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Abstract 

Using data from the Profiles of Individual Radicalization in the United States (PIRUS) database 

(N = 884), this study shows that lack of identification with the American belief and social value 

system, and group grievance, are both significant predictors in explaining why individuals reach 

out to ideological, extremist groups, prior of showing violent behavior. This means that low 

levels of identification with socially shared norms, values, narratives and beliefs and the 

attachment to a group that is believed to be under threat, increases the chance that individuals 

question the established systems and search for alternative, even extremist, worldviews. 
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Introduction 

In the last decades, scholars have put much effort in analyzing and explaining why some 

individuals join violent groups and are willing to accept a high level of personal risk to advance 

those groups´ goals. Theoretical and empirical contributions offer hereby micro-level, 

psychological (e.g., Jasko et al., 2017; Hogg & Adelmann, 2013; Kay & Eibach, 2013; Fischer 

et al., 2010; Leary et al., 2006; Silke, 2008; Gill et al., 2014; Gruenewald et al., 2013) and 

macro-level, socio-political explanations (e.g., Sageman, 2004; Mousseau, 2011; Piazza, 2011; 

Ostby, 2013; Pinstrup-Andersen & Shimokowa, 2008). Conventional rational-choice theories 

in economics often argue that individuals join radical groups as the product of economic 

calculations. In other words, individuals are mostly driven by economic motives, either for 

“greed”, “loot”, or gains from victory of a conflict or just from membership itself (Cramer, 

2002). Berman & Laitin (2008) state that extremist organizations like Hamas, Hezbollah, the 

Taliban, or the Egyptian and Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood provide their members and 

member´s families exceptional goods and social services to bind them to their organization. 

This club model was first emphasized by Iannaccone (1992), who argued that religious 

organizations, in particular, offer excludable goods and services to their members in exchange 

for their loyalty and norm abidance. Their attempt is to limit members´ choices and resources, 

and hence, to bind them strictly to their organization, its goals, norms, and worldviews. In so 

doing, group members have little or no opportunities outside the group and are isolated from 

the outside world. They are obliged to sacrifice and show their strict commitment, while having 

limited contact to outgroups and the external social environment. Both studies (Berman & 

Laitin, 2008; Iannaccone, 1992) argue that those who have poor market opportunities, poor 

education, and low wages, in particular, are more willing to join radical groups or organizations 

and abide by their behavioral norms, beliefs, and rules.  
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Following this view, macro-level, socio-political analysis emphasizes that poverty, deprivation, 

and limit of choice drive individuals to join radical groups. The opportunity cost of insurgency, 

especially for young males who are living under precarious living conditions with few or any 

prospective alternatives, is hence clearly low (Hirschleifer, 1994). But opposite studies show 

that the majority of extremists do not have a severe socio-economic background, poor education 

and are not likely to live under extreme poverty (Krueger & Maleckova, 2003). This led 

psychologists and sociologists turn to micro-level, psychological factors to explain why 

individuals join and actively engage in extremist groups (Moskalenko & McCauley, 2011). 

Traditional psychological literature examines hereby the idea that individuals join extremist 

groups or organizations not for calculated reasons but for psychological. Factors such as 

emotions, group belongingness, grievance about felt injustice, or self-esteem are argued to be 

more important to explain violent mobilization (Gurr, 1970; Muller & Seligson, 1987; Basedau 

& Lay, 2009). Psychoanalysis assumed for a very long time that psychological drives and 

hidden emotions, derived from subconsciousness, have a strong impact on individuals´ 

willingness to resort to extremism (Post, 1984, 2007). Others have even promoted the view that 

radicalization is symptomatic of psychopathology (Shaw, 1986). Antisocial, narcissistic, or 

borderline personalities have been thus linked to enhanced tendency to radicalization and 

extremism. The theoretical approach behind argues that individuals who experienced trauma, 

either as a child or adult, tend to develop an “injured self”. This damaged self, and inconsistent 

self-concept, prevent individuals from integrating the good and bad parts of their self and to 

understand and accept the strength and weaknesses of one´s personality. Instead, they idealize 

their good self and projects their hated weakness onto others (e.g., adoption of racist beliefs that 

denigrate a group of individuals). Unable to reconcile their self-deficiencies, individuals with 

such personalities join radical groups in order to promote their “powerful self” and attack 

external enemies to diminish the uncertain self (Post, 1984). In contrast to this theoretical 

approach, clinical interviews with imprisoned terrorists reveal no evidence of psychopathology. 
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Clinical examinations of right-wing extremists of the Baader-Meinhof group in Germany 

(Rasch, 1979) and left-wing extremists in Italy reveals that all individuals showed no mental 

disorders or other indication of psychopathology (Ferracuti & Bruno, 1985). Similar results 

have been obtained in the U.S. (Knutson, 1979), and in Algeria, where interviewed members 

of the National Liberation Front (FLN) have been found to be mentally stable (Crenshaw, 

1981). According to these results, individuals who join extremist groups and eventually 

participate in rebellion or terrorism have been found to neither display psychopathological 

symptoms nor particular personality traits that induce a “terrorist mindset” (Shaw, 1986). 

