial or consensual, 

which relates to a norm that I argue drives the character of CVE policy.105 Since the concept of 

political norms is foundational to all political processes, it is impossible to completely 

disaggregate various decision-making processes, therefore theoretical specificity is necessary. 

 
105 Lijphart, Arend. Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries. Yale 

University Press, 1999. 

Explanation Argument Prediction Observable 

Implications 

Constructivism: 

Political Culture 

  CVE policies 

selected by European 

countries were 

determined by 

underlying norms.  

 Norms impact the 

formation and 

character of CVE 

approach. 

The by-country 

variation in norms 

correlates to the 

policy variation, with 

certain norms directly 

related to the 

reasoning for policy 

decisions. 

Constructivism: 

Epistemic 

Communities 

The influence of 

transnational expert 

networks explains the 

diffusion of ideas and 

convergence of CVE 

policies. 

The epistemic 

community facilitates 

the diffusion of CVE 

policies, best 

practices, and 

concepts, with by-

country variation 

decreasing over time. 

Policy diffusion, 

adopting similar 

policies, stated 

influence of the 

members of the 

epistemic community 

in policymaking. 

Historical 

Institutionalism: 

State Structures 

States’ CVE policy 

choices are driven by 

constraints of the 

structure of 

government.  

CVE policy would 

vary based on 

government structure, 

with centralized and 

decentralized 

governments having 

different policy 

responses. 

Degree of difference 

between countries 

with the most 

different and most 

similar government 

structures.  
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The primary and alternative arguments are indeed mutually exclusive because the norms 

specified as explanatory for CVE policy outcomes are not related to the bureaucratic structure of 

the government.  

 In the following chapters, I demonstrate that the impact of government structure on CVE 

policies is minimal in Europe. In interviews with practitioners and experts and analysis of 

primary source documents, I found no support for these factors as playing a causal role and 

strong support for the influence of norms and an epistemic community. In the end, CVE policy 

should be the same among states in Europe because it should be based on theory or based on 

what is empirically known to be effective. However, we know that this is not the case. In the 

next chapter, I outline the identification strategy for the dissertation, including specific 

methodologies, hypotheses, operationalization of variables, and discuss the data I collected.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 This chapter aims to explain the hypotheses, variable operationalization, identification 

strategy, data collection, and other items related to the technical aspects of this dissertation. 

While the definition of CVE programs is broad, my universe of cases includes a narrower subset 

in order to make the identification of causal effects possible. I examine policies since the year 

2000, because the 2013-2014 jihadist ISIS threat was a graver one than white supremacist and 

gang problems targeted by exit programs of the 1990s. Islamic extremism presented a new 

problem and a novel political imperative. The scope in time is limited because the experts I 

interviewed are working on current programs, and most of their expertise is from 2000 to the 

present day.  

 This chapter proceeds as follows: I introduce my primary and alternate hypotheses, and 

discuss my dependent and independent variables, including operationalization and indicators. 

Next, I describe my identification strategy, which centers around case studies. I discuss 

methodological considerations for typologies and conducting process tracing. Then I discuss case 

selection, the data, and my interview procedure, including sampling and the questions I asked. 

Lastly, I discuss potential sources of bias and limitations. 

Hypotheses 

 This dissertation addresses four interrelated research questions on the development of 

CVE policy in Europe: (1) How does CVE policy vary between countries? (2) What explains this 

variation? (3) How is CVE policy changing over time? (4) What factors are driving this change?  
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H1 = Political culture impacts CVE policy through political norms, which frame the range of 

acceptable policy options.  

 Norms about the relationship between an individual and the state, policy formation 

processes, and the role of experts or politicians in policymaking contribute to the salient 

dimensions of political culture impacting CVE policy. An underlying principle is that political 

culture is stable over time, supported by a large body of literature.106 I assume that political 

culture can change, albeit slowly; therefore, I treat political culture as constant throughout this 

dissertation's scope. When faced with a new problem and lack information about effective 

solutions, states act in a path dependent manner; therefore, states’ CVE policy choices were 

driven by a reliance on existing solutions to similar problems characterized by the country’s 

political culture. I assume that not all aspects of political culture apply similarly to the problem 

of CVE policies; therefore, I hypothesize four categories of norms are directly relevant to CVE 

policy: state-society relations, the form of political organization, basis of policy style, and the 

form of decentralization. 

 

H2 = Epistemic communities influence CVE policy by framing the problem and encouraging the 

diffusion of ideas.  

 Epistemic communities influence CVE policy by changing how the problem is framed 

and the acceptable range of policy choices, much like political culture's impact on acceptable and 

unacceptable policy options. The impact on policy is indirect and depends on the individual 

 
106 The extensive literature on political culture includes essential works such as: Almond, Gabriel A. and Sidney 

Verba. The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations. Princeton University Press, 1963; 

Pye, Lucian W. "The Concept of Political Development." The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 

Social Science, vol. 358, no. 1, 1965, pp. 1-13. doi:10.1177/000271626535800102; Putnam, Robert D. The Beliefs of 

Politicians: Ideology, Conflict, and Democracy in Britain and Italy. Yale University Press, 1973. 
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members to advocate for policies that reflect the shared beliefs held by the community. 

Implications are observable through the diffusion of approaches between countries facilitated by 

these transnational expert networks like RAN and other networks of CVE practitioners. 

 

HA1 = States’ CVE policy choices are driven by constraints of the national level structure of 

government.  

 The structure of a state’s government may impact CVE policy depending on whether the 

government is centralized or federalized. This could be impactful to CVE policy because of a 

top-down (centralized) or a bottom-up (federalized) decision-making and implementation 

process. This possibility was raised by multiple experts postulating about drivers of variation 

across Europe. Observable implications are the degree of difference between countries with the 

most different and most similar government structures.  

 

H0 = Political culture and epistemic communities do not influence CVE policy outcomes.  

 It is also possible that all the explanatory factors I have hypothesized here have no impact 

on CVE policy.  

Falsifiability 

 These hypotheses are falsifiable if I find weak evidence or if I find strong evidence to the 

contrary. I would know that my theory was wrong if CVE policies in the eight sample countries 

were the same. This would disprove my theory because I know that political culture varies by-

country, and I know that RAN exists (and is objectively qualified as an epistemic community). If 

these factors exist yet there is no variation in CVE policy, they could not affect these policies. 

Additionally, I examine the CVE policies more closely to see if they were different at their 
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inception, compare their current approaches (testing the influence of political culture), and 

analyze the diffusion of policies over time (testing the influence of epistemic communities). If 

this analysis were to show that CVE policies were initially highly similar, then it would cast 

doubt on my political culture hypothesis (H1).  

 Further, if the process tracing of CVE policy determination showed that the approaches 

changed according to political factors like elections or shifts in public opinion, it would falsify 

my hypothesis (H1). If the policies failed to change over time in a way that is congruent with the 

view of the epistemic community, then my hypothesis about epistemic community influence (H2) 

would be falsified. Lastly, if the policies did not vary by government structure, this would falsify 

my hypothesis that CVE policy choices are driven by constraints of the structure of government 

(HA1). 
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Dependent Variable (DV) 

 CVE policy includes the soft measures meant to reduce extremist and terrorist violence in 

society and exclude police, military, and intelligence operations. In the cases I am studying, CVE 

policy varies along various dimensions, which are specified in Table 2 and compose the scale of 

“social” or “securitized” approaches explained in Chapter IV.  

Table 2: Dependent Variable Specification 

Factor 1: Islamic or All Extremists. This factor describes to what extent a country’s CVE 

programs and policies focus on Islamic extremists or all groups, including far-right extremists. 

Factor 2: Deradicalization or Disengagement. This factor describes to what extent a country 

focuses CVE policies on changing the thoughts of the target individuals or changing their 

desire and intention to act violently. 

Factor 3: Ideology or Life Supports. This factor describes to what extent social services are 

deliberately used to achieve CVE policy goals. More securitized countries do not use jobs, 

housing or counseling to help a person, while those countries with a robust welfare state 

integrate these services into their deradicalization and prevention efforts. 

Factor 4: Role of NGOs. This factor describes to what extent a country uses NGOs to 

perform tasks as part of its strategy. This can be an indicator of the limits of the state, as in 

France, Germany, and Belgium that use NGOs to test programs and distance the state from the 

CVE intervention.   

Factor 5: Politicization and Role of Experts. This factor describes to what extent a country’s 

CVE approach is shaped by political pressure or experts. In some countries, there is immense 

political pressure exerted on strategy, and in others, the strategy is influenced by research and 

experts. 

Factor 6: Effectiveness of the Multi-Agency Approach. This factor describes to what extent 

a country’s multi-agency approach operates smoothly in a cooperative manner or if there is 

intra-governmental competition. 

Factor 7: Dominant Stakeholder. This factor describes to what extent a national stakeholder 

or authority directs a country’s CVE strategy is devolved to a local level stakeholder. 

Factor 8: Community Level Interventions. This factor describes to what extent a country 

incorporates broad preventive efforts to promote social cohesions and decrease polarization. 
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Independent Variables (IVs) 

 I hypothesize that two variables explain the variation in CVE policies in my eight cases: 

political norms and epistemic community influence. As shown in Table 3, four categories of 

norms are directly relevant to CVE policy. 

Table 3: Independent Variable Specification 

Norm Description Observable Implications 

State-Society 

Relations: Are the state 

and society part of one 

another or at odds? 

The relationship between the 

individual and society; relates to 

the right of an individual to have 

radical thoughts; freedom of 

religion; universal human rights. 

Whether all or a limited 

subset of extremist 

ideologies are the focus of 

the CVE approach; whether 

the goal is cognitive or 

behavioral change. 

Form of Political 

Organization:  

How constrained is the 

state’s authority? 

 

Legal restrictions on a state’s 

authority are related to norms of 

how the state should intervene in 

people's lives; norms about the 

strength of the social safety net and 

the welfare state. 

Whether the approach is 

focused on ideological 

intervention with or without 

social and economic 

supports; whether CVE 

involves the state only or 

includes civil society. 

Basis of Policy Style: 

What is the decision-

making process? 

 

Norms about empirical 

information and who should make 

policy: experts or politicians, one 

agency or all, and cooperation or 

competition within the 

government. 

Whether political actors or 

experts are more influential 

in the CVE policy process; 

whether CVE stakeholders 

cooperate and coordinate 

effectively. 

Form of 

Decentralization:  

Who holds power? 

 

Norms about which level of 

government should have 

responsibility for a problem; 

subsidiarity 

Whether security/social and 

national/local stakeholders 

dominate CVE 

policymaking; whether 

CVE approach includes 

community level prevention 

measures. 

 

 The epistemic community influence variable is operationalized through evidence of 

policy diffusion demonstrated through process tracing and expert interview data about the impact 

of the epistemic community’s work on policymakers.  
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  The structure of the government variable, which is used to test the alternate hypothesis 

of the impact of the structure of the government on CVE policy, is operationalized by centralized 

versus federalized administrative structures. 

Identification Strategy 

  This dissertation uses case studies, a typology, social network analysis, process tracing, 

and semi-structured interviews to test hypotheses. Table 4 shows the hypotheses and the 

identification strategy used for each. 

Table 4: Identification Strategy 

Research Question Hypothesis Identification Strategy  
What explains the 

variation of CVE policy 

between countries? 

H1 = Political culture impacts 

CVE policy through political 

norms.  

Typology of CVE policies in 

Chapter IV; case studies; controlled 

comparison across specific 

dimensions of political culture.  

How is CVE policy 

changing over time? 

What factors are driving 

this change? 

H2 = Epistemic communities 

influence CVE policy by 

framing the problem and 

encouraging the diffusion of 

ideas. 

Process tracing of policies over time 

and the role of the epistemic 

community in the evolution of these 

policies. 

Alternate Explanation: 

How does the structure 

of the government 

influence CVE policy? 

HA1 = States’ CVE policy 

choices are driven by 

constraints of the structure of 

government. 

Typology of CVE policies in 

Chapter IV; look for evidence in 

Chapter V, analysis of causes of 

variation, and in Chapter XIV, 

which examines policy diffusion. 

  

 Typology. In Chapter IV, I create a unique typology of Western European CVE models 

that describes the variation within a subset of EU countries and enables a comparison of 

approaches and bureaucratic structures cross-nationally. Key dimensions are the factors that 

specify the DV. 

 Process Tracing. In Chapters VI-XII, I employ a controlled comparison of CVE 

programs in eight countries using case studies and process tracing, which increases my study's 
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validity and methodological reliability.107 Following George and Bennett’s advice on conducting 

case studies, I employ the congruence method, looking for the role of the explanatory IVs in the 

variance of the DV.108 Process tracing helps me to identify the impact of intervening variables in 

the outcome of each case.109  Through process tracing, I closely examine the chain of events that 

led to the policies in place, which is the best way to assess causality in a qualitative case study 

research design.110  

 Triangulation. Throughout the dissertation, I triangulate the original interview data with 

network analysis, primary source policy documents, and secondary sources as appropriate.  

Case Selection 

 Of the various ways to select cases, I chose a representative group of key cases and a 

large enough number to capture a range of variation in the DV.111 In selecting my cases, I chose 

countries that are as similar as possible to limit the influence of exogenous socio-cultural, 

economic, political, and environmental factors. To increase the likelihood that I have reasonable 

access to accurate data, I chose cases in democratic countries because democratic governments 

are more likely to be open about releasing information and less likely to deliberately provide 

inaccurate data. Additionally, in democratic countries, an electorate can influence government 

policies more than in an authoritarian state–a difference that is theoretically important and would 

 
107 Collier, David. "Understanding Process Tracing." PS: Political Science & Politics, vol. 44, no. 4, 2011, pp. 823-

830. doi:10.1017/S1049096511001429; Rothbauer, Paulette. "Triangulation." The SAGE Encyclopedia of 

Qualitative Research Methods, edited by Lisa Given, Sage Publications, 2008, pp. 892-894. 
108 George, Alexander L., and Andrew Bennett. Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, MIT 

Press, 2007. 
109 Ibid., pp. 182-212. 
110 George, Alexander L., and Andrew Bennett. Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, MIT 

Press, 2007; Bennett, Andrew. “Process Tracing: A Bayesian Perspective.” The Oxford Handbook of Political 

Methodology, edited by Janet Box-Steffensmeier, Henry E. Brady, and David Collier, Oxford University Press, 

2008, pp. 702–721. 
111 George, Alexander L., and Andrew Bennett. Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, MIT 

Press, 2007. 
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complicate my research design. Narrowing the selection of countries to only democratic states 

minimizes bias and errors in my findings.  

 Selecting from the set of democratic countries with the largest number of CVE programs, 

I chose from within Europe, eliminating the United States, Australia, and Canada, because they 

have a different threat from terrorism, reflected in their policy imperatives. Analyzing cases from 

within Europe is also advantageous because of the shared EU direction for member states to 

develop and implement CVE programs, making several European countries leaders in CVE 

programming. I selected eight countries: Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the 

Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden based on criteria partially depicted in Table 5. 

Table 5: Data Used in Case Selection 

 
112 "The Schengen Visa." EU Home Affairs. https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-

visas/visa-policy/schengen_visa_en. Accessed 2 October 2020. 
113 "European Union." European Union. https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/en. Accessed 2 

October 2020. 
114 Jane's Terrorism and Insurgency Centre. Jane's Information Group, 2003. 
115 "Participant Database.” European Commission, Migration and Home Affairs. https://ec.europa.eu/home-

affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/ranparticipants_db_en. Accessed 30 September 

2020. 
116 "The World Factbook.” Central Intelligence Agency. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/. Accessed 17 September 2020. 
117 Ibid. 

Country Schengen112/EU 

Member113 

Violent 

Extremist 

Incidents, 

2009-2020114 

# RAN 

members 

listed115 

Wealth 

(GDPPC)116 

Population 

(millions)117  

Belgium Y/Y 26 128 $46,600  11.7  
Denmark Y/Y 14 44 $50,100  5.9  
Finland Y/Y 13 57 $44,500  5.6  
France Y/Y 267 88 $44,100  67.8  
Germany Y/Y 253 122 $53,209  80.5  
Netherlands Y/Y 27 110 $53,900  17.2  
Norway Y/N 11 45 $72,100  5.4  
Sweden Y/Y 51 75 $51,200  10.2 
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 The cases were all chosen to reduce cultural and economic variation even within Europe 

itself. I chose these eight countries because I found other comparative policy studies that looked 

at a dyad could not draw theoretically important conclusions. My selected cases are all Western 

European countries with similar socio-economic factors, and they all have well-established CVE 

policies and programs that I could study. They are all in the Schengen Zone, which means that 

the borders are open, and the threat environment is fluid and more similar than if there were hard 

borders between them. I made a deeper comparison of the attacks in these eight countries to see 

if they were sufficiently similar. I used data of violent extremist incidents from Jane’s Terrorism 

and Insurgency Centre, which includes all groups and lone attackers since 2009.118  

 Figure 4 shows the comparison of violent extremist incidents compared to population and 

GDPPC. I adjusted by the population to show more consistency of the number of incidents 

across the eight countries. For example, the unadjusted numbers show that France has five times 

the number of incidents as Sweden, but Sweden has more incidents than France when adjusted 

by population. I also show the number of attacks that Jane’s database categorizes as “significant” 

because of the severity and size of an attack matter to a state’s response. These numbers show 

that France, Belgium, and Norway have approximately had the same number of significant 

attacks. The other five countries have experienced about half to one-third the number of 

significant attacks. Of course, there is much more nuance that could be analyzed in these 

numbers, such as the group perpetrating the attack, the severity and tactic used, and other factors. 

However, my purpose is to demonstrate the similarity between these eight countries in terms of 

threat and therefore, the utility in selecting them as my eight cases for CVE policy comparison.  

 
118 This data includes attacks by terrorist groups or sympathizers of all extremist ideologies. Population is included 

according to the CIA World Factbook to average attacks by population. 
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Figure 4: Case Selection Data of Violent Extremist Incidents, 2009-2020 

Data 

 My primary data source is semi-structured interviews of practitioners and experts. I 

augment this data with an analysis of primary source government documents, statements by 

public officials, and secondary sources as appropriate. 

 I conducted interviews with 70 practitioners and experts in eight European countries. As 

shown in Figure 5, I spoke with people in a variety of fields and working at different levels. The 

experts ranged from social workers to mayors, prison psychiatrists, and civil servants working in 

the justice and social welfare ministries or in the administrations of major cities. Approximately 
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40 percent were female, and 60 percent were male. Most had a master’s or another professional 

degree.  

  

  

 Following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, I made a dataset of contact 

information for every RAN member listed in their online directory from the eight country cases. 

This initial list included 669 names.  I chose to collect the email addresses all RAN participants 

from each country because their roles could have changed over time and some organizations are 

involved in a wider variety of efforts than what is noted on their websites. I coded RAN 

members by organization type, based on the name they provided for the database and what I 

could discern from the organization’s name and/or website: 

 

Figure 5: Interview Participants 
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• GOV = law enforcement, local and national government officials  

• EDU = universities, educational programs, secondary schools (Note: Ministry of 

Education was coded as GOV) 

• NGO = foundations, private organizations, including religious 

• UNK = undetermined 

 Before sending any emails, I eliminated duplicates and those I was not interested in 

speaking with (i.e., researchers with no practical experience, victims’ advocacy groups, etc.) and 

cleaned the data for missing email addresses and duplicates. I began emailing the government 

personnel. It is important to note that I preferentially contacted government employees because 

they could reasonably be expected to be involved in the policy process. I also sent formal emails 

to organizations requesting interview participants. Table 6 shows interview request numbers. I 

sent 355 emails in an initial and primary tranche of interview requests and 239 in other tranches 

based on the RAN membership list. The total interview requests sent would eventually grow to 

643 when referrals were added. 

Table 6: Interview Requests 

Country GOV NGO EDU UNK Total Email 

Addresses 

Interviews Conducted  

(% of Total Emails)  

Belgium 57 33 12 10 112 12 (10%) 

Denmark 24 10 4 7 45 8 (18%) 

Finland 26 7 7 12 52 5 (10%) 

France 12 12 7 46 77 12 (16%) 

Germany 30 3 10 69 112 13 (12%) 

Netherlands 51 1 7 46 105 9 (9%) 

Norway 7 0 4 11 22 4 (18%) 

Sweden 32 4 6 27 69 7 (10%) 

Total per sector 239 70 57 228 594 70 (12%) 

  

 I followed guidelines for non-probability sampling procedures in electing the group from 

which to solicit interviews, starting with a purposive sampling strategy, which is guided by the 

researcher’s knowledge of the population and the study’s purpose. Once I had established 
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communication with potential participants, I engaged in snowball sampling by requesting 

referrals to other CVE professionals.  

 By the time all the interviews were completed, I tried to have a proportionate number of 

interviews based on the size of the country. For instance, less-populated countries like Finland 

could reasonably be expected to have a smaller community of CVE practitioners, so I tried to get 

a minimum yet proportional number. My goal was for the respondents to be sufficiently diverse 

to minimize bias. 

 I interviewed 9-18 percent of the RAN members from each country and an overall 12 

percent of RAN participants. While there is no objective way in qualitative interviews to know 

what you have interviewed a large enough sample, I am satisfied that I spoke with a large enough 

number of the overall CVE practitioners in the countries I am studying because most of them are 

RAN members, who are recognized experts in their respective countries. Interview participants 

described it as a difficult network to be accepted into, requiring professional accomplishments 

that are recognized and attendance is by invitation only. Once someone attends a meeting, 

however, they are considered a RAN participant. So while the barrier to entry may be high, there 

are fewer barriers to continued participation. By the last third of the interviews, the interview 

participants started to refer me to each other, the same experts, and provide the same resources. I 

knew I had conducted enough interviews when the amount of new information in each interview 

began to decline rapidly. 

 Using RAN as a database is a good way to locate most of the key professionals, the 

gatekeepers, in the European CVE field. It is important to recognize gatekeepers and it can be 
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critical to gain access through them.119 For example, in France, the primary organization 

organizing and implementing CVE policy is the Interministerial Committee for the Prevention of 

Crime and Radicalization (CIPDR), which is run under the auspices of the Ministry of the 

Interior. I could not gain access to the CIPDR or the Ministry of Interior thanks to an academic 

liaison who was the undeniable gatekeeper. As a note, a handful of experts from France and 

other countries noted that this specific gatekeeper was particularly protective of allocating the 

time of CIPDR experts to interviewers, especially to an American graduate student.  

 Fortunately, many other experts were happy to discuss their work and their views with 

me. These elite interviews comprise a unique dataset that provides insights into the thought 

process, challenges, and future developments of CVE policy in Europe. Rice acknowledges that 

“elites have been the focus of definitional squabbles that vary across a range of literatures.”120 

Smith notes that the term “elite” varies by context and can be based on the individual’s 

knowledge and role.121  Perkins includes as elites, those who have “considerable knowledge and 

experience, a broad network of relationships and their power may come from those networks.”122 

While most of the interview participants are not well-known officials or elites in their social 

status, they meet the definition of elites because they are all experts in their field with sizeable 

networks, unique knowledge, and influence on the direction of policy, and they are recognized as 

an expert by being a member of RAN or being referred by one.  

 
119 Thorstensson, Carina A., et al. "Cooperation between Gatekeepers in Sickness Insurance – the Perspective of 

Social Insurance Officers. A Qualitative Study." BMC Health Services Research, vol. 8, no. 1, 2008, pp. 231. 

doi:10.1186/1472-6963-8-231. 
120 Rice, G. “Reflections on Interviewing Elites.” Area, vol. 42, no. 1, 2010, pp. 71. 
121 Smith, Katherine E. “Problematizing Power Relations in ‘Elite’ Interviews” Geoforum, vol. 37, no. 4, July 2006, 

pp. 643-653. 
122 Perkins, Neil. "Lecture: Interviewing ‘elite’ Groups." Health Policy, Politics and Organisations Group (HiPPO) 

Centre for Primary Care, Institute of Population Health, University of Manchester. Accessed 25 March 2020. 
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 Once a participant agreed to be interviewed, I arranged a digital interview using whatever 

communication platform the participant requested.123 Over the course of my interviews, I used 

phone, WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, Skype, Skype for Business, Zoom, MS Teams, and 

WebEx. I was surprised at the number of willing participants because the response rate was twice 

what I expected. Fortunately, it was a great time to do digital fieldwork because in Europe, 

COVID-19 lockdowns had many professionals working at home, and I found that not only were 

my interview participants very comfortable with video conference platforms, but they were also 

eager to talk with someone in Washington D.C. regarding the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 I prepared a list of questions to discuss but refrained from steering the conversation and 

enabled topics to be discussed naturally. I completed my planned questions in just under an hour 

but allowed the interview to go over an hour if the participant wanted to continue. I took notes 

and, if permitted, recorded, then transcribed a total of 67 hours of interviews. Throughout, I 

made appropriate accommodations to ensure confidentiality of the data as per IRB procedures, 

anonymizing interview summaries for privacy and to meet required ethical standards.  

Interview Protocol  

 The questions were open-ended, and many of them led to a discussion of several 

variables of interest. Questions not noted as addressing a specific variable were intended for 

background or to facilitate a discussion about the general approach and solicit the interview 

participant’s views about their work. Table 7 shows the questions by topic and which variables 

they were intended to address:     

 
123 One interview was conducted via email, two were over phone only, and one video teleconference included the 

participant’s spouse acting as interpreter. 
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Table 7: Interview Questions 

Topic Question Addresses DV/IV 

Background What is your position and title? N/A 

 

Background How are you involved with CVE programs or 

policies in your country? 

N/A 

National 

Approach 

How would you describe your country’s approach 

to CVE?   

DV  

National 

Approach 

How does your organization fit within an overall 

national strategy to counter extremism? 

DV 

National 

Approach 

How would you describe the interaction of 

agencies and organizations doing CVE in your 

country? 

DV; all IVs  

National 

Approach 

Which types of programs are the most prioritized? DV; all IVs  

European Policy 

 

How does your country’s approach to CVE 

programs differ from others in Western Europe?   

DV; all IVs  

European Policy 

 

How often do you interact with your peers in other 

countries? 

IV of epistemic 

community influence 

European Policy 

 

What role do transnational organizations like RAN 

play in your country’s policy formation process? 

IV of epistemic 

community influence 

Evaluation Regarding the program with which you are most 

familiar, what aspects do you think have been 

easiest to implement? 

DV 

Evaluation Which aspects do you find most challenging? DV 

Evaluation How is success evaluated? DV 

Evaluation How well do you think the national approach is 

doing? 

DV 

Evaluation What changes would you make? DV 

Evaluation What would enable your country to achieve more 

success with CVE? 

DV 

Drivers 

 

What do you view as the main driver of your 

country’s policy on CVE? 

All explanatory IVs  

Drivers 

 

How has your country’s approach to CVE changed 

over time? 

All explanatory IVs 

Drivers 

 

What was the reason that your country’s CVE 

policy changed over time? 

All explanatory IVs 

Drivers 

 

How do you think legal restrictions have 

influenced CVE policies? 

All explanatory IVs 

Drivers 

 

How do you think ideals about personal freedom 

have influenced CVE policies? 

All explanatory IVs 

Drivers 

 

How do you think ideals about the collective good 

have influenced CVE policies? 

All explanatory IVs 

Drivers 

 

How do you think the need to ensure security has 

influenced CVE policies? 

All explanatory IVs 
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Sources of Potential Bias 

 Case studies, like all methodologies, have limitations. They tend to focus on processes 

and individual decisions while overlooking broader structural explanations.124 They also are 

limited by difficulty generalizing beyond the cases studied. This dissertation is limited in its 

generalizability because even within similar European cases, national conditions vary. The 

conditions that make the cases similar could also make their CVE processes more similar than in 

other, more varied cases.  

 My method of selecting interview participants introduces a potential sampling bias 

because those who participated could also be different from the rest of the population. If this bias 

were occurring, it would invalidate my ability to generalize findings from this sample to the 

entire population. This bias could be occurring because those who volunteered to participate in 

an interview could also be more satisfied with their CVE work and have a more positive view of 

CVE policy in general than those who did not consent to an interview. I gleaned from some 

email referrals between colleagues that the individuals selected and approved to speak with me 

tended to be employees that took most or all of the media and academic interview requests. 

These individuals could be assumed to represent the organization most positively and 

professionally than other colleagues.  

 It could also be reasonably assumed that the organizations that approved their employees 

to speak with me could be different from those organizations that did not approve their 

employees to participate in an interview. For example, nearly all organizations in Denmark from 

which I requested an interview were able and willing to participate in discussions with me. By 

 
124 Gerring, John. Case Study Research: Principles and Practices. Cambridge University Press, 2007; Scharpf, Fritz 

Wilhelm. Games Real Actors Play: Actor-Centered Institutionalism in Policy Research. Westview Press, 1997; 

Economou, Athina and Christos Kollias. "Security Policy Preferences of EU Citizens: Do Terrorist Events Affect 

them?" Public Choice, vol. 178, no. 3, 2019, pp. 445-471. doi:10.1007/s11127-018-0612-7. 
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contrast, I had immense difficulty securing interviews with French participants. Danish CVE has 

consistently received positive press, while French CVE has received consistent criticism.  

 Another source of potential bias is that all the initial interview requests were made based 

on the RAN membership list. However, based on RAN’s role as the overall EU network for CVE 

professionals, I believe the risk of this selection method biasing my results to be minor. Not all 

RAN participants expressed positive views on the organization, and unlike a club where 

membership requires dues paid or activities completed, a person is listed in the RAN directory 

even if they attend one meeting and never return.  

 There are other organizations that I considered selecting interview subjects from, 

including, for example, the Strong Cities Network.125 However, these organizations had some 

efficiency disadvantages that would have complicated my research process. For example, many 

of them include members who are not experts in CVE, and membership is position-based, i.e., 

the Mayor of a member municipality. This membership model works for these organizations 

because they are broadly focused on a range of security issues beyond violent extremism. By 

contrast, RAN members are all CVE experts as designated by their countries or organizations. 

Additionally, I found while conducting interviews that many RAN members also hold 

membership in the other organizations I considered. Lastly, the other organizations hold less 

frequent meetings or were younger to varying degrees, leading to less frequent and robust 

network interactions compared to RAN.   

 Despite my efforts to sample widely from the population of CVE experts, asking for 

volunteers is a non-random sampling strategy. I mitigate this bias by confirming my findings 

with other non-interview sources, and by not using the data gathered from interviews to 

 
125 See Table 13 for a full list. 
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generalize a causal relationship involving the entire population. For example, I am not claiming 

that the opinions of interview participants represent the views of all CVE experts in Europe. I use 

their opinions as evidence of the influence of an epistemic community of CVE practitioners, 

which by definition does not necessarily include the entire population.  

 I interviewed a large number of the members of RAN as an additional method to mitigate 

bias.  Of the total RAN members from the eight country cases, I interviewed approximately 10 

percent. The larger the sample, the more it would approximate the entire population, and I 

believe that my sample size is sufficient to represent the population, especially since many more 

potential participants were contacted and the organizations chose to have one member speak with 

me rather than several. Therefore it would be reasonable to argue that the interviews represent 

the views of a larger but undefined percentage of the population than the discrete number of 

interviews conducted.   

  The research could also be biased by the observer effect, where participants may have 

framed their interview comments to avoid political and security sensitivities and positively 

portray themselves. This is a risk in any research involving interviews but in this dissertation the 

risk was mitigated by the non-attribution promised to the interview participants and the size of 

the sample, which further obscures their identity.  

 Lastly, my results may be biased towards showing the importance of CVE research and 

experts, because I was asking a group of professionals about their own influence, and there is a 

natural tendency to overstate one’s own influence in policy. It is important to consider that the 

group I selected was willing to spend an hour (at least) of their time with a researcher. Again, I 

do not think this is a fatal limitation, but I am cautious about accounting for it in my arguments. 
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Conclusion 

 Case studies are useful when examining an unstudied area like CVE policy because they 

excel at providing insight into processes and historically important inflection points. Case studies 

are an appropriate methodology when the topic warrants an in-depth investigation because they 

help unpack the complexities of causal processes and enable more insight into actors' 

motivations and the sequence of key events.126 Case studies are also very good for untangling 

complex systems and enable theorists to inductively reason which conditions are necessary and 

sufficient for a certain outcome.127 Lastly, case studies are appropriate for comparing at the 

country level when the countries are similar, especially when combined with process tracing and 

interviews.   

 In Chapter IV, I develop a typology of national level CVE policy for each of the eight 

countries included in this dissertation. Chapter V examines the drivers of this variation and 

explains the impact of political culture norms. In Chapter XIV, I test my hypothesis of policy 

diffusion through the influence of a transnational epistemic community.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
126 Feagin, Joe R., Anthony M. Orum, and Gideon Sjoberg. A Case for the Case Study. University of North Carolina 

Press, 1991. 
127 Jones, Harry. “Taking responsibility for complexity: ODI Working Paper 330.” ODI, 2011. 

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/6485.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
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CHAPTER IV: VARIETIES OF COUNTERING VIOLENT EXTREMISM 

 

 This chapter outlines a typology of national level CVE policy for each of eight European 

countries. During interviews, CVE experts and practitioners repeatedly discussed the concept of 

a “social” or “securitized” approach. However, there was no scale, definition, or formal metric 

prevalent in the literature on CVE. To solve this problem, I created a unique typology of Western 

European CVE models that describes the variation within a subset of countries and enables the 

comparison of approaches and bureaucratic structures cross-nationally. This chapter explains 

how I developed this metric based on the eight factors most crucial in understanding the 

underlying explanation for this by-country variation. After systematically identifying the 

variation along these eight dimensions, I place these national approaches on a scale from 

securitized to social.128 Chapter IV builds on existing theories of political culture and state 

traditions to describe the pattern of variation in CVE approaches. 

Similarities and Shared Beliefs 

It would be reasonable to expect many similarities in national CVE approaches based on 

the shared EU policy environment established for counterterrorism in 2004 by the EU 

Declaration on Combating Terrorism and the EU Plan of Action on Combating Terrorism.129 By 

2008, EU policy explicitly encouraged every member state to create national exit and 

 
128 When describing the perfect types of social and securitized approaches, the range of policy options is limited to 

what is observable in Western and Northern Europe. For instance, designating the French case the perfect type for a 

securitized approach is excluding from consideration non-European countries that have more security-focused 

approaches to deradicalization. 
129 Coolsaet, Rik. “What Drives Europeans to Syria, and to IS?: Insights from the Belgian Case.” Egmont Institute, 

2015. www.jstor.org/stable/resrep06676.1. Accessed 1 April 2021. 
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disengagement programs.130 In 2014, efforts to bring CT policy into alignment across the EU 

became more robust with the establishment of the Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN), 

discussed in depth in Chapter XIV. On the other hand, academic views on whether and how CVE 

policies in Europe vary, generally hold that the variation is too significant to be helpful for 

systematic comparison. Bakker, van Zuijdewijn, and Sciarone argue that there is no European 

threat perception, implying that threat perception and response to terrorism are context-

dependent with no cross-cutting characteristics.131  These arguments further suggest that even 

with cultural, economic, political, and social similarities unified by shared European institutions’ 

responses to terrorism, the differences in political culture, institutional division of labor, and 

legal oversight define CVE programs.132   

Similarly, among most of the 70 CVE experts and practitioners interviewed, there was a 

belief that countries were so different that comparison was untenable. Nevertheless, many factors 

are common to all eight countries. When delving into the programs and opinions discussed in 

these interviews, their identified similarities range from ground level best practices to 

overarching beliefs about theories underpinning CVE policy.133 The interviews revealed broad, 

nearly universal agreement among experts and practitioners regarding the following topics, 

including threat perception, best practices, and challenges.  

