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ABSTRACT A new model of radicalization has appeared in Western countries since the

2010s. However, few empirical data are available to interpret the profiles of European young

people who have embraced radical Islamism. Mixing qualitative/quantitative approaches, the

present study is the first to explore their motives for radicalization, as well as how char-

acteristics at baseline predicted their status at follow-up (FU). In 2014-2015, 150 individuals

(mean age: 19.82 years; 101 (67.3%) females; 100 (67%) Muslim converts) were followed-up

prospectively by the Centre de Prévention contre les Dérives Sectaires liées à l’Islam (CPDSI) until

September 2016. Using a multiple correspondence analysis, we found that eight motivational

dimensions (interest in violence; feelings of depression, responsibility, uncertainty or lone-

liness; experience of abuse; issues with sexuality; and poor insight) combining in eight sta-

tistical factors drove individuals towards radicalization. At FU, 95(63%) were no longer

radicalized, 21(14%) were disengaged, 19(13%) were still radicalized, and 15(10%) had

reached the Islamic State. Univariate and multivariate analyses found some protective factors

defining individuals with developmental vulnerabilities that can be encountered in many

psychopathologies. In addition, multivariate models showed that worse status at FU was

predicted by being married, having married parents, having attempted to radicalize other

relatives, and having a close friend or relative imprisoned before radicalization. We conclude

that multidimensional efforts to de-radicalize young people are efficient, although a worse

prognosis is associated with neighborhood/proximal phenomena. Prevention should target

these local/proximal contexts to further prevent radicalization.
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Introduction

The terrorism threat level in Europe is critical (Reardon,
2015). The terrorist movements of the 1990s (i.e., Al-
Qaida, Chechen terrorism) aimed to target a foreign

country or were fighting for national liberation (Sageman, 2004).
Among terrorists, two profiles were highlighted: (1) individuals
who commit violent actions within a radical group and (2)
individuals – so-called ‘lone wolves’ – who act in a more isolated
manner and radicalize more quickly (Corner and Gill, 2015). This
bi-profile model has been questioned by several authors who have
shown that leftist extremists and Jihadists are less likely to act as
‘lone wolves’ compared to other extremists (Chermak et al. 2010).
In addition, the most violent ‘lone wolves’ attacks were conducted
by far-right extremists (Bates, 2012; Michael, 2012). Also, because
of the decentralized organization of modern jihadist groups,
terrorist attacks may sometimes seem committed by isolated
actors while they are in fact always linked with a third person,
whether this link is physical or virtual (Khosrokhavar, 2014,
Kepel, 2016). Therefore, the concept itself of ‘lones wolves’ does
not seem appropriate for radicalized population. Several theore-
tical models rather describe radicalization as a step-by-step pro-
cess that may finally lead to a violent form of action directly
linked to an extremist ideology (Doosje et al. 2016; Kruglanski
et al. 2013, 2014; Moghaddam, 2005; Wiktorowicz, 2005). These
models point out the complexity and entanglement of several risk
factors (individuals, organizational, environmental and societal)
that interact during the radicalization process (Campelo et al.
2018). Individual risk factors of bullying or discrimination such as
perceived injustice or feeling of injustice often act as a starting
point.

Since the 2010s, a new model of radicalization has appeared in
Europe with the increase of ‘homegrown’ terrorists who remained
marginal until then. Born and raised in Europe, these individuals
adopt the ideology of violent radical Islamism (Doosje et al. 2016;
Khosrokhavar, 2014; McGilloway et al. 2015; O’Duffy, 2008). This
transition has created community tensions and animated public
debate (Horton, 2016). Today’s radical groups are smaller groups,
more discrete, and younger and are composed of more fragile
individuals who have been influenced by recruiters and who
eventually converted to Islam (Khosrokhavar, 2014; Reardon,
2015). Compared to previous organizations such as Al-Qaida that
had internal rules based on orders, hierarchy and political agenda
corresponding to a pyramidal model, the increasing use of the
Internet by jihadist movements since the 2000s has led to an
organizational change: today’s radical groups are less organized
and less centralized (Kepel, 2016; Nesser, 2008) (Kepel, 2016;
Nesser, 2008; Sageman, 2008). The reasons of these changes are
multiple and complex, with a combination of geopolitical, reli-
gious factors and societal factors. The mutations of modern
societies could contribute to the emergence of the phenomenon of
radicalization. Bauman evokes a "liquid modernity" where the
individual is integrated only by his consumerism (Bauman, 2003).
These changes bring along freedom but also some uncertainties,
precariousness and insecurity. Khosrokhavar adds that for these
young people who suffer from the ‘deliquescence of politics’ and
the ‘dispersion of authority between several parental bodies’,
radical Islamism offers tangible and reassuring norms carried by
unambiguous authority (Khosrokhavar, 2015). For Benslama
(2016), the traditional model in which filiation defines the iden-
tity of the subject is threatened by a new social model in which
each subject must forge its place and its identity. Some people are
armed to face this challenge, but those who fail may be tempted
by the easier solutions offered by radical ideologies: they attack
the society that put them in this situation of insecurity (Benslama,
2016).