Instead, psychological studies show that, not individual dispositions1 or mental illness drive 

individuals to extremism, but failed social relationships, lack of attachment, and loss of meaning 

in life. An interdisciplinary study with 250 West German extremists, of which 227 were left-

wing-, and 23 right-wing extremists, found that the majority came from fragmented families 

and experienced loss of significance in life (no achievements). The authors argue that joining 

an extremist group is seen as the last opportunity to restore self-significance and find stability 

in life (Jäger et al., 1981). A recent study (Jasko et al., 2017) found similar results for 1496 

individuals who have committed ideologically motivated crimes in the United States. Twelve 

percent of the entire sample failed to achieve educational or occupational success, however, a 

strong majority of the sample (65 percent) belonged to the middle class. Nearly half of the 

individuals have failed to achieve goals in life, or never strived for achieving them. Twenty-

two percent experienced conflict in romantic relationships, while 29 percent indicated to have 

 
1 Especially in the 1950s and 60s, psychologists, like Adorno (1950), attempted to identify personality 

types that are receptive to extreme worldviews and behavior (fascism, authoritarianism) by relying on 

Freudian methodology. Such a personality was characterized as action-driven, aggressive, and obedient 

to authority, with preferences for conventionality, categorizations, and punishment of deviants. Rokeach 

(1960) extended the theory by psychological dogmatism to measure close-mindedness; and in the 1970s 

some researchers analyzed distinctive dispositional factors to explain the rise of protest movements and 

rebellion (Condor & Brown, 1988). All these approaches assumed that dysfunctional personalities could 

explain individual´s willingness to join extremist groups, adopt radical beliefs and participate in 

rebellion.       
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lost their social standing and 36 percent were rejected from a social group or organization. The 

majority of individuals were relatively young (M=32.24 years) and male (90 percent). Only 10 

percent had an immigration background, 63 percent finished high school and only 17 percent 

had a criminal past. The authors argue that despite individual characteristics, violent extremism 

can be explained by a set of conditions that generate a sense of personal insignificance, mainly 

induced by economic failure and social detachment. “At the bivariate level when individuals 

experienced failure at work, when they were rejected in social relationships, or when they were 

victims of abuse, they were more likely to resort to violence to pursue their ideological goals. 

These results are consistent with the quest for significance theory (Kruglanski et al., 2014), 

according to which variables that decrease the sense of personal significance should produce 

similar effects—that is, they should be related to a higher probability of using extreme (in this 

case violent) means” (Jasko et al., 2017, p.827). Engaging in violent extremism can be thus 

perceived as a mean to resolve self-insignificance, because violent acts are more viable and 

visible, and thus may signal greater commitment, power, and certainty about the intentions of 

the perpetrators. Further studies by the same authors (Kruglanski et al., 2018; Jasko et al., 2019) 

confirm that the search for self-significance and meaning in life, as well as social recognition 

can, at least partly, explain ideological extremism.  

Although these psychological studies emphasize the role of violence-justifying ideological 

narratives, none of them consider beliefs as the driving force of radicalization. Economic and 

political discourse, indeed, conceive radicalization as the process of embracing radical beliefs, 

and hence, perceive ideology as a potential source of violent extremism. However, some studies 

link ideologies more to the idea of “brainwash”, propaganda, and indoctrination, allocating 

individuals a rather passive role of ideological influence (Crone, 2016). On the opposite, 

Inannaconne (1992), for example, argues that any ideology, or religion, in particular, is an 

“object of choice: demanders choose what religion (if any) they will accept and how extensively 

they will participate in it” (p. 272). Accordingly, scholars have started to observe religion, or 
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any other ideology, and the membership in a particular group as an instance of rational choice 

rather than as an exception to it. Individuals are not merely passive receivers of beliefs or ideas 

they have been exposed to, but rather embrace beliefs and ideologies that resonate with their 

preferences, needs and interests (Jost, 2017).  

Consistent with this view, recent data on global terrorism and conflict shows that ideologies 

were the main driver of 75 severe conflicts in 2018 and 69 conflicts in 2019, causing more 

fatalities than any other conflict item (HIIK, 2018, 2019). A number of significant research 

articles report that since 2001, more ideologically based terrorist groups have been formed than 

before (Jones & Libicki, 2008). Especially religious extremist groups represent the highest 

number of newly formed groups, followed by left-wing extremist and (ethnic) nationalist 

groups. However, the average number of newly formed religious extremist groups more than 

tripled in the last years, being highly representative especially in low- and middle-income 

countries with a partly free democratic or autocratic political system (Gaibulloev and Sandler, 

2019). But also, in developed, Western societies, a high number of individuals moved to conflict 

prone zones and actively participated in armed, Islamic struggle. In 2015, 5000 individuals from 

Western countries have been reported to travel to Syria or Iraq to support the Islamic State 

(Soufan Group, 2015). To explain their motives, several analyses postulate that individuals are 

not driven by economic or political factors, but rather by the ideology itself and psychological 

reasons, such as lack of meaning and attachment, feelings of alienation, isolation and rejection, 

disorientation, moral vulnerability, or instability (Wiktorowicz, 2005; Benmelech & Klor, 

2016; Loken & Zelenz, 2017).  

Theory of Psychological Human Needs 

These psychological reasons can be “condensed” in the theory of psychological human needs. 