 
130 Köhler, Daniel. Understanding Deradicalization: Methods, Tools and Programs for Countering Violent 

Extremism. Routledge, 2017. 
131 Bakker, Edwin. “Differences in Terrorist Threat Perceptions in Europe.” International Terrorism: A European 

Response to a Global Threat? edited by Mahncke, Dieter, and Jörg Monar, Peter Lang Publishing, 2006, pp. 54; de 

Roy van Zuijdewijn, Jeanine and Jessica Sciarone. “Convergence of the Salience of Terrorism in the European 

Union Before and After Terrorist Attacks.” Terrorism and Political Violence, September 2019, pp. 1–20. 

doi:10.1080/09546553.2019.1647175. 
132 Samaan, Jean-Loup, and Andreas Jacobs. “Countering Jihadist Terrorism: A Comparative Analysis of French and 

German Experiences.” Terrorism and Political Violence, vol. 32, no. 2, February 2020, pp. 401–15. 

doi:10.1080/09546553.2017.1415891. 
133 Chapter XIV discusses the source of these shared beliefs in greater detail. 



75 

 

 Staying proactive is challenging and is better than being reactive. Staying ahead of 

extremist movements is vital, but in general, attacks lead to action. Each country had a catalyst 

attack that led to their national CVE effort. In Norway, this was Utoya/Oslo; in France, it was 

Charlie Hebdo. For Denmark, the catalysts were London and Madrid. CVE professionals 

struggle to stay consistent, especially when they are going against the current of politics. 

However, in all of the countries, CVE practitioners sought to balance ideal programs with public 

perception.  

 Common understandings of current research on CVE best practices. As described in 

Chapter II, a body of research on CVE intervention methods is generally accepted by 

practitioners and experts in these eight European countries. Some of these shared beliefs include: 

• Interventions tailored to the needs and profile of an individual work best. 

• Interventions for an individual should be similar to cognitive or behavioral therapy, 

consider family and social networks, decision-making abilities, and critical thinking 

abilities. 

• Voluntary programs work better than involuntary ones. 

• Deradicalization is not a realistic goal for a program.  

• The process of radicalization is the same regardless of ideology. 

• CVE approaches operate at three distinct levels: primary for the entire community, 

secondary for at-risk persons, and tertiary for radicalized persons. Each level requires 

different techniques.  

• Methods used to house inmates in prisons matter.  However, there is a lively debate about 

the preferred arrangement for these inmates: mixed with the general population or 

isolated.  
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 Agencies need to work together for CVE to be successful. Information sharing is 

crucial, and like any relationship, it takes work to maintain and develop trust. Challenges arise 

from varying occupational perspectives between law enforcement and social workers in 

particular. Institutionalizing cooperation is accomplished with national action plans and 

formalizing a multi-agency approach. Many practitioners noted that what occurred in reality 

differed from the plans laid out in the national action plan. 

 Risk evaluation is essential. Assessment tools like VERA-2 are helpful but imperfect. 

Most of the countries have at least one ongoing effort to revise or replace an existing risk 

assessment tool. 

 Training. Expertise is greatly needed. CVE stakeholder agencies have few experts and 

struggle to find employees with sufficient experience.  

 Funding. Financing CVE programs is subject to politically-driven ebbs and flows and is 

at-risk, especially when the public’s threat perception is low. Grant funding is challenging 

because it is not permanent and tied to performance, which is extremely difficult to measure and 

requires long-term evaluation of a program. 

 Evaluation is complicated and rarely done correctly. There is no practical way for 

experts to measure the effectiveness of interventions except in limited, controlled programs 

where evaluation is a vital aspect of the design from day one. This forethought and planning 

often runs counter to the requirements to develop and implement programs quickly, show results, 

and not make mistakes. The most significant risk of failing to prevent radicalization is a terrorist 

attack. Experts and practitioners often feel hamstrung by these requirements and as a community, 

are reengaging to address evaluation.  
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 There are many similarities between countries, especially from the practitioner level. 

These shared beliefs and practices demonstrate professionalization through the influence of 

epistemic communities, and that between-country variation is a product of the country’s political 

norms. Despite the variation in countries, practitioners at the lowest functional level would likely 

carry out their jobs with striking similarity if given the same mission and resources. The CVE 

programs in these eight countries are similar, and yet they are not monolithic. It is a nuanced and 

delicate task to draw out the distinctions between them. 

Variation 

 Table 8 shows dimensions of variation in CVE programs between the eight cases. It 

includes factors that explain the relationship between CVE approaches and political culture; the 

eight factors identified as observable indicators of CVE policy variation. To organize the cases 

into a typology of CVE variation, I considered all the facets of these policies, including goals, 

resources, actors, and locations. Where I found patterns of similarity and difference, I 

systematically categorized the eight countries along these dimensions. Only some dimensions are 

relevant to explaining why CVE policy varies. Some dimensions do not vary systematically, nor 

are they linked to political culture or an alternative explanation. Stochastic differences like 

languages for instance, are not relevant. A factor requires a plausible mechanism in order to be 

diagnostic.  I identified eight policy factors that together describe the variation in CVE policy 

among my cases. Each one is assigned a score that will enable them to be placed on an ordinal 

scale from social to securitized. The factors scored -1 when it was a social policy choice, +1 

when it was a securitized policy choice, and 0 when it was a mixed policy choice. 
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                                  Table 8: Dimensions of Countering Violent Extremism Policy Variation
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  Factor 1: Islamic or All Extremists. This factor describes to what extent a country’s 

CVE programs and policies focus on Islamic extremists or all groups, including far-right 

extremists. If the approach focuses on all extremist ideologies, it scores a -1. If the approach is 

focused primarily on Islamic extremism, it scores a +1. If the approach is too inconsistent to 

make a call, it scores a 0. This factor is partially determined by how the country includes or 

excludes religious ideas into its CVE policies. This policy choice reflects a deeply held belief or 

norm about the relationship between religion and the state. In Denmark, for example, ideology is 

not considered relevant to extremism, and all groups are addressed with the same programs. By 

contrast, in Germany, the type of ideology driving radical thought is considered relevant to the 

treatment method, and programs are tailored to specific groups.   

Belgium: +1. Islamic extremism features prominently in the CVE approach, with lesser 

attention paid to other forms of extremism, handled like cults. The government exerts 

influence over religious institutions.  

Denmark: -1. Interventions are ideology agnostic, addressing all groups. An extremist’s 

religious beliefs are not considered relevant to CVE. 

Finland: -1. The CVE approach is agnostic to ideology and evenly divided between 

Islamic and far-right extremists. 

France: +1. Islamic extremism is the sole focus of CVE policy. Islam and religion is a 

contentious issue, and CVE policy includes requirements that religious institutions pledge 

allegiance to the government.  

Germany: -1. The approach focuses on Islamic and far-right extremism, with which 

there is extensive experience.  
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The Netherlands: +1. The overall CVE strategy addresses far-right and Islamic 

extremists using the same measures; however, there is a greater emphasis on Islamic 

extremism than far-right extremism. 

Norway: -1. The approach includes all extremist ideologies from far-right to Islamic 

extremism.   

Sweden: -1. Programs are inclusive but not always tailored to the needs of both Islamic 

and far-right extremists. The approach does not focus on religion or control of Islamic 

religious personnel and institutions. 

 Factor 2: Deradicalization or Disengagement. This factor describes to what extent a 

country focuses CVE policies on changing the thoughts of the target individuals or changing 

their desire and intention to act violently. If the goal of individual level programs is primarily 

deradicalization, the score is +1. If the goal is primarily disengagement, the score is -1. If the 

goals are too inconsistent to make a call, it scores a 0. The goals are often problematic to 

determine, but when interview participants expressed a goal of changing ideology or behavior, 

this was an indication that deradicalization was the primary goal. When goals were not explicit, 

it was helpful to look at the country’s prison programs because a CVE regime can put more 

influence on people and be less concerned about the political optics of efforts to deradicalize. It 

is more likely that the goal of deradicalization would be more apparent in prison because those 

subject to the interventions have fewer rights, less voice, and less advocacy.  

Belgium: +1. Deradicalization is the primary goal, but the strategy overall lacks a unified 

direction. 
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Denmark: -1. The goal is disengagement. CVE professionals eschew the term 

deradicalization and do not use it. 

Finland: -1. The goal of CVE programs is predominantly deradicalization, an unusual 

feature for a Scandinavian country. CVE programs are almost exclusively in a prison or 

parole setting, so they tend towards deradicalization and addressing ideological change 

rather than simply disengagement from violence. However, there is no mandatory parole; 

the CVE approach is lacking this repressive, compulsory aspect. 

France: +1. With psychiatrist involvement throughout the CVE system, the goal is 

deradicalization and a heavy emphasis on “right” and “wrong” ideology. 

Germany: +1. Overall, the approach is more securitized than social because of the view 

that religion is a factor in the radicalization problem, which can be solved through 

deradicalization and ideological changes. 

The Netherlands: +1. The focus is more on deradicalization and controlling religion 

than the perfect type of social approach and focuses more on providing security than 

preserving individual freedoms. 

Norway: -1. The goal is disengagement and living a pro-social (versus anti-social) life.   

Sweden: -1. The goal is disengagement, with some experts expressing doubt that 

deradicalization and “brainwashing” are possible. 

 Factor 3: Ideology or Life Supports. This factor describes to what extent social services 

are deliberately used to achieve CVE policy goals. Securitized countries do not use jobs, 

housing, counseling to help a person, while those countries with a robust welfare state integrate 
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these services into their deradicalization and prevention efforts. If the CVE approach focuses on 

ideological change, it scores a +1. If the approach incorporates supportive life factors, it scores a 

-1. If the approach focuses equally on ideological changes and life supports, then it scores a 0. 

The ideological change approach addresses anti-social or extreme thoughts, prejudices, and 

hatreds harbored by the individual and aims to change the way of thinking. If the approach views 

supporting life factors as critical to the intervention, then a social worker or mentor works with 

the client to address gaps in the individual’s basic needs. Professor Preben Bertleson’s Life 

Psychology and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs134 are the basis of the life skills approach.135  

Belgium: +1. The approach includes some assistance to parolees with housing and 

employment but lacks the social safety net support characteristic of the social approach. 

Denmark: -1. This approach is the perfect example of a focus on life skills through a 

mentoring program, the Aarhus model, and SSP framework. 

Finland: -1. CVE programs for extremists are almost exclusively in a prison setting, with 

some in CVE programs for parolees. Social supports provided to prisoners and parolees 

are an implicit component of the CVE program. However, providing more support and 

social services is not a characteristic feature of these CVE programs. 

 
134 In Maslow’s hierarchy, the basic needs are physiological: air, water, food, shelter, sleep, clothing, reproduction. 

Once those are fulfilled, the next level of need is safety: personal security, employment, resources, health, property. 

After these are filled, the next higher echelon is love and belonging, followed by esteem or respect, and finally, self-

actualization, which is the desire to become the most that one can be. A life skills approach aims to have clients 

achieve self-actualization. 
135 “What is the method about?”  Psykologisk Institut, Aarhus Universitet.  

https://psy.au.dk/forskning/forskerwebsites/preben-bertelsen/life-psychology/frontpage-english/what-is-the-method-

about/. Accessed 16 April 2021; Bertelsen, Preben. “Danish Preventive Measures and De-radicalization Strategies: 

The Aarhus Model.” PANORAMA: Insights into Asian and European Affairs, January 2015. 

https://psy.au.dk/fileadmin/Psykologi/Forskning/Preben_Bertelsen/Avisartikler_radikalisering/Panorama.pdf 

Accessed 1 June 2021; Maslow, A. H. “A Theory of Human Motivation.” Psychological Review, vol. 50, no. 4, July 

1943, pp. 370–96. doi:10.1037/h0054346. 
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France: +1. Ideology is the sole focus of interventions with no supportive life skills 

considered as part of the approach. There are minimal social supports associated with 

CVE programs or to those at risk of radicalization. 

Germany: 0. It varies by Bundesländer, but the social welfare system is not well 

integrated into CVE interventions, and supportive services are not commonly part of 

CVE policy.  

The Netherlands: 0. The approach is much more focused on ideology than social 

supports. 

Norway: -1. Social workers provide individuals with help on social, psychological, 

financial, and practical challenges. 

Sweden: -1. Programs focus primarily on incorporating supportive life factors and, to a 

lesser extent, cognitive change. 

 Factor 4: Role of NGOs. This factor describes to what extent a country uses NGOs to 

perform tasks as part of its CVE strategy. This can be an indicator of the limits of the state, as in 

France, Germany, and Belgium, where NGOs test programs and distance the state from CVE 

interventions.  Denmark, by contrast, uses NGOs less than the other cases because the social 

welfare state is strong, and there is no concern about the state being perceived as involved in 

CVE interventions. If there is minimal or no use of NGOs for CVE functions, it scores -1. If 

there is a widespread use of NGOs, it scores a +1. If the use of NGOs is too mixed to 

characterize, it scores a 0. 

Belgium: +1. There are numerous NGOs involved in CVE work, especially on the 

individual level. 
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Denmark: -1. There are very few NGOs involved in CVE work. As one expert 

explained, in the Scandinavian welfare model, many activities performed by religious 

communities, NGOs, and local actors in other European countries are performed by 

municipalities backed by the state.  

Finland: +1. The CVE framework includes extensive use of NGOs under the auspices of 

the Ministries of Interior and Justice. The decision to have NGOs conduct this work was 

because it was believed that it would be easier for clients to come to an NGO than to a 

government service. 

France: +1. NGOs conduct some CVE programs and are funded through grants, which 

are difficult to secure. 

Germany: +1. The principle of subsidiarity in the CVE approach means that work 

should be done by civil society first, and the government takes over if needed, which 

results in NGOs being a primary actor in CVE work. 

The Netherlands: -1. There is minimal NGO involvement in CVE, but if there is a need 

for NGO involvement in the Safety House, they can be invited. 

Norway: -1. Norway makes minimal use of NGOs, but they are primarily active with exit 

programs. 

Sweden: -1. Swedish CVE strategy does not substantially involve NGOs.   

 Factor 5: Politicization and Role of Experts. This factor describes to what extent a 

country’s CVE approach is shaped by political pressure or experts. In some countries, there is 

immense political pressure exerted on strategy, and in others, the strategy is influenced by 
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research and experts. If there is a consistent influence of researchers and experts in CVE strategy 

and minimal political pressure, it scores -1. If there is widespread political pressure on CVE 

strategy and minimal influence of experts, it scores a +1. If the dynamics are too mixed to 

characterize, it scores a 0. 

Belgium: +1. Politicians are likely to listen to the most radical, emotional voices because 

of domestic attacks and foreign fighter problems. This politicization, experts believe, 

stifles the CVE policy debate. 

Denmark: -1. The theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from 

psychological literature and direct work with criminologists and psychologists. Partisan 

politics does not influence the substantive aspects of CVE strategy. 

Finland: -1. Finland is well known among CVE expert circles as a thought leader, and 

the country highly values research and learning from other countries. 

France: +1. Political pressures impact CVE strategy by increasing the reputational risks 

for the national government to the extent that authorities are aware of the potential 

adverse effects of evaluation. Program funding is politically sensitive, and repressive 

programs receive less criticism, so they are favored.  

Germany: 0. As in other European countries, religion is a complex political issue for 

CVE policy, and evaluation and empirical research are highly valued in shaping the 

approach. 

The Netherlands: 0. The theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from 

research and the influence of experts, but security services have a securitizing influence 

on strategy and national policies. 
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Norway: -1. In Norway, the theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from 

experience and borrowing from other countries. Although CVE is a political issue, 

partisan politics does not influence the substantive aspects of CVE strategy. 

Sweden: +1. The theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from borrowing 

from other countries, and forward progress is stymied by a contentious political 

atmosphere surrounding refugees and immigration. 

 Factor 6: Effectiveness of the Multi-Agency Approach. This factor describes to what 

extent a country’s multi-agency approach operates smoothly in a cooperative manner or whether 

there is intra-governmental competition. All eight cases aspire to implement a multi-agency 

approach in some form. An underlying assumption is that these governments intend for the 

multi-agency approach to operate well and promote inter-agency cooperation on CVE issues. If 

the multi-agency approach operates effectively in a cooperative manner, it scores -1. If there are 

numerous issues or the lack of a functional multi-agency approach, it scores a +1. If the 

functioning of the multi-agency approach is too mixed to make a call, it scores a 0. 

Belgium: +1. The multi-agency approach, like most aspects of the CVE strategy, is still 

developing. There are issues with inconsistent application regionally, with one expert 

calling information sharing an “illusion.” 

Denmark: -1. Between the various stakeholders, power dynamics and interactions 

between national and local stakeholders are smooth because the multi-agency approach is 

a priority.  
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Finland: 0. The multi-agency approach known as the Anchor Model is intended to apply 

policies consistently across the country, but this has not yet happened. Despite many 

problems, over time, multi-agency cooperation and information sharing are improving. 

France: +1. According to experts representing various stakeholders, the power dynamics 

of CVE actors in France, particularly between national and local stakeholders, are 

strained. 

Germany: -1. Networks help link stakeholders and are still developing in some regions. 

Professional networks are critical to accomplishing tasks and mitigate the disjointed 

nature of the CVE stakeholder landscape. 

The Netherlands: -1. The multi-agency cooperation works well due to the strength of the 

Safety House model. 

Norway: +1. There is no multi-agency approach and a lack of overarching guidance 

because municipalities are responsible for implementing CVE efforts.  

Sweden: +1. CVE is decentralized due to a lack of a multi-agency approach formalized 

in an institution. 

 Factor 7: Dominant Stakeholder. This factor describes to what extent a national 

stakeholder or authority directs a country’s CVE strategy or is devolved to a local level 

stakeholder. If the dominant agency in CVE policy is national, it scores a +1; a local authority or 

municipality scores a -1, and mixed authority between multiple levels scores a 0. In most 

countries, the local government and especially the mayor control the local law enforcement, but 

not the social workers. In these cases, CVE programs implemented on a local level are typically 

led by the police since that is the most powerful and relevant actor under the mayor’s control. In 
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countries like Denmark, the multi-agency approach is led by a coordinator working for the Info 

House at the local level. The multi-agency approach puts all the critical stakeholders on equal 

footing and gives them a seat “at the table.” 

Belgium: +1. The lead agency for CVE policy is the Ministry of Justice, and the National 

Action Plan supersedes the federal structure, guiding the overall framework. National 

Level actors wield considerable repressive powers, with prevention activities conducted 

at the municipality level.  

Denmark: -1. The lead agency for CVE policy is the Info House, run under Schools, 

Social Service, and Police (SSP). This is a nationally mandated structure with delegated 

authority to 12 regions and their constituent municipalities. 

Finland: -1. The lead agency for CVE policy is the National Police, who direct the 

programs under the multi-agency approach known as the Anchor Model. This is more 

centralized than Norway and Sweden and has a robust police leadership role, but the 

ultimate authority is the local government. 

France: +1. The lead agency for CVE policy is the Interministerial Committee for the 

Prevention of Crime and Radicalization (CIPDR), led by the Ministry of Interior and 

closely tied with domestic intelligence. 

Germany: 0. The lead agency for CVE policy is the government of the federal state or 

the city. However, the Office of the Protection of the Constitution, a domestic security 

agency, provides overall direction and can override local authorities. 

The Netherlands: -1. The dominant stakeholder for CVE is the Safety House, which 

delegates authority to regions and their constituent municipalities. 
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Norway: 0. There is no one dominant CVE stakeholder in Norway because while 

national level authorities have overarching control of strategy and direction, local 

authorities are responsible for implementation. National stakeholders do not have a robust 

mechanism to control local stakeholders’ implementation. 

Sweden: -1. The dominant stakeholder is social services, which controls programs and 

benefits from strict information sharing restrictions that disadvantage other stakeholders, 

including the security services. National agencies do not have authority over 

implementing CVE measures at the municipal level. 

 Factor 8: Community Level Interventions. This factor describes to what extent a 

country incorporates broad preventive efforts to promote social cohesion and decrease 

polarization. If there is widespread incorporation of community level CVE programs broadly 

targeting polarization in society, it scores -1. If there is ad hoc or minimal primary prevention 

programs, it scores a +1. If the country is working towards developing nationwide prevention 

programs, it scores a 0.  

Belgium: 0. Ad hoc social cohesion programs exist in Brussels, targeting schools and 

youth populations in specific neighborhoods.  

Denmark: -1. The SSP framework is foundational to the CVE approach and is by 

definition a primary prevention program, with crime and extremism prevention at the 

community and population level.  

Finland: -1. Community level programs aimed at reducing polarization in society and 

human rights are central to the approach. 
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France: +1. Community programming is ad hoc and not widespread. It is limited in 

scope geographically, and only present in certain parts of the country. The overall effort 

is small compared to other countries.  

Germany: +1. Generally, there are minimal community prevention efforts incorporated, 

although some Bundesländer might have their own efforts.  

The Netherlands: -1. Community level interventions are increasingly common, vary 

according to the mayor’s priorities, and are usually conducted by social workers in 

schools. 

Norway: -1. Community level prevention efforts are fully integrated into local 

administrations through the SLT model. 

Sweden: -1. Prevention permeates ordinary functions of the government, including 

policing and schooling. In particular, the police are turning more towards prevention as a 

cost-saving strategy under limited CVE resources.   

 Table 9 shows scores for the eight policy factors that are dimensions along which CVE 

programs in the cases vary. Using total scores, countries are ordered into a range from 

securitized to social.  
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                             Table 9: Social to Securitized Scale 
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Conclusion 

 Within the continuum of social to securitized approaches, the eight countries can be 

grouped into securitized, mixed, and social categories. A social approach places the highest 

priority on the rehabilitation of the individual or integrating the out-group. By contrast, a 

securitized approach places the highest priority on ensuring security. In general, securitized is 

state-centered, and social is individual-centered. The use of a one-dimensional scale risks being 

too simplistic, but while I acknowledge the complexity of the issue, sensemaking and 

simplifying the complexity of CVE policy are the primary goal. This is accomplished by parsing 

the data to meaningful dimensions that enable comparison.  

 The manner in which a country initially pursued CVE is an excellent indicator of what it 

ended up looking like even 20 years later. Those that took a social approach were the ones that 

have today multi-agency cooperation, a more uniform distribution of program resources across 

the country, and more social support and empirically-focused approaches. This consistent 

approach demonstrates the path dependency and strong influence of political norms in 

policymaking. The next chapter explores the explanation for this variation through the lens of 

state traditions and political culture.   
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CHAPTER V: HOW CULTURE SHAPES PERCEPTION, POLICY, AND PROGRAMS  

 

Now that we know the dimensions of CVE programs that are the most critical in terms of 

where a country falls on the scale of a social to securitized approach, the question is why these 

policies vary. Political culture and how it shapes governments, policies, and discourse are very 

complicated. I intend to use the well-established literature on state traditions to better understand 

the drivers of variation in CVE policy. This chapter explains why CVE policies vary in a specific 

pattern and looks to the typology of eight policy factors as the framework for this variation.  

This chapter begins by exploring what existing literature demonstrates about political 

culture through state traditions in Europe. It then discusses how state traditions explain the 

variations in CVE policy using the typology of CVE policies introduced in Chapter IV. I briefly 

address the alternative hypothesis of government structure and why it does not explain the 

patterns of CVE policy we observe in the cases. The chapter concludes with a table summarizing 

the findings and describing CVE policy patterns. 

State Traditions in Europe 

 As discussed in Chapter II, political culture influences policy decisions by shaping how 

people view the political environment and policy goals. Political culture makes it acceptable to 

consider a specific range of policy options and makes it inconceivable to consider others. With 

such a concept as political culture, it can be challenging to determine the salient aspects. Indeed, 

not all dimensions of political culture are relevant to CVE policy as it is a wide-ranging concept. 

For this, I build on Loughlin and Peters’ work on state traditions, which was recently expanded 



94 

 

in a 2021 update by Guy Peters.136  Loughlin and Peters’ work looks at reform in the frame of 

varying national experiences and state traditions.137 Their state traditions are also the basis for 

studying local and regional democracy variation in Europe.138 They conceptualize public 

institutions’ enduring values and traditions as “the basic parameters within which more 

immediate factors operate.”139  

 Since Loughlin and Peters, other scholars have looked for explanations of why policy 

styles arise the way they do. Political culture is one of the common explanations for variation at 

the country level. For example, Nipsen’s study of the debt and deficit tolerance of EU countries 

argues that political culture explains fiscal policy variation, but the effect is concentrated at the 

extremes of the political spectrum.140 There are numerous studies of policymaking in the EU, 

which are related, but not directly, to the questions asked in this dissertation.141 For this reason, I 

use this body of comparative policy research as a touchpoint to organize the DV and use the 

literature on political culture to analyze the driving factors. 

To test my primary hypothesis, I build off Loughlin and Peters’ concept of state traditions 

to understand the range of approaches to CVE from securitized to social. This typology explains 

 
136 Loughlin, John and B. Guy Peters, “State Traditions, Administrative Reform and Regionalization.” The Political 

Economy of Regionalism, edited by Michael Keating and John Loughlin, Frank Cass, 1994, pp. 43; Peters, B. Guy. 

“Administrative Traditions: Understanding the Roots of Contemporary Administrative Behavior.” Oxford University 

Press, 2021. doi:10.1093/oso/9780198297253.001.0001. 
137 Loughlin, John and B. Guy Peters, “State Traditions, Administrative Reform and Regionalization.” The Political 

Economy of Regionalism, edited by Michael Keating and John Loughlin, Frank Cass, 1994, pp. 43. 
138 Loughlin, John, et al., editors. The Oxford Handbook of Local and Regional Democracy in Europe. Oxford 

University Press, 2011 
139 Loughlin, John and B. Guy Peters, “State Traditions, Administrative Reform and Regionalization.” The Political 

Economy of Regionalism, edited by Michael Keating and John Loughlin, Frank Cass, 1994, pp. 43. 
140 Nispen, Frans K.M. van, “The Art and Craft of Budgeting: Fiscal Policy in the Eurozone.” Current Politics and 

Economics of Europe, vol. 18, no. 2, 2007, pp. 277-310. 
141 Adolino, Jessica and Charles H. Blake. Comparing Public Policies. Issues and Choices in Six Industrialized 

Countries. CQ Press, 2011; Anyebe, Adam A. “An Overview of Approaches to the Study of Public Policy.” 

International Journal of Political Science, vol. 4, no. 1, 2018. doi:10.20431/2454-9452.0401002; Theodoulou, Stella 

Z. Policy and Politics in Six Nations: A Comparative Perspective on Policy Making. Prentice Hall, 2002; Araral, 

Eduardo, editor. Routledge Handbook of Public Policy. Routledge, 2013. 



95 

 

how the beliefs shared by society shaped the understanding, selection, and implementation of 

policy. I argue that a relatively narrow range of political norms can directly impact policy 

choices made regarding CVE. These are political norms mainly about the emphasis of the 

political system on the individual or the state, which leads to related beliefs about religion, 

decentralization, and evidence-based policymaking. 

 Loughlin and Peters’ typology of state traditions specifies three types of state tradition: 

Germanic, which applies to Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, Spain (after 1978), Belgium 

(after 1988); Napoleonic, which applies to France, Italy, Spain (until 1978), Portugal, Quebec, 

Greece, and Belgium (until 1988); and Scandinavian, which applies to Sweden, Norway, and 

Denmark.142  

In the French or Napoleonic tradition, the state’s authority has been presented as unitary, 

with the state as the central actor in social and economic development. The state has a 

constitutional basis that is relatively unstable and changed by periodic, sometimes violent, 

upheavals.143 In the German or Organicist tradition, the state keeps a separation between the 

public and private sectors. While the conceptualization of state power is unitary like the French 

tradition, the German tradition accepts federal solutions to problems.144 The Scandinavian, or 

Mixed, tradition is relatively heterogeneous; however, it has several commonalities, including 

implementing public policy through decentralized structures and making extensive commitments 

to their populations through a social welfare system.145 Loughlin and Peters analyze the 

 
142 Loughlin, John and B. Guy Peters, “State Traditions, Administrative Reform and Regionalization.” The Political 

Economy of Regionalism, edited by Michael Keating and John Loughlin, Frank Cass, 1994, pp. 43. 
143 Ibid., pp. 53. 
144 Ibid., pp. 52-3. 
145 Ibid., pp. 54-5. 
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dimensions of each tradition, as shown in Table 10. Some of the dimensions of state traditions 

were omitted because they are not relevant to the cases in this dissertation. 

  Table 10: State Traditions 

 
State-Society Relations.  Organicist describes an arrangement without a social contract 

where the state is a part of society. Antagonistic describes a state where there is competition and 

a struggle for power between the state and society. Mixed is a combination of the organicist and 

antagonistic traditions. 

Form of Political Organization. Integral or organic federalist refers to a federal system 

that seeks to promote the strength and autonomy of subordinate units while maintaining the 

extensive power of the federal center.146 Jacobean refers to a highly centralized system where 

the state is dominant, implied through the historical reference to transforming society through 

extensive government intervention.147 Decentralized unitary has limited central power that 

delegates some decision-making to local authorities.148 

 
146 Singh, Ajay Kumar. “Exploring Union Model of Indian Federalism.” YOJANA, February 2015. 

https://afeias.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/IMG_0014.pdf Accessed 1 June 2021. 
147 Loughlin, John and B. Guy Peters, “State Traditions, Administrative Reform and Regionalization.” The Political 

Economy of Regionalism, edited by Michael Keating and John Loughlin, Frank Cass, 1994, pp. 47; Brinton, Crane. 

The Jacobins: An Essay in the New History. Transaction Publishers, 2012, pp. 227-8. 
148 Basta, Lidija R, “Decentralization – Key Issues, Major Trends and Future Developments.” Columbia University, 

http://www.ciesin.columbia.edu/decentralization/English/General/SDC_keyissues.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
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Basis of Policy Style. A consensual policy style enables all participants to develop and 

decide on proposals with the aim or requirement of acceptance by all.149 A legal corporatist 

policy style organizes society by economic production or industrial field and promotes advocacy 

based on these groups’ common interests.150 A legal technocratic policy style is one in which 

policymakers are elected based on their expertise.151 

Form of Decentralization. Cooperative federalism is when different levels of the federal 

state work on problems together. Regionalized unitary decentralization describes the delegation 

of responsibility from the center to a sub-unit that can be rescinded at any time. Strong local 

autonomy is a form of decentralization where the local government has sufficient power to assert 

its will despite the national government on some issues.  

Some dimensions from Loughlin and Peters did not vary between my cases, and I 

removed them. For example, “Is there a legal basis for the ‘state’?” was removed because all the 

cases were a “yes,” and it only demonstrated a variation between these cases and the Anglo-

Saxon model, which was a “no.” This dimension specifies whether there is a constitution, and for 

all eight cases I am studying, the answer is yes.  Loughlin and Peters included it as a contrast to 

the Anglo-Saxon model, which was excluded from the discussion because it does not apply to 

any of the cases in this dissertation. The “dominant approach to the discipline of public 

administration” was removed because Norway is differentiated from other Scandinavian 

countries in this one dimension. Loughlin and Peters do not include Finland, so I assume that 

Finland would be in the same category as Sweden and Norway, its most similar neighbors. 

 
149 McRae, Kenneth D. “Contrasting Styles of Democratic Decision-Making: Adversarial Versus Consensual 

Politics.” International Political Science Review, vol. 18, no. 3, 1997, pp. 279–295. JSTOR, 

www.jstor.org/stable/1601344. Accessed 21 April 2021. 
150 Wiarda, Howard J. Corporatism and Comparative Politics: The Other Great “Ism.” M.E. Sharpe, 1997. 
151 Stolzenberg, Philipp, Georgios Terizakis, Nikolaos-Komninos Hlepas, and Panagiotis Getimis. Cities in Times of 

Crisis: Fiscal Consolidation in Germany and Greece. Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, 2016. 
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Loughlin and Peters’ determination that Belgium should fall into two categories is not 

problematic because the methods used to analyze it in this dissertation can accommodate its 

complexities. 

In the next section, I apply this state traditions typology to CVE policy. Loughlin and 

Peters examined the impact of political culture on reform; I analyze the impact of political 

culture on CVE. There are differences to note, and different norms come into play. However, 

there is strong evidence for the path dependent nature of “enduring values and traditions of 

public institutions.”152 

Extending State Traditions to CVE Policy 

Loughlin and Peters’ typology is helpful for understanding the families of national 

traditions and reasoning in the context of public policy. Under each tradition are further specified 

subordinate norms that directly relate to CVE policy. While Loughlin and Peters’ typology puts 

the states into macro-level groups, it does not examine the underlying norms. I present a meso-

level typology of subordinate norms that directly relate to Loughlin and Peters’ defining factors. 

In doing this meso-level analysis, I can explain how the context within which those decisions are 

made shapes the ultimate character of policy. Through this explanation, I demonstrate how the 

political norms explain the variation in CVE policy. 

Table 11 demonstrates that the state traditions types at the macro-level are observable at 

the meso-level through subordinate norms that nest under the dimensions of the state tradition. 

This section discusses how the factors and norms are observed in the cases and how well each 

 
152 Loughlin, John and B. Guy Peters, “State Traditions, Administrative Reform and Regionalization.” The Political 

Economy of Regionalism, edited by Michael Keating and John Loughlin, Frank Cass, 1994, pp. 43. 
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country fits the perfect CVE policy type. A factor is an indicator observable in CVE policy, as 

discussed in Chapter IV. 
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                       Table 11: Extending State Traditions to Countering Violent Extremism 
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I argue that states’ political culture impacts CVE policy through four aspects of state 

tradition: state-society relations, the form of political organization, the basis of policy style, and 

the form of decentralization.  

 State-society relations. According to Loughlin and Peters' formulation, state-society 

relations are not very helpful in differentiating between the cases. Yet, as we apply this concept 

to CVE, we see that the shared understanding of how the state and society are part of one another 

or at odds corresponds to the relationship between individual and society. In deciding how to 

focus their CVE programs, countries make choices about focusing their efforts on Islamist or all 

extremist groups with a focus on deradicalization or disengagement. These directly relate to the 

underlying norms about fundamental human rights, including the right of an individual to have 

radical thoughts and freedom of religion. 

Form of political organization. This state tradition relates to the idea of how restricted 

the state’s authority is under the system and the state’s ability to use its power to change lives or 

limits to that power based on legally defined boundaries. In terms of CVE policy, this relates to 

the corresponding norm about the strength of the social safety net, the role of the welfare state, 

and NGOs. These norms are observable in CVE policy in the way countries use the welfare state 

to intervene on life-supporting necessities or solely address ideology. It is also observable in how 

the state determines the role of NGOs in CVE work. 

Basis of policy style. This state tradition relates to the character of the decision-making 

process. This corresponds to norms about the role of empirical information in deliberative and 

policy processes and who should be authoritative in these processes: experts or politicians. 

Organizationally, the norms also apply to which organizations should have authority over a given 

policy problem and whether it is acceptable and desirable or undesirable to have competition 
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between government agencies. These can be observed in CVE policy through the politicization 

of CVE and the influence of experts, and the effectiveness of the multi-agency approach. 

Form of decentralization. This state tradition relates to which level of actor holds power 

and relates directly to CVE through the norm of which level of government should have 

responsibility for a problem like violent extremism. This norm typically manifests as either the 

local and lowest level is best, or the national level is most capable of handling a security-related 

issue like CVE. The form of decentralization in a country is observable through the dominant 

stakeholder in its CVE approach and the extent of a country’s community level interventions. 

 The HI explanation of state structures argues that constraints of the structure of 

government drive states’ CVE policy choices. An HI perspective would predict CVE policy 

would vary based on government structure, with centralized and decentralized governments 

having different policy responses. For example, a centralized government like France would be 

expected to have the most dissimilar CVE policies from a decentralized government like 

Germany. However, the scores are +8 and +1, respectively, a moderate difference on a 16-point 

scale. Also, the country most similar to France, Belgium, has a very different government 

structure, with a federalized regional structure that is centralized somewhat on a regional level 

and with dysfunctional national decision-making. This produces a very different policy process 

compared to the centralized and bureaucratized France. However, the CVE approaches of France 

and Belgium are very similar. Therefore, there is no evidence found that government structure 

explains the variation in CVE policies. The decision-making process at the national level is 

arguably far less impactful to the resultant policies compared to the perspectives of the CVE 

professionals and policymakers. This framing of acceptable policy options through political 
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norms is a much more comprehensive and convincing explanation for the variation observed in 

these eight countries.  