These points have led some authors to view this new form of
radical engagement as a generational and cultural rupture serving
an ideology that includes a nihilistic dimension (Roy, 2016).

Under the influence of Islamic State (IS) propaganda, the
number of radicalized individuals has greatly increased since
2014. In May 2015, French Home Office services listed 1704
French people who joined the IS in Syria, returned from Syria,
were on their way to Syria or said they want to join the IS. An
increase of 300% between January 2014 and May 2015 was
observed (Ciotti and Menucci, 2015). A total of 4011 French
individuals were registered for radicalization, including
1017 minors (25%), 1434 females (35%), and 1672 (42%) convert
Muslims (Ciotti and Menucci, 2015). To tackle the phenomenon
of radicalization among young Europeans, authors have suggested
individual risk factors such as personal vulnerabilities (e.g., early
experiences of abandonment, perceived injustice, personal
uncertainty and perceived group threat) and psychiatric disorders
(Bazex et al. 2017; Doosje et al. 2013); micro-environmental risk
factors such as family dysfunction and friendships with radica-
lized individuals (Bazex et al. 2017; MIVILUDES, 2015; Schuur-
man and Horgan, 2016; Van San et al. 2013); societal risk factors
such as geopolitical events, societal polarization and societal
changes (Benslama, 2016; Coid et al. 2016; O’Duffy, 2008; Wik-
torowicz, 2005); and systemic factors such as an encounter
between an individual who is a candidate for becoming radica-
lized and a recruiter who uses sectarian techniques to isolate and
dehumanize the candidate (Bouzar, 2014; MIVILUDES, 2015).
However, recent reviews have highlighted that studies with
empirical data are limited; they are mainly based on either small
samples of males involved in terror attacks or projects (Bazex
et al. 2017), i.e., a retrospective design (Veldhuis and Staun,
2009), or Muslim by birth individuals (Kundnani, 2015), making
it impossible to generalize the results or to establish causal rela-
tions. Additionally, several studies remain at a theoretical level or
use a population-based sample that provides only indirect ten-
dencies (Schmid, 2013). Some authors chose to focus on the
degree of sympathy towards radicalism and extremist beliefs
(Bhui et al. 2014; Bhui et al. 2014; Moyano and Trujillo, 2014).
Empirical data regarding females and non-Muslim communities
are lacking, as well as longitudinal studies investigating programs
for de-radicalization.

Here, we report on the first large prospective sample of young
French individuals who aimed to join the IS between 2014 and
2016. Through qualitative and quantitative analyses, we explore
their profiles of motivation and the characteristics at baseline that
predicted prognosis in terms of de-radicalization at last contact.

Material and methods
Ethics. The Centre de Prévention contre les Dérives Sectaires liées à
l’Islam (CPDSI) was commissioned by the French government to
support young people and their families who have been impacted
by radicalization. Given the nature of the specific goals (sup-
porting de-radicalization, compulsory declaration to the police,
and research), this study was led by a specific Home Office decree
directed to all heads of police departments (Ministère de l’Intér-
ieur, circulaire INTA1512017J, 20 May 2015). Contact of the
target population with the CPDSI was either direct or free
through a national phone number (tel 800) or compulsory after
contact with local police or under court petition. When indivi-
duals or families contacted the CPDSI freely, they were informed
of all its services and responsibilities including compulsory
declaration to the local police administration of all radicalized
individuals. Consequently, some families and/or individuals were
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not inclined to share all requested information, and the grid (see
below) could not be fully informed immediately and for all
individuals. Similarly, consent could not be obtained at first
contact. However, for the research dataset, individuals (and their
parents, in the case of minors) signed a consent form for the
anonymous use of the data for research at some point during
follow-up (FU).

Design of the study. The current study is a prospective obser-
vational and interventional study about a new phenomenon with
societal and forensic complexities. The design mixes qualitative
and quantitative approaches. Based on case-by-case interactions
with CPDSI professionals who were responsible for monitoring
these young people, the team collected information by conducting
semi-structured individual interviews with the young people and/
or their families or group therapy sessions. In most cases, the
CPDSI also had access to the recruit’s interactions on social
networks, their computers, and/or their phones. Videos that were
exchanged during recruitment were also used to better under-
stand the recruit’s sensitivity to propaganda. Following a quali-
tative research method from social anthropology (Pope and Mays,
1995), two authors (LB, DB) first immersed themselves in the
data and then conducted a thematic analysis of the information
gathered from the sample. This analysis explored the different
phases of the radicalization process after having categorized the
different reasons for engagement. To a large extent, the inter-
vention of the CPDSI enabled the use of a thematic qualitative
analysis. Indeed, accessing the raw data enabled the team to de-
construct each individual pathway, both explicitly and implicitly
(from conversations with the recruiters, the videos that they
shared with the recruits, and interviews with their relatives).