Individuals have a variety of psychological human needs which can be classified, among others, 

into three categories – existential, relational, and self-related human needs (Gries & Muller, 
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2020). Existential needs refer to a variety of needs that imply a safety-seeking mechanism. 

Since individuals are confronted with complex conditions, such as ambiguous information, 

unpredictable circumstances, unstable socioeconomic and political conditions, and threatening 

events, they strive to restore a sense of safety, certainty, and control over their environment, in 

order to make appropriate choices. In this regard, individuals have the need for safety/security 

(Pyszczynski et al.,1997), order (Brandt & Reyna, 2010), control (Kay & Eibach, 2013), 

ambiguity avoidance (Hsu et al., 2005; Grenier et al., 2005), consistency (Cialdini et al., 1995), 

and predictability (Pervin, 1963; Berns et al., 2001). These needs encompass the human 

necessity to secure one´s own existence, to have a sense of control, and to live in an ordered, 

predictable, and consistent environment. To survive and be mentally healthy, human beings 

also need social connections. This means that individuals have a natural drive to form 

relationships and to connect with significant others. They aim to maintain a sense of belonging, 

to share their identity, values, and ideas with significant others, to feel loved and approved by 

other members of their group. Hence, individuals have relational needs - the need for 

belongingness (Leary et al., 2006; Baumeister & Leary, 1995), identification (Hogg, 2000; 

Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2012), and social approval (Grasmick & Green, 1980). However, 

human beings are not only social beings, but also have distinct personal dispositions, desires, 

goals, and preferences. Individuals want to make autonomous choices, feel efficacious in their 

aspirations and decisions, and have a positive self-view. So, beyond needs for survival and 

sociality, individuals have self-related needs, i.e., the need for self-esteem (Baumeister, 1993), 

self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2012), and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1994; Maddux, 1995).  

The satisfaction and actualization of these needs is fundamental for individuals´ mental and 

physical health. Several researchers have thus established a link between violence and need 

thwarting – the frustration of or lack of opportunities to satisfy these fundamental human needs. 

Studies on lone wolf terrorism, for example, shows that individuals who actively participated 

in terrorism and violence were more likely to be isolated, had more relationship troubles and 
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experienced social rejection in the past (Gruenewald et al., 2013; Danzell & Maisonet 

Montanez, 2016). Thwarted relational needs in form of weak attachments to significant others, 

isolation, and social disapproval have been regarded as strong predictors of propensity towards 

violence (Leary et al., 2006). Similar studies provide evidence that experiences of identity and 

group threat tend to drive aggressive reactions and increase the tendency to resort to violent 

means (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2011; Warburton et al., 2003). But also thwarted needs for 

certainty, self-esteem, and self-efficacy (self-significance) drive the endorsement of radical 

beliefs and the membership in ideologically motivated extremist groups (Hogg et al., 2010; 

Hogg & Adelman, 2013). According to that, the uncertainty-reduction theory postulates that 

individuals strive to identify with a well-defined, consistent, and strong group because it 

provides certainty and orientation, by elevating one´s own self-esteem. Empirical studies 

provide evidence that individuals with strong self-doubts and self-uncertainty tend to identify 

more strongly with their ingroup and value their ingroup more than individuals with a certain 

self (Hogg, 2000). Similar results have been found in studies with Turkish and Russian 

immigrants in different European countries, which reveal that thwarted needs, such as the need 

to belong, identification, certainty, or self-esteem, tend to enhance their tendency to identify 

more with their heritage, adopt a radical worldview and decrease their willingness to adjust to 

society (Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2012; Simon et al., 2013; Spiegler et al., 2019; Verkuyten & 

Reijerse, 2008; Berry, 1997; Robinson, 2009).  

Taken together, these studies indicate that depriving individuals from serving their needs can 

result in antisocial, deviant, or even violent behavior. Belief systems and group membership, 

irrespective of type and setting, can provide viable means to reduce need-thwarting and generate 

stability and consistency in life. Belonging to and identifying with a particular ideological group 

serves individuals´ relational needs to the extent that they experience loyalty, trust, and moral 

support, which emphasizes their feeling of being heard, accepted, and understood. Such groups 

do not always have to imply extremist features, yet if individuals are denied the opportunity to 



9 
 

actualize their needs, are cognitively and morally vulnerable, experience identity confusion or 

group threat, and do not know where to belong, radicalization can occur. 

The Present Study 

This study argues that if individuals are denied access to resources or opportunities to satisfy 

their particular psychological needs, they will be more likely to adopt radical beliefs and seek 

out membership in extremist groups, in order to find need reconciliation. In this study the role 

of ideologies is highly emphasized, in particular, their role in reconciling human needs. Need 

reconciliation, in this context, mean to explain an internal psychological process of conflict 

resolution. In other words, individuals search for viable ways or options to reduce the inner 

tension (the inner conflict) that arises due to thwarted or threatened needs (Max-Neef, 1992). 