Conclusion 

 Table 12 combines the factors describing CVE policy variation and the policy types 

discussed in Chapter IV with the state traditions discussed in this chapter. As the table shows, the 

CVE policy types and state tradition types align, which is strong evidence supporting the 

influence of norms on policy characteristics. The most securitized CVE policies are in states with 

the Napoleonic tradition. As the CVE policies become more social, the tradition is closer to the 

Mixed tradition. 

  Table 12: Countering Violent Extremism Policy and State Tradition Types 

 

  This chapter demonstrated how beliefs about state structures and traditions impact CVE 

policy by systematically analyzing the impact of norms on viewpoints in a novel way. As we can 

see in Table 12, while the order at which they become dissimilar is not surprising, explaining 

why and how this is reflected in CVE policy is a novel paradigm. It builds on the literature and 

brings a streamlined typology to the literature on CVE policy. 
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 In the following chapters, case studies for each of the eight countries examine the 

dimensions of similarity and difference between the CVE approaches through data collected in 

interviews with experts, analysis of government documents, and secondary sources. These 

country narratives explain the broader context within which the social-securitized score was 

given, including political culture. The case studies are not all-inclusive guides to the CVE 

programs in these countries but rather overviews of essential and illustrative organizations, 

programs, and norms of each country’s CVE apparatus.  
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CHAPTER VI: FRANCE  

 

 

There is this kind of magic spirit in France; everybody becomes a French citizen. You 

have to forget the other identities. You are not a woman; you are not gay, you are not 

heterosexual, you are not black, you are not Muslim, you are French.153 

 

 

The Napoleonic state tradition shapes France’s securitized approach to CVE and, in 

particular, secularism—a centralized approach with top-down policy development, and an almost 

exclusive focus on Islamic extremism over other forms. France’s programs are unevenly applied, 

focusing on primary prevention; polarization and community level programs are almost absent. 

At the individual level, youth and prison populations receive the most emphasis. Unlike other 

countries that leverage their social welfare system to encourage at-risk individuals to participate 

in treatment programs, the social welfare system is less involved in CVE efforts in France. The 

efforts target at-risk youth and those within the criminal justice system who are identified as 

radical. Overall, France has a securitized approach to CVE policy because an individual’s 

ideology and thoughts are the targets of state interventions. Many psychiatrists are involved in 

researching, formulating, directing, and evaluating CVE programs.  

France is unique in its challenges connected to its top-down focus on security, which is 

resistant to change and leads to sizeable gaps in coverage for social work and identifying those at 

risk. In addition, many efforts run by social services and NGOs are funded through grants, which 

are difficult to secure. Experts stated they had trouble winning grants due to the lack of help from 

French national level authorities, language and application technical difficulties, and a lack of 

experience with the grant process for EU funding sources. This experience was not common in 

 
153 Participant 316. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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other countries where funding for CVE programs is a part of the budgets for primary 

stakeholders. 

Catalyst 

The catalyst for France’s CVE efforts was the attack on the satirical newspaper Charlie 

Hebdo in January 2015.154 According to CVE experts in France, only after the Charlie Hebdo 

attack did national ministries start to think of the issue as a domestic problem and seek policies 

to address it at this level.155 Thus, Charlie Hebdo was both a wake-up call and an over-reaction, 

according to one expert.156 After the Paris attacks in November 2015, there was a sharp increase 

in CVE policy action, with the administration looking for explanations and solutions.157 

France was later to start counter-radicalization efforts compared to most other Western 

European countries, despite decades of combating terrorism on their own soil and developing 

effective counterterrorism policies in the 1980s and 1990s.158 Nationalist and separatist extremist 

groups historically have targeted France, and the country faced an Islamic extremism threat 

emanating from the Middle East.159 However, the domestic terrorist threat that came to a fever 

pitch with the rise of IS was the most challenging from a security and ideological standpoint that 

France has faced to date.  France is home to the largest Muslim population in Western Europe, 

most of whom are immigrants or first generation.160 The number of possible radicalized 

 
154 See Appendix A for data on the threat in France compared to other countries. 
155 Participant 535. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
156 Participant 397. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
157 Participant 526. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 159. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 120. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
158 Shapiro, Jeremy and Bénédicte Suzan. “The French Experience of Counter-Terrorism.” Survival, vol. 45, no. 1, 

Spring 2003, pp.67-98. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/shapiro20030301.pdf. Accessed 1 

June 2021. 
159 “France unveils 60 point plan to combat radicalization as Muslim jihadists return from ISIS.” Associated Press, 

23 February 2018. https://canoe.com/news/world/france-unveils-60-point-plan-to-combat-radicalization-as-muslim-

jihadists-return-from-isis. Accessed 2 June 2021. 
160 Laurence, Jonathan and Justin Vaïsse. Integrating Islam: Political and Religious Challenges in Contemporary 

France. Brookings Institution Press, 2007, pp. 21. 
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individuals would be a challenge for any security apparatus. In 2016, the French government had 

15,000 names on a domestic radicalization watchlist.161 Islamic extremists posed a more 

significant threat to the French Republic because their driving ideology is religiously based. 

France has a history of secular, separatist terrorists from Corsica and Basque Country and some 

far-right and far-left extremists. These posed a much different and less controversial threat than 

the Islamic extremists because of the role of religion in their extremist identity.162   

French policymakers and security professionals charged with solving the problem of 

extremist threat were slow to turn to CVE as a mitigation method because, before the attacks in 

2015, they were convinced French policy was the best in Europe.163 Once their view of the 

terrorist threat shifted towards a domestic threat, the lack of expertise and experience with crime 

prevention and extremist disengagement compounded the delay compared to peer countries 

developing and implementing CVE policies.164 At its nascent stage in 2015-2018, experts 

reported that they viewed the French national level administration as lost and unsure how to 

react. According to the experts with experience in French prisons at the time, the government’s 

reaction to the flow of foreign fighters to Syria and Iraq was a series of increasingly harsh 

penalties and imprisonment for those attempting or successfully traveling to join ISIS, which 

created a cycle of accusation, perpetuated radicalization, and was counterproductive.165 Some 

French policies are built on existing programs, such as local efforts to enable public sector 

workers to effectively engage in discourse on religious topics, which began in 2013 and were 

 
161 “15,000 on French Terror Watchlist: Report.” POLITICO, 10 October 2016. 

https://www.politico.eu/article/15000-on-french-terror-watchlist-report-radical-islamist/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
162 Participant 397. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
163 Participant 961. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
164 Participant 159. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 120. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 526. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
165 Participant 316. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 397. Interview with author. 

April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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integrated into the CVE efforts after 2015. However, incorporating preexisting programs was the 

exception, not the rule.166  

 The French reluctance to adopt counter-radicalization measures is somewhat puzzling, as 

Romain Seze points out, “while the United States has worked since 2001 to prevent 

radicalization, France, which has nevertheless experienced various waves of attacks, continued to 

refuse.”167 The reluctance suggests significant differences in underlying assumptions about the 

threat given the number of Islamic extremists traveling to Syria and Iraq to join ISIS and the high 

degree of publicity that this phenomenon was receiving in the French press. 

Stakeholders 

In France, the dominant stakeholder for CVE is the Interministerial Committee for the 

Prevention of Crime and Radicalization (CIPDR).168 Created in 2006 as the Interministerial 

Committee for the Prevention of Delinquency (CIPD), the body is responsible for setting the 

guidelines for crime prevention policy at the national level, with radicalization policy added to 

create the CIPDR in 2016.169 CIPDR manages all CVE policy and shares oversight responsibility 

with the Ministry of Interior and the Prime Minister’s office, making it a highly political and 

 
166 Participant 456. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 708. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
167 Seze, Romain. Prévenir La Violence Djihadiste. Le Seuil, 2019, pp.4. 
168 “Decree no 2006-52 of January 17, 2006 Establishing an Interministerial Committee for the Prevention of 

Delinquency” Legifrance, 18 January 2006. https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/JORFTEXT000000242295. 

Accessed 2 June 2021. 
169 “Création du CIPD - Comité Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation.” Comité 

Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation. 

https://www.cipdr.gouv.fr/announcement/creation-du-cipd/. Accessed 2 June 2021; “Le CIPD devient le CIPDR - 

Comité Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation.” Comité Interministériel de 

Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation. https://www.cipdr.gouv.fr/announcement/le-cipd-devient-le-

cipdr/. Accessed 2 June 2021. 
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highly security-centric body.170  In addition, there are initiatives at the local level, especially 

social approach-oriented experimental pilot programs, that enjoy varied success and longevity.171 

National Level. CIPDR runs the national CVE system in a top-to-bottom manner, 

including the development and oversight of the National Action Plan, the first of which was 

published in 2016.172 One of CIPDR’s primary influences over CVE program implementation in 

France is through funding. It selects the projects deemed worthwhile and treats them as proofs of 

concept. In the view of experts within France, CIPDR is opaquely and overly selective about 

which initiatives it supports. CIPDR denied one expert’s project despite having 8-10 other 

European countries collaborating and 4 million Euros of funding from the European 

Commission. The experts expressed that CIPDR sees the extremism challenge in France as 

different and more extensive than other European countries; therefore, they need to create their 

own approach unique from other best practices in peer countries.173 Indeed, in its own 

statements, CIPDR cites policy considerations including France’s “specificity and its 

experience” and “the uniqueness of the French people.”174 

 
170 Participant 410. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
171 Jackson, Brian A., et al. “Practical Terrorism Prevention: Reexamining U.S. National Approaches to Addressing 

the Threat of Ideologically Motivated Violence: Appendixes.” Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center, 

RAND, 2019. 

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2600/RR2647/RAND_RR2647z1.appendixes.pdf. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
172 Participant 247. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; “Premier Plan de lutte contre la 

radicalisation violente (PLAT) et les filières.” Comité Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la 

Radicalisation. https://www.cipdr.gouv.fr/announcement/premier-plan-de-lutte-contre-la-radicalisation-violente-

plat-et-les-filieres-terroristes/. Accessed 2 June 2021; “Second Plan d’action contre la radicalisation et le terrorisme 

(PART) - Comité Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation.” Comité Interministériel 

de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation. https://www.cipdr.gouv.fr/announcement/second-plan-

daction-contre-la-radicalisation-et-le-terrorisme-part/. Accessed 2 June 2021; “Le gouvernement lance un plan tous 

azimuts de prévention de la radicalisation.” Le Monde.fr, 23 February 2018. 

https://www.lemonde.fr/societe/article/2018/02/23/le-gouvernement-lance-un-plan-tous-azimuts-de-prevention-de-

la-radicalisation_5261486_3224.html. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
173 Participant 961. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
174 “Les partenaires internationaux du SG CIPDR.” Comité Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la 

Radicalisation. https://www.cipdr.gouv.fr/le-cipdr/reseau-international/. Accessed 2 June 2021; “Islamisme et 

séparatisme - Comité Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation.” Comité 
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Working with CIPDR at the national level is the Scientists’ Committee to Prevent 

Radicalization (COSPRED), which advises the Prime Minister and works to synergize academic 

and bureaucratic expertise. Experts reported that because the civil service structure makes it 

mutually exclusive from academia, the groups’ views on policy issues can be a significant 

divide.175 In the last three years, the French government used COSPRED as a mechanism to 

recruit more than 25 academics who were scholars of radicalization, Islamic studies, political 

science, anthropology, sociology, and psychology and facilitated the national level ministries 

opening their data to the researchers.176 

 Local Level. Programs and resources are distributed unevenly across France, 

emphasizing Paris and Strasbourg with smaller programs in other locations funded as proofs of 

concept.177 For example, in Strasbourg, former members of terrorist groups participate in 

outreach events to youth, warning of the consequences of involvement in extremist activities.178   

 Security Services. A variety of stakeholders are involved, with an emphasis on prison 

services and parole. Detection of threats, risk assessment, and exit work is performed in a 

centralized manner by an intelligence unit, the Counter-Terrorism Coordination Unit 

(UCLAT).179   

 
Interministériel de Prévention de la Délinquance et de la Radicalisation (CIPDR). 

https://www.cipdr.gouv.fr/islamisme-et-separatisme/. Accessed 2 June 2021. 
175 Participant 316. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Histoire. http://www.apcars.fr/qui-sommes-nous/histoire/. Accessed 2 June 2021. 
178 Jackson, Brian A., et al. “Practical Terrorism Prevention: Reexamining U.S. National Approaches to Addressing 

the Threat of Ideologically Motivated Violence: Appendixes.” Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center, 

RAND, 2019. 

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2600/RR2647/RAND_RR2647z1.appendixes.pdf. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
179 Participant 410. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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Much of France’s initial CVE efforts were in the prison system and involved educators 

and psychologists to evaluate radicalization.180 One prison psychiatrist reported that the 

personnel developing CVE policy spent 18 months investigating whether radicalized inmates 

were certifiably insane, based on the assumption that one must be “crazy” to be an Islamic 

extremist. Despite the urging of the psychiatrists who worked in the prisons, this effort went on 

for 18 months until it was found that only 7-10 percent were psychiatrically ill, and the efforts 

turned to other interventions.181 

Parole services are provided by the penitentiary integration and probation services, with 

an office per administrative department.182 Parolees, in general, are not provided with social 

supports. One expert explained that parolees, especially former terrorist offenders, are released 

on parole with no employment and are restricted from obtaining a bank account, even though 

they are precluded from getting most jobs.183 Another expert talked about the length of sentences 

was far more than just, which convinced them that it was discriminatory.184 However, there are 

some programs for former terrorist offenders, such as the “Research and Intervention on 

Extremist Violence” (RIVE) program, which ran from 2016 until 2018 in Paris, Lille, Lyon, and 

Marseille. The program supports adults over 18 who are indicted or convicted of terrorism and is 

compulsory. After an evaluation, the participant receives personalized support from 

professionals, including social workers, psychologists, and religious professionals.185 

 
180 Participant 535. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
181 Participant 397. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
182 Participant 410. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
183 Participant 397. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
184 Participant 316. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
185 Participant 410. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Hecker, Marc. “Once a Jihadist, 

Always a Jihadist? A Deradicalization Program Seen from the Inside.” Etudes de l’Ifri, February 2021. 

https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/etudes-de-lifri/focus-strategique/once-jihadist-always-jihadist-deradicalization. 

Accessed 2 June 2021. 
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Social Services. Social Services have an ad hoc, poorly-defined role in CVE. The 

National Family Allowance Fund (CNAF) is the national head of France’s social security work, 

with 101 local agencies, one per department, which provide financial and social support.186 

CNAF is part of the social French Social Security system and responsible for distributing family 

allowances and funding social structures, such as youth centers.  

CNAF was part of an overall CVE response. The agency was asked to do something for 

young and at-risk people. Their efforts have been in publishing a guide on laicite to assist 

financiers within the government agencies. CNAF continues this work through projects for 

awareness of radicalization indicators and countering Islamist propaganda online.187 CNAF’s 

counter-narrative campaign called the “Web Walkers” project equips youth workers and social 

workers with tools to help them prevent online radicalization of youth.188 

 There is another project in the Alsace region of France that since 2015 has worked to 

advance the awareness of Islamic issues, specifically to teach social workers the religious context 

necessary for their job and methods to address theological issues while not running afoul of 

French secularism.189 

 Religious Organizations. The Central Bureau of Worship (BCC) is not formally and 

directly involved in the CVE framework as a stakeholder. However, it has a role in indirectly 

preventing radicalization by engaging with French Muslim leaders in dialogue and efforts to 

 
186 Participant 120. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 159. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 526. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
187 Ibid. 
188 Ibid. 
189 Participant 708. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 456. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; “Preventing Radicalisation to Terrorism and Violent Extremism: Approaches 

and Practices: 2019 Edition.” Radicalisation Awareness Network, EU Home Affairs, page 51-4. 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/ran-

best-practices/docs/ran_collection-approaches_and_practices_en.pdf. Accessed 1 May 2021; Benbassa, Esther and 

Catherine Troendle, “Rapport d’Information “Désendoctrinement, 

désembrigadement et réinsertion des djihadistes en France et en Europe.” Senat, February 2017, pp. 25. 
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promote moderate views.190 The role of religious organizations in French CVE policy is tenuous 

and problematic due to the legal constraints of secularism. As Ragazzi explains,  

For French counterterrorism officials, setting up formal partnerships with imams and community religious 

institutions is out of the question, just as it is difficult to imagine local police-mosque or police-Muslim 

association collaborations. In practice, it happens that France’s intelligence services develop close relations 

with “community” representatives, but these are informal exchanges and the balance of power is unequal, 

implying no official recognition for the role of these representatives.191 

  

Cooperation and Challenges 

The French approach to CVE is top-down, with a few program initiatives growing 

bottom-up, but it is centrally controlled by a managerial body that reports to the executive. 

Despite the centrally-directed policy, it is ad hoc and decentralized concerning implementation, 

which results in an uneven application nationwide, and the lack of coordination between local 

actors under the top-down structure hinders the development of effective approaches and the 

dissemination of best practices. The disconnected nature of local CVE policy has also resulted in 

a need to involve mayors, who put themselves under pressure from voters; therefore, the issue is 

sensitive and often reactive.192  

According to experts representing various stakeholders, the power dynamics of CVE 

actors in France, particularly between national and local stakeholders, are strained. Experts 

report that the CIPDR controls the entire system due to its unilateral control of funding. The 

central region for CVE programming in the country is Paris because it has the largest population 

and the greatest number of radicalization issues. However, in the Alsace region, especially 

 
190 Participant 410. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
191 Ragazzi, Francesco. “Towards ‘Policed Multiculturalism’? Counter-radicalization in France, the Netherlands and 

the United Kingdom.” Les Etudes du CERI, no. 206, September/December 2014. 

https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/sites/sciencespo.fr.ceri/files/Etude_206_anglais.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
192 Participant 410. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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Strasbourg, many young people left to go to Syria, which was a significant concern for 

authorities.193 

 Experts report that one facet of this tension is that the multi-agency approach is non-

functional. They reported many good CVE-related initiatives in the different departments across 

France, but these initiatives lack interconnectivity. There is a severe need for more national and 

local collaboration.194  For example, local crime and radicalization prevention councils are 

composed of police representatives, security services, education, and social services to achieve 

information sharing and cooperation on local projects. Each council is mandated to address 

radicalization formally, yet only 20 percent of cities do. Additionally, some only meet 1-3 times 

a year.195 

Experts stated that it is a lot harder to have social programs changed at the local level 

when it is a top-down government. It is easier to conduct security approaches than to help to 

transform a project mired in bureaucracy.196 There is a perception among the experts that CIPDR 

is leveraging its security-focused agenda to maintain control. They may ask experts for advice 

and seek input from stakeholders in various fields and various parts of the country. However, it is 

rarely influential in policy decisions. As one expert put it, CIPDR does not care about what 

people think or what they do as long as they maintain control.197  

 French lack of trust in the police means that the CVE effort has difficulty with 

information sharing and collaboration with the social welfare state. According to a CVE expert, 

 
193 Participant 247. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
194 Participant 961. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
195 Participant 456. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 633. Interview with author. 

March 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 708. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
196 Participant 456. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 708. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
197 Participant 247. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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many mental health professionals do not want to talk with security agencies because they fear the 

information will be used against the patient. Health professionals’ perception is that security 

agencies will misuse information about a patient, especially in cases of possible radicalization.198 

This significant lack of trust between the social and health professionals and the security 

professionals deeply undermines the ability to move towards a multi-agency effort. One expert 

relayed an anecdote about CIPDR visiting municipal CVE workers and “intimidating” them, 

stating they are not allowed to criticize the government policy. Furthermore, because they were 

government workers and the implied or actual power of CIPDR reporting directly to the Prime 

Minister, they had the authority to make these demands.199 One health practitioner stated that 

their organization was funded under a non-security agency, so they had much greater latitude to 

push back against the demands of security agencies and more confidence in sharing information 

with other non-security agencies.200 It is important to note that CIPDR was not willing to speak 

with me. Since I was unable to include the CIPDR perspective from those working in that 

institution, this case study is vulnerable to bias on the topic of CIPDR and the need for more 

centralized, securitized approaches to counter the terrorism threat in France. 

Theory of Change 

 The overall goal of individual level programs is deradicalization with an almost exclusive 

focus on Islamic extremism.201 In France, the theoretical basis for CVE programs comes 

primarily from psychiatric treatment. The French approach to deradicalization is not to discuss 

religion; instead to discuss geopolitics. They try to build the rapport through sports and by 

 
198 Participant 247. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 316. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
199 Participant 247. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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116 

 

bringing academics to prisons.202 These programs focus on ideological change only with very 

little incorporating supportive life factors. CVE actors are engaging with youth to teach life and 

coping skills. While few and far between, French community level interventions focus on 

training to identify radicalization, counter-polarization, and improving integration.203 

Deradicalization programs have faced many challenges in France, with the most well-

known example being the Pontourny deradicalization center in Central France. Opened in 

September 2016, it was a model for 13 other future centers around the country. However, it was 

considered a failure because it attempted to compel deradicalization by, among other things, 

forcing residents to sing the French national anthem every morning.204 In January 2017, the 

center was de facto closed when its last resident was arrested for a previous attempt to travel to 

Syria to join a terrorist group.205 

 In prisons, the French government tries to deradicalize in three ways: the first is to hire 

academics who try to explain the reality of geopolitics. The second is to have imams talk with 

the inmates. However, this is more difficult because the inmates have difficulty trusting an imam 

working as an agent of the state, and therefore, imams typically lack legitimacy with radicalized 

inmates. The third way is to use former terrorists or radicalized persons to talk to the prisoners 
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about the reality of war in Syria and the reality of the actions of Islamic terrorist groups, focusing 

on behaviors that are anti-pious such as violence against innocents and drug use.206  

Driving Factors 

 What makes the Napoleonic state tradition and the French CVE model unique is the 

understanding of the relationship between the individual and the state. CVE is an issue that sits at 

the center of French political ideology's core norms; therefore, debates about CVE are more 

contentious than in other European countries. The government’s response is slow to adapt, 

seeking to avoid political fallout and embarrassment. Paris has often assumed that French CVE 

has to be different because France is more challenging than other countries. As one expert 

explained, the French government wants to show that their policy on radicalization is the best for 

political reasons.207 Program funding in CVE is politically sensitive and repressive programs 

tend to receive fewer questions and criticism than ones based on a social approach. CVE is so 

politically delicate that authorities are aware of the potential adverse effects of evaluation. There 

is a concern that France's reputation would suffer if the programs were shown not to work.208 

Political reputations, norms about criminality, preserving the French republic, and the role of 

religion in political life all contribute to the nature of the French approach to CVE.  

The French perspective on CVE is rooted in the norm about the relationship between the 

individual and the state.209 Underlying the centralized French Republic is an understanding of the 

social contract that sees criminality as an act against the State. As one expert explained, in the 

French Judiciary, there is a deeply rooted idea that a person who committed a crime took up arms 
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against the country, is a traitor, and should no longer be treated as a citizen. This principle is at 

the basis of the French penal system, historically and directly linked to Rousseau’s theories.210  

As Cole describes, “the French case is characterized historically by the normative 

universalism of the republican state.”211 Republican norms demand that one is a French citizen 

first before other identities. Citizenship is a concept that points to the continuing influence of the 

social contract in thinking about these issues: all people are considered citizens, which is the 

most critical point.212 As another expert explained, the French republican spirit is powerful, 

especially among civil servants. They eschew any communities or identities other than French.213  

 Republican norms and the historical struggle of the French State against the church came 

to a head with the issue of Islamic extremism in France. As one expert explained, the French 

government wants to erode the existence of separate identity-based communities. Therefore, 

when the Muslim community pushes back against French republicanism and defends their 

expression of religious identity, they are viewed as a threat.214 The French government frames 

Islamic extremism as separatism. For instance, the February 2020 Government Strategy to Fight 

Separatism and Attacks on Citizenship, highlights the “fight” against “foreign influence.”215 The 

root of this framing, as then-Prime Minister Édouard Philippe put it, is that “to fight against 

Islamist radicalization is to fight against those who want to believe that Islam is not compatible 
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with the Republic.”216 As Samaan and Jacobs explain, this approach intentionally overlooks the 

integration problems feeding the violence. “By emphasizing the role of jihadist ideology, pundits 

and politicians depict an external threat that aims to challenge French security and identity. From 

this perspective, the sensitive issues of France’s domestic troubles were removed from the 

conversation.”217 

 A concept that is uniquely French and stems from these republican norms is laicite. 

Based on a 1905 law, this concept, often translated as “secularism,” is highly nuanced. As one 

expert explained, laicite is understood as making any trace of religion disappear in the public 

area. Thus, religion does not exist anymore, regardless of personal beliefs.218  

 Every French expert had a lot to say about how laicite influences their field, the 

challenges of integration and security in France, and their day-to-day work. It is a complicated 

topic, and the history of the relationship between different communities, especially the Muslim 

community, under laicite should be considered in the context of CVE. Laicite puts the State in an 

adversarial position against Islam because laicite demands secularism from a group that puts 

religion at the core of their identity.  

 The result is that public servants, in particular, are not comfortable discussing religion as 

part of their profession. Therefore, religion is difficult to integrate into the CVE approach; many 

believe it has no place in the approach.219 As one expert explained, laicite makes it challenging 

to deal with a religious extremist movement because civil servants are dissuaded from addressing 
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religious matters.220 Laicite has also been interpreted differently over the years and by various 

actors, so overall the guardrails to public and official religiosity are a moving target.  

 Social services, just like many other professions, struggle to navigate religiosity in 

France. As experts explained, the difficulty has to do with the culture of secularism, which 

means that for many professionals, it is challenging to take into account a religious element 

because they are not comfortable or experienced in this area. In a legal sense however, there is 

no clear obstacle. Nothing stops a social worker from considering the religious elements of a 

client’s case. Nevertheless, the political and professional culture is such that civil servants tend to 

put it aside and act as if there was no religion. Moreover, as experts pointed out, if it is not 

permissible to analyze religion, beliefs, and behaviors unrestricted, it is difficult to intervene in 

jihadist radicalization.221  

 Some experts believed that laicite had become a more significant issue than necessary by 

politicized Islamic groups.222 In general, laicite results in the politicization of Islam primarily 

because Islam is more than a religion, it is a lifestyle.223 There is mistrust and misunderstanding 

of what laicite is because it has been instrumentalized in the past to benefit the state. Laicite is 

frequently a focal point of tension. Furthermore, laicite itself is sometimes treated like a 

religion.224  

This tension creates an additional problem when working on CVE. As one expert put it, 

laicite gets in the way of itself. For instance, the idea behind the charter of laicite was to give 
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tools to financers, including social services via CNAF. To perform their CVE mission, the 

CNAF worked with 20 religious groups to which it wanted to give grants. However, law required 

that these groups sign an agreement to abide by laicite to have access, and it was limiting and 

perceived as a problem rather than a solution.225 Another way laicite gets in the way of itself is 

by delegitimizing imams working with radical extremists in prison. One expert explained that the 

role of religious stakeholders in a prison setting is problematic because the legitimacy problem of 

imams in the prisons is that laicite requires separation of religion from the state. Hence, the 

Muslim prisoners viewed the imams as agents of the State instead of truly religious men.226 

 These issues are connected to persistent feelings of distrust and a government attempt to 

control personal life. The experts characterized the issue of Islamic extremism as purely a matter 

of security. They asserted it is a threat and therefore not related to any social ills. More than any 

other country's group of experts, these French professionals expressed the most substantial 

distrust of Muslims, including imams who collaborated with them on CVE programs. They 

concluded that the imams must know the program participants very well and therefore cannot be 

trusted during this work. They expressed doubt about the ability of imams to be trusted leaders of 

deradicalization programs and the inability of Muslims as a group to keep confidentiality 

agreements. The French professionals asserted that social concepts through which Muslims 

create a strong in-group would override secular confidentiality and lead them to betray the trust 

of the CVE program.227  

Under this environment of distrust, the French government tries to manage the influence 

of Salafists via Islam de France, a sanctioned version of Islam, for which the government trains 
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imams and has other initiatives.228 The authorities in France control Islamic religious personnel 

and institutions. There is an underlying assertion that the views of these communities are to 

blame for the problem of Islamic terrorism in France.229  For instance, the anti-Islamism law 

passed in February 2021 is the latest in many efforts spanning decades.230  

One of the most significant differences between the French approach and a social 

approach is the absence of systematic primary prevention, and the opportunities for primary 

prevention are often used to double down on French norms underpinning the securitized 

approach. For example, in other countries, programs in schools are one of the main avenues of 

primary prevention, and they focus on integration, building resilience, and decreasing 

polarization. By contrast, following the 2015 Paris attacks, the Ministry of Education adopted 

several measures to mitigate radicalization and promote secularism.231 These measures were a 

retrenchment of the values of the French Republic and the focus on secularism which is 

indicative of a securitized approach. Under these measures each year, students sign the 2013 

Charter of Secularism232 and are required to uphold its tenets, with any deviation reported for 

disciplinary action.233  
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 Having not implemented nationwide radicalization prevention programs in French 

schools, experts asserted a need for more prevention of radicalization and want the government 

to be more transparent with CVE in France, specifically the causes of radicalization, 

Islamophobia, discrimination, and social crises in some neighborhoods. They also argued that it 

is essential to address the issue of refugees because the last two last terrorist attacks were 

perpetrated by refugees, yet there is no overall program to support this population and make 

them less vulnerable to extremist recruiters. Until now, one expert said, France worked primarily 

on already radicalized people but forgot the others.234 Often, French policies do not address 

prevention as an issue, and it is disconnected from the radicalization problem. For example, even 

the most recent 2021 law addresses perceived radicalization via homeschooling, rather than 

broad polarization addressed in other European countries.235   

Conclusion 

 The French approach to CVE struggles with consistency and to be productive amid 

reactive policymaking. It is an example of the perfect type for a securitized approach to CVE, 

with a centralized national security agency directing efforts to deradicalize Islamic extremists 

and largely ignoring secular extremism. This policy manifestation is explained by the widely 

salient norms of republican values and laicite, consistent with a Napoleonic tradition of a 

powerful, Jacobean state.  
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CHAPTER VII: BELGIUM 

 

 

We have a very intricate, complicated country.236 

 

 

 Belgium's partly securitized approach to CVE is shaped by its Napoleonic state tradition 

and its lack of social safety net supports. In developing its CVE strategy, Belgium took an 

analytical approach. They did not fit a single paradigm and are still developing their strategy by 

trying various proof of concept projects to see what works.237 Although an emphasis on 

empirical evidence of results is growing, there is no formal evaluation; CVE policy development 

remains ad hoc and experimental.   

 Prisons are central to CVE work in Belgium because prison deradicalization programs 

existed before the demand for a national CVE approach. The methods developed in prison were 

relied on once there was a sudden need for CVE programs. Deradicalization is a primary goal 

and addressed via interventions that are tailored for Islamic or far-right extremists.238  There is a 

general view that the ideology an extremist follows is a factor in the appropriate intervention. 

Prevention is not the emphasis of the efforts and was added later to the overall strategy.239 

Belgium’s CVE framework incorporates religious organizations more than most of its peer 

countries.  Authorities have an ostensibly positive relationship between the government and 

religious organizations.  
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 Belgium’s blended approach to CVE could be due to challenges from its federal 

structure,240 which impacts policymaking and implementation by complicating communications, 

policy preferences, and synchronization. Experts reported experiencing challenges with 

differences in overall deliberative styles between the Flemish and Walloon regions. The threat is 

mostly from Islamic extremists, but the threat from far-right extremists is on the rise.241 

Catalyst 

 CVE efforts began relatively early in Belgium and were piecemeal compared to other 

Western European countries.242 243 After 9/11, the Belgian government established “Plan 

Mosques,” focusing on Islamic extremism, and published in 2002. It remained classified until 

revised and published as the “Action Plan against Radicalism” or “Plan R” in 2006. In the 

subsequent ten years, Islamic extremism became a more prominent security concern in Europe, 

especially after the Madrid and London attacks. However, there was little progress in developing 

a CVE strategy or framework in Belgium until the new version of Plan R was updated in 2015.244  

 The catalyst for a more defined CVE policy was the Jewish Museum attack in Brussels 

on May 24, 2014, and the attack at Charlie Hebdo in Paris on January 7, 2015.245 The Syrian 

crisis was also a significant concern and driver of a CVE strategy in Belgium, with surprisingly 

 
240 Belgium is divided into three regions: the Dutch-speaking Flanders region, the Brussels Capital region, and the 

French-speaking Wallonia Region. The country is further divided into 10 provinces and 581 municipal councils. 
241 Jackson, Brian A., et al. “Practical Terrorism Prevention: Reexamining U.S. National Approaches to Addressing 

the Threat of Ideologically Motivated Violence: Appendixes.” Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center, 

RAND, 2019. 

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2600/RR2647/RAND_RR2647z1.appendixes.pdf. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
242 Participant 802. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
243 See Appendix A for data on the threat in Belgium compared to other countries. 
244 Participant 914. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; “Plan R: The Action Plan Against 

Radicalism.” Belgian Government, 2016, p. 6. 
245 Rajan Basra and Peter R. Neumann. “Extremist Offender Management in Europe: Country Reports.” 

International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation, King’s College, 2020. 



126 

 

large numbers of Belgian youngsters leaving for Syria as of 2013-2014, with the overall highest 

number of foreign fighters per capita in Europe.246 From 2013-2016 the country was working to 

strengthen legislation and CVE measures.247 In 2014-2015, the CVE strategy and framework 

were developed, and experts were developing individual connections and their networks, where 

they built trust and exchanged information.248 

 One expert described how the CVE framework developed bottom-up because Belgian 

authorities were surprised that so many young people were leaving to join IS in Syria. There was 

an overall lack of understanding of the attraction to the conflict zone and disbelief that it would 

be a rational choice. The response to these warning signals for some municipal level experts was 

to leverage their personal networks within minority communities to contact parents and members 

of the communities where the youth lived in an attempt to make sense of the phenomenon. 

However, other experts, particularly civil servants, found this to be a challenging strategy. When 

the youths departing Belgium for Syria were initially addressed, authorities discovered that the 

experts were ill-equipped to guide them. As civil servants, they were practitioners from the city 

and fell under the mayor; if the mayor directed them to share information with the local police, 

they were obliged. Therefore, while responsible for responding to the foreign fighter crisis, 

employees of the municipality were not as effective as social workers from outside the 

municipality.249  
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Since this was a new crisis, Belgian authorities immediately tried to implement actions 

that could prevent others from leaving. The result was a bottom-up, practical approach that grew 

organically. Afterward, they took formal policy actions to post-legitimate their activities.250 The 

initial step was to enhance the exchange of information between all active Belgium agencies.  