From the first phase of this qualitative approach, we elaborated
a grid listing variables and defined 8 motivational profiles (Bouzar
and Martin, 2016; Bouzar, 2017). Table S1 lists the motives that
were included in the grid. They were exploring several domains
such as depressive feelings (e.g., Did he feel unloved?), suicidal
behavior (e.g., Had he attempted suicide?), risk-taking behaviors
(e.g., Was he putting himself in danger?), issues with sexuality
(e.g., Did he feel guilty over homosexual attraction?), in need of
saving the world (e.g., Had he already sacrificed to help his
family?), interest in violent behaviors (e.g., Was he fascinated by
violence?), in search of a better world (e.g., Did he want to do or
did he do humanitarian work?), feeling of injustice (e.g., Did he
view the world as an unfair environment?), expression of need for
justice (e.g., Did he feel guilty over doing nothing to help the
oppressed?), searching for heroism (e.g., Did he think he needed to
prove that he is a man?), interest in the army and weapons (e.g.,
Was he attracted to weapons?), in search of an ideal husband/love
(e.g., Has she always idealized romantic relationships, e.g., waiting
for Prince Charming?), history of recent loss (e.g., Had he been
confronted with the recent death of a loved one?) and history of
abuse (e.g., Did she experience sexual abuse or physical abuse?).
This grid was completed retrospectively for the first 200 cases and
then prospectively for the remaining cases. The dataset was up-
dated with additional information during FU. From these 104
items listing many motives for radicalization that appear to be
qualitatively different for males and females, LB and DB proposed
to distinguish 8 motivational profiles that they named using
mythological metaphors:(1) “Zeus” usually a male interested in
violence and showing megalomania; (2) “Para-suicidal” usually
an individual showing depression, suicidal behavior and risk-
taking behaviors; (3) “Savior” usually a male in need of saving the
world and in search of a better world; (4) “Daeschland” usually a
female in search of a better world and showing feeling of injustice;
(5) “Mother Theresa” usually a female in need of saving the world

and in search of a better world; (6) “Lancelot” usually a male in
need for justice and showing heroism, interest in the army and
weapons; (7) “Fortress” usually a male with intense sexual
fantasies and activity, fear of sexuality and access to violence; (8)
“Sleeping beauty” usually a female in search of an ideal husband/
love, and with a frequent history of abuse (Martin and Bouzar,
2016; Bouzar, 2017.)

Besides the list of motivations for radicalization, we also
collected other variables of interest: sociodemographic, individual
and family characteristics, police intervention, personal history
before radicalization, family history, police history before
radicalization, intervention after first contact and status at FU.
The list of variables is detailed in Table 1. For status at FU, we
distinguished 4 different outcomes: no longer radicalized (youths
have renounced the conviction that only divine law can fight the
corruption of the world); disengaged (youths have denounced the
false propaganda and actions of their former jihadist group, but
still dream of a world where “the true Islam” would be applied);
still radicalized; and reached the IS or deceased. We considered
this last outcome as the worst.

Participants. For the current study, we kept all individuals with
less than 5% of missing data who contacted the CDPSI between
January 2014 and December 2015. FU was available until
December 2016. A total of 150 individuals were included (mean
age: 19.82 years (±5.28) [range:13-40]; 101 (67.3%) females; 100
(67%) convert Muslims). To assess the representability of the
sample, we compared the sociodemographic characteristics of our
sample with that of all individuals registered for radicalization
from the French Home Office during the same period (Fig. 1).
Apparently, we included individuals mainly from the Paris area
and South-Eastern France. Additionally, our sample included
more females, more individuals who were convert Muslims, and
more minors. However, the proportion of individuals who
reached Syria or Iraq despite intervention was similar (10%). The
characteristics of the sample are summarized in Table 1.

Statistical analysis. We performed two different analyses. First,
we aimed to explore whether the 8 motive profiles that were
obtained through a qualitative approach (Bouzar and Martin,
2016; Bouzar, 2017) could be confirmed via a quantitative
approach. To do so, we conducted a multiple correspondence
analysis (MCA) using the 104 motive items (see Table S1). MCA
is a statistical method of data reduction that can be used as an
equivalent to Principal Component Analysis (PCA) when a
dataset has categorical variables. Each motive item was coded as
yes (present) or no (absent) in the dataset. The optimal number of
statistical factors (i.e., the lowest number of factors still explaining
a good percentage of the variability of the data) was determined
by visual inspection of the MCA scree plot. Given MCA
requirements, the analysis was performed on only individuals
with full data available (N= 122). For each individual, a main
statistical factor (of the 8 statistical factors, the one for which the
percentage of individual contribution is maximal) was attributed
based on the MCA analyses. Dimensions obtained by the quali-
tative approach and dimensions obtained by the statistical
approach were then compared using the chi2 test.