Belief systems, or ideologies in political terms, play an important role here because they have 

the ability to reconcile human needs. They consist of an interrelated set of norms, values and 

attitudes that is shared within an identifiable group and imply palliative and ontological 

functions (Jost & Hunyady, 2003). The ontological function offers individuals alternative 

interpretations and explanations of reality, i.e., narratives that enable individuals to understand 

and link the past, present, and potential future, and integrate this coherent story with their own 

life (and existence). This integration and understanding of life events, circumstances, and the 

own role in a given environment, create coherent patterns of reality that generate a sense of 

meaning2 in individuals´ lives. Having consistent, predictable narratives and beliefs that explain 

and bring the complex world into order and a sense of control, serve individuals´ existential 

needs. The meaning-making mental system helps individuals to process environmental stimuli 

(e.g., information), to make decisions, and to understand oneself and the social environment 

(the structure of society, the different groups in it, own social role and standing). However, 

 
2 Meaning, from a basic point of view, can be understood as a shared mental representation of reality. 

Meaning emerges from organizing environmental stimuli (e.g., information) into consistent and reliable 

patterns, which enable individuals to survive and make appropriate decisions (MacKenzie & 

Baumeister, 2014).  
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individuals do not create their own ideologies but select those that society, or particular groups, 

have to offer (MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2014). Sharing an ideology, and its ideas, values, and 

norms with a group or society, offer a basis for identification and social identity formation. 

Having the same beliefs, goals, attitudes, and sharing a group identity does not only provide 

consistency and meaning in life, but also serves relational and self-related human needs. It 

generates a sense of belonging, loyalty, and trust, by emphasizing the significance of each 

individual in the group. Belonging to a powerful group, sharing its identity, and following its 

rules and goals, elevates one´s self-esteem and generates a sense of autonomy and efficacy in 

life (Jost, 2017; Knight, 2006).  

Taken all together, it becomes clear that ideologies seem to be a “natural” part of human 

psychological functioning and thus appear to provide a viable way to address and satisfy 

psychological human needs. This means that individuals choose an ideology that resonates with 

their needs, desires, and preferences. Joining a group, even if extremist in nature, adhering to 

their rules, beliefs, and norms, and actively participating in it can be thus explained in terms of 

its (perceived) psychological benefits (Iannaconne, 1998). While a vast amount of literature has 

already examined the process of radicalization, this study goes a step back and considers the 

factors that motivate individuals to actively reach out to ideologically motivated, extremist 

groups, before becoming violent and radical. By using an open-source sample of 2200 

homegrown extremists in the United States (PIRUS), the present research considers only cases 

(N = 884) in which individuals decided to connect to ideologically motivated, extremist groups, 

prior to showing radical behavior. In this regard, trajectories of individual´s beliefs or behaviors 

are not considered (as in case of radicalization), but rather the motives and conditions that drive 

individuals to actively reach out to extremist groups. In other words, this study examines a 

sample of individuals who made the choice to reach out to ideological, extremist groups before 

showing any radical, illegal, and violent behaviors. Identifying the factors that drive individuals 

to make this decision helps to better understand each step of the radicalization process, and 
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hence, to implement political and social measures to prevent, or decrease the tendency of such 

choices.   

The motives and conditions are synthesized here into three main predictors: i) fundamental 

(psychological) human needs; ii) social environment; and iii) extremist group´s characteristics. 

Since the data is not based on experiments or surveys, but on publicly available sources, this 

study uses a variety of proxy variables – such as socio-economic background, traumatic 

experiences, unstructured lifestyle, social rejection etc. – to measure relational, existential, and 

self-related human needs. Considering the theoretical and empirical findings, which emphasize 

the link between human needs and extremism, the discussion leads to the following hypothesis: 

H1: Holding all else constant: Depriving individuals from resources or opportunities to serve 

their particular set of relational, existential, and self-related human needs, enhances the chances 

that individuals will actively reach out to ideologically motivated, extremist groups.  

As suggested before, ideologies provide a viable reconciliation option to address and satisfy 

individuals´ psychological human needs. Individuals will thus choose an ideology, and a 

particular group, that resonates with their needs, desires, and preferences. Empirical evidence 

shows that groups, which are particularly motivated by religion or ethnic nationalism, are more 

lethal and successful in their operations, regardless of their size or network (Asal & 

Rethemeyer, 2008). Beyond ideology, particular group characteristics also determine 

individual´s choice. Empirical studies suggest that individuals will join groups that are 

perceived to be powerful, impactful, strong, and persistent (Hogg & Adelmann, 2013). These 

group characteristics are more effective in reducing uncertainty, lack of meaning and self-

insignificance, in particular, because they provide distinctive, simple, and clear narratives and 

a closed, undisputable worldview. They imply a hierarchical organizational structure, strict 

behavioral norms, and clear role prescriptions, which give orientation and a sense of meaning 

in life (Hogg et al., 2010; McGregor, Nash and Prentice, 2013). Authoritarian, homogeneous, 

and action-driven groups, that appear to be impactful, strong, and popular, and that propagate 
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dogmatic ideologies, attract individuals that search for alternative options to serve their set of 

relational, existential, and self-related needs. These arguments lead to a variety of hypotheses: 

H2: The larger the membership size of ideologically motivated, extremist groups, the higher 

the chances that individuals will actively reach out to them.  

H3: The older, and hence more established, the ideologically motivated, extremist groups, the 

higher the chances that individuals will actively reach out to them.  

H4:  The deadlier, and thus more impactful, the ideologically motivated, extremist groups, the 

higher the chances that individuals will actively reach out to them.  

H5: The use of traditional media to increase the group´s visibility and opportunity to 

disseminate their beliefs and goals, increases the chances that individuals will actively reach 

out to them.  