First, there was a need for improved partnerships and communication between police, law 

enforcement, and security services. Second, the law had to be expanded to include traveling to a 

war zone, which was not previously illegal, as well as aiding the travel of aspiring foreign 

terrorist fighters. The third step was to improve the situation in the prisons to better engage in so-

called deradicalization programs. Finally, the government took action to gain greater control of 

mosques.251 

In 2014-2015, the Belgian prison system swiftly started by bringing in experts to set up 

training modules and work within the prison system connecting with the national social welfare 

and health care agencies.252 Prison officials established high-risk “deradix units” for 

deradicalizing convicted terrorists.253  

 The tempo of work on CVE quickened after the Brussels attacks in March 2016.254  

These attacks became a primary focus and were a turning point because the attackers were 

primarily from Molenbeek, a Brussels neighborhood. According to an expert involved in the 

fallout from the Brussels attacks, the Ministries of Interior and Justice were blamed for failing to 

prevent the attacks. A parliamentary inquiry commission was opened to investigate both the 

attacks and the efficiency of what was done to prevent terrorist threats from developing within 
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Belgium. A parliamentary inquiry committee is still working on this issue as a follow-up 

commission, following up on all the recommendations from the inquiry commission.255 

 One expert described how swiftly CVE became the main effort for domestic security in 

Belgium. As an employee of a social ministry responsible for non-violent communication and 

prevention, the issues of equity and diversity were in their portfolio. In January 2015, the 

ministry was invited to a hearing in the Flemish Parliament and asked questions about how their 

ministry’s work prevents radicalization–which they had never considered because it was a new 

concept and found themselves unprepared for this new requirement. Overnight the ministry was 

charged to design and administer programs on radicalization, extremist groups, and polarization 

despite the staff having no education on radicalization or extremism in general.256  

 In 2016, international pressure mounted on Belgium to take more decisive action on the 

foreign fighter issue. A UN mission visited to evaluate the threat and was alarmed that, to that 

point, there were already 207 known Belgians in Syria or Iraq, and 190 had returned or were 

deported back to Belgium having failed to reach Syria. Of those returned, 46 foreign fighters 

were under prosecution, all of whom were associated with one group: Sharia4Belgium.257 The 

UN observers concluded that more action and attention to this “significant” threat was necessary. 

They reported that while Belgium’s “initiatives are timely and imperative in ensuring that this 

problem is at the forefront of its national priorities and that the discourse resonates throughout 
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Belgian society… This same, very elaborate, system must also serve to bring together all the 

actors in a more collaborative, effective way for a sustained solution.”258  

Stakeholders 

 In Belgium, the dominant stakeholder for CVE is the Ministry of Justice, overseeing 

intelligence, police, prisons, and parole, and overall the approach is characterized as locally 

tailored, community police–centered.259 A variety of stakeholders are involved in improving the 

integrated approach, combining security and police forces with more focused social 

prevention.260 Across Belgium, there are “tables” or multi-agency meetings in which social 

organizations participate in the typically security-heavy CVE efforts. Some large cities in the 

Flemish regions, for instance, have difficulties with this, including Ghent, Brussels, Vilvoorde, 

and Mechelen. They are working on incorporating more social measures.261 

 National Level. The National Action Plan supersedes the federal structure and provides 

guidance and priorities because national level authorities are responsible for security and are the  

primary authority wielding repressive powers in Belgium.262 On the regional level, authorities 

have preventive powers regarding education, welfare, and social welfare.263 Due to the 
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complexities of the Belgian regional structure, federal authorities were directed to provide 

support for local authorities in a top-down model that also provides funding to support the 

development of local action plans in cities and municipalities.264 In 2015, Flanders established its 

first action plan for deradicalization.265 

 Local Level.  In Belgium, responsibility for CVE implementation resides with mayors, 

the head of the local police, and the coordination lead for local administrations.266 In addition to 

mayors, there are boards or councils where radicalization is discussed at every level in 

Belgium. For example, every month, there is a meeting in Flanders where municipal leaders sit 

together with national level representatives for education, welfare, and integration to discuss the 

Flemish action plan and provide input on improvements.267 Municipalities also get extra support 

from the federal coordinating bodies in the form of expertise and networking.268 For example, the 

Flemish government-funded prevention programs aim to build resilience and provide critical 

media training.269 In Flanders, three levels of cities receive CVE resources based on their 

assessed level of risk. Level 1 are "priority" cities and municipalities with the biggest problem 

with foreign fighters and Islamic extremism. Level 2 are cities and municipalities that are large 

but do not have the same issue with foreign fighters. These cities might still have had foreign 

fighters and need to work more on preventive measures to avoid becoming a Level 1 city. Level 
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3 cities are smaller cities and municipalities experiencing warning signs of extremism and are 

implementing preventive actions.270 

 Security Services. The Coordination Unit for Threat Analysis (CUTA) plays the lead 

intelligence role in the Belgian CVE framework, overseeing the National Task Force responsible 

for national level coordination of Plan R.271 They are an information fusion center responsible 

for tracking information from within the prison system, the security services, police agencies, 

and welfare agency information.272 273 The agency also is the liaison between judicial and 

executive counterterrorism organizations under the authority of the Ministries of Justice and 

Interior.274  

 In the prisons and parole system, there are 45,000 inmates and parolees, with 150 that are 

tracked for being extremist or at-risk.275  The work of deradicalization in prisons and parolees is 

done by NGOs and counseling services that employ social workers for the Ministry of Justice.276 

These prison initiatives are relatively new. In the early 2000s, inmates convicted on terrorism 

charges were not monitored during or after their prison sentences.277 

 Social Services. Support for inmates and parolees who are radicalized falls to the federal 

regions. In Wallonia and Brussels, the Aide and Support Center for Persons Impacted by 

Extremism and Violent Radicalism (CAPREV), is a counseling service under the Ministry of 

Justice, providing assistance to people dealing with extremism leading to violence. It was created 
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in October 2016 after the 2015 attacks in France. In the Flemish region, there is no congruent 

service. The Flemish region focuses more on local services under municipalities and, in 2019, 

had 31 inmates working with these services.278 

CAPREV handles all types of radicalization and extremism, not only religious 

extremism. As of mid-2020, the service had approximately 90 clients, with approximately 180 

since its inception, with approximately 34 clients who were inmates.279 The goal is to deal with 

all forms of extremism by investing in prevention at the community level. CAPREV’s counselors 

work primarily with parolees who must use the service as a condition of their release and take 

referrals for voluntary clients. They have a hotline for citizens, professionals, teachers, and social 

workers to call with concerns. They have received calls from approximately 1,200 

people.280 Despite being technically a separate organization, these counseling services are 

frequently viewed as part of the Belgian security apparatus because they are funded and 

sanctioned under the Ministry of Justice.281 

 NGOs. There are numerous NGOs involved in CVE work in Belgium, especially on the 

individual level. For example, YAKSO, a federal cult counseling center that operates 

independently from the government, works to assist people in dealing with sectarian 

organizations. Safe Belgium is another NGO that is targeted toward assisting with issues of 

Islamic extremism. These NGOs typically conduct social work-type activities and educational 

 
278 Extremist Offender Management in Europe: Country Reports Rajan Basra and Peter R. Neumann, 2020 

International Centre for the Study of radicalization, King’s College, London. Extremist Offender 

Management in Belgium by Thomas Renard, Egmont Institute.  
279 Participant 220. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 593. Interview with author. 

April 2020. Video Teleconference; Basra, Rajan and Peter R. Neumann. “Extremist Offender Management in 

Europe: Country Reports.” International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation, King’s College, 2020; Renard, 

Thomas. “Extremist Offender Management in Belgium” Egmont Royal Institute of International Relations, 27 July 

2020. https://www.egmontinstitute.be/extremist-offender-management-in-belgium/. Accessed 1 June 2021.  
280 Participant 593. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 220. Interview with author. 

April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
281 Participant 220. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 



133 

 

workshops to prevent radicalization and improve a sense of identity and critical thinking.282 One 

challenge for NGOs is the lack of cooperation and conflicting goals with the government. As one 

expert put it, their Belgian government partners say the opposite of what the NGOs believe. 

NGOs tend to favor less security-heavy responses and more youth work, depolarization, and 

integration from a bottom-up perspective.283 

 Religious Organizations. In Belgium’s CVE strategy, both religious organizations and 

NGOs work with the Ministry of Justice, looking for existing community organizations to 

leverage their relationships in the community for prevention, exit work, and counseling.284 The 

Belgian Association of imams works with interdisciplinary CVE professionals to educate and 

promote religious stakeholders to participate in this framework. CVE stakeholders in general try 

to incorporate imams who are trained to act as counselors because of the belief that integrating 

religion into the approach is probably a positive. However, there is tension on the political level 

regarding whether the CVE strategy needs to be an areligious or religious approach.285   

Cooperation and Challenges 

 The power dynamics between the various stakeholders, particularly between national and 

local levels, are complicated in Belgium due to the federal structure and the ad hoc organization 

of the CVE framework.286 There is a national action plan, mid-level advice, and assistance 

organizations, but implementation responsibility and authority reside with local actors.  Across 

Belgium, programs and resources are distributed unevenly due to the federal system. Inter-
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regionally, Wallonia, Flanders, and Brussels experience communications issues based on varied 

priorities, resources, goals, and language barriers.287 Within each region, municipalities 

themselves implement most programs under the mayor's direction, which introduces variation. 

The multi-agency approach, which is present in most cities and municipalities across the 

country, is called the Local Cells for Integrated Security (LCIS).288 Like the Dutch Safety House 

and Danish Info House, which Belgian mayors visited in 2014, LCIS is a platform to discuss 

concerning cases, make a plan of action, and exchange information. Municipalities received a 

letter directing them to organize an LCIS and hold the first meeting in November 2016.289 These 

“tables” have a very diverse membership comprised mainly of security-related civil servants, 

police officers, municipal information officers, and sometimes education systems or welfare 

organizations.290  

 The multi-agency approach, like most aspects of the CVE strategy in Belgium, is still 

developing. There are issues with inconsistent application regionally in Flanders and Wallonia, 

and the professionals struggle with the legal basis for inter-agency information sharing, with one 

expert calling information sharing an illusion and a professional gray zone.291 Belgium is still 

working out the information sharing processes and limitations, the means for social workers and 

police to exchange information, and the role of local and national actors. There is a considerable 

need for expanded legislative support for the CVE framework being developed.292  There is also 
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a need for better local-regional-national coordination and regional-to-regional coordination. As 

one expert explained, some policies developed on the local level are not always supported on the 

national level.293 From the local perspective, the 2015 letter to municipalities directing the 

establishment of the LCIS was based on a hollow structure lacking a foundation of trust. From 

the perspective of a local CVE practitioner, being mandated to come to a table where police and 

social services sit together to talk about cases only works if the collaboration is built on trust. 

Instead, the mandate was too top-down and ignored the reality of CVE professionals’ daily 

work.294 

Theory of Change 

 In Belgium, the theoretical basis for CVE programs comes from various places and is not 

uniform. As one participant explained, it is not so easy because there are many different 

government bodies. The national authorities control the state's repressive powers, so the overall 

approach is a securitized, penal approach focused on judiciary, police, and intelligence services. 

The social powers and competencies are at the sub-national level. Experts stated that sometimes 

it was not easy to manage the different goals, and at the beginning of the CVE strategy, it was 

challenging, but there have been improvements.295  

 While individual practitioners, especially social workers and counselors, have a theory of 

change, the Belgian approach to CVE lacks a clear and unified direction.296 For example, the 

2015 Action Plan against radicalization in prison gives both deradicalization and disengagement 

as possible program objectives. In practice, most efforts focus on disengagement with the 
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unorganized and ad hoc types of support and “disengagement” programs can include aspects of 

deradicalization.297 

Experts reported that policymakers take information and recommendations from 

practitioners, experts, political actors, and other countries.298 Similar to how Belgian mayors in 

2014 visited Aarhus and copied the Info House model to set up the LCIS construct the following 

year, practitioners look to other countries for best practices.299  Germany, in particular, has been 

influential in establishing CVE programs in Belgium because there was no experience in 

disengagement or deradicalization in Belgium. One Belgian expert explained that in the 

beginning, they viewed radicalization as needing a disease-like approach, thinking that it is 

something wrong in the brain. Later, they developed a more systemic approach and examined 

how cumulative radicalization works with insights from the study of disengagement and 

deradicalization.300  

 According to the practitioners working with individual clients in Belgium, these 

discussions include ideology and how it is incompatible with life in Belgium and will even 

“argue” to convince them to change their ideology.301 This approach is changing over time and is 

increasingly more of a social approach, addressing needed support in a person's life with a goal 

of disengagement rather than deradicalization. According to these experts, the government or 

other official institutions were not capable of changing their opinion. The goal is to move the 
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person toward a less violent way of thinking where they are unwilling to commit violent offenses 

or attacks. In these cases however, they almost always maintain their base opinions.302  

 While there are far-right and other violent extremists in Belgium, the programs are 

focused primarily on Islamic extremism while assisting with all extremist ideologies. The 

programs generally have a specific clientele, although, in theory, they could be open to all. As 

one worker who interfaced with clients regularly explained, even though the programs were 

started mainly due to the threat from Islamic extremism, on an individual intervention level, 

practitioners treated all ideologies the same by providing a framework to address cult accession 

and behavior.303  

Driving Factors 

 Belgium’s cultural diversity has a direct impact on its political norms. The country is on 

the border between two broadly defined European cultures. As described by Belgian experts, the 

further south a country is in Europe, the less organized but more warm and relational approach 

they have to problems. In Wallonia, the French-influenced part of Belgium, this translates into 

groups of professionals who talk through issues extensively. On the other hand, in Flanders, the 

Dutch-speaking part of Belgium, which is more influenced by the culture of the Netherlands and 

Germany, there is a distinct deliberative logic. The Flemish approach is more organized and 

process-based, emphasizing planning and models. A problem might be approached with one 

meeting, two models, 15 decisions, and then implementation. Each approach has an advantage. 
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For instance, in the Walloon Region, the social fabric is better able to tackle problems due to the 

relational approach. The Flemish region is less relational and more structural.304 

Over time the regions have moved politically apart, exacerbating the already contentious 

environment of Belgian politics. There are nearly constant elections at the multiple levels of 

governance, and CVE is a policy topic that can be hotly contested, as illustrated with the 

repatriation of Belgium women and children from al-Hawl Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) 

Camp in Syria. Experts reported that they believe politicians are concerned about public opinion 

and this influences the formation of CVE policy. Politicians are likely to listen to the most 

radical, emotional voices because of the Belgium attacks and foreign fighter problem. This 

politicization, the experts believe, stifles the CVE policy debate.305 Another expert explained that 

politics impacts CVE work because it is challenging for mayors and politicians; therefore, they 

run the local government with a political agenda.306 On the other hand, some experts have not 

felt stifled in taking appropriate CVE actions because all the politicians supported efforts to 

counter Islamic extremism. These experts noted that some politicians did oppose what they were 

trying to do to treat far-right extremists.307  

The contentious political environment in Belgium is reflected in the tension between 

securitized and social approaches in Belgium. This policy inconsistency at the national and local 

level raises issues for the CVE experts, particularly from a social work perspective, about 

freedom of expression, fundamental liberties, and respect for them.308 As one expert explained, 
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social workers do not know where to strike a balance between a securitized approach or being 

too soft, and that all CVE professionals in Belgium are dealing with this same dilemma.309 

Another explained that the view, especially of social workers, is that personal freedoms are being 

securitized. They believe that CVE is too focused on security and overly repressive. They think 

there needs to be a reinforcement of the preventive aspect of CVE. Further, much of this 

preventative work falls under CVE, but it also promotes diversity and improves integration. In 

recent years, many of the financial means put into the action plan of radicalization were used by 

cities and the municipalities for positive social cohesion identity projects, which was criticized. 

Opponents did not think putting these kinds of projects under the umbrella of radicalization was 

appropriate.310 Such CVE-related work on social cohesion is meant to counter the issues that 

Belgium has with integration. For example, the Walloon CVE plan is called "Living Together" 

and promoted an integrated atmosphere.311 

 Experts explained that CVE work in Belgium is motivated by the belief that society has a 

burden to address integration issues and marginalization in diaspora communities.312 As 

discussed in the 2016 US Department of State Country Report on Terrorism, “because Belgium 

recognizes that there are underlying social grievances driving radicalization in many instances, 

the Belgian government has spearheaded efforts to reduce social polarization and criminality and 

to empower community leaders, particularly Muslim religious leaders.”313  

 In Molenbeek, for example, family and community leaders work closely with CVE 

professionals to implement programs preventing more Belgian youth from going to Syria and 
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conflict zones.314 One expert lamented that as a country they paid lots of attention to ideology, 

scrutinized Islam as the problem, and examined the influence of belonging to a movement, but 

did not pay enough attention to the conducive environment for radicalization.315  

By contrast, the experts explained that Belgian society writ large tends to have a harsher 

view of the integration issue than CVE professionals. Extremism is seen as a problem of the 

multicultural society because the extremists are not integrated into society. The blame tends to 

fall on the extremists themselves because they never learned Belgian language and culture. 

Therefore it is not the fault of Belgium that society stigmatizes them; it is their fault because they 

have all the rights of anyone else in Belgium.316 

 Religious differences are, in fact, one of the most significant factors leading to 

stigmatization in Belgium. Similar to France, the Belgian government tries to control religious 

expression, including Islam. Belgian CVE experts reported that it is challenging to address 

religion in a professional setting. Unlike French efforts to educate civil servants on religious 

expression, there is no concerted effort to enhance the theological understanding of CVE 

professionals in Belgium. For example, there are no Islamic specialists or religious specialists in 

a counseling center dealing primarily with Islamic extremism. Omitting this aspect from the 

center’s competencies was intended to avoid the stigmatization of Islam.317  

 When working with clients, they typically will not directly speak on ideology or religion 

until well into the conversation or even after multiple sessions and avoid theological debates.318 

One expert explained that in their view it is not essential to speak about religion because religion 
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is irrational. They also expressed the belief that one could not adequately discuss the topic 

without being a believer in the same religion. They directed their subordinates instead to discuss 

rational, more concrete topics that make sense to the counselor in order to manage the 

complexities of the task.319 

 There is more engagement with Islamic institutions in Belgium than in other peer 

countries despite a stated principle of separation between religion and the state. Mosques have to 

apply and are accepted by the government to be legal and then administered by a Muslim 

executive who provides some separation but must work with the government.320 As one expert 

explained, the separation between religion and the state is difficult to uphold and is contradictory 

because many links exist between religion and the Belgian government. For example, the 

government controls what mosques teach and preach, how religion can be used in schools, and 

provides or withholds funding for religious organizations.321 

Conclusion 

 Belgium is a politically complex country with a Federal structure that brings together 

distinct linguistic and cultural traditions in the Flemish and Walloon regions. This mix of 

Napoleonic tradition with a Germanic/organicist influence impacts the character of CVE policy, 

which is likewise a mix of a securitized and social approach. However, Belgium is more 

securitized because, like the perfect type, it falls under the security services, focuses on 

deradicalization, and does not provide extensive supports for a person's daily needs. Unlike the 

most securitized approach, the Belgian approach addresses all extremist groups and is 

increasingly focused on community level prevention projects. This mix is reflected in the 
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political norms as well, with a background in the Napoleonic tradition, which became more 

Germanic over time. 
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CHAPTER VIII: GERMANY 

 

 

It would be nice to explain Germany in a top-down way, but that's not the way it is.322 

 

 

 Germany's mixed approach to CVE is shaped by its Organicist tradition and the country's 

decentralized federal system, which necessitates each of the 16 German Bundesländer having its 

own CVE plan. Germany is also unique for its extensive use of NGOs, experience with far-right 

extremism, and strict information sharing restrictions. Germany's programs are generally expert-

based, experimental, and working towards implementing empirical evaluation methods.  

Overall, Germany's approach is more securitized than social because of the widespread 

view that religion is a factor in the radicalization problem, which can be solved through 

deradicalization and ideological changes.323 Also, the overall program is the responsibility of the 

internal security authorities and is not integrated with the social welfare system. Germany's 

approach lacks many of the hallmark aspects of a social approach, namely leveraging social 

supports to encourage disengagement from extremism.  

 Uniquely German challenges include the coordination of highly varied approaches across 

the Bundesländer and the information sharing restrictions imposed due to the legacy of the 

WWII era. The same laws that limit state security and policing also limit Germany’s ability to 

implement an integrated and uniform CVE policy.  
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Catalyst 

 Between 2011-2013, Germany developed a national strategy focused on cognitive 

deradicalization methods in recognition of the growing trend of people turning to Islamic 

extremism.324 325 This was not viewed as a high priority or a direct security issue at the time 

because the Islamic extremist threat was nascent. When the foreign fighter problem became 

apparent in Germany and elsewhere in Europe, it was shocking and surprising to German 

authorities and catalyzed the current CVE effort.  

The urgency to address the radicalization problem in Germany started in 2013-2014 when 

schools and universities called local governments and security services requesting advice 

because young students wanted to go to the war zones in Syria and Iraq, with some groups even 

organizing departures.326  Then in December 2013, a 16-year-old Turkish boy left Frankfurt for 

Syria and died there, which brought concerns about the foreign fighter trend to the forefront.327 

In particular, German authorities realized that words had turned into actions regarding Salafi 

preachers and extremist mosques actively recruiting for terrorist groups.328 When Germany 

experienced a series of terrorist attacks in 2016, some Bundesländer reviewed their approaches 

and deradicalization.329  

 Historically, Germany has faced considerable terrorist threats from far-right and far-left 

violent extremists, like the Red Army Faction far-left terrorist group, which conducted bombings 
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and assassinations in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. On the far-right side of the extremist 

spectrum, the Autonomous Nationalists and the National Socialist Underground were some of 

the most violent in the early 2000s.330 The first CVE efforts targeting Islamic extremism 

mimicked the deradicalization programs for far-right extremism that had been highly successful 

in Germany for many years.331 These programs for the far-right, like EXIT-Deutschland, had 

gained worldwide notoriety for their success.332 Nevertheless, the German constitution limited 

what could be done to implement security or policing programs nationwide. 

 Other starting points for Germany's CVE framework were the creation of various offices 

at the federal and state level with radicalization or counterterrorism approaches, including the 

Joint Counterterrorism Center of the Federal Criminal Police Office in Berlin (GTEX). There 

was also a competence center for deradicalization at the Bavarian State Criminal Police office.333 

In 2015, the Federal Ministry for Social Affairs initiated a program called “Living Democracy,” 

which provided more than 1 million euros for projects to counter both right-wing and Islamic 

extremism. The Living Democracy program was, for the first time, an institution that was not 

affiliated with the Ministry of Interior, engaging in CVE, and it was viewed as a paradigm 

shift.334 Despite the establishment of Living Democracy under the Ministry of Social Affairs, the 

 
330 Butt, Riazat and Henry Tuck. “European Counter-Radicalisation and De-Radicalisation: A Comparative 

Evaluation of Approaches in the Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark and Germany.” Institute for Strategic Dialogue, 

2014. https://www.eukn.eu/fileadmin/Files/News/De-radicalisation_final.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
331 Participant 657. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 471. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 694. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
332 “Ausstieg Aus Dem Rechtsextremismus.” EXIT-Deutschland. https://www.exit-deutschland.de/. Accessed 7 May 

2021. 
333 Participant 657. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
334 Participant 585. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 694. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 718. Interview with author. March 2020. Video Teleconference. 



146 

 

CVE program overall falls under the Federal Office for Protection of the Constitution (BfV), a 

domestic intelligence agency.335  

Stakeholders 

 In Germany, CVE stakeholders are very diffuse, with no dominant CVE stakeholder. A 

network of formal and informal connections made by practitioners provides functional 

connections between disparate agencies and local governments. Under the guiding principle of 

subsidiarity, if a problem can be addressed at the local level, that is preferred.336 This means that 

the most involved stakeholders act at the municipal level while national level actors organize and 

advise states through advice and competence centers. As one expert explained, the principle of 

subsidiarity in the CVE approach means that work should be done by civil society first, and the 

government takes over if needed, which results in NGOs being a primary actor in German CVE 

work.337  

The German federal structure means that states can adopt their own policies, and they 

cannot be forced to implement measures stipulated by the federal government. The underlying 

principle is that local authorities know their circumstances best, and there is no one-size-fits-all 

strategy.338 Nevertheless, as a security issue, national level CVE is centralized under the BfV.339  
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 National Level. The 2016 National Strategy to Prevent Extremism was the first national 

action plan and was a joint effort of the Interior and Social Ministries.340 This document provides 

guidelines and does not stipulate how preventive work is conducted in the Bundesländer to 

respect these various states' autonomy.341  

At the national level, the Ministry of Family runs the Living Democracy program, while 

at the Bundesländer level, various government offices run the constituent efforts.342 The German 

Office for Migration and Refugees, a federal body dealing with migration and asylum issues, 

runs a counseling center network. These centers assist people concerned about their family 

members or friends and radicalization awareness education. They send cases to the counseling 

centers in the states, which are either run by NGOs or the government.343 The prevention mission 

is led by the Ministry for Social Affairs, and the deradicalization mission belongs to the Ministry 

of Interior. Finally, the Ministries of Education and Justice are also involved in the overall 

national level strategy.344 

Bundesländer. The activities and stakeholders vary at the state level, with different 

ministries performing different functions, including social, penal, child welfare, counseling, and 

research.345 The state level is where a multi-agency approach can begin to develop, which is 

occurring unevenly across Germany.346 Networks also help to connect and organize using a 

multi-agency approach with varying degrees of formality.  
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Local Level. As one expert pointed out, because of the structure of the German 

government, the Bundesländer strategy is more relevant to the local level than the national 

strategy.347 However, national level programs are represented at the municipality level. For 

example, in Frankfurt, the Office for Multicultural Affairs and the Office of Deradicalization, 

Preventive Youth, and Political Education are responsible for the Partnership for Democracy in 

Frankfurt, part of the Living Democracy program.348  

Experts described networking and working groups as key to bringing various actors 

together across professional boundaries at the municipal level.349 In Frankfurt, they started a 

multi-agency network against radicalization, with members from the youth and social welfare 

office, the state school authority, universities, the Bundesländer police, and the state competence 

center against extremism.350 

Security Services. In Germany, police do not have an active role in CVE programs as in 

other countries.351 Law enforcement’s role in Germany is primarily to assume cases that pose a 

probable threat and to provide expert advice on the topic of terrorism and extremism to 

practitioners. In prisons and the parole system, NGOs do a lot of the work, and this is the main 

context for German deradicalization efforts.352 The German Federal Police and other law 

enforcement entities consult and network with NGOs because even security authorities 

understand that NGOs are critical to collaborating on deradicalization.353 
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Internal and external security agencies have a limited role in Germany's CVE framework 

and receive cases that are actual threats. At the national level, the lead intelligence agency is the 

BfV, which has a local office in each Bundesländer.354  

 NGOs. Secular NGOs conduct most of the work with radicalized or at-risk individuals 

and provide prevention and training services to schools and communities.355 States contract with 

NGOs, and several large organizations are well-known for providing CVE services, including 

UFUQ, Violence Prevention Network, Hayat, and Hedayah.356  

 Experts explained that German authorities use NGOs because of the lack of trust in the 

state to perform these functions and the belief on the part of CVE professionals that the 

participation from at-risk and extremist individuals will be higher if they interface with an NGO 

rather than an agent of the government.357 One expert explained that the decision to have NGOs 

involved in CVE was because of the history of civil society engagement against right-wing 

extremism. These earlier initiatives did not develop out of a government request. It was an 

initiative on the part of civil society and was perceived as quite successful. Based on this success, 

analysts thought the approach could be copied in the realm of Islamism.358  
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358 Participant 331. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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 One example of the government versus NGO dynamic in Germany and its influence on 

CVE programs' success is a 2010 program called "HATIF," Arabic for "telephone."359 It was a 

hotline that was publicly known to be a project attached to the BfV. Islamists could call for help 

exiting the extremist movement—but no one ever called. The conclusion drawn by CVE 

professionals was that the target groups would not accept government-led programs, which was 

already observed in other countries with high skepticism of state institutions among the 

immigrant community.360 Another driving factor behind the decision to have NGOs conduct the 

majority of CVE work was that police and intelligence services believed that they lacked social, 

pedagogical, and didactic skills, and it was a better solution to have the work with clients done 

by NGOs and overseen by governmental bodies.361 

 Nevertheless, there are issues with NGOs. For example, in 2018, the state of Baden-

Württemberg decided to end its relationship with the Violence Prevention Network and returned 

all the responsibilities to the police. The rationale was that when dealing with high-risk 

individuals, the state is responsible for allowing no harm to come to the citizens. Since NGOs do 

not have all the information security agencies have, they can never fully assess whether a 

particular individual is dangerous.362 Also, with increased funding, there was an increased 

interest by different stakeholders, and different players in the NGO field attempted to get access 

to those funds. According to one expert, the result was that unqualified organizations without a 

successful track record working on religiously motivated extremism, claimed expertise and were 

unable to deliver satisfactory results. Therefore, evaluation was implemented, and some NGOs, 

 
359 “Germany Sets up Hotline to Help Radical Islamists Quit Extremism.” Haaretz.com. 
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like the Violence Prevention Network, have grown exponentially. There was also a problem with 

finding people qualified enough to do the job because organizations had to hire numerous people 

in a short amount of time in a relatively new field where experience is in short supply.363 

 Religious Organizations. In Germany, religious organizations are not integrated into the 

CVE approach as stakeholders, but they participate through other indirect means. For example, 

in several cities, community-building and prevention work includes dialogue with mosques and 

Muslim communities, often represented on committees and working groups.364 In Hessen, 

Muslim inmates receive pastoral care from the Bundesländer’s 14 German-speaking imams. 

Officials emphasize that imams are not tasked with disengagement roles but are able to correct 

theological misinterpretations and the effort is part of the overall effort to prevent radicalization 

in prison.365 

Cooperation and Challenges 

 The power dynamics between national and local stakeholders in Germany are very 

diffuse due to the federal devolution of authority.366 Local authorities have a much more robust 

implementation mandate, but national authorities have unifying power and control terrorism 

cases. Across Germany, programs and resources are distributed unevenly due to the differences 
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in emphasis and implementation across the 16 Bundesländer. Nothing is uniform across 

Germany, including the predominant type of extremism.367  

Professional networks help link stakeholders and are still developing in some regions of 

Germany.368 Experts reported that their professional networks were critical to accomplishing 

their work, and they relied on these relationships. The networks mitigate the disjointed nature of 

the CVE stakeholder landscape in Germany.369 For example, the Threat Management Network in 

Nuremberg provides resources and advice on various topics, including stalking, suicide, sexual 

harassment, or extremist violence, to members that include the universities and large companies 

in Nuremberg.370 A counselor noted that five states, including theirs, have referral networks, so if 

a client needs services in a different Bundesländer, the network enables a rapid connection to be 

made. A version of this referral network exists throughout the entirety of Germany.371 

While Germany has relatively few inter-agency cooperation challenges, its struggle with 

information sharing is considerable. Due to its historical legacy and the political need to limit the 

power of the Bundesländer, sharing information on CVE cases is onerous. Germany has strong 

data protection laws and restrictions; authorities vary, as do the stipulations on information use, 

storage, and longevity.372  
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153 

 

 The case of Tunisian migrant Anis Amri exemplifies these challenges. He was able to use 

14 different identities and avoid a German deportation order and Italian arrest warrant, even 

while being in contact with other Islamic extremists. Months before the attack, police searched 

Amri's phone but failed to find seven pictures (out of more than 12,000 media files), where Amri 

could be seen holding weapons. Prior to the attack, Berlin police had him under surveillance, but 

a post-attack inquiry revealed that surveillance did not cover weekends and holidays. Ultimately, 

because agency views differed and the information was not freely shared, Amri was not stopped 

before he drove a truck into a crowded Berlin Christmas market in December 2016, killing 11. 

Following the attack, he fled through five countries and was killed by Italian police in Milan.373 

Theory of Change 

 In Germany, the theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from research-

based and experimental approaches. However, there is not an overall German approach. National 

stakeholders focus on democracy, and in prisons, on deradicalization programs.374 The 2017 

Federal Government Strategy to Prevent Extremism and Promote Democracy defines prevention 

as “measures to prevent and combat a rejection of the system of values of the basic law and the 
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democratic constitutional state and also, in this context, to safeguard the security of citizens.”375 

In schools, prevention curricula emphasize the concept of Mündigkeit or “responsible maturity,” 

which is a critical characteristic of a democratic citizen.376 

 In Germany’s 16 Bundesländer, there are CVE programs on the state and local level, with 

most focused on crime prevention and some states focusing more on extremist disengagement 

and others on deradicalization.377 However, an expert asserted that it does not matter that there is 

no overall German CVE approach because there are so many local approaches in Germany.378 As 

Samaan and Jacobs point out, “Germany’s decentralized structures have allowed local entities to 

respond with tailor-made programs to local challenges.”379 The experts reiterated that although 

every state has its own approach, the competence and advice centers are very similar throughout 

the country.380  

 In Germany, deradicalization programs focused on right-wing extremism almost 

exclusively before the rise of ISIS and the flow of foreign fighters to Syria, which peaked in the 

2014-2016 period.381 As of 2020, the emphasis was shifting more to antisemitic extremist groups 

as polarization and populist antisemitic sentiment rose. Experts stated that while there are 

programs tailored to ideology in Germany, it is the same approach on the individual level.382 

 
375 “Federal Government Strategy to Prevent Extremism and Promote Democracy.” The Federal Government of 

Germany, 2017, pp. 9. https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/115448/cc142d640b37b7dd76e48b8fd9178cc5/strategieder-

bundesregierung-zur-extremismuspraeventionund-demokratiefoerderung-englisch-data.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
376 Christodoulou, Eleni and Szakács, Simona. Preventing Violent Extremism through Education: International and 

German Approaches. Georg Eckert Institute, 2018. 
377 Participant 595. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 585. Interview with author. 

April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
378 Participant 657. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
379 Samaan, Jean-Loup, and Andreas Jacobs. “Countering Jihadist Terrorism: A Comparative Analysis of French and 

German Experiences.” Terrorism and Political Violence, vol. 32, no. 2, February 2020, pp. 401–15. 

doi:10.1080/09546553.2017.1415891. 
380 Participant 585. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
381 Participant 694. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 148. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Kruglanski, Arie W., David Webber, and Daniel Koehler. The Radical’s Journey: 

How German Neo-Nazis Voyaged to the Edge and Back. Oxford University Press, 2020, pp. 39. 
382 Participant 671. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 



155 

 

These programs focus more on therapy and ideological/cognitive approaches and are less likely 

to incorporate supportive life factors than a perfect social approach.  

 Germany overall is notable in its emphasis on empirical evidence as a basis for CVE 

program decisions which is driven by NGOs’ need to demonstrate results to the government.  

The incentive to spend resources on evaluation would not be as strong if CVE programs were 

entirely government-run. However, the competitive and temporary nature of NGO funding 

makes proving results vital. Additionally, the variety of CVE strategies in the Bundesländer also 

makes it more feasible to experiment than most peer countries with a centralized CVE 

framework.383 In Germany, the counterterrorism policy debate is technocratic and minimally 

political. German public intellectuals did not spearhead the debate about the jihadist threat in 

their country. Instead, legal and terrorism experts and politicians dominate the discourse.384 

Driving Factors 

 German political norms that relate to how the state interacts with the people are impacted 

by the WWII legacy, low trust in the repressive services of the state and the police, and the 

political imperative to limit the state's central power. Because of the WWII legacy, norms about 

limiting the state's power, ensuring democratic freedoms, and protecting individual privacy are 

deeply rooted.385   
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 The principle of subsidiarity, which had led to decentralization and devolution of CVE 

strategy, planning, and implementation, is based on this same legacy.386 According to one expert, 

this guiding principle limits cooperation between the federal and local levels.387 This emphasis 

naturally leads to a focus on protecting Germany's democracy and a whole of society approach to 

problems. As one expert explained, it is understood that CVE is not only about repressive 

measures or police work; it is about involving all different kinds of actors: schools, justice, social 

welfare, and youth welfare.388 For example, the German Federal Police produce manuals on CVE 

to raise awareness among professionals.389 

 NGOs play an essential role in this expression of post-WWII political norms. There is a 

long tradition in Germany of civil society engagement, and NGOs are considered to have an 

essential role in public policy, and to perhaps conduct their activities more ethically than the 

state, according to one expert.390 By using NGOs in CVE work, it minimizes this possibility of 

total control by the state.391 

 While protecting the rights of people from the state is a driving norm in German 

governance and politics, CVE experts pointed out that freedom of expression is often used to 

legitimize extremist arguments, and politicization overall is worsening.392 These political 

dynamics affect the implementation of CVE policy through influence over funding and 

prioritization.393 Specifically, each Bundesländer can define which extremist groups are 

problematic and prioritized to receive CVE interventions, which is a political decision, according 
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to one expert.394 Another expert pointed to populism and the rising far-right extremist movement 

that is making CVE work increasingly difficult.  Previously, the far-right was easy to identify 

because they would distinguish their appearance with symbols and a signature style. However, 

now in Germany, Alternative for Germany, a far-right party, has representation in Parliament and 

can influence budgets and issue prioritization. 