We then conducted univariate and multivariate analysis to
explore prognosis at FU. We created an ordinal prognosis
variable with 4 states ranging from best outcome to worst
outcome (4=no longer radicalized>3=disengaged>2=still radi-
calized>1=reached the IS or deceased) and conducted univariate
analysis. Then, multivariate models were run using proportional
odds ordinal logistic regression. In order to select the explanatory
variables, we first used literature/domain knowledge to remove
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unimportant variables and force key variables into the model. We
then calculated the maximum number of explanatory variables
we could use before overfitting occurs by taking 1/10th of the
limiting sample size. If too many variables remained, we used a
stepwise method (R step function) to perform selection among
the remaining ones. Criterion of choice was Akaike information
criterion (AIC) and the selection was done in both directions. The
proportionality assumption was when possible tested using
Brant’s method (Brant, 1990) or assessed by running separate
binary logistic regressions (one for each cut-off of the outcome).
We present 2 models to predict prognosis at FU: in the first
model, the explanatory variables are all the variables collected in
Table 1; in the second model, the explanatory variables are the
dimensions defined through MCA.

Results
MCA of motives for radicalization. Visual inspection of the
MCA screen plot (Fig. 2) suggested that increasing beyond 8
dimensions would not improve the variance explained by the
MCA. Therefore, we entered an 8-category factorization in the
MCA performed on the motives for radicalization. The item-by-
item responses (yes in green, no in red) with their contributing
scores are detailed in Table S1. Based on the contributing items,
we summarize the different statistical factors in Table 2: (F1)
violence and megalomania; (F2) depressive symptoms and abuse;
(F3) responsibility and guilt; (F4) loneliness and poor insight;
(F5) responsibility and sacrifice; (F6) violence and uncertainty;
(F7) issues with sexuality; and (F8) loneliness and sensitivity.
Interestingly, some themes (groups of related items) are present
in several statistical factors: violence, depressive symptoms, the
experience of abuse, issues with sexuality, loneliness, an interest
in death and responsibility. Table S2 (supplementary material)
shows the dimensional correspondences between the qualitative
(Bouzar, 2017) and quantitative (or MCA) analyses of the ‘grid
for radicalization motives’. The qualitative analysis and the
quantitative factorizations were significantly related (χ2=150.99,
p= .0005).

Prognosis at FU. At last contact with the CDPSI (Table 1), the
mean age was 21.8 (±5.4) [15–42] years. A total of 95 (63%)
individuals were no longer radicalized, 21 (14%) were disengaged,
19 (13%) were still radicalized, and 15 (10%) (including 3 who
were deceased) had reached the IS (Fig. 3). However, despite a
high proportion of individuals who had recently converted to
Islam and who were no longer radicalized, 138 (92%) were still
Muslim at last contact.

The variables listed in Table 1 that significantly predicted status
at FU using univariate analysis are shown in Table 3. Being a
female, having parents who were divorced or one parent who had
died, having experienced suicidality before radicalization, receiv-
ing psychiatric consultation before radicalization and receiving
educational and psychiatric monitoring after radicalization were
associated with a better outcome at FU. In contrast, being
married, having a child, belonging to a family with married
parents, having attempted to radicalize other family members or
friends, having a close friend or relative imprisoned before
radicalization, and being Muslim by birth were associated with a
worse outcome. Obviously, the variable ‘Muslim by birth’ needs
to be understood in the context of this sample of radicalized
individuals and not generalize to any individuals Muslim by birth.

The multivariate model (ordinal logistic regression, Table 4)
produces rather similar findings although few significant variables
with univariate analysis where not maintained in the multivariate
model (having a child, receiving psychiatric consultation before
radicalization and receiving educational and psychiatric

Table 1 Characteristics of the adolescents and young adults
who were engaged in radicalization (N= 150)

SOCIODEMOGRAPHICS

Age at first contact, mean (SD) [range] 19.82 (5.28) [13–40] years
Gender, N (%) Female: 101 (67.3%)

Male: 49 (32.67%)
District, N (%) Paris area: 65 (43.3%)

Other: 85 (56.7%)
Socioeconomic status, N (%) High: 10 (6.7%)

Middle: 95 (63.3)
Low: 45 (30%)

REASONS FOR POLICE REGISTRATION IN THE RADICALIZATION DATABASE

Police arrest for an attempt to reach the
IS, N (%)

101 (68%)

Connection on the internet and on social
networks, N (%)

29 (19%)