H6:  Groups that display either a radical right or Islamic ideology increases the chances that 

individuals will actively reach out to them.  

Following the discussion of social psychologists, an important factor that determine the 

direction of extreme commitment to a particular ideology or group is the social environment in 

which individuals form their identities (Simon & Hamilton, 1994; Lüders et al., 2016). The self-

categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987) and social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) 

argues that affiliation and group belongingness represent crucial parts of the social self. They 

form individuals´ awareness that they belong to a particular group, culture, or social category, 

and hence, influence their perception of oneself and others (Stets & Burke, 2000). However, 

beyond positive effects of attachment, a particular social context can influence the adoption of 

radical beliefs and the intention to participate in radical networks. Belonging to and identifying 

with a particular social group, like a clique, family, or religious association, can influence 

individual´s perception of the world and change their attitude towards violence. Empirical 

studies show that the norms, values, and attitudes that are hold and accepted within a group 

have a significant impact on individual´s behavior, perception, and preferences. If for example, 

violent acts are validated within a group or society, such acts are regarded as normative and are 
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hence not questioned by its members (Webber et al., 2013). Individual´s preferences for fairness 

and justice are also shaped by their social context, that is, they depend on who they feel they 

are, on external feedback from others, and on social interactions (Akerlof & Kranton, 2010). 

Considering this discussion, this study emphasizes the role of individuals´ social context and 

expects that the willingness of individuals to actively connect to ideologically motivated, 

extremist groups will be determined by their level of embeddedness within a particular social 

group (family, clique, radical friends), and their ideological background.  

H7: The embeddedness of individuals in a clique, or attachment to already radicalized friends, 

can enhance the chances that individuals will actively reach out to ideologically motivated, 

extremist groups.  

H8: An ideologically shaped familial background increases the chances that individuals will 

actively reach out to ideologically motivated, extremist groups.  

To my knowledge, there are no prior studies that directly tested the impact of thwarted human 

needs, the social context, as well as particular properties of extremist groups that influence 

individual´s willingness to actively connect to these groups. In investigating the hypotheses, I 

also include some control variables which will be presented in the following.  

Data and Methodology 

Data for this study was derived from two main sources. The primary source was the Profiles of 

Individual Radicalization in the United States (PIRUS) dataset – a deidentified, cross-sectional 

and quantitative dataset of over 2200 individuals in the United States. The second source was 

the Reputation of Terror Groups dataset (RGT), which includes data on 443 terrorist groups 

operating across 31 years. The PIRUS dataset has been collected, coded, and maintained by the 

START Center (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism) 

at the University of Maryland. It is based on publicly available sources of information on the 

backgrounds, attributes, activities and radicalization processes of violent and non-violent 

extremists who adopted a far right, far left or radical Islamist ideology. RGT data has been first 
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collected and used by Efe Tokdemir and Seden Akcinaroglu (2016), who used and combined 

data from several well-known databases, such as the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), PRIO, 

RAND or BAAD. The data cover information on various characteristics of extremist groups, 

such as group size, number of attacks and fatalities, recruitment measures, funding, media 

presence and many more, to measure the popularity of these groups. Based on the hypotheses 

and the two datasets, this study includes only 884 individuals, who actively reached out to 

ideologically motivated, extremist groups, prior to showing violent behavior. In the following, 

I first present descriptive statistics to provide a broad overview of the data and a bivariate 

analysis, computed on the original dataset. Given the large number of missing variables, the 

multiple imputation by chained equations (MICE) method is applied, followed by a logistic 

regression with the imputed values to determine which of the predictors were significantly 

related to individual´s choice to reach out to ideological, extremist groups.  

Dependent and Independent Variables 

The dependent variable Actively Connect describes an individual´s attempt to actively reach out 

to an extremist group to become a member, before showing radicalizing behavior. To explain 

and understand this active choice to connect (No = 0, Yes = 1), I include three main predictors: 

(i) fundamental (psychological) human needs, (ii) social environment, (iii) extremist group 

characteristics, and a set of control variables.  

(i) Fundamental (psychological) human needs 

In this study I included proxy variables to measure the thwarting/deprivation of individuals´ 

fundamental human needs. The needs are classified into three main categories: existential 

needs, relational needs, and self-related needs. To measure the first need category - existential 

human needs - five main variables have been used: Itinerant, a dichotomous variable, describes 

individual´s state of constant movement without any stable living space. I assume that residing 

more than in one location in the United States and constantly moving around can be interpreted 
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as lack of stability and certainty in life, and hence as a thwarted need for stability/certainty. To 

measure the need for existential/economic safety, I included the variable Social Stratum 

Adulthood. Experiencing an existential threat, low socio-economic conditions and living close 

to the poverty line deprive individuals from resources to serve their need for existential safety. 

The next two variables, Unstructured Time and Trauma, measure the thwarted need for 

order/structure and consistency. The need for order/structure is thwarted when individuals 

experience disorder, lack of structure and meaning in their lives; and the need for consistency 

is thwarted in terms of traumatic experiences and events in life (such as threatened death or 

serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of others), which create an inconsistent 

perception of oneself and the environment.3 Another important variable is Group Grievance, 

which measures the thwarted need for existential safety of a group, to which the subject belongs 

to or identifies with. Identifying or feeling attached to a group that is believed to be under threat 

(real or imagined), or has been subject to injustice, can influence individual´s perception of 

grievance. This means, that individuals who may have a good social standing, but feel that their 

social group is under threat or is treated unfairly, can feel compelled to retaliate injustices 

committed against social others (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2011). 