 Another example is extremism within the police. An expert stated that in Germany it is 

well-known that some police officers sympathize with right-wing beliefs and ideas, and that is an 

impediment to successfully countering extremist violence, especially right-wing extremism. The 

expert asserted that it is the responsibility of the government to find and remove these supporters 

and sympathizers; there should be strict consequences when a police officer takes part in right-

wing groups, not just a warning.395  

 As in other European countries, religion in Germany is a problematic issue for CVE 

policy, yet not to the degree of the more securitized countries. While the German government’s 

initiative involves religion, it is a delicate balance. As one expert put it: it is a fine line between 

condemning a person and trying to help them without accepting their view.396 The German 

government is reticent to get involved in private matters, and Islamic extremism posed a problem 

because state actors were afraid of preachers advocating the wrong theology. However, the 

German government was compelled to act because these extremists encouraged young people to 

join terrorist groups. As a result, there was a shift in thinking that theologists were needed within 

Islamic scholar centers in Germany. These centers are common in Germany due to the history of 
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Turkish migration in the 1960s and 1970s.397 Turkish migrants brought the Gulenist movement 

and its Diyanet centers to Germany. In response, the Turkish government sent its imams to 

Germany to counter the Gulenist ideology within the diaspora. The German government saw 

these exported Turkish imams as an unwanted foreign influence intended to ideologize German 

residents and citizens, contrary to German norms about religious and ideological freedom. In the 

more recent CVE context, the German government has used these Islamic centers as an 

opportunity to have a platform and provide mainstream religious instruction.398 At the 

Bundesländer level, religious ideology is increasingly being incorporated into the CVE strategy 

by hiring scholars or implementing faculties of theology and religious studies in response to ISIS 

propaganda and recruitment. For example, in early 2020, the state of Hessen announced the 

establishment of a School of Theology to educate imams.399 NGOs will also work with imams if 

it fits the needs of the project.400  

 The challenges Germany faces with negotiating the balance between protecting the rights 

of individuals and effective CVE policy are complicated by a lack of knowledge about Islam on 

the part of CVE professionals.401 As one described, this was entirely new for Germany, and 

locating experts on Islam was difficult.402 Due to WWII, Germany is familiar with right-wing 

extremism, but not as much with Islamic extremism.403 CVE professionals worry about the 

reception of their policies by the Muslim community and specifically Islamic associations.404 
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With the strong tradition of civic associations, these organizations are probably more influential 

in German politics than in peer countries.  

Conclusion 

 Germany's approach to CVE is mixed because it lacks the robust social welfare system 

that is leveraged in the social approach. However, there is no belief that religion is an immutable 

component of violent radicalism, which is typical of a securitized approach. It is similar to the 

securitized approach because it focused on deradicalization, and NGOs are heavily involved to 

distance the government from this activity. The decentralization that makes an overall CVE 

approach challenging to characterize also perfectly fits the underlying norms that influence 

governance writ large and CVE in specific. Germany's political culture of subsidiarity is seen in 

its implementation of CVE to the local level with 16 unique strategies, plans, and sets of 

stakeholders.
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CHAPTER IX: THE NETHERLANDS 

 

 

We [meet] at a big conference table where all communities are gathered and where the mayor 

has a position to be the leader of the conversation, but also to be the Father of the City.405 

 

 

 The Netherland’s mixed approach to CVE is shaped by its Organicist tradition, and it sits 

in the middle ground of securitized and social approaches. The Dutch approach to CVE is 

prominent due to the fact they invented the Safety House concept. Programs are generally rooted 

in the social welfare system, but unlike Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands is not as focused 

on human rights; it focuses on maintaining order under Dutch laws. Unlike Denmark, Dutch 

security services are dominant, and when compared to Germany, it has robust local autonomy 

but a less-constrained central government. The Netherlands focuses more on deradicalization and 

controlling religion than the perfect type of social approach and focuses more on providing 

security than preserving individual freedoms. However, it has some hallmarks of a social 

approach with a social welfare system used to apply leverage and a multi-agency approach 

similar to Denmark. 

 On the other hand, the focus on religion and the emphasis paid to the role of outgroups in 

extremism is closer to a securitized approach. Dutch security services are more influential in 

CVE than social services, and while the government is federal and decentralized, CVE policy 

and funding are centrally determined.406 The centralization of the CVE approach is one indicator 

of how high a priority it is to ensure security, yet the approach is softening over time. For 
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instance, the Safety House is now the Care and Safety House to note the inclusion of social 

services.407 

Catalyst 

 The catalysts for the Netherlands' CVE efforts were the 2004 murder of filmmaker Theo 

Van Gogh by an Islamic extremist in Amsterdam, the flow of Dutch foreign fighters to Syria, 

and attacks in neighboring countries.408 409 According to the experts, at the time of Van Gogh's 

murder, there was a nascent CVE program with a national level approach only and nothing on 

the local level. Following the 2005 Madrid attacks, the National Coordinator for the Fight 

Against Terrorism was charged with leading coordination of all agencies involved in terrorism 

prevention and law enforcement.410 However, after two to three years, there was no actual threat 

at the national level, and the program was downsized.411  

 In 2009-2013, there were increasing signs of youth radicalization, so the Safety House 

was established in 2013-2014 to address this trend.412 The national government started to build 

up a national CVE approach again, starting with a national action program in 2014-2015 with 14 

parts, including a local plan.413  As one expert pointed out, France and Belgium suffered many 

 
407 For concision, I will refer to this organization as the Safety House, because most experts call it by this name. 
408 Ragazzi, Francesco. “Towards ‘Policed Multiculturalism’? Counter-radicalization in France, the Netherlands and 

the United Kingdom.” Les Etudes du CERI, no. 206, September/December 2014. 

https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/sites/sciencespo.fr.ceri/files/Etude_206_anglais.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021; “The 

Murder That Shattered Holland’s Liberal Dream.” The Guardian, 7 November 2004, 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/nov/07/terrorism.religion. Accessed 1 June 2021; Gautier, Pieter A., et al. 

“Terrorism and Attitudes towards Minorities: The Effect of the Theo van Gogh Murder on House Prices in 

Amsterdam.” Journal of Urban Economics, vol. 65, no. 2, March 2009, pp. 113–26. doi:10.1016/j.jue.2008.10.004. 
409 See Appendix A for data on the threat in the Netherlands compared to other countries. 
410 Ragazzi, Francesco. “Towards ‘Policed Multiculturalism’? Counter-radicalization in France, the Netherlands and 

the United Kingdom.” Les Etudes du CERI, no. 206, September/December 2014. 

https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/sites/sciencespo.fr.ceri/files/Etude_206_anglais.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
411  Participant 866. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
412  Participant 136. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 698. Interview with 

author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
413  Participant 866. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 



162 

 

terrorist attacks, without many in the Netherlands; nevertheless, terrorism became to be seen as 

also a risk for the Netherlands.414 The Dutch policymakers and security professionals charged 

with solving extremist threats looked to the police because the police were believed to be 

equipped to handle the rising threats.  

 From the law enforcement perspective, an expert explained how after December 2014, 

the police started to reorganize and coordinate cases of radicalization and extremism under 

specialized officers.415 The effort included both far-right terrorists and Islamic extremists, but 

this national program was focused on Islamic violence from the beginning.416  At that time, all 

cities and communities were required to make plans to handle terrorist risks related to Islamic 

extremism.417 One expert stated that before ISIS, there was no attention paid to radicalization. 

There were no attacks, so it was not viewed as an issue. However, CVE rapidly became an issue 

with the rise of ISIS and the threat of attacks.418  

Stakeholders 

 In the Netherlands, the dominant stakeholder for CVE is the Safety House, an organized 

method of collaboration between various stakeholders who discuss individual cases. Experts are 

adamant that the Safety House is not a part of the intelligence or security services, yet the core 

partners are law enforcement, the municipality, and the public prosecutor's office.419 The Safety 

House differs from Denmark's Info House because in the latter, Danish security and intelligence 

services are not key stakeholders, and the institution is deeply integrated with social services. In 

 
414 Participant 293. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
415 Participant 136. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
416 Participant 330. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
417 Participant 330. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
418 Participant 293. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
419 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 



163 

 

the Netherlands, the Safety House is more a security-focused institution, and the name itself 

implies a securitized approach. 

 National Level. In 2013-2014, the Dutch Comprehensive Action Program to Combat 

Violent Extremism was published. Part of this plan was the local approach with case discussions. 

The municipalities in the Hague region decided they already were working in this way through 

the Safety House. To comply with the national plan, they built up this approach regionally. It 

made sense from a threat perspective because the individuals discussed in the Safety House are 

networked with other extremists and move throughout the region. By expanding the Safety 

House network regionally, this threat was more comprehensively addressed.420 

The Netherlands organizes its national strategy in national action plans or national 

counterterrorism strategy updated every four years. In 2007, the government approved the 

“Polarisation and Radicalisation Action Plan,” the first of several subsequent versions.421 The 

national counterterrorism program has five pillars: reducing social tensions and polarization; 

building resilience; encouraging and building expertise among professionals and informal 

networks; multi-agency approach; and individual case management.422 A national coordinator 

advises local authorities and helps coordinate with national level actors because decisions about 
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prevention programs are made locally. The mayor is responsible in every city for the CVE 

approach.423   

Local Level.  CVE prevention in the municipalities falls under the mayor's purview, and 

at-risk or radicalized individuals are handled through the Safety House. The mayor controls the 

municipality's participation in the Safety House and oversees the local police.424  As one expert 

described, the mayor leads community meetings to discuss issues related to CVE and hear 

constituents' concerns.425 

 The genesis of the Safety House was a problem at the local level, which crossed 

functional boundaries between organizations and could not be assigned to only one organization, 

such as radicalization or human trafficking.426 A Safety House is a meeting of people from 

different organizations to discuss one individual's case and make a multi-agency plan. It includes 

core partners from law enforcement, the municipality, the public prosecutor's office, and the 

other partners involved in making the action plan. Other partners include juvenile services, social 

services, schools, or sports clubs, depending on what this person needs.427 The plan is written 

down, and there is a case-by-case agreement to share information among the agencies involved. 

Every CVE case is handled in a Safety House.428  One of the things that makes the Safety House 

unique is that it uses a standalone IT system that is not connected to any other system to protect 

privacy.429  
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 The Safety House was initiated in 2012 and became widespread in 2013-2014, although 

not every region in the Netherlands implemented at the same time.430 For example, the regions of 

Rotterdam, Amsterdam, and the Hague started earliest on this program. Not every region or 

municipality has a CVE program in their Safety House, but all big cities have one and every 

community or every group of communities has a Safety House.431  There are 31 Safety Houses in 

the Netherlands, and every municipality in the Netherlands can join a Safety House in their 

region.432 

 The municipalities are in charge of the cases they discuss and in charge of the process. 

An expert stated this was essential to the entire approach and part of the National Action 

Program.433 The Safety House is led by the municipality, not by the police, and sometimes the 

police are not even part of those agencies making the intervention plan. If someone from the 

Safety House needs to contact this person, it will not be the police officer. It will be someone 

from the municipality, a youth worker, or someone they already know.434 

 Security Services. The national level police unit most responsible for CVE is the 

Counterterrorism Extremism and Radicalization (CTER) within the national police. Within this 

unit are experts on Islamic theology and specialists involved in regional and district level 

operational fieldwork.435 The unit works with paroled extremists and can assist with education, 

schooling, work, and housing.436 The Dutch Intelligence Agency is the National Coordinator for 
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Security and Counterterrorism (NCTV) and falls under the Ministry of Justice.437 It does not have 

a role in the CVE strategy nor participate in the Safety House unless there is a security threat.438 

A case can be elevated from the Safety House to the intelligence services but never handled 

simultaneously.439 

 Social Service. Within the Ministry of Social Affairs, there are programs related to 

community level prevention efforts, such as the "Resilient Society" program. There are also 

social stability expert units that work with other government partners, including the NCTV, the 

Ministry of Health Care, and the Ministry of Education. This national level collaboration is 

intended to support the municipalities responsible for identifying the problems and implementing 

the approach.440 

 NGOs. There is minimal NGO involvement in CVE in the Netherlands, but as one expert 

explained, if there is a need for NGO involvement, they can invite NGOs to participate.441 

 Religious Organizations. Generally, municipalities work with mosques on the issue of 

community building and extremism by bringing them "to the table," as one expert explained; part 

of the municipal level effort to talk with the mosques and to the families of at-risk or radicalized 

youth.442 According to another expert, the working relationship can be quite close. One expert 

who works in law enforcement explained that they were in contact with all the mosques within 

their region and allowed to come over anytime without calling in advance.443 
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438 Participant 405. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
439 Participant 330. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
440 Participant 800. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
441 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
442 Participant 405. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
443 Participant 136. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 



167 

 

Cooperation and Challenges 

 In the Netherlands, the power dynamics, particularly between national and local 

stakeholders, are good. There are few information sharing issues, which one expert explained as 

exemplary of the Dutch decision-making process: bringing stakeholders together and making a 

decision as a group.444 In general, the local level is happy to pass more concerning cases up to a 

higher echelon. The national level is more powerful because it sets plans, programs, and 

priorities, but the local level has decision-making power about the CVE approach.  

Interagency cooperation works well, according to the experts, with occasional tension 

stemming from issues with differences in perspective between police and social work. One 

expert from the police stated that social workers could be tricked by Islamic extremists looking 

to get money from the state.445 Another expert lamented that from a local perspective there is a 

disconnect with the national level because it is not as multi-disciplinary, and the agencies do not 

have the trust that has been built at the local level.446 Experts noted that the Safety House 

construct generates a great deal of trust between the participants at the local level.447 

 Within the Safety House, it is standard to have an agreement that allows interagency 

information sharing based on the principle of "need to know."448 As a result, participants can 

produce multi-agency assessments of cases. This is unique because traditionally, risk assessment 

is done by a single agency.449 As one expert described, achieving an open sharing environment 

can be a hurdle. In the last several years, European Union laws made it more complex with 
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stricter regulations about sharing information. While privacy is almost sacred, when security is at 

stake, information sharing becomes more liberal.450 For example, when someone is discussed in 

the Safety House, they have to be notified, but Safety House personnel decide when and how to 

do it.451 Another expert agreed that any legal restrictions could be overcome via the Safety 

House.452 Over time the approach has remained the same, with the Safety House model being 

more formalized with increasingly open information sharing.453  

Theory of Change 

 In the Netherlands, the theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from 

research and the influence of experts.454 The overall goal of individual level programs is 

integration and resiliency through disengagement; there is not much belief in deradicalization 

being a successful method.455 Dutch community level interventions are increasingly common and 

vary according to the mayor's priorities and are commonly conducted by social workers in 

schools. The prevention approach is broad and addressed CVE and other issues, including 

reintegration, human trafficking, and other criminality.456 

 As one expert explained, in the approach the key factor is always to get in touch with the 

at-risk person. Sometimes the situation is dangerous, so it is necessary to use law enforcement 

measures, but they try to find the best way to approach the person's issues with an individual 
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plan.457 The Safety House model induces change by following the at-risk person for a long time 

and applying an interdisciplinary plan of action for every person. They typically discuss cases 

10-12 times a year, for 4-6 years, with the Safety House agencies monitoring the person 

throughout the entire time. By taking a long-term approach to monitoring, the objective is 

reducing the overall terrorist threat by assessing the extremist movement regionally. The 

individual's plan of action is a part of an overall regional plan of action.458  

 Programs focus on ideological change and the incorporation of supportive life factors. 

For example, the mentor program, adopted from Denmark, matches at-risk people with a mentor 

to work on the life-supporting factors based on the theories of Preben Bertelsen, a Danish 

psychologist. The basis for this approach is that when someone is vulnerable to radicalization, 

there is a gap in their physical and emotional needs. If these needs can be addressed and their 

standard of living can be brought up to an acceptable level, they are less vulnerable to 

radicalization.459 As another expert explained, the plan for each person is based on the goal of 

getting a stable place to live, basic income, good social contacts, and positive daily activities. 

The theory is that these elements will lead to less violent actions. If the person has radical 

thoughts, that is tolerated and expected in a democratic society. They focus on the three W's, 

"een woning, werk en een vrouw" which means "a house, a job, and a wife," which makes a 

person part of society.460 All the government agencies are brought together to achieve this, and 

social service resources are directly applied to the issue.461 
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Driving Factors 

 Dutch political norms related to how the state interacts with the people are driven by the 

high importance placed on individual freedom and federalism. Freedom of speech is essential to 

protect under CVE policies and is framed as protecting democracy. Federalism is demonstrated 

by giving municipalities the latitude to decide the target groups and decide on implementation. 

According to one expert, the assumption is that municipalities have the best insight because they 

are close to the target groups.462  

 The Netherlands's focus on safety as a primary driver of CVE policy is grounded in the 

norm that individual freedom is limited when security is at stake. As one expert described, it is 

acceptable to use repression and send extremists to prison with long sentences. Once they have 

served their sentence, they must reintegrate back into society and live within its rules.463 Overall, 

the centrality of security as an influence in the CVE policy calculus and the dominance of 

repressive agencies in policy formation and implementation results in a more securitized 

approach than other countries with a well-developed multi-agency approach and robust social 

welfare system. As one expert described, the Safety House's core partners, who determine the 

plan for an individual of concern, are representatives from law enforcement, the municipality, the 

public prosecutor's office.464 Social services are notably excluded as core partners. 

 Another driver of the focus on security is the profound shock suffered by a traditionally 

tolerant, liberal Dutch society by the van Gogh murder.465 According to Vidino and Brandon, 

“The van Gogh attacks and opprobrium took place amid a simmering climate of heightened 

 
462 Participant 800. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
463 Participant 405. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
464 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
465 Eijkman, Q., Lettinga, D. and Verbossen, G. “Impact of Counter-Terrorism on Communities: Netherlands 

Background Report.” Institute for Strategic Dialogue, 2012. 



171 

 

scrutiny of the country's Muslim communities, intensifying debate around and feeling towards 

the religion and its adherents.”466 Subsequent public and policy debates questioned the 

relationship between political violence and poor social integration, especially among Muslim 

minorities isolated from mainstream society.467 A resultant approach focused on fostering 

integration by reducing discrimination, mentoring at-risk youth, encouraging Muslim political 

and social activities, and boosting “moderate” Muslim civil society.468 

 The securitization of the Dutch approach is likely due to the influence of politics and 

harsh norms about social outgroups and criminality. In the view of one expert, once someone is 

convicted as a terrorist, the government will probably never let them go.469  After completing the 

prison sentence, security services are obliged to maintain accountability of the offender to verify 

their cessation of violent activities or associations. Also, far-right politicians with anti-immigrant 

stances are popular and lead to increased polarization in society.470 Another expert discussed that 

the security services pushed the use of harsher designations for extremists, such as "foreign 

terrorist fighter," in place of "returnee" or other designations that do not assume combatant 

status.471 

 According to multiple experts, there is not much political influence on the nature of CVE 

programs and implementation. One expert explained that the main sectors influencing the 
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direction taken are experts and practitioners with experience.472 Another agreed that 

policymakers consider the information of experts, especially when the highly experienced 

experts provide well-researched reasoning and theories. However, political factors weigh 

heavily, especially for elected policymakers facing a potential loss of votes.473 Ultimately, 

security services like the NCTV are the most listened to by policymakers because they are closer 

to the Hague. Security services are much more influential than municipalities and individual 

practitioners.474  

 As a norm, individual freedom is important in the Netherlands. The Safety House can 

share information and is given a wide berth to do so because of the security need, but it has 

protections.475 In the Netherland’s less tolerant than the perfect social approach, freedom of 

speech is important to protect under CVE policies and is framed as protecting democracy. As one 

expert explained, while freedom of speech and religion is robustly defended in the Netherlands, 

the limit is that one's freedom ends where another's freedom begins. As an extension of this 

belief, radical ideologies only become an issue when they involve actual violence. The difficulty 

is recognizing the small step between radicalization and the use of violence. In the Dutch 

perspective, radicalization initially is not the problem, but the further the process goes and the 

closer it gets to the use of violence, the more it threatens to undermine democracy.476 

 Politics influence the implementation of CVE policy because policies have historically 

been reactionary, and funding can change when the dominant party changes, even at the local 

level.477 The municipalities and regional organizations working on CVE get their funding from 
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the national level. These are temporary, non-structural funds; therefore, it is imperative to 

demonstrate that all the work is necessary.478 Every four years, when a new integral security 

agenda is set, practitioners are concerned that CVE will fall off the agenda and lose part or all 

funding. The NCTV also tries to hold the attention of the politicians and policymakers on 

CVE.479   

 The source of funding also influences the nature of the approach. As one expert pointed 

out, CVE in the Netherlands is led by intelligence services, which provides 99 percent of the 

funding and promotes the safety side of the CVE approach even at the local level where mayors 

have decision-making authority. For example, community level prevention projects to teach 

students about fake news and disinformation were denied CVE funding because they were 

considered "too broad." The Department of Social Work similarly requests prevention programs 

but requires them to focus on extremism, not resilience.480 

 All of the experts agreed that polarization is increasing in Dutch society. One explained 

that it is important for CVE professionals to be politically neutral, but it is now more 

complicated than a few years ago because of increased polarization.481 Another was concerned 

about comments from Dutch politicians because they inflame tensions and undermine the work 

being done on inclusion.482  Currently, there are widespread anti-immigrant views in the 

Netherlands.483 As a result, CVE professionals are cautious not to give at-risk or radicalized 

individuals preferences in the social service system because that would politically be very 
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contentious if publicly known.484 Multiple experts raised this issue that the participants in CVE 

programs are aware of their opportunity to extract more significant benefits from the system 

because the state views them as a potential threat.485 For example, waiting for public housing in 

the Netherlands takes years, but someone who is a "CVE case" is potentially put at the top of the 

list and does not have to wait as long.486  

 Despite the trend in polarization and anti-immigrant sentiment in the Netherlands, there 

does not seem to be an issue discussing religion; in fact, it was barely addressed by the experts 

and seemed to matter little in how they viewed the problem and solution to violent extremism. 

Additionally, there is not as much bias toward outgroups as in more securitized countries. In 

general, the attitude could be described as tolerant to differences while strict about what it means 

to be Dutch. The overall CVE strategy addresses far-right and Islamic extremists using the same 

measures; however, there is a greater emphasis on Islamic extremism compared to far-right 

extremism.487 As one expert explained, they look at the phenomenon of radicalization, no matter 

which ideology is underlying it.488 However, multiple experts expressed doubt that far-right 

extremism is a serious issue in the Netherlands compared to Islamic extremism, despite evidence 

that far-right extremism is more prevalent than Islamic extremism.489 One professional explained 

that the underlying issue is the inability to get those working on CVE programs to examine 

radicalized individuals without the bias of what is "normal" in Dutch culture.490  
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Conclusion 

 The Netherlands' approach to CVE is mixed because it uses the welfare state to achieve 

its security goals.  The Netherlands exemplifies aspects of the social approach because of its 

strong multi-agency approach, community level prevention efforts, and commitment to 

supporting at-risk and radicalized individuals. However, it has aspects of a securitized approach 

in the control of intelligence and security services and focuses on Islamic extremism. The 

Netherlands is a mix of social and securitized approaches, like Germany. However, it differs 

because, in the Netherlands, there are fewer limits on national level influence over CVE, with 

strong local governments that operate under the same program. 
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CHAPTER X: FINLAND 

 

 

We don't think that violence is more important committed by certain individuals or certain kinds 

of people; it's the violence that is the thing.491 

 

 Finland's social approach to CVE is shaped by its Mixed state tradition and characterized 

by an emphasis on prevention and a powerful National Action Plan. In Finland, protecting 

fundamental human rights is essential, which it balances with practical security needs. It is a 

central norm in Finland to balance the rights of society with the rights of the individual. 

Religion's role in CVE is less of a concern and less politically tense than in more securitized 

Western European countries. Finland is well known among CVE expert circles as a thought 

leader, and the country highly values research and learning from other countries.  

 Mayors generally administer Finland's programs, so it is challenging to implement a 

uniform approach nationwide, and there is an ongoing effort to strengthen the multi-agency 

approach. CVE strategy is under the umbrella of the Police of Finland at the national level. The 

strategy is focused on the prison and parole system, with the goal generally being 

deradicalization. The influential role of the police is explained by the high trust placed in 

Finland's public institutions, including the police.  

 Overall, Finland has a social approach to CVE policy despite the focus on deradicalizing 

because its interventions are voluntary, and all ideologies are treated the same. Community level 

programs aimed at reducing polarization in society and human rights are central to the approach. 

The agnosticism about the involvement of religions is a distinctly social characteristic, a driving 

force in Finland, and a by-product of the importance of universal human rights.  
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Catalyst 

 The catalyst for Finland's CVE efforts was two far-right extremist-motivated school 

shootings within a year of each other in November 2007 and September 2008.492 493 The country 

has experienced few Islamic extremist violent incidents, including the 2017 Turku attack.494 The 

predominant source of extremist violence is the far-right, but authorities have also been 

concerned that the Islamic extremist violence in peer countries would also happen in Finland.  

 From approximately 2007-2009, the first efforts looked to broad-based crime prevention 

programs tailored to preventing extremist violence. The initial effort had 120 different actions 

and was refined over time to addressing violent radicalization and extremism. A working group 

drafted the first program with representatives from the different ministries, civil society, and 

academics.495 In 2008, CVE efforts suffered a setback when the ministerial committee decided 

that it was not time for a plan dedicated solely to CVE. However, the July 2011 massacre in 

Utoya and Oslo, Norway, put pressure on the Finnish government to keep working on extremist 

violence. 496  

 Counter-terrorism prevention strategies started to build up with the passage of the first 

National Action Plan in 2012.497 This strategy was formulated to coordinate many actors, 

including government officials, police security services, religious communities, and NGOs, in a 
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steering group to discuss prevention and countermeasures.498 In 2015, planning began for exit 

services when the Syrian conflict and concerns about returning foreign fighters escalated.499 

There was also heightened concern in Finland over terrorist attacks in other European countries. 

According to one expert, attacks perpetrated by Islamic extremists known to European 

authorities and former prisoners were particularly troubling to Finnish authorities.500 CVE 

programs for inmates and parolees started only recently. There was a program for two years from 

2016-2018 that addressed radicalized inmates.  It was an NGO-run program for paroles and other 

extremists seeking help exiting the ideology. No program existed before 2016.501    

Stakeholders 

 In Finland, the dominant stakeholder for CVE is National Police Board which gives top-

down guidance and direction via the National Action Plans and is the governing agency for 

multi-agency efforts.502 The National Police Board develops plans based on the input of 

practitioners and experts and is heavily research-based. For plan implementation, various 

stakeholders are involved because the Anchor Model of the multi-agency approach emphasizes 

both police and social service. One expert was proud to point out that religious communities and 

NGOs were involved in developing the strategy from the beginning.503  

 Compared to a perfect-type social approach, Finland makes less use of social services in 

its CVE strategy. For instance, in Finland, social workers are not as often the frontline CVE 
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presence as in Denmark. Finnish authorities also do not leverage social service payments as 

much as a perfect social approach. A lot of the CVE work at the individual level is done by 

NGOs, whereas in other countries, it would be done by social workers. As in other Scandinavian 

countries, local municipalities have the implementing responsibility for CVE with mayors at the 

helm. In Finland, mayors do have decision-making authority and work with the National Police 

to implement the approach. However, Finland has a nationalized police force that has 

independence from mayors. In other countries, the police work for the mayor. 

 National Level. The National Police lead the drafting of the National Action Plans under 

the auspices of the Ministry of Interior. The first National Action Plan focused on preventing 

violent radicalization and was adopted in 2012. It included provisions providing state social 

services and accommodations to returnees from Syria and other conflict zones.504  In 2015, the 

National Police Board began to draft the second program. The National Police Board also led the 

work. The second plan started to focus on local, bottom-up approaches and was adopted in 

2016.505  The third plan was adopted in 2019.506  

 Security Services. The National Police Board works under the Ministry of Interior and 

11 different local police departments across Finland.507 A large amount of CVE work is done in 

the prison and parole setting and is conducted by NGOs.  

 NGOs. Finland's CVE framework includes extensive use of NGOs under the auspices of 

the Ministries of Interior and Justice. The decision to have NGOs conduct this work was because 

it was believed that it would be easier for clients to come to an NGO than to a government 
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office.508 As one expert explained, the government frequently funds NGOs as pilot projects that 

are small and have limited resources since they are not permanent. However, there was high 

turnover in the projects, which led to staff lacking the accumulation of institutional knowledge 

among NGO personnel.509    

The largest area of NGO work is in exit programs for parolees, inmates, and returned 

foreign fighters.510 One now-canceled exit service was a nationwide service that ran from 2016-

2018.511 The clients included 80 referrals, of which half were evenly split between Islamists and 

the far-right. Prison referrals were primarily Islamist inmates, and other clients of both groups 

were self-referred.512 Exit program staff included fewer than ten people covering all of 

Finland.513    

 Religious Organizations. Experts described difficulty working with imams, however 

there is still an attempt to integrate them into the CVE approach, especially since discussing 

theology is standard practice for counselors and exit workers.514 The difficulty was getting the 

religious community to participate in CVE programs voluntarily. There was hesitancy on the part 

of Finnish mosques to cooperate. In prisons, there were no imams because the position was 

unpaid, therefore the financial incentive was missing, and reputational costs were high. 

According to Finnish law, the prison has to provide all inmates with the ability to participate in 

their religious observance, but there was no Friday prayer in Finland due to the lack of 
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sanctioned imam. Instead, the only Islamic teaching in Finnish prisons was conducted by 

unofficial, extremist "imams."515  

Cooperation and Challenges 

 The power dynamics between the various stakeholders, particularly between national and 

local levels, are hierarchical. For a country that implements CVE programs in a top-down 

manner, Finnish CVE approaches are inconsistently applied throughout the country. A lack of 

resources probably contributes to this implementation problem, especially for smaller, rural 

municipalities. Also, those implementing CVE policies are generally not specialists since the 

work is decentralized, and they are not uniformly trained. 

 The multi-agency approach in Finland is known as the Anchor Model, inspired by 

Denmark’s Info House.516 Established in 2004 as a local crime prevention collaboration platform 

and modeled on the Aarhus model, the approach was named “Anchor” because it is intended “to 

be the anchor for young people who drift away.”517 The Anchor Model is led by the police, with 

local teams comprised of police, social workers, youth workers, and mental health 

professionals.518  
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 Across Finland, programs and resources are distributed unevenly, depending on available 

local resources, which emphasizes major population centers, but the need for CVE programs is 

also unevenly distributed.519 Local authorities have to devote extra attention to the rural areas for 

far-right activities, in contrast with Islamic extremism, which is generally an urban problem.520   

 There is some friction between mayors and the national police on CVE efforts. Although 

the police are a national force, they work in individual municipalities, and CVE programs are run 

under the leadership and authority of the mayor, with the police as a key stakeholder. The 

friction can arise when these two stakeholders disagree. By contrast, in peer countries, the police 

of a municipality report to the mayor instead of a separate, national level leadership structure.  

 The way CVE policy in Finland is intended to be consistent is through the Anchor 

Model.521 However, one expert expressed frustration that this multi-agency model is in place 

across Finland with differing application levels. There are no problems in exchanging 

information in some municipalities, but there are many problems in others. One expert explained 

that the lack of coordination was due to the shallow and uneven implementation across the 

country. They stated that the legislation is crafted in the ministries but not executed well enough 

because the national level government does not provide enough support to the municipalities. 

They further pointed to a lack of the willingness of a national stakeholder to take responsibility 

for interpreting the legislation, which leads to problems with, for example, information sharing 

persisting because stakeholders do not understand how to apply the laws.522  
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 Over time multi-agency cooperation and information sharing are improving in Finland. 

However, it is a challenge to implement them due to the geographic dispersal of the population, 

the burden of implementation on smaller municipalities, and concern overstepping the legal 

constraints that protect individual rights.  

Theory of Change 

 The theoretical basis and overall goals for CVE programs are challenging to define. In 

Finland, the efforts lack consistency and did not have a solid foundational basis for the theory of 

change. Experts say they are not trying to change ideologies; they are trying to prevent violence, 

but the descriptions of the individual level interventions address ideology. 523 This kind of hybrid 

goal is hard to assess because of the unclear overall theory of change. In Finland, the approach is 

focused evenly on far-right and Islamic extremism. Finnish community level interventions are 

integrated into the social welfare system based on crime prevention programs that existed well 

before CVE was a policy. 

 As a small country, Finland relies on other countries for ideas and research on CVE. 

Finland commonly looks abroad, and even though they do not have the most robust CVE 

program, they are well-known and considered a thought leader in European CVE. Several 

experts talked about taking ideas that worked in other countries and applying them to Finland. 

They lack a strong base of CVE research domestically and looked to Denmark and the Center for 

Research in Extremism, based at the University of Oslo.524  
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 In prisons, the method is focused on deradicalization by gaining trust with inmates and 

talking with them about ideology.525 The goal is to change their thinking and send them to exit 

services after prison to get them away from these movements.526 The prison program uses a 

cognitive therapy approach based on individual assessments for each case.527 Inmates are 

handled on a case-by-case principle because states of radicalization can differ between 

individuals. As a result, there are no structured programs for deradicalization in prison.528 For 

example, an expert described the following typical outcome of a prison-based deradicalization 

program. The intervention would begin by helping the inmate with practical needs. The 

conversations would gradually turn to Middle Eastern conflicts and ideologies. At some 

undefined point, the inmate would report that they changed their perspective and were no longer 

as strong a supporter of Islamic extremist ideologies. The expert described how there was no 

clear framework for assessing the success or stage of radicalization because much of the process 

was undefined.529  

  It is difficult for the interventions to be effective because there is no guaranteed 

timeframe for the program. According to one expert working in the prison system, a life sentence 

in Finland is about twelve years. For manslaughter, the sentence is approximately 6-8 years. A 

conviction on charges of terrorism is "life," which is about 12-15 years on average.530 Since 

2018, there are fewer than five high-risk inmates out of 77 potential extremists being monitored 

out of three thousand total inmates in Finland.531 According to another expert, as of 2019, 

Finnish prisons housed only one convicted terrorist who stabbed ten people in Turku in August 
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2017.532 Also, there is no mandatory parole in Finland. So if they do not need to meet with a 

parole officer, they are out in society; the prison system does inform the local police and the 

intelligence service about them. There is no separate program for CVE professionals to try to be 

involved with the prison release program, and they take it on a case-by-case basis for all violent, 

"high-risk" offenders, not only extremists. The coordinators help them with housing, jobs, and 

other services. The number of coordinators limits them, and only a few are high risk, so they are 

monitored more closely since the main goal is to prevent terrorist attacks.533  

Driving Factors 

 The Finnish CVE approach is driven by political norms related to how the state interacts 

with individuals and ensures universal human rights to all people within Finland's borders.534 

These political values shape CVE policies by limiting the state's power to ensure the individual's 

rights. Specifically, experts were adamant that people have a right to think what they want even 

when it is an extremist ideology, and the state will not try and change their ideology. Experts 

were adamant that they are preventing violence regardless of the motivation or the reason behind 

it.535 As one explained, it can be challenging to draw the line to be cautious and they do not want 

to talk about what people are thinking and what kind of ideas they have in their minds. Instead, 

they focus on their actions.536 

 Nordic countries have immense respect for human rights and the rights of an individual. 