Police arrest for preparation of a terror
attack, N (%)

11 (7%)

Police arrest for return from Syria, N (%) 7 (5%)
Break with society, N (%) 2 (1%)
INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS

Marital status, N (%) Married: 41 (27.3%)
Single: 109 (72.7%)

Having a child or more, N (%) 32 (21.3%)
FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS

Marital status of the parents Married: 66 (44%)
Divorced or widow: 84
(56%)

Migration background No migration: 62 (41.3%)
North Africa/Middle-East:
51 (34%)
Africa: 9 (6%)
Europe (except France): 16
(10.7%)
French West Indies: 5
(3.3%)
South-America: 1 (0.7%)
Double origin: 6 (4%)

Religious backgrounda No religion: 59 (39%)
Muslim background: 56
(37.3%)
Christian background: 102
(68%)
Other: 10 (6.67%)

PERSONAL HISTORY BEFORE RADICALIZATION

Suicidal behavior or non-suicidal self-harm
(e.g., scraping), N (%)

44 (29.3%)

Psychiatric consultation, N (%) 55 (35.3%)
Psychiatric hospitalization 19 (12.7%)
Physical health issue, N (%) 28 (18.7%)
Depressive symptoms, N (%) 66 (44%)
Addiction and drug abuse, N (%) 33 (22%)
Fusional relation with one relative, N (%) 90 (60%)
Dominated by one relative, N (%) 69 (46%)
Attempted to radicalize other family
members or friends, N (%)

57 (38%)

Abandonment, N (%) 123 (82%)
Physical and/or sexual abuse, N (%) 41 (27%)
Neglect or psychological abuse, N (%) 128 (85%)
FAMILY HISTORY BEFORE RADICALIZATION

Previous radicalization in the family, N
(%)

65 (43%)

Physical health issue of a relative, N (%) 41 (27.3%)
Depression in a relative, N (%) 61 (40.7%)
Rape or abuse, N (%) 24 (16%)
Physical abuse, N (%) 48 (32%)
Addiction and drug abuse, N (%) 48 (32%)
Death of a relative, N (%) (%)
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monitoring after radicalization) whereas few novel variables
appeared to be statistically robust. The multivariate model
included 4 protective factors significantly associated with a better
outcome (positive β value and Odd Ratio >1): age at first contact,
fusional relation with one relative, physical health issue with a
relative, and having experienced suicidality before radicalization;
and 7 risk factors significantly associated with a worse outcome
(negative β value and Odd Ratio<1): being male, being married,
belonging to a family with married parents, being Muslim by
birth, attempting to have radicalized other relatives, having a
close friend or relative imprisoned before radicalization and
having experienced the death of a relative before radicalization.

Regarding the 8 statistical factors from the MCA (Table 2),
multivariate analysis to predict status at FU (Table 5) showed that

Individuals registered for radicaliza�on in the French 
na�onal database from April 2014 and May 2015 

(N=4091) (from Cio�and Menucci, 2015)

CPDSI sample from January 2014 to December 
2016 (N=150)

3074 (75%) ≥ 18 years vs. 1017 (25%) < 18 years 81 (54%) ≥ 18 years vs. 69 (46%) < 18 years
2657 (65%) males vs. 1434 (35%) females 49 (33%) males vs. 101 (67%) females
2419 (59%) Muslim by birth vs. 1672 (41%) convert Muslims 50 (33%) Muslim by birth  vs. 100 (67%) converts Muslims

 airyS ro qarI ni detacol )%01( 51 airyS ro qarI ni detacol )%9( 863

Fig. 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of the individuals registered for radicalization from the French Home Office (Ministère de l’Intérieur: Unité de
coordination de lutte anti-terroriste, UCLAT) and comparison with the Centre for the Prevention of Islamic Sectoral Derivatives (CPDSI) sample

Table 1 (continued)

POLICE HISTORY BEFORE RADICALIZATION

Educational and social monitoring, N (%) 33 (22%)
Imprisonment of a close friend or relative,
N (%)

24 (16%)

Web contact with radicalized individuals,
N (%)

149 (99%)

Direct contact with radicalized individuals,
N (%)

84 (56%)

WHAT HAPPENED AFTER AWARENESS OF RADICALIZATION

Age at last contact with the CPDSI, mean
(SD) [range]

21.8 (5.4) [15–42] years

Police surveillance 139 (93%)
House arrest with monitoring 24 (16%)
Prosecutor inquiry 58 (39%)
Confiscation of identity documents 42 (28%)
Justice, educational and social monitoring,
N (%)

61 (41%)

Educational and psychiatric monitoring 64 (43%)
Still Muslim at last contact 138 (92%)
Status at last contact No longer radicalized: 95

(63%)
Disengaged: 21 (14%)
Still radicalized: 19 (13%)
Reached the IS: 12 (8%)
Deceased: 3 (2%)

aFor religious background, N is >150 because father and mother backgrounds differed in several
families

Fig. 2 Scree plot of the multiple correspondence analysis applied to motives
for radicalization (N= 122)
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only the first factor (F1: violence and megalomania) was
marginally associated with a worse outcome (β=−.25, p
= .075). We ran the same model using the qualitative dimensions
(Bouzar, 2017). Two dimensions were significantly associated
with a worse outcome: “Zeus” and “Lancelot” (Table 6).
Interestingly, individuals with these motivational dimensions
exhibited megalomania and violence and were interested in
heroism, weapons, and military activities.