To measure relational human needs, three variables have been used: Angry US and Kicked Out, 

both dichotomous variables, describe the level of identification and belonging to the US society. 

The first dummy measures whether the subject have negative feelings towards the society, or 

do not accept the American social value system, which may suggest a thwarted need for 

 
3 Read more about trauma and consistency in Janoff-Bulman´s book “Shattered Assumptions” (1992). 

The author proposes that all human beings strive to perceive their social environment as consistent, 

reliable, and just. But violent assaults, abuse, natural disasters, or terror attacks, all which threaten our 

physical and psychological existence, “shatter” these assumptions of a reliable and consistent world. 

The self is perceived as helpless and fragile, the environment as dangerous and unreliable. After 

experiencing traumatic events, individuals tend to engage in (mostly unconscious) defensive strategies 

to decrease the sense of threat and uncertainty, and to regain “mental equilibrium”. Such strategies can 

vary between positive and negative accommodations, which may also induce violence and aggression 

(Joseph & Linley, 2008).   
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identification. The second dummy indicates whether the subject has ever experienced ostracism 

or marginalization, which may suggest a thwarted need for belongingness. The third variable, 

Standing, measures whether the subject has experienced social disapproval from a group or 

society, such as lost respect of close friends or family, public embarrassment, or social 

exclusion, which may suggest a thwarted need for social approval. The last need category – 

self-related human needs – is measured in terms of three variables: Work History describes 

whether the subject was regularly employed or has experienced rather unstable or long-term 

unemployment, which can be indicative of a thwarted need for self-efficacy. Employment 

considers individual´s status of employment, which may suggest a thwarted need for self-

determination, while Aspirations describes whether the individual has failed to achieve his 

aspirations in life, which can have a negative impact on his self-esteem (thwarted need for self-

esteem).  

(ii) Social environment 

To measure individual´s exposure to an ideologically influenced, radical social environment, I 

included three variables, which indicate to which extent the membership of a clique, a radical 

friend and the ideology of the family have a significant impact on individual´s choice. The 

variables Clique and Radical Friend describe whether the subject was part of an exclusive and 

closed group of people, and whether a close friend of the subject was involved in radical 

activities. The variable Family Ideology considers if the individual is embedded in an 

ideologically influenced environment, in particular, the ideology of the individual´s immediate 

family. The recoded dummy aims to explore whether the individual has been exposed to an 

ideology, without being interested in the particular form of the ideology. The variable Radical 

Friend is coded on a 4-point scale, indicating a higher level of radicalization with increasing 

number.  
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(iii) Extremist Group Characteristics 

Considering particular properties of extremist groups, I used five variables to measure the 

appeal of these groups: Orgsize describes the size of the organization or group, which is coded 

on a 4-point scale so that 10,000 members and over was coded highest (4), followed by 1,000-

9,999 members (3), 100-999 members (2) and lowest number if 10-99 members (1). The next 

numeric variable Persistence measures the age of a group or organization, while Impact covers 

the accumulated number of fatalities in a given year. All three variables display the number that 

is present at the date at which the individual´s activity first came to public attention (e.g., first 

visible activity in year 2017 so that organizational size, number of fatalities and age is adjusted 

to 2017). Further variables describe the present ideology in the group (Ideology), which varies 

between far right, far left, and radical Islamic ideology; and traditional media presence (Media), 

which displays whether an extremist group has daily broadcasting TV or/and a radio channel to 

spread their ideas and beliefs.  

Control variables: Further I included a variety of control variables that may explain individual´s 

choice to actively reach out to an extremist group, such as age, gender, marital status, education, 

and personal beliefs.  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

The descriptive statistics for the given dataset (Table 1), covering 884 individuals, provide an 

overview of the number of observations, missing values, the coding scheme, and the distribution 

for each of the variables. Considering the dependent variable, it can be seen that 37% out of 

884 individuals actively reached out to extremist groups. So, in this study I´m particularly 

interested in these 37% of individuals who made the choice to connect to ideologically 

motivated extremist groups. Looking at the results for each need category, nearly 43% of the 

sample spent an extended period of time residing in more than one location in the United States. 
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As assumed before, constant movement and unstable living conditions may indicate lack of 

stability and orientation in life (no consistent/stable place), and hence a thwarted need for 

certainty/stability. The majority of the sample (63%) belonged to the upper or lower middle-

class, which means that only 25% of individuals suffered from existential threat (live close to 

poverty line). However, 35% were personally attached to or had direct experience with a group 

that was believed to be under threat or had been subject to injustice (group grievance). Overall, 

most of the individuals had an ordered life structure and were not exposed to traumatic and 

threatening events in the past (64%).  