According to one expert, Finland has found a balance between individual rights and society's 
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rights.537 Another expert wanted the balance between the rights of the individual and security to 

be more towards the side of providing security. They argued that authorities must take care of the 

safety and security of communities and that one person's rights are not the only thing to take into 

account.538 The Finnish respect for human rights is demonstrated in their handling of returned 

foreign fighters and refugees from Iraq and Syria. It is assumed that a returnee or refugee has not 

committed any crimes unless there is evidence, which is investigated thoroughly. The view is 

that some of them are victims of Islamic extremism, not adherents of it, and all of them are 

individuals with varied needs for support to adjust to life in Finland.539 

 The authorities are careful and thoughtful not to intervene and make the radicalization 

worse; they do not want to stigmatize the person. Finnish authorities strongly support the 

individual's right to express their opinion. It is only illegal to act, not think or talk, and the legal 

rights of the individual limit the interventions that the government can do. A person has the right 

to associate with whomever they want and think whatever they want. Parolees and inmates, just 

like all citizens, have rights.540 There is much care put into assessing each individual for concern 

that they might stigmatize that person if that is incorrect. As one expert put it, the CVE 

professionals do not want to label anyone, and if they are incorrect with assessing an individual's 

risk, there can be a backlash.541 

 The government wants to avoid any perception of not maintaining rights, labeling, 

stigmatizing, or being biased. As one expert explained, one of the essential principles of CVE 

work in Finland is to be as neutral as possible and target all forms of violent extremism.542 
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Another expert explained, there is not a list of forbidden ideologies or political views. There is 

no issue if someone is supporting the ideology of national socialism or Salafism. It is only an 

issue if they do something violent because the government cannot control anyone's mind.543 In 

addition to seeking to avoid stigmatization, the Finnish bureaucracy and CVE professionals are 

aggressively non-political about CVE policy, despite the issue being politically important and 

contentious at times.   

 There was political support for all three of the National Action Plans due to the history of 

violence in Finland. Since then, there have been no extremist movements.  Since the early 2000s, 

the issue of extremism has become a more political issue. From the perspective of a national 

level expert, it was fortunate that CVE was slow to become a political issue in Finland. There 

were many years to develop essential principles and practices to make national action plans, 

develop cooperation, and create trust between stakeholders. When it became a politically 

sensitive issue, the CVE expert community felt they were adequately prepared to handle pressure 

and criticism.544 There was a lot of public discussion and debate regarding the fairness of foreign 

fighters receiving government assistance and a sense of prioritization over Finnish citizens. The 

government's response was to create a national plan and make it public to highlight the highly 

valued norms of political transparency.545 

 An expert reported that in the last five years, people had chosen their sides in Finland. 

Some are afraid of foreigners, while others want to help them to have a better life in Finland. 

This political dynamic underpins the perceived need to have a CVE strategy.546  Another expert 

described how the government ministries themselves are involved in the political debate over 
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CVE. According to this expert, the Ministry of Interior has not been very political; however, the 

Ministry of Education and Ministry of Social and Healthcare have been much more involved in 

the political debates. Nevertheless, the way CVE plans have been handled is intended to 

minimize politicization. For example, it was decided that the police should lead the National 

Action Plans because of a broad mission to deal with extremist ideology, protect the public, and 

conduct preventive work. According to an expert involved, it was a uniquely Finnish decision to 

put the Ministry of Interior in charge of the CVE strategy in a country with a robust social 

approach. However, it was decided that the police would be the appropriate authority to lead 

CVE because the National Police are one of Finland's most trusted authorities.547  

Conclusion 

 Finland's social approach to CVE is moderated slightly by the decentralization of 

implementation through the Anchor Model, which is not uniformly applied throughout the 

country. It also uses NGOs to accomplish work that government social workers would conduct in 

other countries with a robust social welfare system. The leadership of the Ministry of Interior and 

the National Police Board is unusual because it does not promote repressive means to accomplish 

CVE goals. Instead, these bodies lead the Finnish CVE strategy to protect human rights and 

ensure equality of citizens and refugees alike. The aspects of the Scandinavian model are 

demonstrated in the character and focus of Finland's CVE policies.
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CHAPTER XI: SWEDEN 

 

 

The strategy of terrorism is to prevent, preempt, and protect. It's the three pillars of the Swedish 

strategy on terrorism, and without "prevent" we are missing something.548 

 

Sweden’s social approach to CVE is shaped by its Mixed state tradition and the 

dominance of national level social services. The national level guides and directs but cannot 

legally mandate municipalities to take specific actions. Sweden's programs are very close to the 

perfect type social approach because the social welfare system is leveraged to change the 

behavior of violent extremists from all groups with little regard for ideological change. The 

programs are aimed at far-right and Islamic extremists due to historical challenges with both 

groups in Sweden. 

 Sweden faces challenges due to inconsistent policy and a pattern of implementing 

programs that are not adequately tailored to the Swedish context.549 As one expert explained, 

Sweden is locked in a learning phase of trial and error.550 Swedish CVE professionals also 

struggle with "secrecy laws” that make information sharing extremely restrictive and strongly 

favor social services while disadvantaging security services. 

Catalyst 

 The catalyst for Sweden's CVE efforts was the departure of young men from immigrant 

communities in Sweden to join ISIS in Syria.551 The first efforts looked to expand existing 

government programs and tailor the approaches to achieve CVE goals. As one expert explained, 
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when it started in 2013, the focus was on protecting democracy. Over time it has become more 

and more focused on crime prevention.552 According to another expert, when efforts to prevent 

violent extremism began, it was later than peer countries, and the national strategy was about 

safeguarding democracy.553 There were many resources and a lack of knowledge. Authorities 

decided to work within the existing systems that guide cooperation between police and social 

welfare on violent crime prevention. 

 In December 2010, Sweden experienced its first Islamic extremist attack when an Iraqi-

born Swedish citizen detonated bombs in Stockholm, killing himself and injuring two.554 

However, according to one expert, there was minimal reaction and no policy change. When the 

attacks in Utoya/Oslo happened in 2011, there was a discussion about whether Sweden was 

prepared. However, according to one expert, it was a discussion about whether the police had the 

right boats, enough helicopters, and suitable guns. There was no consideration of preventive 

measures.555  

 There is a long history of domestic right-wing extremism in Sweden, but not Islamic 

extremism, so the departure of young Swedes and other Europeans to join ISIS in 2013 was a 

shock. For instance, on a single day during the fall of 2013, 10 young men left Örebro, Sweden, 

for Syria. This also happened in other cities, including Gothenburg and Stockholm.556 The 

Angered and Bergsjön districts of the Gothenburg region and the Borås and Örebro 

municipalities in Stockholm county accounted for most Swedish foreign fighters.557 As one 
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expert explained, this was perceived as an enormous problem that caught security and social 

services by surprise; furthermore, it was not a crime to leave Sweden and fight for terrorist 

groups, so none of these young Swedes could be charged or penalized.558  

 In 2014, the police started to work in earnest on Islamic extremism, which was 

considered a routine crime.559 Nevertheless, the alarming rise in foreign fighters leaving Europe 

forced the Swedish government to take action.560  As one expert explained, four cities were 

invited to run a pilot program. The pilot cities met with the national level government two or 

three times a year and tried to prevent radicalization through education, government regulations, 

and building a comprehensive nationwide program. They decided to build a CVE framework on 

top of existing systems, not to build up a new system to work with this question alone. For 

example, they got ideas from professionals working on criminality, addiction, and exiting 

organized crime.561 The existing systems and thus the foundation for the Swedish CVE 

framework included a national strategy for crime and terrorism prevention that started with the 

war on terrorism in the early 2000s. Sweden initiated the first cooperating council on terrorism in 

2005. In 2008, the government presented the first strategy on terrorism, which mostly involved 

the Security Police and the other agencies working with intelligence and security. In 2011, the 

new strategy on terrorism was presented, incorporating an action plan to prevent violent 

extremism. This was tailored to far-right extremism and included education about the Holocaust, 

promoting democratic values, and suicide prevention.562  
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 In 2014, at the national level, a coordinator was established and charged with 

safeguarding democracy. The coordinator worked with a small office of approximately eight on 

staff and many consultants from different government authorities. One expert explained that 

because the national coordinator was a politician, they did not adequately consider the opinions 

and expertise of the Swedish experts and was motivated by a desire to show results even if they 

were not, in the opinion of the expert, the best plans for Sweden. For example, the coordinator 

visited other countries and brought back ideas that were not tailored for the Swedish context. In 

2015, the national level started to push municipalities to develop an action plan for CVE. The 

problem was that only 10 percent of the Swedish municipalities had an action plan. So the 

municipalities produced action plans because they did not want to receive scrutiny and negative 

criticism. Of the 290 municipalities in Sweden, approximately 40 or 50 had criminality 

problems, and only 15 had problems with extremism. Nevertheless, many municipalities had 

action plans detailing how to handle Islamic extremism, though they did not have problems with 

Islamic extremism. By contrast, they had problems with neo-Nazis, but the plans did not focus 

on them. These plans focused more on meeting bureaucratic goals and appearing to reduce 

extremist violence.563 In 2017 and 2020, new laws made it illegal to travel to a conflict zone in 

order to fight, to associate with a terrorist group, and to provide financial support to a terrorist 

organization.564 
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Stakeholders 

 In Sweden, the dominant stakeholder for CVE is social services with strong support from 

the police, with both of these areas being governed at the local level.565 The police are 

subordinate to the social services when it comes to CVE, with the latter controlling many 

programs and enjoying information sharing restrictions strongly in their favor. Prison and 

probation services control internal CVE interventions. However, both these stakeholders are 

limited because national agencies do not have authority over implementing most CVE measures 

at the municipal level.566 Religious organizations and NGOs are also involved to a limited extent. 

National Level. The National Level Strategy on Terrorism, enacted in 2015, and the 

National Action Plan, which includes preventive measures, were published in 2015. 567 The 

Swedish Center for Preventing Violent Extremism supports municipalities to strengthen 

cooperation on the national level.568 A coordination initiative for the strategy against terrorism is 

in place within the government offices with representatives from all relevant units within 

different ministries.569 
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The national government can steer the security services and make regulations for schools 

and social services. However, they cannot mandate actions on a local level where 

implementation is the purview of the local administration.570 Every region in Sweden has county 

councils, which lead the municipalities quasi-independently.571  

Local Level. Despite the tradition of local autonomy in Sweden,572 municipalities were 

pushed by the national coordinator to develop CVE action plans. Since then, researchers have 

evaluated the effort and found that in multiple cases, municipalities copied a local action plan 

from another municipality and did not tailor it to the local environment, resulting in criticism 

from the media for this deficiency.573 

An expert explained that in 2018, the Swedish government decided that there needed to 

be permanent support to the local level, so the government decided to create a national center for 

preventing violent extremism with, for example, the goal to support the municipalities and 

prepare them to handle returnees. This kind of cooperating body to support municipalities is 

similar to what was developed in Denmark and the Netherlands, where a national 

counterterrorism coordinator supports municipalities.574 

Security Services. The Swedish Police are national; however, they cooperate with local 

governments on CVE.575 Every council in every local community in Sweden has a document of 

agreement on how the police will work in that area with a requirement to include violent 
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571 Ibid. 
572 Participant 675. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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574 Ibid. 
575 Participant 715. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 960. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 275. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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extremism in the plan.576 According to one expert, the police are only involved when violent 

extremists commit crimes or if tasked with crime prevention activities.577  

The population of terrorists in Swedish prisons is very low, approximately seven, but 

prison officials monitor more than 100. The overall prison population in Sweden is only 

approximately 4,000 inmates nationwide.578 Extremist prisoners from both right-wing and 

Islamic ideologies are housed in a special unit to prevent them from spreading their ideology.579 

One expert argued that the prison and probation services within Sweden differ from other 

countries due to their small units and a large staff. Therefore, there are ample resources to assess 

violent extremist criminals and develop an individualized program for them. The expert said they 

believe it is hard to reprogram a person who has committed violent acts for their ideology.580 

Social Services. Social workers "own" CVE programs, and it is the responsibility of 

social services to reintegrate radicalized individuals into civil society.581 One expert described 

the limitations to how social services can work with radicalized and at-risk clients. Social 

services must request in writing to meet an individual of concern. They are prohibited from 

making an unannounced or uninvited visit to the home. If the request to meet is denied, social 

services could visit all the homes in that neighborhood or apartment building to make it equal 

because the law limits what social services can do without permission. There is an emphasis on 

equality and to single out one family by visiting that one house is not permissible.582 

NGOs. Swedish CVE strategy does not substantially involve NGOs.  According to one 

expert, only two NGOs were involved in CVE: one in Stockholm, which started in 1990 working 

 
576 Participant 275. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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with far-right extremists. The other works with the Somali diaspora. These NGOs are involved 

because they were already working with the at-risk communities before the CVE strategy and 

were brought in as part of the existing framework.583 

 Religious Organizations. There is minimal involvement of religious organizations. As 

the experts explained, there is no perceived benefit because Islamic extremists are not interested 

in talking with imams, and it is difficult for the government to vet them.584 Another expert 

explained that imams are working in prisons; however, they do not incorporate religion into the 

formal programs because they target violent behavior in general and are not tailored to a 

particular ideology.585 

Cooperation and Challenges 

 The power dynamics between national and local stakeholders are uneven because of the 

strategic control of the national level stakeholders and the implementation control at the local 

level. There are regional and national coordinators that work with the local level, but Sweden 

lacks a multi-agency approach formalized in an institution like an Info House or Anchor Model. 

Across Sweden, programs and resources are distributed unevenly with an emphasis on national 

stakeholders. There is support provided to the municipalities, but according to Swedish experts, 

it often is not enough. 

A coordination initiative for the strategy against terrorism is in place within the 

government offices with representatives from all relevant units within different ministries. As 

explained by one expert, Sweden is quite good at making a framework and distributing that plan 
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to the local level. In 2016, eight municipalities, Borlänge, Borås, Botkyrka, Malmö, Norrköping, 

Sollentuna, Växjö, Örebro, participated in a pilot multi-agency crime prevention approach called 

Effective Coordination for Security (EST), which is now widespread.586 In 2019, a handbook on 

EST provided regional councils and police the framework for cooperating.587 EST serves the 

same purpose as a multi-agency approach with weekly meetings to discuss violent extremism, 

criminal and social problems in the local area. The difference is that they do not discuss 

individual cases; there is no disclosure of details about individuals or addresses.588 

 Several experts discussed the challenge of information sharing.589 Secrecy laws are a 

particular issue because they prevent social and security services from engaging with a person 

unless invited and prohibit sharing information between agencies without the subject's 

permission.590 As the experts explained, the police can have information about crimes, but many 

people in the process of being radicalized have not committed a crime; therefore, the police 

cannot take any action or be passed information about the person. The Social Services Act says 

that the police (and every organization that works with children) has the duty of reporting to the 

department of social services any at-risk youth under 18 years old. By law, social services are not 

allowed to contact the police and provide them with information. Therefore no at-risk youth are 

reported to the police, leaving them unaware. There is an effort to change these laws because 

 
586 Hallin, Olof. “Working with crime prevention with Effective Coordination for Security (EST) - A collection of 

examples.” Malmo University, 2019. http://muep.mau.se/. Accessed 2 June 2021. 
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they hinder the ability of CVE stakeholders to work together and the police's ability to assess the 

overall risk environment.591  

 The application of CVE programs and prevention efforts is uneven, as is the need. For 

example, as one expert described, most far-right extremists are in southern Sweden; the far-left is 

in central Stockholm; Islamic extremists are in Malmo, Gothenburg, Angered, and Orebro.592 

Accordingly, the resources must shift as the need shifts. For example, in one town 15 years ago, 

Nazi groups almost disappeared. Today, it is believed they are returning due to the presence of 

banners, stickers on cars posted in the town, and propaganda delivered to houses. There has also 

been a rise in the far left. For example, an extensive network of far-left extremists sabotaged 

hunting platforms to collapse when the hunter climbed on them. At the same time, Islamic 

extremism is waning, and it is not as overt as the groups mentioned above.593  

 The decentralized structure of CVE actors also leads to resources being unevenly 

distributed.594 According to one expert, the national level often asks municipalities to implement 

programs that the municipalities do not have the resources or need.595 As one example of poor 

implementation, Sweden borrowed an idea for an extremism hotline from Austria, where 

regulations are very different. In Sweden, the police answered this anonymous hotline, but were 

prevented from getting personal details by Sweden’s strict secrecy laws. Yet, by the nature of 

their profession, they required details to take action, so they could not get what they wanted from 
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593 Participant 275. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
594 Participant 675. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
595 Participant 960. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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this project.596 In other cases, the implementation at the local level is disorganized, and despite 

adequate resources, the delegation of authority within the municipality is lacking.597   

Theory of Change 

 There is no specific approach in Sweden, and the primary goal is preventing violent 

extremism by providing for the basic needs of at-risk individuals. There are a variety of models 

used, and according to Malmros’ survey of theories used in CVE programs, at least two Swedish 

policies use an unnamed theory produced by the Swedish Security Police and the Swedish 

National Council for Crime Prevention.598 These CVE programs are inclusive but not always 

tailored to the needs of both Islamic and far-right extremists. The Swedish CVE approach does 

not focus on religion or control of Islamic religious personnel and institutions. The programs 

focus primarily on incorporating supportive life factors and, to a lesser extent, cognitive change. 

Swedish community level interventions are widespread and thoroughly integrated into everyday 

life.  

Sweden built its CVE approach from existing frameworks. As the experts described, they 

did not want to invent new methods or strategies.599 The overall approach over time has focused 

more on prevention.600 In particular, the Swedish police as a whole organization is turning more 

towards prevention because it is preferable to prevent things from happening, especially when 

there are not many available resources for deradicalization.601 Prevention now intentionally 

permeates ordinary functions of the government by, for instance, teaching children democratic 
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values.602 In addition, preventive education is available to the government workforce, like the 

45,000 employees in Stockholm who are educated about identifying and responding to violent 

extremism.603    

Sweden’s social approach leverages the existing model of the social welfare state to work 

with families. There are two weeks of education in Sweden regarding support from the 

government to start a family called a “Mother School,” a concept borrowed from Austria.604 A 

Mother School is designed for women from developing countries that includes education on 

violent extremism in children and older youth to educate the refugee and immigrant 

population.605 

 Social services are dominant in Sweden because the police are viewed as a repressive 

force. One expert believed that it might have a counterproductive result if the police pushed 

reintegrate radicalized individuals into civil society.606 Social workers approach at-risk and 

radicalized individuals and work with them for a few months providing practical support. Once 

they have built up a relationship, they discuss their behavior and ideology issues.607 As one 

expert explained, there is no specific approach; instead, they mix different measures to use with 

an individual.608 In general, the goal is not deradicalization, but disengagement, with some 

experts expressing doubt that deradicalization and “brainwashing” are possible.609 Social 

services provide clients a place where they feel safe, have food, a roof, and their basic needs 
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met.610 Sweden is looking to further develop its exit programs, which are primarily aimed at 

criminals and gangs, and will be expanded to provide services for Islamic extremists.611  

Driving Factors 

 The Swedish political norms that relate to how the state interacts with the people are 

respected for an individual's rights and limiting the state’s ability to interfere without permission. 

These political values shape CVE policies by limiting the ability of the state to enact compulsory 

or intrusive CVE measures. Specifically, the experts discussed their understanding of the 

individual's rights as most essential and how the government needed to avoid stigmatizing them. 

On the other hand, the Swedish media and public display anti-Muslim views that politicians and 

policymakers are pressured to consider when formulating Sweden’s social CVE approach. 

 As one expert explained, there was shock and confusion about the flow of foreign 

fighters, and it became evident that there was a societal problem. Despite this realization, CVE 

experts expressed confusion about why people who had traveled to Sweden from other countries 

would want to leave when it is one of the most democratic countries in the world with gender 

equality, a high standard of living, and strong social security.612 The general response in CVE 

policy initially focused on protecting and strengthening democracy and standard of living.613 As 

one expert explained, when it started in 2013, the focus was on safeguarding democracy.614  

 Perhaps the confusion among Swedes about Islamic extremism stemmed from the 

inability to understand a religious ideology. As one expert pointed out, Sweden is a secular 

country that has “forgotten about religion” and tends to view it as fundamentalist mind control 
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unfamiliar as a source of extremism for CVE practitioners or the public.615 Sweden is more 

familiar with secular extremists, mainly the far-right. The far-right is likely the most severe 

concern because it permeates society. As an expert explained, members of the violent Nordic 

Resistance Movement, which was very large and active in the 1980s, are now blended into 

society as teachers, police, and government officials. Even though they are not involved in 

violence anymore, they are still concerned that they have not changed their mindset and are still 

pro-Nazi.616 In regulating these groups of all ideologies, Sweden struggles with balancing the 

value of individual freedoms of religion and thought while countering dangerous and violent 

extremisms.  

 A manifestation of these norms of individual freedom in CVE policy is the government's 

efforts to avoid stigmatizing any person or group. As several experts explained, the police have 

three specific environments that they look at in the same way—the far-right, the far-left, and 

Islamic extremism—because the only concern is these groups’ role in undermining democracy 

and promoting violence.617 However, the public and media are not committed to treating the 

three extremist ideologies as the same. As Mueller explains, the media, including social media, 

plays a leading role in “othering” out-groups, particularly Muslims.618  

 All of the experts interviewed agreed that CVE is very political, especially regarding 

Islamic extremism, which gets much publicity in the media and is almost always seen as 

extremism, as opposed to far-right and other groups, which are viewed more of a criminal 
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problem.619 One expert explained that Swedish politics have been more polarized during recent 

years with the rise of immigration, xenophobia, and far-right parties in Parliament. For example, 

by 2018, the Sweden Democrats, a party founded by neo-fascists in the 1980s, won 17.7 percent 

of the national vote.620 

 The political environment has impacted support for CVE because politicians, who 

typically are strong supporters of CVE measures, are afraid of public opinion.621 Another expert 

pointed out that the public debate focuses on Islamism in Sweden and foreign fighters while 

ignoring right-wing extremists and their violence. There were approximately 300 foreign fighters 

who traveled to Syria from Sweden, and about 150 are dead, so public discourse is focused on 

those 150 people. At the same time, in Stockholm alone there are several hundred Nazis that are 

not discussed.622 As one expert explained, there is great concern about losing attention and 

resources when media attention on Islamic extremism fades.623 Another agreed and stated it is 

always a struggle to be proactive rather than reactive in CVE policymaking.624 

Conclusion 

 Sweden’s social approach to CVE is moderated by norms that are more individualistic 

than other Scandinavian countries and an intense focus on the individual aspect of rights. The 

effectiveness of a CVE strategy and framework that approximates a perfect type social approach 
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is stunted by difficulty implementing action and legislation to curb some individual rights. 

Nevertheless, Sweden applies a very, if not perfect, social approach to CVE with emphasis on 

ensuring the fundamental rights of all people and promoting integration and the development of 

positive life skills. 
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CHAPTER XII: NORWAY 

 
 

“The collective good has influenced CVE in the manner that the public gives their concerns to 

others: teachers, police, health workers, neighbors, and friends.”625 

 

Norway’s social approach to CVE is shaped by its Mixed state tradition and characterized 

by an orientation to the individual level with programs that generally address social, health, and 

personal challenges. Overall, Norway has a social approach to CVE policy because of the 

emphasis on prevention and integration, for which the social welfare system is fully leveraged. 

Norway is unique in its challenges regarding the lack of a well-defined multi-agency model and 

a lack of overarching guidance for the CVE resources and efforts. 

There is no one dominant CVE stakeholder in Norway because while national level 

authorities have overarching control of strategy and direction, municipalities are responsible for 

implementation. The focus of CVE efforts is on disengagement and living a pro-social life and 

includes all extremist ideologies from far-right to Islamic extremism. 

Catalyst 

 The catalyst for Norway’s CVE efforts was the attack in Utoya and Oslo in July 2011 by 

a far-right terrorist, which killed 77 and injured 319.626 This attack was also a catalyst for action 

for other European countries, particularly against far-right extremism. One expert described how 

this attack gradually increased the awareness of the threat of terrorist attacks in Norway and 

shaped how authorities were thinking about preventing CVE.627  While the attack spurred action 
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on far-right extremism in Norway, the catalyst for action on Islamic extremism was the departure 

of Norwegians and other Europeans to Syria in 2013-2014.628 As described in the 2014 

Norwegian Action Plan against Radicalisation and Violent Extremism:  

There are two dominant opposing violent extremist groups in Norway today: Al-Qaeda-inspired extremists 

and right-wing extremists who are hostile to Islam… The key proponents of Al-Qaeda-inspired extremism 

are young persons who have grown up in Norway... . At the opposite extreme are Norwegian right-wing 

extremists who defend a view of the world that is hostile to Islam or immigration. In Norway, this group 

consists of loose networks of more or less extreme individuals. 629 

 

 Norwegian CVE efforts in the 2010s looked to use existing structures from Norway and 

peer countries, primarily Danish CVE programs. Norway was caught flat-footed with the threat 

of Islamic extremist terror; as one expert explained, the terrorism section in the Norwegian penal 

code was only instituted in 2015. Since then, it has been updated to add activities that support 

terrorist organizations, including recruitment and training.630  

Stakeholders 

 There is no one dominant CVE stakeholder in Norway because while national level 

authorities have overarching control of strategy and direction, they are not the authorities 

responsible for implementation. Similar to other Nordic countries, local governments conduct 

implementation by designing, planning, and carrying out CVE efforts.631 As one expert 

explained, preventive work is highly prioritized by national level agencies but minimal at the 

local level due to time, manpower, and financial resource constraints.632 
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National Level. The National Action Plan was written in 2014 and revised in 2019.633 

According to multiple experts, prevention is considered the most crucial strategy for countering 

radicalization and violent extremism.634 The action plan contains 45 measures distributed to 

various departments and implemented generally in a manner consistent with the existing crime 

prevention framework.635 

 Local Level. Municipalities are the actors primarily responsible for providing individuals 

with help on social, psychological, financial, and practical challenges.636 An expert described 

what it is like as a CVE professional, using Oslo as an example. The city has 15 districts with a 

CVE coordinator for each. The districts have approximately 30,000 residents each, and the 

coordinator is responsible for all levels of CVE interventions, from community level prevention 

to working directly with radicalized individuals. The coordinator organizes the training and 

programmatic efforts of frontline workers, including teachers and social workers. As they 

described it, under this model, the coordinator “does everything.”637 

 Security Services. Local police working with CVE coordinators in municipalities are 

responsible for conducting CVE work as opposed to the national level security agencies; 

however, the local police are aided by national level security and intelligence services, including 

the Norwegian Police Security Service (PST) and National Police Council.638 As one expert 

described, the Norwegian government’s action plan mandates that the national police shall 
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transfer their knowledge to the local police, which they do through collaboration with contacts in 

the 12 police districts and PST.639 The Police Council is the formal cooperation mechanism 

between municipal management and the PST, with representatives from the local police. The 

council is a strategic body for local crime prevention work and ensures the exchange of 

knowledge and experience between police and the municipality.640 

There are minimal CVE programs in the prisons and probation system, but multiple 

experts described a mentoring program for inmates and parolees modeled after Denmark’s Back 

on Track program.641  

 Social Services. As with the police, the primary stakeholder for CVE is social services at 

the local level.642 There are no major agencies, offices, or programs identifiable as leading the 

social services participation in CVE. Social workers use a very individual, ad hoc approach in 

their areas.  

 NGOs. Norway makes minimal use of NGOs, but they are primarily active in the field of 

exit programs. However, NGOs do not exclusively administer these exit programs; they are run 

by municipalities, the police, or security services.643 One expert explained that the programs are 

very clearly government-run programs, so NGOs have the advantage of building greater trust 

with radicalized clients because they are not a member of the security service or 

police.644 Another expert said they prefer not to use NGOs because they do not want to share 
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information with the government, thus diminishing trust between the NGOs and the 

government.645 

Cooperation and Challenges 

 Across Norway, programs and resources are distributed unevenly because municipalities 

are responsible for implementation. In general, experts described a lack of overarching guidance 

for CVE resources and efforts. There is no multi-agency approach, but the crime prevention 

model is based on the Danish Schools, Social Services, and Police (SSP).646 According to the 

experts, Norway is challenged by a need for increased knowledge about radicalization and 

extremists among CVE professionals and a need for closer inter-agency collaboration.647 

 One expert described that although there is no institutionalized, multi-agency approach 

like the Info House, local CVE stakeholders often hold meetings at the municipality level. This 

approximates the Info House in function, but it is not a formalized practice or uniform 

nationwide; there is no coordination between agencies or CVE professionals in some 

municipalities. The lack of an institutional model for multi-agency coordination on CVE creates 

difficulties in tracking and managing the threat of radicalized individuals and networks.648 

Another expert agreed that cooperation is not organized and in order to accomplish their job, an 

individual CVE professional has to liaise with municipal authorities, security, and social 

services.649 
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 One of the challenges with the lack of an institution to organize cooperation is that the 

actors work with different understandings of the potential threat, tools, training, and goals for 

preventive work. As one expert explained, CVE stakeholders have different agendas for their 

work. The police, intelligence, and criminal services mainly operate with security agendas 

focused on the investigation and punishment process, while schools, municipalities, and civil 

society work primarily under a prevention and integration agenda. They provide help with social, 

psychological, financial, and practical challenges.650 

 According to the experts, Oslo has instituted a crime prevention model that engages 

multiple stakeholders. Modeled after Denmark’s SSP, the Samordning av Lokale 

Kriminalitetsforebyggende Tiltak (SLT), or “Coordination of Local Crime Prevention Measures” 

model is a collaborative framework run by the police and municipalities.651  The SLT model 

coordinates knowledge and resources between police and the municipality, focusing on the needs 

of children and youth.652 The network is overseen by a coordinator and includes other relevant 

stakeholders, like the business community and NGOs. Management sits at the upper level with 

the municipality and police. The steering group is responsible for the goals and priorities at the 

management level, and it meets quarterly. At the middle level is the coordination group which 

meets monthly to discuss problems and challenges. The lowest level also meets once per month 

and is comprised of street level workers interfacing directly with youth.653 
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Rambøll. 2014. 
652 Sivenbring, Jennie and Robin Andersson Malmros. “Mixing Logics: Multiagency Approaches For Countering 

Violent Extremism.” Segerstedtinstitutet, Goteborgs Universitet, 2019; “Action plan against Radicalisation and 

Violent Extremism.” Norwegian Ministry of Justice and Public Security, 2014. 
653 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 377. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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Theory of Change 

 In Norway, the theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from experience and 

borrowing from other countries.654 The focus is on disengagement and living a pro-social (or not 

anti-social) life and includes all extremist ideologies from far-right to Islamic extremism.  In 

Norway, far-right extremism is a more common ideology than Islamic extremism. Programs 

focus on incorporating supportive life factors as part of the social welfare system. Community 

level interventions are widespread and not solely a CVE effort; they are a routine part of the 

social welfare program and its broad crime-prevention model.655 As stated in the 2014 

Norwegian Action Plan, “early preventative efforts are a responsibility that rests with many 

sectors of society.”656   

 Norway’s contemporary CVE framework is less developed than peer countries, but its 

history of working with far-right extremists is longer than most. One expert explained that exit 

work started in Norway in the 1990s, and while the program eventually ended, the methods 

developed were integrated into the “standard toolbox” for an individual level approach to a 

radicalized individual.657  Another expert lamented that traditional preventive work was aimed at 

people under 18. However, due to changes in extremist communities, the current problem is less 

of a youth phenomenon than in the 1990s.  The methods of prevention that proved effective 

 
654 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 213. Interview with author. 

April 2020. Video Teleconference; “SSP- en guide til samarbejdet.” Det kriminalpræventive råd DKR, Marko Print, 

2011. 
655 Bjørgo, Tore and Ingvild Magnaes Gjelsvik. “Forskning på forebygging av radikalisering og voldelig 

ekstremisme.” Politihøgdkolen, PHS Forskning 2015:2. https://phs.brage.unit.no/phs-xmlui/handle/11250/284584. 

Accessed 3 June 2021. 
656 “Evaluering av Politirådene.” Justis og beredskapsdepartementet, Rambøll. 2014. 
657 Participant 213. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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against the racist youth and Nazi skinheads in the 1990s and up to the 2000s have less relevance 

to some of today’s far-right extremists.658 

An expert described the current Norwegian CVE approach as more about resocialization 

and reintegration than deradicalization. Social workers use an approach of not addressing 

ideology but instead asking people to talk about their place in society, how others receive them, 

and how they want their lives to be.659 Another expert had a similar approach to inducing a 

behavioral change in a radicalized person by taking a view of the whole person and addressing 

factors in the radicalization process: family, friends, work, psychological health, and physical 

health. They believe that if a person is trying to improve one of these factors, then the 

radicalization process will slow.660  

Even in Norwegian prisons, the goal is more disengagement than deradicalization. In 

other countries, prison CVE programs tend to focus the most on deradicalization because the 

clients are considered more dangerous and extremist, and programs can more readily be 

compulsory. According to one expert, in a Norwegian prison mentoring program, the objective 

was not deradicalization but preparing to reintegrate into mainstream society, which is the 

general end goal of the Norwegian prison service. The expert also reported that the participants 

were happy to participate in the program and thought it was very beneficial.661  

 Norway’s CVE approach lacks a defined method, especially in comparison to peer 

countries where multiple experts described how case plans are coordinated through multi-agency 

institutions. According to Malmros’ survey of theories used in CVE programs, five CVE policies 

use a unique radicalization tunnel model, which describes radicalization as a process through 

 
658 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
659 Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
660 Participant 417. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
661 Participant 213. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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which “an individual will be exposed to a narrow and one-sided view of the world.”662 As one 

expert described, Norway is not a program country; it is a “tailor-made” country. The underlying 

reason for this is that Norway’s CVE framework is smaller and more disjointed than similar 

countries, and it is characterized by fewer organized programs. In the words of this expert, “it is 

a crazy model in Norway; we do everything.”663 Another expert agreed that there is not an 

established approach for individuals who are radicalized or at-risk. In almost all cases, the 

assigned social worker researches them and formulates a plan independently, typically focusing 

on basic needs like food and shelter.664  

Driving Factors 

Norwegian political norms related to how the state interacts with people revolve around ensuring 

fundamental human rights and collective security. These political values shape CVE policies by 

directing them away from focusing on ideology and instead on the individual. Specifically, the 

experts discussed CVE as a societal responsibility reliant on the high level of trust Norwegians 

have in the police and government authorities not to infringe the rights of a group or 

individual.665  

Norway has a tradition called Dugnad, which is jointly performed voluntary work of 

importance to the community or an individual.666 It is a commonly referenced term when asking 

 
662 Andersson Malmros, Robin. "From Idea to Policy: Scandinavian Municipalities Translating 

Radicalization." Journal for Deradicalization, no. 18, 2019, pp. 38-73; “Radikaliseringsprosessen.” Regjeringen, 3 

March 2016, https://www.regjeringen.no/no/sub/radikalisering/veileder/begreper-ord-og-

uttrykk/radikaliseringstunnellen/id2399043/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
663 Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
664 Participant 417. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
665 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
666 Midtbo, Oddrun. “How an Ancient Tradition Shaped a Nation’s Work Ethic.” BBC, 22 May 2018. 

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20180521-how-dugnad-shaped-a-nations-work-ethic. Accessed 1 June 2021; 

“The Day of the Dugnad: Volunteering in Norway.” Life in Norway, 16 November 2015, 

https://www.lifeinnorway.net/the-day-of-the-dugnad/. Accessed 1 June 2021; Simon, C., Mobekk, H. “Dugnad: A 
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community members to take care of shared assets, support community activities, and fundraise. 