Discussion
Radicalization in European countries appears to be a complex
phenomenon. Our approach, combining qualitative and quanti-
tative methods, delineated a large combination of motives
defining 8 statistical factors: (F1) violence and megalomania; (F2)
depressive symptoms and abuse; (F3) responsibility and guilt;
(F4) loneliness and poor insight; (F5) responsibility and sacrifice;
(F6) violence and uncertainty; (F7) issues with sexuality; and (F8)
loneliness and sensitivity. Interestingly, some themes describing
both external (e.g., violence, loneliness) and internal (depressive
symptoms, issues with sexuality, an interest in death and feelings
of responsibility or of uncertainty) behaviors were present in
several statistical factors. In addition, a history of abuse appeared
to be a contributing experience. Some of these vulnerabilities have
been cited in the literature but mainly in qualitative or case
studies: depression (Bazex and Mensat, 2016; Bhui et al. 2014;
Rolling and Corduan, 2017), uncertainty (Doosje et al. 2013),
guilt (Dayan, 2015), a history of abuse (Rolling and Corduan,
2017), and an interest in weapons and violence (Sageman, 2004).
However, factorization showed that these themes defining 8
dimensions act in combination rather than alone, re-enforcing
the complexity and diversity of the motivation profiles. Issues
with sexuality have not been described except in the qualitative
categorization provided by Bouzar and Martin (Bouzar and
Martin, 2016). However, the press has already noted some con-
tradictory behaviors in a few terrorists who claimed responsibility
for acts of terror under the rules of radical Islamism but had
uncontrolled sexual hyperactivity before acting out (this profile
seems to be the profile of Mohamed Lahouaiej-Bouhlel, who
committed the Nice terror attack on 13 July 2016). The qualitative
analysis that preceded the current study (Bouzar, 2017) and the
quantitative factorizations were significantly related, showing the
validity of the qualitative approach. Four statistical factors were
similar, and four were different but had similar themes. We
believe that the differences were related to the inclusion of gender
with regard to how the qualitative classification was performed
(see supplementary Table S2 and previous studies;(Bouzar and
Martin, 2016; Bouzar, 2017)). In terms of prediction, only factor

F1 (violence and megalomania) was marginally associated with a
worse outcome Table 5 and 6.

Regarding prognosis at FU, the current study is encouraging to
some extent. Although 34 (23%) individuals had reached the IS or
were still radicalized at FU, 116 (77%) individuals were no longer
radicalized or were disengaged. This finding highlights that
interventions after first contact that were adjudicated after case-
by-case analysis had some protective effects, either they were
measures adjudicated by law (police surveillance, house arrest
with monitoring, prosecutor inquiry, confiscation of identity
documents) or they were proposed by specialized services (justice
educational and social monitoring, educational and psychiatric
monitoring). Univariate analysis delineated the following pro-
tective factors: ‘being a female’, ‘having parents who were
divorced or one parent who had died’, ‘having experienced sui-
cidality before radicalization’, ‘receiving psychiatric consultation
before radicalization’ and ‘receiving educational and psychiatric
monitoring after radicalization’. These protective factors define
individuals with developmental vulnerabilities that are not spe-
cific to radicalization but can be encountered in many psycho-
pathologies (Cohen, 2010; Poulton et al. 2002). It is likely that the
support received by these vulnerable individuals had a positive
impact on FU (Bouzar, 2017). The multivariate model found that
several vulnerabilities to psychopathology (fusional relation with
one relative, physical health issue with a relative, and having
experienced suicidality before radicalization) were indeed pro-
tective factor in this sample. We formulate the hypothesis
according to which for the young people who had these vulner-
abilities related to attachment problems or experience of loss, the
radical commitment was particularly linked to this negative
experience. The way out from the radical commitment was
therefore favored by the psychiatric, psychological and/or edu-
cational care since the psychological vulnerabilities at the origin
of the engagement were taken care of. This hypothesis highlights
the importance of psychiatric, psychological and/or educational
care, especially for those young people who have experienced life
adversities (Campelo et al., 2018).