With regard to relational needs, a strong majority of the sample (78%) neither experienced 

ostracism or discrimination, nor a loss of social standing (social approval). However, nearly 

65% experienced belief vulnerability, meaning that the majority questioned the validity of the 

American social value/belief system, and hence could not identify with the cultural, political, 

or social norms, beliefs, and values of the country. Considering self-related needs, 13% of the 

sample were long-term unemployed, and thus had low opportunities to be efficacious in their 

decisions and actions (thwarted need for self-efficacy), while nearly 78% failed to achieve 

educational or career aspirations or even showed no clear goals and ambitions in life. The results 

regarding the social environment shows that almost half of the sample were embedded into a 

group or clique, and nearly 44% of individuals had a close friend who engaged in extremist 

violence. Almost 40% of the sample had an ideologically influenced familial background. As 

concerns particular properties of extremist groups, individuals were attracted to groups (77%) 

that had a large membership size (1000-9999), were nine or ten years in existence, and had a 

large impact on society (high number of fatalities). Further, individuals were mostly drawn to 

groups, which displayed mainly a radical Islamic (31,7%) or Far Right (39%) ideology, and 

which used traditional media, such as broadcasting TV or radio channels, to disseminate their 

ideological beliefs (70%).  
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Looking finally at control variables, most of the individuals were male (90%), single or 

divorced, and relatively young (M=33 years), whereby a larger part of individuals were 

adolescents or young adults in their twenties. Only 16% had no high school diploma, but nearly 

65% shared many of the beliefs of a particular radical ideology or felt even a deep commitment 

to radical ideological beliefs.  

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics, Coding, Frequency and Missing Values 

Variable  N      Coding              Frequency  Missing values % 

 Actively Connect 884 No = 0  63% 0% 

  Yes = 1  37%  

Group Characteristics      

 Orgsize 309 10-99 = 1  15,53% 65,1% 

  100-999 = 2  6,15%  

  1000-9999 = 3  77,02%  

  >10000 = 4  1,29%  

 Impactnkill 314 numerical  M (1260, 6) 64,5% 

 Persistenceyears 316 numerical  M (22,27) 64,25% 

 Media 314 No = 0  30,67% 64,25% 

  Yes = 1  69,43%  

 Ideology Islamist 884 No = 0  68,33% 0% 

  Yes = 1  31,67%  

 Ideology Far-Right 884 No = 0  60,75% 0% 

  Yes = 1  39,25%  

 Ideology Far-Left 884 No = 0  84,84% 0% 

  Yes = 1  15,16%  

Social Environment      

 Clique 764 No = 0  55,50% 13,6% 

  Yes = 1  44,50%  

 Radical Friend 578 No = 0  21,63% 34,6% 

  Yes, but legal = 1  12,28%  

  Yes, illegal, nonviolent = 2  22,15%  

 Family Ideology  298 No = 0  62,75% 66,3% 

  Yes = 1  37,25%  

Existential Needs      

 Itinerant 628 No = 0  57,17% 28,9% 

  Yes = 1  42,83%  

 Unstructured Time 486 No = 0  63,17% 45% 

  Yes = 1  36,83%  

 Social Stratum  543 High = 0  11,23% 38,6% 

  Middle = 1  63,35%  

  Low = 2  25,41%  

 Trauma  336 No = 0  64,29% 62% 

  Yes, but long ago = 1  27,08%  

  Yes, radical, violent = 3  43,94%  

 Group Grievance  587 No = 0  33,39% 33,6% 

  Yes, but not personal = 1  31,18%  

  Yes, personal, direct = 2  35,43%  

Relational Needs      

 Kicked Out 323 No = 0  78,33% 63,5% 

  Yes = 1  21,67%  

 Angry US 627 No = 0  35,25% 29,1% 
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  Yes = 1  64,75%  

 Loss Standing 323 No = 0  78,95% 63,5% 

  Yes, but long ago = 1  12,69%  

  Yes, recently = 2  8,36%  

Self-related Needs      

 Employment  535 Employed/self/student= 0  79,25% 39,5% 

  Unemployed = 1  20,75%  

 Work History  442 Regularly employed= 0  57,47% 50% 

  Underemployed= 1  29,64%  

  Long-term unemployed= 2  12,90%  

 Aspirations  227 Yes, achieved = 0  22,03% 74,3% 

  Failed to achieve= 1  37,44%  

  No aspirations=2  40,53%  

Control Variables      

 Personal beliefs 817 No radical =0  1,22% 7,6% 

  Knowledge about radical 

ideology = 1 

 34,52%  

  Radical beliefs=2  64,26%  

 Age 872 numerical  M (33,18) 1,35% 

 Marital Status  676 Married =0  31,66% 23,5% 

  Single/divorced=1  68,34%  

 Gender  884 Female=0  10,41% 0% 

  Male=1  89,59%  

 Education  509 No high school=0  16,70% 42,4% 

  High School=1  21,41%  

  Higher degree=2  61,89%  

      

    

Bivariate Analysis 

The descriptive statistics make clear that a variety of variables can be identified as important 

explanatory variables, while some may be redundant for the analysis, causing rather errors and 

misinformation4. Including all variables in the subsequent logistic regression, regardless of their 

significance, can lead to unstable estimates and large standard errors. To identify in the first 

step potential significant predictors that are worth testing in a logit model, bivariate correlations 

with the outcome variable are taken into consideration (Table 2). Given that the dependent 

variable is dichotomous, as well as a variety of predictors, the outcomes for this set of variables 

in the table are Chi-squared coefficients. For ordinal variables, the outcomes are tau 

coefficients. To ensure that any potential variables are not dropped from the subsequent 

analysis, a threshold of p < 0.1 has been also applied. The preliminary analysis shows significant 

 
4 Commonly used methods to identify and include (informative) variables in logistic regression models are 

forward, backward, and stepwise regression (Zellner et al., 2004). However, authors like Cohen (1991) argue that 

these procedures might lead to misleading conclusions, particularly when the data are categorical. Given that most 

variables in this dataset are categorical, and are potentially collinear, the method that was further applied was a 

factor analysis. However, postestimation tests like the Kaiser-Meyer-Ohlkin (0.4) measure of sampling adequacy 

shows that the data is not suitable to run a factor analysis.  