Dugnad as a cultural value demands and relies on a high level of trust within a community and 

between the community and government institutions. For this reason, Dugnad and Norwegian 

norms about the collective good have positively influenced CVE by reinforcing the public’s role 

in the CVE approach. This can be observed in how readily the public communicates their 

concerns about extremism to teachers, police, health workers, neighbors, and friends.667 Other 

experts agreed that in Norway there is a shared responsibility for collective security and CVE is 

both the government’s and citizens’ concern. The experts described how when deradicalization 

was raised as a community issue, Norwegian schools, social workers, police, churches, and 

mosques took ownership of the problem.668  

Another Norwegian norm that impacts CVE policy is the respect for universal human 

rights and governing with tolerance. Multiple experts agreed that Norwegian authorities are 

adept at protecting freedom of speech and assembly. They believe that CVE measures in Norway 

do not limit personal freedom, and instead, CVE policies are constrained by the need to ensure 

individual freedoms.669 CVE professionals have to walk the line between providing security and 

protecting the client’s rights as an individual.670 

Despite experts' assertions that the Norwegian government and CVE policies do not 

infringe on individual freedoms, they acknowledge that many in the Norwegian Muslim 

community feel stigmatized. One expert attributed this to fear in the Norwegian public 

 
Fact and a Narrative of Norwegian Prosocial Behavior.” Perspectives on Behavior Sciences, vol. 42, no. 4, 

December 2019, pp. 815–34. doi:10.1007/s40614-019-00227-w. 
667 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
668 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 417. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
669 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 377. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 213. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
670 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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influenced by hyperbolic politicians and a media that dehumanizes Muslims and reports 

primarily negative stories. The expert explained that Norwegians are confused about why there 

are extremists in a country with a comprehensive welfare system, democracy, and 

equality.671 Another expert agreed that the Muslim community feels stigmatized, marginalized, 

and controlled by the police and social workers.672 

The presence of an environment with prevalent anti-Muslim sentiment and discrimination 

can be attributed at least in part to a lack of understanding of Islam.673 As an expert explained, 

the Norwegian approach is to not talk about religion with Islamic extremists because it is not 

relevant to the life choices they are making as an extremist; meanwhile, social workers are not 

qualified to discuss theology.674   

Norway does not have much experience in working with minority groups because these 

communities are relatively new. Before the 1960s, when immigration increased, Norway was 

almost exclusively a homogenous society, a characteristic still seen in the national level 

government and the police, which do not demographically represent the current population.675 

 Another factor is that far-right extremists commit many more acts of violence than 

Islamic extremists; approximately five Islamic extremist attacks to more than 100 violent 

incidents perpetrated by far-right extremists. Yet, the far-right is not discussed as much, probably 

because it is less foreign and threatening than Islamic extremism. The majority of Norwegians do 

not feel empathy with newcomers or individuals of Muslim faith.676 

 

 
671 Participant 417. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
672 Participant 149. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
673 Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 417. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
674 Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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Conclusion 

 Norway’s social approach to CVE is moderated slightly by the lack of a multi-agency 

approach to effectively coordinate stakeholders and a weak connection between the national and 

local levels, resulting in a functionally murky CVE framework, especially for the ground level 

professionals trying to implement a strategy. Despite anti-Muslim attitudes in minority political 

parties and the media, the CVE approach avoids stigmatizing groups and considering religion as 

a radicalizing factor, which demonstrates the values typical of a social approach and 

Scandinavian political norms. 
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CHAPTER XIII: DENMARK 

 

 

There is no doubt that the Danish approach to the prevention of extremism is 100 percent 

tied in with the Danish welfare state, and with this, the fundamental view of human beings.677 

 

Denmark’s social approach to CVE is shaped by its Mixed state tradition and is 

considered the vanguard of a social approach. Denmark’s programs focus on all levels of 

prevention simultaneously through a broad-based strategy controlled by social and law 

enforcement agencies working together through the multi-agency approach known as the Info 

House. Denmark represents a perfect type of social approach to CVE policy because it is not 

concerned with ideology; it focuses on preventing violent actions and uses the full capabilities of 

the welfare state to create change.678 

 Danish CVE is fully integrated into the social welfare state; therefore, the Info House 

model leverages all state resources to achieve results. This centralized, holistic approach 

exemplifies Danish norms and consensual policy style. 

Catalyst 

 In Denmark, the first CVE efforts looked to the existing crime prevention model based on 

Schools, Social Services, and Police (SSP), a collaboration to prevent youth crime which was 

established in the 1970s.679 In 2008, the Danish Parliament started expanding CVE efforts 

because of three major homegrown terrorist cases in Denmark, most notably, a disrupted plot to 

 
677 Participant 455. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
678 Participant 147. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
679 See Appendix A for data on the threat in Denmark compared to other countries. 
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bomb Danish Parliament, Jyllands-Posten, the City Hall in Copenhagen.680 Homegrown Islamic 

terrorism was an entirely new problem because, until that point, all security threats emanated 

from outside Denmark. The change in the political discussion centered on what conditions within 

Danish society created this radicalism and how Danish society needed to change to prevent 

future radicalization. These discussions resulted in an action plan that published in 2009.681 

 The Danish CVE model started in 2007 based on a British report after the 2005 London 

bombings and, to a lesser extent, the 2003 Madrid bombings. As one expert explained, the 

London attack was a shock for all the intelligence services because the attackers were born and 

raised in England. British police and intelligence service shared detailed information about the 

case with the Danish National Police, represented by the East Jutland Police District and other 

European countries. The British report was so compelling that the Danish attendees told the 

National Police that Denmark needed to develop a strategy to prevent homegrown terrorism 

urgently.682  

This task went out to all the police districts across the country. Denmark at the time had 

40 years of experience with multi-agency collaboration in crime prevention. In the East Jutland 

Police District, they reached out to the municipality of Aarhus and set up a task force that 

established the Aarhus model. These police and municipal officers knew a lot about crime 

prevention but nothing about countering violent extremism, radicalization, or terrorism. They 

had to learn quickly and became self-described experts in two to three years by collaborating 

with intelligence, academics, and attending conferences. They found a project in the Netherlands 

 
680 Vestesen, Bjarke. “Udvist terrordømt fra Vollsmose: Han må blive i Danmark.” 12 June 2018. 

https://fyens.dk/artikel/udvist-terrord%C3%B8mt-fra-vollsmose-han-m%C3%A5-blive-i-danmark. Accessed 1 June 

2021. 
681 Participant 147. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
682 Ibid. 
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called "We Amsterdamers," using a Safety House model. The task force in Aarhus took that idea 

and adapted it to fit Danish legislation, which became a framework of crime prevention 

collaboration between Aarhus municipality and East Jutland Police known as the Info House. 

They also started a mentoring program, training people in the community to deradicalize and 

disengage at-risk persons. In 2012, the first people left Denmark for the Syrian conflict, so they 

had to react quickly and adapt the approach to address the foreign fighter problem.683   

 In 2008, when the Danish CVE approach started, the intelligence service and government 

wanted it to concentrate on Salafi jihadism. However, in Aarhus, a local white supremacist group 

was attacking the local socialist office and people in the street and committing hate crimes. So 

the Aarhus task force insisted on broadening the scope. They stated that whether the extremism 

was based on politics or religion, they would work to prevent it. In the end, this was a positive 

aspect because when they reached out to the Islamic community, it messaged that the Info House 

approach was not just targeting Islamic extremism; it was targeting extremism in general. This 

led to the Muslim community being more open and cooperative.684 According to the experts, the 

national strategy is based on the actions of Aarhus municipality because it became the shining 

example that all the other municipalities and police districts should follow when they made the 

first national policy in 2009. Aarhus was used as an example in the subsequent national action 

plans.685  

 The reason the Danish policymakers and security professionals charged with solving the 

problem of the extremist threat turned to SSP was because of its past success, and because it fit 

the current problem. Radicalization was viewed as anti-social, and the SSP program was how 

 
683 Participant 147. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
684 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 147. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
685 Ibid. 
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other anti-social trends were successfully addressed through crime prevention. This effort had 

commitment from the highest level from the beginning.686 One expert reported that schools were 

very skeptical because they thought it would place spies in the schoolyard. The police held 

discussions across the country and eventually got support Denmark-wide.687  

 There were many differences at the beginning between Copenhagen and Aarhus. There 

were political obstacles in Aarhus, so the CVE professionals actively informed the city council 

what they were doing, why, and the basis for doing it, eventually achieving broad support from 

local politicians across the political spectrum.688 Another explained that Copenhagen was slower 

than Aarhus to develop a comprehensive CVE strategy. The expert explained that there was a 

coordinating unit in Copenhagen fighting violent extremism since 2010. That collaboration was 

between the police, intelligence service, and employment services in Copenhagen. The 

underlying idea was that, unlike other countries, Denmark would not treat fighting terrorism as 

exclusively a police job, but more of a cohesive effort from different actors, including the 

municipalities.689  

 This original approach has remained relatively constant in the years since its start and 

developed into the current approach to incorporate additional stakeholders to the already wide 

variety of interests represented through the Info House structure.  

 

 

 

 
686 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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Stakeholders 

 In Denmark, the dominant stakeholder for CVE is the Info House, which falls under the 

Ministry of Interior.690 A variety of stakeholders are involved with an emphasis on schools, 

social work, and police. However, the Info House is not truly a stakeholder; it is the SSP model 

of integrated collaboration.691 As described by Pedersen and Stothard, “SSP is not an institution, 

it is a process. It has become a formalized co-operative working relationship between the 

agencies concerned with young people’s well-being and their shared objective of preventing and 

reducing criminal and risky behaviors amongst children and young people.”692 

 Despite the emphasis on social service, there is a considerable role for repressive power 

in Denmark’s counterterrorism strategy, which includes but is much broader than Denmark’s 

CVE strategy, as one expert explained.693 When faced with an increasing threat, the expert 

described how other European countries would look at intelligence, surveillance, prosecution, 

and deterrence because that is the classic response to a threat of violence or terrorism. In 

Denmark, the intelligence service has been built up, capitalizing on terrorist incidents and the 

Paris attacks.694 In funding allocations between security services and prevention programs, 

 
690 Sivenbring, Jennie and Robin Andersson Malmros. “Mixing Logics: Multiagency Approaches For Countering 
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Introduction to Danish Approach to Countering and Preventing Extremism and Radicalization.” Danish Institute for 

International Studies, 2015; “SSP- en guide til samarbejdet.” Det kriminalpræventive råd DKR, Marko Print, 2011; 

“Preventing and countering violent extremism and radicalization: National Action Plan.” The Danish Ministry of 

Immigration, Integration and Housing, 2016; “Efforts to prevent extremism in the Nordic countries.” Ramboll 

Management Consulting, 2017: Ramboll; “SSP- en guide til samarbejdet.” Det kriminalpræventive råd DKR, Marko 

Print, 2011. 
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https://stopekstremisme.dk/forebyggelsesindsats/hvem-gorhvad-i-danmark. Accessed 1 June 2021. 



222 

 

security agencies get approximately 90 percent, and social CVE work gets the remaining 10 

percent. However, this disproportion is even more significant in most other countries.695 

 National Level. Several national organizations are directly involved in Denmark’s CVE 

strategy. The most notable is the Danish Centre for Prevention of Extremism, which is 

responsible for coordinating preventive efforts in the municipalities.696 The Centre provides 

support to local efforts, security and social agencies, expert advice on the creation of action 

plans, and training for those doing prevention work.697 

 Local Level. The local effort is primarily run in the Info House. As one expert explained, 

every police district in Denmark has an Info House. In every Info House, there is a representative 

from each municipality. There are 12 Info Houses in Denmark run by the police in close 

cooperation with the intelligence service. The representatives in the Info House are the actors 

responsible for the crime prevention structure in the municipality.698  

 While the Info House is a standardized national program, there are varying levels of 

implementation in municipalities and police districts. Some have not had the problems that 

Copenhagen and Aarhus have had with extremists. These locales especially do not have the 

experience identifying the problem and lack a developed reporting network.699 

 Security Services. There are three levels in the prison system: the national level, four 

geographical units, and the prisons and probation services.700  In prison and on parole, there is a 
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voluntary mentoring program called Back On Track which started in 2011.701 It was founded as a 

part of the programs they have in the prison and probation services. The program offers 

radicalized people an opportunity to talk about their life situation, choices and seeing what they 

see in the world. Those people do not necessarily need to be psychologists; they should be a part 

of the prison and probation services but are still neutral and not correctional officers.702  The 

mentors are not professional counselors but have training, compensation, and legal 

protections.703 

 The local police are organized by the police district and play a role in the CVE strategy 

through the Info House. One expert explained that the local police are softer in what they can do 

because, according to Danish law, many of the interventions available to local police must 

involve voluntary participation from the citizen. One common exception is that a program can be 

a mandatory condition of a suspended prison sentence.704 

 Social Services. The primary social services stakeholders involved in CVE are the social 

workers and various social services offices located at the municipality level throughout 

Denmark. Any national agencies work in cooperation with these local social services through 

SSP.705  

 NGOs. There are very few NGOs involved in CVE work in Denmark. As one expert 

explained, many activities performed by religious communities, NGOs, and local actors in other 

European countries in Denmark are performed by municipalities backed by the national 

government.706 Another explained that trust was a factor because citizens feel more comfortable 
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communicating with government authorities in which there is an atypically high public trust.707 

NGOs are less trusted because they are viewed as acting in their interest, perhaps by inflating the 

scope and nature of social problems.708 

Cooperation and Challenges 

 Between the various stakeholders, power dynamics and interactions between national and 

local stakeholders are smooth because the multi-agency approach is a priority.709 This ease of 

cooperation probably stems from decades of experience with collaboration between schools, 

social services, and police.710 Legislation lowers the threshold and eases the burdens of 

interagency information sharing.711 As one expert put it, authorities in Denmark have a very 

well-equipped system to handle these challenges because there is dialogue and good 

communication through all the stakeholders and a great deal of trust between social services, 

police, and intelligence services.712 For instance, an expert reported that the national level 

developed a risk assessment tool, and they suggested it to the local practitioners who decided to 

adopt it. Similar to how the Danish approach was developed bottom-up and was accepted 

nationally, these practices developed top-down and integrated into local contexts. Experts report 

an excellent collaborative effort between the national and local levels to improve CVE 

practices.713 
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 Across Denmark, programs and resources are distributed relatively evenly for a 

consistent approach across the country; however, some variation remains. For instance, the 

challenges are different in Copenhagen than in small towns, so the programs are run differently. 

Also, resources matter and national authorities devote more resources to the more challenged 

municipalities.714   

 Multiple experts noted the ease of inter-agency cooperation and information sharing 

thanks to legislation that allows the exchange of information between authorities to prevent 

crime. Paragraph 115, as it is known, has been in place for decades.715 One expert reported that 

this legislation is very generous about sharing information between authorities. As long as it has 

to do with crime prevention, it is permitted to be shared without asking permission.716 It is worth 

noting that the laws on information sharing are heavily biased towards the government and do 

not mandate informing the person being discussed. Experts stated that they only inform an 

individual that they are the subject of an Info House case if the CVE professionals believe it will 

be constructive. For example, a notification could be highly counterproductive by disturbing an 

ongoing investigation or causing further radicalization.717   

Theory of Change 

 In Denmark, the theoretical basis for CVE programs comes primarily from psychological 

literature and direct work with criminologists and psychologists. The approach uses a cognitive 

approach and life psychology, as well as other psychological methods developed for gang 
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programs.718  The overall goal of individual level programs is to develop an actualized person 

with coping skills for everyday life challenges and a personal network comprised of healthy 

relationships. In Denmark, the approach is focused on all extremist ideologies regardless of 

religion because it is part of the broad crime prevention strategy.719   

 One expert described the Danish approach as based on learning and constantly adjusting 

and seeking expert input from researchers like John Horgan and Ari Kruglanski. Aarhus 

municipality was already working with Aarhus University professor Preben Bertleson since 

2009. They combined their practical experience with a broader theoretical background that 

informed the national programs as well.720  

 An expert stated that using criminological theories on the terrorist problem was 

controversial when the Danish model was being established because it acknowledged that this 

was a problem coming from within Danish society. Therefore the Danes were, in some way, a 

part of the problem. It was not very popular at first, but eventually it resonated with CVE 

professionals.721 The Danish intelligence service was involved in promoting this approach from 

the beginning. An expert involved in this effort said it was unusual for a typically very masculine 

organization that talks about security to be talking about social workers and social issues. These 

awareness efforts addressed the importance of good institutions, good schools, and emotional 

attachment from birth.722 
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PANORAMA: Insights into Asian and European Affairs, January 2015. 

https://psy.au.dk/fileadmin/Psykologi/Forskning/Preben_Bertelsen/Avisartikler_radikalisering/Panorama.pdf 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
721 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
722 Ibid. 
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 Under the life psychology methodology, CVE interventions address needs beyond basic 

and physical needs.723 They discuss emotional, relational, and aspirational factors based on 

Maslow's hierarchy of human needs.724 They discuss acceptance and the person’s perception of 

how they are met by Danish society in their daily lives at school, work, and home.725 As one 

expert put it, life psychology is a way of analyzing human needs and helping the person 

recognize their needs. The counselor or mentor and the client address the needs together, but it is 

not therapy.726 One expert reported that they provide practical help through the social service 

system for education, work, and treatment. They also have conversations because the cognitive 

approach is an essential part of the overall model. The goal is to change their thinking and acting 

when there is stress or an issue in their lives. They help the person think about what else they 

could do to handle a challenging situation positively.727 

 Currently, Denmark has abandoned the concept of radicalization all together. They try 

not to use that term and instead try to be more concrete about the issue.728 As one expert 

explained, the Danish model is focused on exchanging information and understanding the whole 

individual before judging whether they are radicalized. The practitioners are very cautious about 

having conversations about personal beliefs because many Muslims feel like the system is 

harassing them by definition. There is a concern that the interaction with someone from the Info 

House could radicalize them further because it would reaffirm that the Danish government thinks 

 
723 Bertelsen, Preben. “Danish Preventive Measures and De-radicalization Strategies: The Aarhus Model.” 

PANORAMA: Insights into Asian and European Affairs, January 2015. 

https://psy.au.dk/fileadmin/Psykologi/Forskning/Preben_Bertelsen/Avisartikler_radikalisering/Panorama.pdf 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
724 Maslow, A. H. “A Theory of Human Motivation.” Psychological Review, vol. 50, no. 4, July 1943, pp. 370–96. 

doi:10.1037/h0054346. 
725 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
726 Ibid. 
727 Participant 219. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
728 Participant 455. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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being Muslim is a problem by definition. To avoid this, any in-person intervention waits until the 

person is observed taking specific, concrete actions that would qualify them as violent. The other 

option is not to inform the subject that they are being discussed at the Info House and instead put 

extra effort into providing them social services.729 

 One expert explained that the Danish approach does not address ideology because they 

do not think it is the most effective method. For example, the client might not be very educated 

or confident in religious knowledge. In a radical environment, it is common to be told what to 

believe and what to say. This is one of many reasons talking about religious ideology could 

degrade the client-counselor relationship.730 Another expert described the methodology as a 

holistic approach to address what is going on in “this lived life.”731 Religion is discussed but not 

in a direct way. They talk about personal values and how to navigate the world with their 

personal set of beliefs. The discussions approach religion, but it is more from the perspective of 

values.732 When matching a person with a counselor, social worker, or mentor, they try to choose 

someone with a different religious or cultural background. This is done based on the assessment 

that everyday life issues, not religion or culture, lead them to black and white thinking and 

radicalized thoughts.733  

 Danish community level interventions are integrated into the social welfare system. There 

are not distinct CVE policies at the community level. It is an overall social cohesion effort, and 

reducing radicalization is a by-product of the efforts by all government agencies to promote a 

less polarized, community-minded country. They do community outreach through workshops in 

 
729 Participant 843. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
730 Participant 219. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
731 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
732 Participant 219. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
733 Ibid. 
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schools, which address students’ feelings of exclusion or marginalization. In meeting with the 

students, they ask how it is to be in the class or school and whether they are treated as human 

beings.734 The Ministry of Education has a program to prevent radicalization and negative social 

control, which has been well funded for years. It addresses democracy, citizenship, 

marginalization, and critical thinking.735 

Driving Factors 

 Danish political norms impacting CVE policy include how the state interacts with the 

people and the very high degree of trust in Denmark. When looking at these international scores, 

Denmark lands at the top, indicating that people trust each other, trust public authorities in 

general, and especially police and security services. There is also trust between government 

authorities and a very high degree of professionalism in state institutions, including social 

welfare professions.736 For example, daycare workers in Denmark have three and a half years of 

specialized education. Therefore, it is probably easier to implement a program like the Danish 

approach to CVE because of these existing structures compared with countries lacking such 

professionalization of social services.737 One expert asserted that it is in the Danish DNA to think 

socially about problems.738 Specifically, experts discussed their understanding of ideas about 

personal freedom. Denmark is a social democracy, so the collective good always has a high 

 
734 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference.  
735 Ibid. 
736 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 455. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
737 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
738 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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priority over personal freedom.739 However, there is political tension about whether it is the 

government’s job to help people improve their lives, who deserves help, and how much.740  

 One expert pointed out that the Danish CVE model is also shaped by the Scandinavian 

way of looking at crime. This perspective examines the roots of criminal behavior. It does not 

predict crime based on a person’s environment and hardships, but it retrospectively examines the 

causes of criminal behavior through social and environmental factors. This perspective 

acknowledges that factors contributing to criminal behavior can be addressed by the state 

through social services and include abuse, addiction, marginalization, and poverty. In the end, 

good prevention practices could limit the need for repressive measures; therefore, it is beneficial 

for society in terms of financial expense and toll on individual people to have a social 

approach.741 As another expert pointed out, a Danish policeman famously said that his most 

important tool was not his gun or his badge; it was a cup of coffee to share with a citizen.742  

 The Danish approach to the prevention of extremism is closely tied to the Danish welfare 

state and the fundamental view of human beings. As explained by Hemmingsen, there are two 

objectives of the Danish approach: “One is the protection of the state and society against terrorist 

attacks, while the other is the welfare state’s responsibility for the individual’s wellbeing, which 

obliges it to protect the individual against self-harming behavior.”743 One expert explained that 

compared to other countries they had visited, their approach is so extremely Danish and tied to 

views on the individual’s rights that it is not relatable to the political culture in other countries. 

The Danish approach is based on the assumption that all human beings have equal rights; no 

 
739 Participant 147. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
740 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
741 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
742 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
743 Hemmingsen, Ann-Sophie. “An Introduction to Danish Approach to Countering and Preventing Extremism and 

Radicalization.” Danish Institute for International Studies, 2015. 
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matter what a person says or does, they have rights and can change their behavior. Therefore 

from a Danish perspective, there is no possibility of saying that someone is lost, which is 

fundamental to prevention.744 

 Norms on religion are critical factors in shaping a country’s CVE approach. As one 

expert pointed out, Denmark is not a strictly secular state. The constitution stipulates that the 

Danish people's Lutheran Church is a state-sponsored institution, so there is no equal treatment 

of religions.745 Another expert explained the tension of reconciling religious extremism and 

secular society. Denmark is a very Lutheran country, yet they maintain that the separation 

between church and state; religion and politics should be strong. They do not believe the public 

debate should be informed by religion, which means that in the CVE field, the state cannot 

proscribe the correct interpretation of Islam by favoring one view over another because it would 

become official political theology. It is also unacceptable under secular ideals to trespass the 

boundary between religion and politics as professionals. As a result of these norms, CVE 

professionals are generally not capable of an in-depth discussion about interpretations of the 

Quran. The Danish approach does not incorporate religious doctrine because it is centered on 

relational aspects. It is considered more important for social workers to know how to work with 

inmates and their surrounding conditions about housing, education, and other needs. By 

discussing the details of theology and what is correct or incorrect, public servants would be 

establishing a de facto state sponsored political theology. In Denmark, that would be highly 

controversial.746   

 
744 Participant 455. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
745 Participant 518. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference.  
746 Ibid.  
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 One expert discussed their view on religious freedom in Denmark: if someone is an 

Islamic extremist, they should be allowed to have that view as long as they are not engaging in 

violent or illegal behavior. However, there is often a thin line between ideology and action, and it 

is nearly impossible for an outsider to detect if that line has been crossed.747  Another expert 

described the difficulties of working with mosques and imams, mainly because the government 

can only work with mosques that sign a democracy charter saying they support democracy. For 

example, every mosque in Copenhagen has signed it except for one. The problem is that the one 

mosque that has not signed the charter is the one they need to work with more than the others 

because it is probably the most extreme. There is a similar issue with imams because some work 

on CVE efforts, but those collaborating with government-run programs are likely to have the 

least clout with the radicalized population. Imams cooperating with the state do not have much 

credibility in the Salafist environment, so it tends not to work. Another option is to work with 

some of the “gray area mosques,” which are not official and did not sign the democracy charter, 

but that would raise political issues.748   

 One expert described the controversy over the government hiring imams to work in 

prisons. The reason to hire the imams is that inmates have freedom of religion, and they are 

allowed to practice their religion while serving their sentences. However, only one imam is 

working for the Danish prison and probation service, so his Friday sermon is broadcasted to 

other prisons. The authorities would like to hire more because there is a demand to have an imam 

to talk with on an individual level in prison, and it would be equal to the access that Christians 

have to clergy while incarcerated. The other issue is that many inmates will only meet with a 

Salafist imam, and the state will not hire an extreme imam. The expert explained that they 

 
747 Participant 518. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference.  
748 Participant 843. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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balance how conservative an interpretation of Islam they can condone in this public service. 

They are worried about political repercussions if it were to become publicly known that there 

was a very conservative imam doing Friday sermons in state prisons.749  

 According to the experts, due to the media, the fear of Muslim terrorists is more 

significant than the rest of the ideologies. Approximately 95 percent of Info House cases are 

concerned with Islamic extremism, but that does not reflect the actual problem, which is white 

supremacists. The far-right factions are more popular than is generally acknowledged in 

Denmark, but those problems are more rural and far less covered by the media.750  In one expert's 

opinion, politics in Denmark has gone in a wrong direction towards more punishment, with many 

people in Denmark being afraid of foreigners. The political television debates and shows inspire 

some, and they want to inflict harsh punishments on people who do not think like them and have 

the potential to become radical and violent.751 One expert discussed polarization and rising 

extremism, particularly a fascist party that ran for parliament. They nearly won enough votes to 

sit in Parliament, which would have exacerbated polarization and extremism in Denmark.752   

 Politics can influence a lot, but overwhelmingly, CVE policies have political backing.753  

It is seldom partisan to support the Danish CVE approach. For example, when CVE was being 

initiated in Aarhus, there was a right-wing mayor and a left-wing alderman. However, both the 

mayor and the aldermen agreed to support the initiative.754 In the view of one expert, politicians 

are motivated by pleasing the majority of voters, their feelings, and their need for justice by 

promoting repressive measures.755 Another asserted that the political will for CVE programs 

 
749 Participant 518. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference.  
750 Participant 843. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
751 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference.    
752 Participant 843. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
753 Participant 147. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
754 Ibid. 
755 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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depends on who is in Parliament, but there is pride in the Danish model, which garners more 

support.756 There can be a divide between the perspectives of CVE professionals and politicians. 

The professionals described this as having a lot to do with politicians’ lack of practical 

experience. As one said, that is why it is so important to have close collaboration between 

policymakers and practitioners, preferably with researchers as well.757 

 All experts in Denmark reported that partisan politics did not influence the substantive 

aspects of their work; for example, the state intelligence service hired a criminologist to work on 

CVE because experts are trusted to make policy.758 However, one expert highlighted how shifts 

in parliamentary control moved the Danish Centre for Prevention of Extremism between 

ministries. The first National Action Plan, enacted in 2009, was drafted by a center-right 

government, so CVE fell under the national security and intelligence agencies. The research 

center was under the Ministry of Immigration, which according to this expert, sent a signal about 

the underlying assumptions and values about CVE. Four years later, a change in government led 

to the same research center being moved to the Ministry of Social Affairs, and the Ministry of 

Immigration was shut down. At the subsequent change of government, the CVE research center 

was returned to the reestablished Ministry of Immigration.759 As another expert pointed out, 

Danish intelligence services promoted social services as part of their formal CVE work, an 

example of how despite the center-right government placing the authority of CVE under the 

control of the repressive agencies, the approach was consistent with a social approach.760 

 

 
756 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
757 Participant 455. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
758 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
759 Participant 455. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
760 Participant 227. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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Conclusion 

 Denmark could be called a country with a fully integrated CVE strategy. Building off the 

SSP framework, Danish CVE professionals can leverage all the resources of the social welfare 

system to achieve results. CVE has become so much a part of everyday life and state operations 

in Denmark that it has expanded beyond violent extremism to addressing a wide variety of 

criminal behavior. This centralized, holistic approach conducted by the government directly 

interacting with citizens is consistent with Danish norms and the high level of trust in state 

institutions and consensual policy style. 
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CHAPTER XIV: EPISTEMIC COMMUNITY INFLUENCE 

 

 

 This chapter explains the policy diffusion that is reducing the variation in CVE policies 

due to the influence of the CVE epistemic community. The diffusion is primarily observed as 

countries with securitized approaches adopting more of the elements of a social approach over 

time. This chapter examines support for the hypothesis that the epistemic community influences 

CVE policy, which is observable through the diffusion of approaches between countries 

facilitated by RAN and other networks of CVE practitioners. The chapter begins by examining 

the characteristics of the CVE epistemic community in Europe. Next, the chapter analyzes how 

this epistemic community has influenced policy. Then, the chapter analyzes patterns of policy 

diffusion over time. The chapter concludes with a discussion of why the epistemic community 

has been influential in the CVE policy space. 

The CVE Epistemic Community in Europe 

 In this chapter, I examine the existence and influence of a CVE epistemic community, 

which Haas defines as "a network of professionals with recognized expertise and competence… 

and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or issue area… they 

have a shared set of normative and principled beliefs (…), shared causal beliefs (…), shared 

notions of validity (…), and a common policy enterprise (…)."761 I argue that for CVE, there is a 

definite epistemic community that approaches but does not meet the Transnational Advocacy 

Network (TAN) criteria, which is a related concept.762 The CVE epistemic community seeks 

 
761 Haas, Peter M. "Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination." International 

Organization, vol. 46, no. 1, 1992, pp. 1-35, pp. 3. 
762 Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics. 

Cornell University Press, 1998, pp. 2. 
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exogenous influence, like a TAN; however, it is not unified in specific policy goals, which is a 

necessary condition of a TAN. This epistemic community can be characterized as having broadly 

shared beliefs and the policy goal of aligning national policies closer to these shared beliefs. 

Unlike the TANs studied by Keck and Sikkink, the CVE epistemic community members do not 

behave as activists.763 As Cross argues, a functional epistemic community lacks a formal 

hierarchical structure that would restrict the horizontal and ad hoc engagement necessary to form 

an epistemic community, which is characteristic of the CVE epistemic community.764 I argue 

that this epistemic community has influenced policy through the shared policy enterprise of CVE 

practitioners embodied chiefly by RAN members. 

 Founded in 2011, RAN is an EU-wide umbrella network connecting more than 6,000 

first-line practitioners and experts to exchange ideas and experiences, identify good practices, 

and issue recommendations on how best to address all forms of radicalization.765 RAN is funded 

by the EU Commission's Internal Security Fund–Police and managed by the European 

Commission Migration and Home Affairs.766 Its goals are aligned with the overall EU approach 

on preventing radicalization and focused on several CVE areas: prison, probation, exit from 

violent extremist groups, returning foreign terrorist fighters and their families, training for first-

line practitioners, local interventions, and narratives.767 Members represent all EU member states 

 
763 Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics. 

Cornell University Press, 1998, pp. 2. 
764 Cross, Mai'a K. Davis. "The Limits of Epistemic Communities: EU Security Agencies." Politics and 

Governance, vol. 3, no. 1, 2015, pp. 90-100. doi:10.17645/pag.v3i1.78. 
765 “Call for Expression of Interest for Becoming an Ambassador of the Radicalisation Awareness Network.” 

Migration and Home Affairs - European Commission, 21 January 2021, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-

do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/news/call-expression-interest-becoming-ambassador-ran_en. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
766 “About RAN.” Migration and Home Affairs - European Commission, 17 June 2020, https://ec.europa.eu/home-

affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/about-ran_en. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
767 “Strategic orientations on a coordinated EU approach to prevention of radicalisation for 2021.”  Migration and 

Home Affairs - European Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/home-
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and come from all professional areas involved in CVE work, including social workers, youth 

workers, teachers, healthcare professionals, local authority representatives, police officers, and 

prison officers. Information exchanges occur in thematic working groups, through annual 

conferences, members' informal networks, and a website with a database of interviews, CVE 

program profiles, and best practices.768  

 Experts are invited to participate in RAN events by the selection of the home country. 

RAN sends a request to contact persons in each member country, who then use their own means 

to find experts on that topic and nominate them to RAN.769 In Germany, for instance, the 

Ministry of Interior receives the requests for experts from RAN and forwards them to the police 

at the national level. That agency then contacts the authorities of the 16 Bundesländer. The 

selected names are sent back to RAN, which then issues invitations.770 An individual cannot 

request to join RAN–most experts reported that they first participated as invited speakers. 

However, once an individual has participated in a RAN event, they are considered a member. 

Events are not open to all 6,000 members; nearly all are by invitation only.771 RAN is a selective 

organization with relatively high barriers to entry.   

 Experts described RAN meetings as informal and designed to promote networking and 

candid sharing. The meetings follow Chatham House rules, with each participant not 

representing the official views of his country or agency. Instead, participants are there as 

individual experts. After each event, RAN staff writes a report disseminated to the entire 

 
affairs/sites/default/files/pdf/2021_strategic_orientations_on_a_coordinated_eu_approach_to_prevention_of_radical

isation.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021.  
768 “About RAN.” Migration and Home Affairs - European Commission, 17 June 2020, https://ec.europa.eu/home-

affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/about-ran_en. Accessed 1 June 2021 
769 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
770 Participant 585. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
771 “Conferences and Webinars.” Migration and Home Affairs - European Commission, 6 December 2016, 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/conferences_en. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 



239 

 

membership and available to the public.772 As a result, the meeting reports do not reflect the 

more candid discussions about best practices and challenges. Therefore, RAN participants find 

personal interactions and networking at in-person meetings one of the most important aspects of 

the network. The intentional participation of each person as an individual in a non-attribution 

setting enables countries, agencies, and professionals to minimize reputational costs from 

revealing their failures while maximizing the ability to share actionable information. 

 RAN was founded under the leadership of Anna Cecilia Malmström, the European 

Commissioner for Home Affairs, who wanted to encourage more cooperation and information 

sharing between EU member states on terrorism; however, there were legal impediments and 

other restrictions.773 As one expert involved in the founding of RAN described, in the field of 

prevention of radicalization, there was a general lack of cooperation, and the cooperative 

relationships that existed were only among law enforcement, leaving out municipalities, social 

workers, healthcare, prisons, and probation services. RAN was the solution to fill this deficit and 

was set up as a network of practitioners who meet to exchange experiences from the ground 

level. The working groups were part of the organization from the start to bring together 

practitioners with like experiences and challenges.774 Ten years later, the practitioner network 

and exchange of information are very well-established, and RAN is focusing more on seeking a 

policymaker audience. 

 Many experts reported that they are members of several international and European 

organizations working on CVE, although RAN is the main one for practical CVE approaches, 

 
772 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 657. Interview with author. 

April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
773 “Press Corner.” European Commission - European Commission, 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/home/en. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
774 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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especially for practitioners. Others networks are more political or work at a theoretical level.  As 

Table 13 shows, in addition to RAN, other networks and institutions contribute to favorable 

conditions for an epistemic community on CVE in Europe, including the European Forum for 

Urban Security (Efus), Strong Cities Network (SCN), FrancoPrev, and the European Expert 

Network on Terrorism (EENET).775 
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Table 13: International / European Networks Working on Countering Violent Extremism 

Organization Founded Members Lead Agency Description 

European 

Forum for 

Urban Security 

(Efus)776 

1987 250 cities and 

regions from 

15 European 

countries 

Independent Network of local and regional 

authorities working on crime 

prevention and urban security 

based on the principle of 

"cities helping cities." 