In the multivariate models, they were several risk factors and
some were somewhat challenging to interpret at first glance. We
found that ‘being male’, ‘being Muslim by birth’, ‘being married’,
‘belonging to a family with married parents’, ‘having attempted to
radicalize other relatives’, and ‘having a relative or close friend
imprisoned before radicalization’, and ‘having experienced the
death of a relative before radicalization’ had a negative impact on
outcome. Being male, being Muslim by birth or having a history
of imprisoned relatives or friends make sense in terms of the
known association between violence and radical Islamism

Table 2 Motives for radicalization in French young people based on a multiple correspondence analysis (N= 122): description of
the 8 dimensions

Violence and megalomania Individuals report violence, an interest in weapons, adventure, fighting, ‘male values’, no lack of self-esteem, no
search for tenderness

Depressive symptoms and abuse Individuals report depressive feelings, risk-taking behaviors, suicidal behavior, a frequent history of abuse
Responsibility and guilt Individuals report feelings of responsibility and guilt for others and relatives, fear of hell, a frequent history of a

relative in pain
Loneliness and poor insight Individuals report expression of loneliness, no interest in others, resignation
Responsibility and sacrifice Individuals report feelings of responsibility and guilt, expression of being evil, fear of sexuality, suicidal behavior and

an interest in death, expression of sacrifice
Violence and uncertainty Individuals report violence, an interest in weapons, fighting, the army, homosexual feelings, expression of difficulties

in interacting with people, but altruism
Sexuality content Intense sexual fantasies and activity, feeling of guilt when happy, no search for protection or in-group belonging, a

frequent history of abuse
Loneliness and sensitivity Expression of loneliness, no territory, feelings of persecution, identification with ‘oppressed peoples’, suicidal

behavior and an interest in death

ARTICLE PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1057/s41599-018-0191-8

6 PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS |           (2018) 4:137 | DOI: 10.1057/s41599-018-0191-8 | www.nature.com/palcomms

www.nature.com/palcomms


(Reardon, 2015) and also in terms of violence and an interest in
weapons, as claimed repeatedly (Bouzar and Martin, 2016;
Sageman, 2004). Indeed, males who had an imprisoned relative or
friend are more likely to exhibit antisocial behavior in their
adolescence or adulthood. Children separated from a parent for
other motives do not show the same level of antisocial outcome
severity (Murray and Farrington, 2005). Also, having experienced
the death of a relative before radicalization may be associated
with the feeling that one’s has nothing more to lose defining a
more desperate profile. We believe that this experience of loss is
not opposed to the protective factors that were discussed pre-
viously if one accept the idea that in some cases vulnerabilities are
just too much too handle for some individuals. However, the 3
other risk factors are not easy to understand. Regarding the ‘being
married’ factor, we believe that in the context of radicalized
couples, the husband supports his wife’s commitment to radica-
lization and vice versa. The dyadic relationship within the couple
acts as a cement that amplifies adhesion to the radical ideology. It
may also increase the splitting with previous friends and non-
radicalized relatives, and the feeling of being involved in some-
thing meaningful (Khosrokhavar, 2014; Bouzar, 2014). The
‘belonging to a family with married parents’ factor (together with
being Muslim by birth) can also illustrate that radicalization may
be promoted in stable Islamic families through education and also
through belonging to Islamic communities in which some indi-
viduals already experienced radicalization. Indeed, the fact that
‘trying to have radicalized other relatives’ is also a risk factor may
be the reverse proposal and the evidence that most extreme
radicalized individuals have tried to motivate other relatives to
join their cause (Schuurman and Horgan, 2016; Van San et al.
2013). Again, as stated previously, the variable ‘Muslim by birth’
needs to be understood in the context of this sample of radica-
lized individuals and not generalize to any individuals Muslim by
birth.

In a more general view, we hypothesized that these factors were
related to neighborhood/proximal phenomena. To verify this
interpretation, we returned to the individual data and found that

No longer radicalized Disengaged
S�ll radicalized Reached Islamic State
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a high proportion of the 15 individuals who had reached the IS
came from the Paris area (N= 9, 60%) and had moved (or tried
to move) to a zone with a friend, a relative or a family (N= 11,
73%). These proximal phenomena have been highlighted by
French intelligence services since it appears that repartition of
radicalization is not equally distributed (see the 2015 map in Fig.
1) and is more frequent in prison (Ciotti and Menucci, 2015).
Therefore, imprisonment may be understood not only as a factor
associated with delinquency but also as a factor in which prox-
imal phenomena may occur.