European 

Expert 

Network on 

Terrorism 

(EENET)777 

2007 190 experts 

from 24 EU 

member states 

and European 

organizations 

German Federal 

Criminal Police 

Office 

Informal network of 

government agencies and 

experts to share knowledge 

and research on terrorism. 

Focused on law enforcement. 

Radicalisation 

Awareness 

Network 

(RAN)778 

2011 6,000 

practitioners 

from all EU 

member 

states. 

European 

Commission 

Organizes conferences and 

thematic working groups to 

enable practitioners to share 

approaches, experiences, and 

knowledge with a community 

of peers.  

Strong Cities 

Network 

(SCN)779 

2015 15 national 

governments 

and 100 cities 

worldwide. 

The Institute for 

Strategic 

Dialogue, a UK 

non-profit,780 

and developed 

with funds from 

the US.781 

Network through which cities, 

towns, and regions worldwide 

share local best practices and 

collaborate to prevent violent 

extremism and the conditions 

in which radicalization takes 

hold. 

FrancoPrev782 2018 Unspecified 

number of 

experts from 

public 

institutions, 

academia, and 

civil society in 

Francophone 

countries 

worldwide. 

Walloonia- 

Bruxelles 

Federation, 

Belgium 

Network for advocacy and 

sharing knowledge on 

radicalization and violent 

extremism and prevention 

methods; training programs to 

strengthen government and 

civil society capacity to 

address radicalization. 

 
776 European Forum for Urban Security. https://efus.eu/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
777 EENeT - Homepage. https://www.european-enet.org/EENeT/EN/Home/home_node.html. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
778 “About RAN.” Migration and Home Affairs - European Commission, 17 June 2020, https://ec.europa.eu/home-

affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/about-ran_en. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
779 “Home.” Strong Cities Network, https://strongcitiesnetwork.org/en/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
780 “ISD - Powering Solutions to Extremism and Polarisation.” ISD. https://www.isdglobal.org/. Accessed 1 June 

2021. 
781 “Frequently Asked Questions.” Strong Cities Network. https://strongcitiesnetwork.org/en/about/frequently-asked-

questions/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
782 “Réseau FrancoPREV.” Réseau de prise en charge des extrémismes et des radicalismes, https://extremismes-

violents.cfwb.be/a-propos/reseau-francoprev/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
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 While it is clear that there are many efforts to develop networks among CVE 

professionals, that alone is insufficient for the existence of an epistemic community. As specified 

by Hass, the required elements are shared normative, principled, and causal beliefs. These shared 

beliefs were clear from the 70 interviews with CVE experts and discussed in Chapter IV. To test 

the nature of this network further, I analyzed the connections between the interview participants 

themselves. As discussed in Chapter III, I solicited interviews from RAN members listed on the 

website and from the eight country studies in this dissertation. I also found interview participants 

through purposive and snowball sampling. To achieve this, I asked each participant at the 

interview to recommend other CVE experts with whom I should speak. From these answers and 

the professional references that the interview participants brought up during our hour-long 

conversations, I had a database of personal yet professional connections between European CVE 

experts. I assume that when recommending contacts for interviews, the participants were 

selecting people with whom they shared normative, principled, and causal beliefs. 

 The technical procedure used to analyze the network was conducted using the open-

source networking software, Gephi. All participants and referrals were assigned a random 

number for inputting into the software.783 There were 70 participants and 120 additional 

referrals. The list of referral dyads was checked for duplicates, which were removed. After 

removing duplicates, 174 dyads remained.  

  

 
783 Some of the non-interview participants that were named as referrals, I had contacted independently, some I 

contacted on the basis of the referral, and some I did not contact for time or expertise reasons. Overall, I contacted 

75% of the referrals to request an interview. 
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Figure 6: Network of Connections Between Countering Violent Extremism Experts 
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 Using Gephi, I visualized the dyads and color-coded individuals by country. In Figure 6, 

each circle, or node, represents an individual who participated in an interview or was a contact of 

an interview participant. Because I only included individuals connected to others, all nodes in the 

network chart are connected to at least one other node. On the right side of the figure are dyads 

and clusters that did not connect to the larger network, which formed from more than half the 

dyads. It was not a given that there would be a more extensive network formed from the 

connections, and it was surprising that there were so many interconnections in this network. This 

result lends strong evidence to my argument that there is an epistemic community of CVE 

practitioners in Europe.  

 To further analyze the connections between members of this network and see which 

countries are the most connected internationally, I analyzed the connectivity of each country's 

nodes. I counted how many nodes from each country had connections to other countries. From 

this number, I created a ratio of the total number of dyads for each country and the number of 

dyads connected to another country. Table 14 shows the connectivity ratio, which is the ratio of 

nodes to international connections. In other words, I analyzed the number of international 

connections for each CVE expert. A lower ratio indicates a more connected group of nodes, and 

a higher ratio indicates fewer international connections. This ratio shows the insularity of a 

country or how connected they are internationally. The country with the most connections to the 

greatest number of other countries was Belgium, which is consistent with the country's nascent 

approach and search for new approaches. Norway, by contrast, has the fewest international 

dyads. France and Denmark were also notably insular, with few recommendations of 

international contacts. I would argue this is because professionals in both these countries 
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consider their approach unique and less similar to other countries' CVE approaches; therefore, 

they are less likely to have or to recommend international contacts.  

 Table 14 further shows the total number of other countries connected to a single country; 

in other words, are a country’s international connections to a wide variety of other countries or to 

a narrow group? Most countries were connected to half of the other countries in the network; 

none had a connection to all other countries, and none were completely unconnected and insular. 

Belgium is the most well-connected country with connections to all other countries except 

Denmark. By contrast, France is connected to only three other countries: Finland, Germany, and 

Belgium. As this variety of connections indicates, there is no correlation between securitized and 

social and the number of connections or the variety of connections. 

 

Table 14: Connectivity Ratio and Variety of Connections 

Country Connectivity Ratio Connections to Other Countries 

Belgium 1.39 6 

Denmark 2.5 5 

Finland 1.57 5 

France 2.56 3 

Germany 2.36 4 

Netherlands 1.81 4 

Norway 5.00 3 

Sweden 1.5 4 

 

 While I found no evidence of a pattern between the connections and similarity in 

approach, upon visual inspection, it is worth noting the influence of a key Finnish node 

representing a participant who is personally considered a global thought leader. This node, 

depicted in orange and connected to three French nodes, creates the circular pattern of the 

network. If that node were removed, the network would flatten, and the order in which the 

countries are connected would approximate the placement of the countries on the scale of social 

to securitized approaches presented in Chapter IV.  



246 

 

The Epistemic Community's Influence on Policy 

 Since we know that there is an epistemic community of CVE professionals in Europe, 

how then does this epistemic community influence policy? Davis-Cross argues that EU expert 

“networks have played a central role in influencing the direction of internal security policy, 

ultimately convincing member states of their expertise-driven policy initiatives.” 784 Epistemic 

communities persuade others to support their shared policy goals and norms based on their 

expertise. I argue that the epistemic community's policy impact is in changing the way the 

problem is framed and the acceptable range of policy choices, much like political culture's 

impact on acceptable and unacceptable policy options.  

 Within RAN, the most extensive mechanism facilitating the development of the CVE 

epistemic community, influencing policy is an implied goal. Yet, RAN lacks the authority to 

mandate compliance with best practices. As one expert involved in RAN since it was founded 

explained, the impact has been immense considering that none of the recommendations are 

binding. The impact is dependent on the country itself and the members of RAN to advocate for 

the adoption of improved programs and practices. From RAN's and the European Commission's 

perspective, they can only provide advice, good practices, and the information needed to 

implement.785 Another expert pointed out the importance of conference and working group 

working papers, compiled by RAN staff after all events and available on the RAN website. 

These papers communicate policy recommendations; however, nothing is binding or compels 

adherence to any RAN recommendations.786 Nevertheless, RAN has a considerable policy 

 
784 Cross, Mai’a K. Davis. “The European Space and Intelligence Networks.” Journal of Transatlantic Studies, vol. 

18, no. 2, June 2020, pp. 209–30. doi:10.1057/s42738-020-00045-y. 
785 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
786 Participant 585. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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impact; conferences have typically been attended by high-placed EU officials and Ministers of 

Interior from EU member countries.787 The importance of RAN is discussed in a special note in 

the Norwegian National Action Plan, and the high value of international exchanges is discussed 

in the Flemish Action Plan.788  

 To get more clarity on how the epistemic community influenced the work of its members, 

I asked each interview participant an open-ended question about how their participation in RAN 

impacts their work to focus their responses. I chose to specify RAN because it is the largest 

network of European CVE practitioners and experts, and all interview participants were 

members of or aware of RAN. I coded the responses based on the comments about RAN, 

including benefits to their work that were discussed as well as challenges. Since it was an open-

ended question, respondents were able to highlight more than one challenge or benefit. Of the 70 

interview participants, 80 percent talked about at least one benefit to their work, 27 percent 

talked about a challenge, and 17 percent, while aware of RAN, had no comments about its 

impact on their work. Table 15 shows the responses by the percentage of experts who discussed 

that aspect.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
787 Participant 541. Interview with author. June 2020. Video Teleconference. 
788 “Action plan against Radicalisation and Violent Extremism.” Norwegian Ministry of Justice and Public Security, 

2014; “The Flemish Minister For Local And Provincial Government, Civic Integration, Housing, Equal 

Opportunities And Poverty Reduction, Action plan for the prevention of radicalisation processes that can lead to 

extremism and terrorism.” Vlaamse Regering, 2015. 
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Table 15: Impact of RAN on Participants' Work 

Comment Type Reason % of 

Participants 

Benefit   

 Learn from others in the same field and at 

the same level 

43% 

 Build a network in Europe 33%  
Get new ideas and validation theirs are 

right 

19% 

 Build the knowledge of frontline 

practitioners 

9% 

 Broadened, pan-European perspective 4% 

 Learn from others' mistakes 4% 

 Stay up-to-date on latest research 3% 

Total % Describing Benefits  80% 

Challenge   

 Adopting best practices to own national 

context 

7% 

 Invitations and participation requirements 7% 

 Engaging policymakers 6% 

 Language barriers 4% 

 Full participation from all countries 3% 

Total % Describing Challenges  27% 

No Comments  17% 

 

 It is important to note that these responses mainly were from participants in RAN and 

therefore are likely biased in favor of RAN. The population from which I sampled could be 

assumed to see more value in RAN than the overall population of CVE practitioners in Europe, 

although perhaps marginally. I argue that given RAN's ubiquity in the CVE policy space, with 

6,000 members as of 1 June 2021, the proportion of the population that has not participated in 

RAN activities is sufficiently small to make this potential bias acceptable. It is also important to 

highlight that 20 percent, a significant proportion of my sample, offered criticism or no 

comments about RAN, 3 percent only provided criticism in their comments, and 17 percent had 
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nothing to offer. This probably indicates that the interview participants do not solely represent 

RAN proponents. 

Policy Diffusion 

 Over time the diffusion of CVE policies between countries in Europe has contributed to 

national level policies becoming more similar, and this is due to the influence of the epistemic 

community. Patterns of policy diffusion over time can be observed through several main 

concepts that have proliferated and are more associated with a social approach to CVE. These are 

disengagement or rehabilitation as more preferable to deradicalization, the now-widely accepted 

need for a multi-agency approach, and prevention as a central aspect of CVE. For example, a 

notable preventative approach that has diffused through these countries is the mentor program 

started in Demark as Back on Track and adopted by Norway and France for use in prisons.789  

 There is significant evidence that absent a transnational influence like the epistemic 

community, we would not expect to see the diffusion of approaches over time. As one expert 

involved in RAN for ten years described, many commonly held beliefs have changed since 2011. 

Now, "everybody" knows what radicalization means, that prevention is important, and the most 

effective approaches are multi-agency. This expert credits RAN for changing those mindsets.790 

While I argue that the epistemic community influenced policy changes, it is impossible to 

separate RAN from its members and make a direct causal claim between RAN and policy 

changes. The epistemic community members are also the members of the governments making 

 
789 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 219. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
790 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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the policies, and even street level workers have the power to influence policy through RAN and 

by being vocal in their workplaces.  

 An example of how it works in practice is based on a description from an interview 

participant about how RAN and the participant have both been influential in local and national 

policy in their country. While the professional did not describe it in this great detail, this is the 

process described by this particular professional who works at the municipal level in Norway.791 

This CVE professional has years of field experience and has also had managerial and leadership 

roles. Due to this significant expertise, the CVE professional was invited to attend and speak at 

RAN meetings. They shared their lessons learned, best practices, and challenges with 

international peers and learned a great deal. They brought some of those actionable ideas back to 

Norway to improve existing programs and implement new lines of effort. Through RAN 

meetings, the expert developed shared beliefs with the community of international colleagues, 

built a personal network, and deepened their understanding of the theoretical and practical 

positions held by the epistemic community. The professional was also invited to participate in 

focus groups to form the next Norwegian Action Plan. They attended and presented their beliefs, 

which were shaped by their experiences, personal networks, and the larger epistemic community. 

These beliefs and the other professionals who attended the focus groups informed Ministry 

officials and policymakers of the best practices and values they collectively hold. This is not a 

unique process to Norway. Experts explicitly stated that National Action Plan working group 

participation was also a typical policy development process in Finland and France.  

 Deradicalization. One example of policy diffusion is the declining use of the term 

deradicalization, which is no longer used by RAN and the majority of countries using a social 

 
791 Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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approach. At its inception, one of the RAN working groups was dedicated to deradicalization 

best practices.792 Over time the focus shifted from securitized to a definitively social approach, 

and the "RAN Derad" working group was renamed "RAN Exit" in 2016, then "RAN 

Rehabilitation" in 2020.793 As one expert put it, before RAN started, the words radicalization and 

CVE were not part of the common lexicon of professionals involved in law enforcement, social 

welfare, or crime prevention. For example, when RAN first asked for participants to discuss the 

prevention of radicalization at a conference, 70 percent of the participants sent by the countries 

were from counterterrorism departments of agencies. In other words, they were people working 

in the hard power realm when the RAN discussion was intended to be on soft power measures.794 

Over time, the common understanding of prevention, radicalization, and CVE has become more 

of a social approach among these countries, parallel to the development of the shared 

understanding in RAN and the European CVE epistemic community. 

 Multi-Agency Approach. The diffusion of programs and approaches is also notable and 

contributes to policy convergence. For example, the now-widely accepted need for multi-agency 

collaboration began in the Netherlands. The Dutch Safety House model was adopted (with 

adaptations) by Denmark as the Info House, Finland as the Anchor Model, Belgium as LSIC, 

Norway as SLT, and Sweden as EST.795 

 
792 “Proposed Policy Recommendations for the High Level Conference from the RAN Derad Working Group.” 

Radicalisation Awareness Network, December 2012. https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/what-we-

do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/ran-high-level-

conference/docs/proposed_policy_recommendations_ran_derad_en.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
793 Van de Donk, Maarten. “European Overview on (De)radicalization.” Radicalisation Awareness Network, 12 

November 2020. https://www.cep-probation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Presentation-Maarten-van-de-

Donk.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
794 Participant 698. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
795 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 219. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; 

Participant 275. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference; “Brussels Attacks One Year On: More 

Still Needs to Be Done.” RUSI, 13 March 2017. https://rusi.org/commentary/brussels-attacks-one-year-more-still-
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Policy Diffusion in Action: France 

 In the last decade, there has been an overall move toward social approaches. One place to 

see this change is in the most securitized country case: France. The country’s changing policies 

over time are not the only examples, but they are the most drastic and easily observable. France 

is gradually incorporating more primary-level prevention measures aimed at media literacy, 

resilience, and social cohesion.796 Romain Seze argues that as radicalization emerged as a public 

problem and the perception of how to address this problem shifted from repressive to preventive 

measures, the government began to incorporate more primary prevention methods and eventually 

even consider methods to promote social cohesion, a marker of a social approach. The 

government’s refocus is what Seze terms “the securitisation of social policies.”797 

 The diffusion of social approaches and their adoption in France can be observed through 

specific Danish programs that were implemented as experimental and eventually made 

permanent. One Danish expert even described reviewing the French National Action Plan to 

provide input before it was finalized, demonstrating how a securitized country is open to 

incorporating aspects of a social approach.798 France adopted the Danish Back on Track 

mentoring program France for use in prisons.799 The French Ministry of Justice in 2017 

experimented with the RIVE program, directly based on the individualized and multidisciplinary 

approach of the programs in Aarhus, Denmark.800 An example of this shift in a country's policy 

 
needs-be-done. Accessed 1 June 2021; “SLT.” Kriminalitets Forebygging, 23 June 2016. 

https://kriminalitetsforebygging.no/slt/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
796 Participant 120. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
797 Seze, Romain. Prévenir La Violence Djihadiste. Le Seuil, 2019, pp.4. 
798 Participant 147. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
799 Participant 187. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 219. Interview with author. 

May 2020. Video Teleconference; Participant 377. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
800 “Présentation du Plan national de prévention de la radicalization.” Government of France. 

https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/9992-presentation-du-plan-national-de-prevention-de-la-radicalisation. 

Accessed 1 June 2021; “France Unveils Experimental Deradicalisation Programme.” France 24, 10 November 
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is the program run by the court in Mulhouse in the Alsace region. This was a well-known French 

deradicalization program that received significant negative attention in the mid-2020s for being 

ineffective and bordering on brainwashing.801 The same court is now running a "disengagement" 

program for radicalized offenders.802   

 Another move toward a social approach that is observable in France is the shifting 

attitudes toward the term “deradicalization” which implied a corresponding change in mindset 

and mirrors the change in perspective change happening within RAN and in France’s peer 

countries. On 23 February 2018, French Prime Minister Édouard Philippe said,  

Finally, there is a particularly delicate point: it is that of “deradicalization.” I also find this term 

inappropriate. No one has a magic formula of "deradicalization," in the sense that one could "deprogram" 

dangerous software. But there are, in France and elsewhere, good prevention and disengagement 

practices.803  

 

 As one expert described, over time, the French government has changed their use of the 

term deradicalization, which in the expert’s opinion was following the lead of other European 

governments because deradicalization is increasingly viewed as ineffective.804 According to the 

expert, during a 2015 RAN meeting, French representatives from CIPDR were speaking about 

deradicalization, and a member from an Eastern European country challenged the efficacy of 

deradicalization based on their country’s own studies. The French experts doubled down and 

 
2017. https://www.france24.com/en/20171110-france-unveils-experimental-deradicalisation-programme-justice-

minister-nicole-belloubet. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
801 Nevett, Joshua. “How Europe deals with terror offenders when they are freed from jail.” BBC, 12 March 2020. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-51560046. Accessed 1 June 2021; Louis, Lisa. “Is France’s 

Deradicalization Strategy Missing the Point?” Deutsche Welle, 12 December 2018, https://www.dw.com/en/is-

frances-deradicalization-strategy-missing-the-point/a-43772816. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
802 Participant 410. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
803 “Présentation du Plan national de prévention de la radicalization.” Government of France. 

https://www.gouvernement.fr/partage/9992-presentation-du-plan-national-de-prevention-de-la-radicalisation. 

Accessed 1 June 2021. 
804 Participant 526. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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insisted that they were deradicalizing many people, despite providing no evidence. However, the 

French focus on deradicalization is slowly waning.805  

 Informal pressure and rising threats like the Mohamed Merah attacks in 2012 led French 

authorities to adopt measures to address the problem of radicalization rather than only applying 

punitive judicial and security measures.806 After the Charlie Hebdo attack and the flow of French 

youth to Syria, the measures increased even more. While the threats are the most obvious 

catalyst for this shift in strategy and gradual change in mindset toward accepting the necessity of 

preventative measures, the influence of informal pressure cannot be discounted. According to 

Ragazzi, RAN played an important role in promoting and disseminating social CVE approaches 

through “the influence of a number of European experts and networks which, without having 

been directly involved in discussions with counterterrorism professionals, have provided with a 

forceful argument.”807  

Conclusion 

 This chapter tested the hypothesis of policy diffusion through the influence of a 

transnational epistemic community. This influence is primarily through the influence of 

individual members who are professionals working in different aspects of CVE, in different 

locations, and all bringing to bear the shared beliefs and values of the epistemic community. I 

argue that epistemic communities can have an outsized impact in a low-information policy space 

because there are fewer other credible actors with competing beliefs, goals, and agendas and 

 
805 Participant 526. Interview with author. May 2020. Video Teleconference. 
806 Benbassa, Esther and Catherine Troendle, “Rapport d’Information “Désendoctrinement, 

désembrigadement et réinsertion des djihadistes en France et en Europe.” Senat, February 2017, pp. 9. 
807 Ragazzi, Francesco. “Towards ‘Policed Multiculturalism’? Counter-radicalization in France, the Netherlands and 

the United Kingdom.” Les Etudes du CERI, no. 206, September/December 2014. 

https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/sites/sciencespo.fr.ceri/files/Etude_206_anglais.pdf. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
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policymakers are more in need of outside advice, having less of their own experience or 

expertise.  

 While it is not possible to separate the policy influence of CVE practitioners from RAN, 

there is significant evidence that together, as an epistemic community, they have influenced the 

policies of European countries. It is notable how, overall, the community beliefs have changed 

together, mirrored by policy changes. The existence of a robust network of individuals with their 

shared beliefs and desire to influence policy provides strong support for the hypothesis that the 

epistemic community centered around RAN has influenced national level policies in these 

countries.  

 From a broader view, since the country’s political culture drives national policy choices, 

actors that shape or change these policies modify at least a portion of the impact of existing 

norms. In countries with securitized CVE approaches, adopting policies and programs from 

social approach countries demonstrates that the influence of experts and epistemic communities 

can override the intrinsic policy options available based on the political norms of that country.  
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CHAPTER XV: CONCLUSION 

 
 

 This dissertation found strong evidence confirming that the variation in CVE policies can 

be explained by a two-level theory of political norms driving cross-national variation, modified 

by policy diffusion under the influence of an epistemic community. I argue that when faced with 

a new problem, countries act in a path dependent manner relying on norms. These norms 

determine the characteristics, structure, and function of the policy. However, as time progresses, 

if experts emerge and develop evidence-based positions on the appropriate policies to apply to 

this problem, they can influence the policies to modify the path dependent effect of political 

culture preference. 

 I argue that previous work on epistemic communities and TANs does not adequately 

consider the influence of political culture. During my interviews, it was interesting how norms 

about the role of research in policymaking and prevailing beliefs about the relationship between 

individuals and the state influenced policy choices. These are powerful, persistent, prior 

conditions that are being changed by epistemic communities. My research suggests that these 

expert networks can be more powerful than political culture in determining policy choices. 

Through the lens of a path dependent analysis, critical junctures inherently possess a set of given 

antecedent options. The interaction of an epistemic community imports new ideas, broadens or 

changes the set of options beyond the antecedents, and makes a particular option more 

preferable. As Keck and Sikkink suggest in their work, I propose synthesizing these theories to 

meld the domestic and international policy arenas more fully into a unified theory of the system. 

I argue that political norms interact with the epistemic community, which accounts for the 

construction of institutions through repeated interactions, and the divide between the domestic 

and international is increasingly blurred.  
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 This dissertation offered a novel way to examine the policy process underpinning CVE 

regimes in Europe and contribute new insights to the literature on CVE, security policy, and 

decision-making processes in the EU. This chapter explores the policy implications, including 

generalizability for non-European cases and areas for future research.  

Policy Implications 

 The most evident policy implication is that epistemic communities' ability to modify the 

influence of political culture can be applied to other areas with influential communities of 

experts. Epistemic communities can bring countries together to achieve goals, especially reticent 

or slow-to-act countries, which could be beneficial for issues like terrorism, where risk is shared 

and crosses international boundaries.808 The EU already has RAN-type initiatives in other 

challenging policy areas, including climate change and migration. The less optimistic implication 

of this work is that since state policy formation on CVE tends to be path dependent and driven by 

norms, we would not expect it to change significantly in the near term. For example, France 

would not be expected to adopt a social approach overnight. Any changes would almost certainly 

be incremental.  

 Despite the variation in CVE policies, this dissertation also showed how much they have 

in common—arguably more than they differ. One of the shared aspects was that the experts 

interviewed, as would be expected since they are members of an epistemic community, share 

similar beliefs about the threat and the challenges of CVE. Overwhelmingly, they assess that the 

threat of Islamic extremism is waning. However, they also assess that the threat of far-right 

extremism is rising, concurrent with an overall increase in populism. This shifting threat picture 

 
808 Cross, Mai’a K. Davis. “The European Space and Intelligence Networks.” Journal of Transatlantic Studies, vol. 

18, no. 2, June 2020, pp. 209–30. doi:10.1057/s42738-020-00045-y. 
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is one of the top challenges facing CVE professionals. It is hard to keep up with the changing 

threat environment, and a reactive posture is not as effective as a proactive one. Further, it is 

nearly impossible to maintain constant political and fiscal support when the threat is less severe. 

The experts agreed that terrorism in its many forms would be a persistent, challenging, and 

deadly problem for Europe for at least decades to come. 

 Lastly, this dissertation touched on but did not focus at length on the most vexing, 

political, and contentious policy issues related to Islamic extremism, which were front of mind 

for many experts interviewed. These are the issues of repatriation, children of ISIS members, and 

extremist activity in prisons. Each of these topics would itself be a dissertation project and 

warrants more space and detail than available here. CVE policies have been applied to all of 

these problems thus far with mixed results. According to estimates, the biggest issue is 

undoubtedly the hundreds of terrorist offenders and likely radicalized individuals scheduled for 

release from European prisons within the next five years.809  CVE programs will be critical to 

supporting reintegration and preventing recidivism and violence. At this point, knowledge of the 

effectiveness of CVE measures and consistency of approaches across countries in Europe is 

lacking. Ideally, the focus on evaluation techniques and developing evidence-based best 

practices for prison and probation management would mitigate these risks. The epistemic 

community has an enormous role to play in achieving this lofty goal as rapidly as possible.  

 

 

 
809 “Terrorism Situation and Trend Report 2019 (TE-SAT).” Europol. https://www.europol.europa.eu/activities-

services/main-reports/terrorism-situation-and-trend-report-2019-te-sat. Accessed 1 June 2021; ““EU Terrorism 

Situation & Trend Report (TE-SAT).” Europol.  https://www.europol.europa.eu/tesat-report. Accessed 1 June 2021;  

“How Europe Deals with Terror Offenders When They Are Freed from Jail.” BBC News, 12 March 2020. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-51560046. Accessed 1 June 2021. 



259 

 

Generalizability 

 This section considers how well the theory posited in this dissertation would generalize to 

other countries. First, it considers similar cases to see how commonalities in political culture 

impact CVE programs, then it considers divergent cases. 

 It is reasonable to expect the hypothesis about political culture’s impact on CVE policy to 

hold when applied to the case of the UK because its political norms, policymaking process, and 

threat environment are all similar to the eight country cases. For example, a norm about the 

emphasis of ideological change or providing life support assistance could be reasonably expected 

to be related to a country’s social welfare system, which would probably be leveraged to prevent 

and mitigate radicalization. So the hypothesis about norms could be very reasonably expected to 

generalize to all Western democracies. The hypothesis about the influence of epistemic 

communities' role could also be expected to generalize in the same context, especially in the UK 

because British CVE professionals are members of the same epistemic community as the eight 

country cases.  

 What then would we expect the theory to predict in specific countries? As stated 

previously, the theory could be expected to hold in similar European countries. I posit that this 

would also hold for certain other countries, especially liberal democracies like Canada and 

Australia, both of which have extensive CVE regimes. While they may not be members of the 

same epistemic community as non-European countries, their experts are very active in the more 

general international CVE policy space. There are probably other epistemic communities outside 

Europe that have the same role.  
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 The US is one case that does not fit, probably because it has failed to establish a CVE 

program.810 This is likely because of the lack of a perceived threat which is an implicit factor that 

cannot be overlooked. The US has a relatively minor threat from homegrown Islamic extremism, 

which was the focus of the Bush and Obama administrations’ CVE efforts. Some of these 

programs continue, but the policy imperative for them has faded dramatically.811 However, CVE 

policies, as the European CVE experts interviewed for this dissertation would reiterate, is not 

only applicable to one extremist ideology. The US could (and I argue it should), turn its attention 

to CVE measures addressing far-right extremism. Unfortunately, the lack of an official 

designation as terrorism probably keeps this option out of reach.812 The US's unwillingness to 

deal with its burgeoning domestic terrorism problem probably explains the overall failure of 

CVE policies to gain significant traction in the country. 

 Lastly, having analyzed how the theory presented in this dissertation would generalize to 

western liberal democracies, I argue that it would not generalize well to illiberal democracies and 

especially authoritarian states. This government type is one significant portion of CVE policies 

that I set aside for methodological and theoretical reasons. As Figure 7 shows, many countries 

that are not liberal democracies have CVE programs, some of which were established at the early 

stages of the CVE milieu.813 Others are more recent, having been encouraged by European 

 
810 Rosand, Eric. “Fixing CVE in the United States Requires More than Just a Name Change.” Brookings, 16 

February 2017. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/02/16/fixing-cve-in-the-united-states-

requires-more-than-just-a-name-change/. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
811 “Center for Prevention Programs and Partnerships.” Department of Homeland Security, 22 March 2016. 

https://www.dhs.gov/CP3. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
812 Stebbins, David, and Douglas C. Ligor. “Implications of Domestic Terrorist Group Designations for Combating 

Homegrown Extremism.” The RAND Blog, 2 March 2021, https://www.rand.org/blog/2021/03/implications-of-

domestic-terrorist-group-designations.html. Accessed 1 June 2021. 
813 “Countries and Territories.” Freedom House. https://freedomhouse.org/countries/freedom-world/scores. 

Accessed 21 June 2021; Ambroszik, Caitlin. “Story Map Journal.” 

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=16156a459c4a44f7bf6f3673f5b27787. Accessed 2 

June 2021. 
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countries in foreign outreach efforts.814 The hypothesis about the influence of epistemic 

communities' role would be limited in its generalizability to non-democratic countries because 

this tends to be a policymaking environment where access to policymakers by experts, especially 

non-sanctioned experts, is limited.  

 

 
814 “3 Recent Experiences from Danish CVE-Related Inputs - Lessons Learned from Danish and Other International 

Efforts on Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) in Development Contexts.” Udenrigsministeriet (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Denmark), 2015. 

http://www.netpublikationer.dk/um/evaluation_study_2015_03/Html/kap05.html. Accessed 4 June 2021; “Denmark 

and Burkina Faso Take the Lead on Countering Violent Extremism in the Sahel at the UN.” Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Denmark. https://um.dk/en/news/newsdisplaypage/?newsid=02c4d20b-6224-4604-9f37-f4009c7e7601. 

Accessed 20 June 2021. 
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Figure 7: Partly Free / Not Free Countries with Countering Violent Extremism Programs 
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 I argue that political culture and epistemic communities would fail to explain the 

variation, formation, or drivers of CVE policies in non-democracies because these variables rely 

on a mechanism of individuals acting freely, at times representing themselves (in a RAN 

meeting, for instance) as an expert. Overall, this assumes a great amount of agency on the part of 

the epistemic community members and their ability to drive policy and exert influence on 

bureaucrats and policymakers. Indeed, in some illiberal countries, these mechanisms could work, 

but in others, they would be severely constrained by the control exerted by the state. I suggest 

that in these non-democratic contexts, a theory of leadership priorities and managing reputational 

risks, especially risks stemming from international pressure, would probably be better predictors 

of CVE policy variation. This and several other extensions of this dissertation are interesting, 

contribute to the scholarly dialogue on CVE, and would make excellent avenues for further 

research.  

Further Research 

 This dissertation focused primarily on the question of what drove the variety of choices 

of CVE policy. Future research can delve deeper into several aspects that were touched on here 

but not explored in-depth, for instance, the variation in CVE policy in non-democracies. The 

methods employed and scope limited the questions included and the level of detail. However, 

there are several areas that are prime for a closer examination because they are an extension of 

the theories developed in this dissertation but were not within the scope to get a full or focused 

analysis. 

 One avenue for further research is the relationship between threat and public support for 

CVE policy, which could have interesting conclusions about the longevity of the impact of a 
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terrorist attack and contribute to the extensive body of literature on the relationship between 

public opinion and terrorism. The drivers of political support for CVE is an understudied area 

that could be fruitful and generalizable to other security-related policy areas. Another promising 

project could be to examine by-country variations in CVE professionals’ opinion on CVE-related 

policies, for example, policy on regarding prisons, repatriation, or mental health, all of which are 

developing policy considerations in most Western European countries.815 

 An area for further research that fell outside of the scope of this dissertation is a detailed 

examination of CVE policy convergence. In the last decade, there has been an overall move 

toward social approaches that has not been systematically studied. This is related to policy 

diffusion but a separate dynamic that is worth a detailed analysis because of the insights that 

could be drawn from it to illuminate intra-European policy and cooperation dynamics.  

Conclusion 

 This dissertation employed an actor-based theory of evolution layered over a foundation 

of path dependent behavior shaped by political culture. This research found strong evidence that 

norms have determined CVE policies in European countries and found support for the ability of 

an epistemic community to modify the path dependent effect of political culture preference. It 

analyzed the factors that shaped national level frameworks for terrorism prevention. It explained 

the variation in European CVE strategies using evidence from 70 interviews of CVE experts, 

policymakers, and practitioners in eight European countries, alongside process tracing and social 

network analysis. 

 
815 Participant 496. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference. 
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 This dissertation offered a novel way to examine the policy process underpinning CVE in 

Europe. It contributed new insights to the literature on CVE, security policy, and decision-

making processes in the EU. Specifically, it advanced previous work that looked at state 

responses to terrorism and the influence of epistemic communities. Of scholarly work on CVE 

programs, very little examines cross-national variation, and nearly none of it examines the 

drivers of policy choices. This dissertation addressed these deficiencies with theoretical and 

empirical contributions. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Violent Extremist Incidents, 2009-2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Jane's Terrorism and Insurgency Centre. Jane's Information Group, 2003. 

Note: Far-Left includes environmentalist, anarchist, and animal rights motivations. Far-right includes xenophobic 

motivations. France also experienced 43 violent incidents perpetrated by ETA, Basque and Corsican separatists. 
 

Radicalized Inmates 

 

Country Number of prisoners in custody for 

terrorism-related offenses 

Number of prisoners monitored 

for radicalization 

Belgium ~ 136 165–450 

Denmark 19 64  

Finland 2 77 

France 549 (522 jihadists; 36 Basque separatists) 1,458  

Germany Unspecified ≥ 292 

Netherlands 36 ≤ 51 (estimate) 

Norway 25 34 

Sweden > 53 Unspecified 
Source: Basra, Rajan and Peter R. Neumann. “Prisons and Terrorism: Extremist Offender Management in 10 

European Countries.” International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation, King’s College, 2020. 

Finland Data is from Participant 496. Interview with author. April 2020. Video Teleconference and Participant 461. 

Interview with author. March 2020. Video Teleconference. 
 

Foreign Fighters 

 

Source:  Barrett, Richard. Beyond the Caliphate: Foreign Fighters and the Threat of Returnees. Soufan Center, 

2017. 

Country All Ideologies Far-Left  Islamist Far-Right 

Belgium 26 1 9 1 

Denmark 14 0 10 1 

Finland 13 2 1 7 

France 267 27 52 16 

Germany 253 39 24 108 

Netherlands 27 1 2 1 

Norway 11 0 2 3 

Sweden 51 2 8 22 

Country Estimated Foreign Fighters who traveled to Syria or Iraq 

Belgium ~528 

Denmark >145 

Finland >80 

France 1,910 

Germany >915 

Netherlands 280 

Norway 90 

Sweden 300 
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