We are aware that this study has limitations. First, systematic
declaration to the police may have altered the authenticity of
some information, and we believe that keeping cases with only 5%
of missing data facilitated analyzing the best informative cases.
Second, some limitations are related to the sample itself. As
explained in the method section, the sample included more
females, adolescents and convert Muslims than the current
known distribution of radicalized individuals in France (see Fig.
1). We believe that in our sample, families showed more concern
regarding these individuals, as radicalism appeared to be

Table 4 Ordinal logistic regression analysis: status at follow-up according to variables present in Table 1

ß estimate Odd ratio Standard error t-value p-value

Being male −1.17 0.31 0.47 −1.8685 0.014
Age at first contact 0.15 1.16 0.05 3.08 0.002
Being Muslim by birth (yes vs. no) −1.25 0.29 0.4 −3.11 0.002
Belonging to a family with married parents (yes vs. no) −1.26 0.28 0.43 −2.97 0.004
Marital status (married: yes vs. no) −2 0.13 0.54 −3.7 <0.001
Having attempted to radicalize others (yes vs. no) −1.81 0.16 0.47 −3.85 <0.001
Experiencing suicidality before radicalization (yes vs. no) 1.33 3.77 0.52 2.54 0.012
Imprisonment of a close friend or relative before radicalization (yes vs. no) −1.88 0.15 0.54 −3.47 0.001
Fusional relation with one relative (yes vs. no) 0.84 2.32 0.42 2.02 0.045
Physical health issue of a relative (yes vs. no) 1.33 3.78 0.51 2.58 0.011
Death of a relative (yes vs. no) −1.11 0.33 0.44 −2.52 0.013
Reached the IS vs. still radicalized/disengaged/no longer radicalized −2.4 1.02 −2.35 0.012
Reached the IS/still radicalized vs. disengaged/no longer radicalized −1.12 0.99 −1.13 >0.05
Reached the IS/still radicalized/disengaged vs. no longer radicalized −0.13 0.99 −0.13 >0.05

IS Islamic State

Table 5 Ordinal logistic regression analysis: status at follow-up according to quantitative (MCA) motivational dimensions

ß estimate Standard error Z value p-value

Factor 1: Violence and megalomania −0.249 0.140 −1.7180 0.075
Factor 2: Depression and abuse 0.069 0.191 0.3621 0.717
Factor 3: Responsibility and guilt −0.095 0.150 −0.6331 0.527
Factor 4: Loneliness and poor insight 0.109 0.215 0.5063 0.613
Factor 5: Responsibility and sacrifice 0.208 0.241 0.8637 0.388
Factor 6: Violence and uncertainty −0.080 0.182 −0.4390 0.661
Factor 7: Issue with sexuality 0.126 0.182 0.6939 0.488
Factor 8: Loneliness and sensitivity −0.186 172 −1.0827 0.281
Reached the IS vs. still radicalized/disengaged/no longer radicalized −2.764 0.565 −4.8882 <0.001
Reached the IS/still radicalized vs. disengaged/no longer radicalized −1.661 0.503 −3.2993 <0.001
Reached the IS/still radicalized/disengaged vs. no longer radicalized −0.989 0.480 −2.0602 0.039

IS Islamic State

Table 6 Ordinal logistic regression analysis: status at follow-up according to qualitative motivational dimensions

ß estimate Standard error Z value p-value

‘Daeschland’ category −1.027 0.541 −1.8963 0.058
‘Fortress’ category −1.716 0.933 −1.8387 0.066
‘Lancelot’ category −1.621 0.592 −2.7385 0.006
‘Mother Teresa’ category −0.094 0.623 −0.1506 0.880
‘Suicidal’ category −1.538 1.044 −1.4730 0.141
‘Savior’ category −0.277 0.712 −0.3889 0.697
‘Zeus’ category −1.763 0.650 −2.7138 0.007
‘Sleeping Beauty’ category Referential dimension

Reached the IS vs. still radicalized −3.112 0.486 −6.4041 <0.001
Still radicalized vs. disengaged −2.099 0.442 −4.7527 <0.001
Disengaged vs. no longer radicalized −1.334 0.423 −3.166 0.001
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dramatically opposed to their beliefs and background. Never-
theless, we had the same proportion of individuals who reached
the IS, and proximal risk factors were captured in the multivariate
model.

Conclusion
We conclude that radicalization in European countries appears to
be a complex phenomenon and that young people who go
through the process of radicalization have very different profiles
and motives. It is therefore crucial not to apply a simplistic model
of understanding, as well as a unique model of care for these
young people with different profiles and motivations. Future
research may help to refine the understanding and the ways to
cope with this diversity. Meanwhile, it seems essential to remain
attentive to the specificities of each radicalized subject and to
adapt to each situation. Multidimensional efforts to de-radicalize
young people are efficient for vulnerable young individuals that
have experienced loss or needed psychological care in the past.
Beyond the repressive and security apparatus, educational
accompaniment and systematic psychological care could favor the
chances for the subject to leave the radical process and to rein-
tegrate society. However, a worse prognosis is associated with
neighborhood/proximal phenomena and a history of violence.
Therefore, politics and public health actions should target spe-
cifically these local/proximal contexts to further prevent
radicalization.
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