21 
 

relationships at the bivariate level between some of the predictors and the outcome variable 

Actively Connect. Looking first at the measures of existential, relational, and self-related human 

needs, all variables are positively, and some significantly correlated with individual´s choice to 

actively reach out to ideologically motivated, extremist groups. The variable Angry US, which 

describes a thwarted need for identification correlates positively and highly significantly (p < 

.001) with the outcome variable. This means, that enhanced belief vulnerability, i.e., low levels 

of identification with the American social value and belief system, increases the chances that 

individuals will actively reach out to ideological extremist groups.  

Table 2. Bivariate Analysis between Active Connection, Needs, Group Characteristics, Social 

Environment, and Control Variables 

Variables Actively Connect 

Group Characteristics 

Orgsizea 

 

.1363** 

Impact .073 

Persistence -.105* 

Mediab 11.214*** 

Ideology Islamistb 111.229*** 

Ideology Far-Rightb 64.650*** 

Ideology Far-Leftb 3.357* 

Social Environment  

Cliqueb 24.934*** 

Radical Frienda .009 

Family Ideologyb 3.632* 

Existential Needs  

Itinerantb .6986 

Social Stratuma .0323 

Unstructured Timeb 3.493* 

Traumaa .0807 

Group Grievancea .201*** 

Relational Needs  

Angry USb 23.189*** 

Loss Standinga 2.942 

Kicked Outb .015 

Self-related Needs  

Work Historya .013 

Employmentb .118 

Aspirationsa .052 

Control Variables  

Genderb .215 

Age -.202*** 

Educationa -.063 

Marital Statusb 1.898 

Personal Beliefsa .138*** 

Note. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
a Entries for these variables are tau coefficients 
b Entries for these variables are Chi-squared coefficients.   
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The variable Unstructured Time, too, shows a positive and slightly significant (p =.062) relation 

with the outcome variable, which indicates that a thwarted need for order/structure in life (lack 

of orientation) drive an individual to actively reach out to ideological extremist groups. Another 

highly significant variable is Group Grievance. Feeling attached to a group that is perceived to 

be under threat or that is subject to injustice, i.e., the group´s need for existential safety is 

thwarted, has a positive and highly significant relation with individual´s choice to actively reach 

out to extremist groups.  

The next group of variables consider the social environment of individuals. The results suggest 

that belonging to a particular group – a clique – relates positively and significantly to 

individual´s choice to reach out to an extremist group. Familial ideological background, too, 

seems to play a positive and slightly significant role (p=.057). Considering the results for group 

characteristics, the variable Organizational Size has a significant (p=.014) and positive relation 

with the outcome variable, which suggests that bigger organizations tend to attract more 

individuals, which also applies for organizations that use traditional media to disseminate their 

ideologies and goals (p<.001). Especially extremist groups that are motivated by Islamic and 

Right-Wing ideologies, but to a lesser extent by a Left-Wing ideology, are also more likely to 

significantly attract more individuals. The relationship between Persistence and the outcome 

variable is slightly significant and negative, which indicates that rather younger extremist 

groups seem to attract more individuals. The results for control variables show a negative and 

highly significant relationship between age and the outcome variable, which indicates that 

rather younger individuals tend to reach out to extremist groups. A similar significant, but 

positive link can be observed between personal beliefs and individual´s willingness to connect 

to extremist groups, implying that the more knowledge individuals have about a radical 

ideology, the more beliefs they share with a radical group, or are even deeply committed to 

radical beliefs, the more likely they will actively reach out to ideological extremist groups.  
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The results of the bivariate analysis make clear that some predictors might be redundant to 

explain the outcome variable. To avoid high errors and misinformation, and to reduce the 

number of the predictors, further analyses have been applied to test for multicollinearity, 

calculate Cronbach´s α and standardized β coefficients, which enable to compare the relative 

strength of the predictors within the model. Including the fact that some variables contain a 

large number of missing data, the following variables have been excluded from subsequent 

procedures: Itinerant and Trauma are excluded due to very low standardized β coefficients and 

Cronbach´s α, and the high number of missing values for Trauma (62%); the variables Kicked 

Out and Loss Standing correlated (τ= .165, p<.001) moderately with each other and were hence 

summed up by creating a dummy variable Social Exclusion (with 0 if individual experienced 

no social exclusion and 1 if individual was socially excluded in the past). The variables Work 

History and Employment also correlate with each other (τ= .60, p<.001), and were hence 

summed up to a dummy variable Achievement (with 0 if individual has achieved something in 

the past (e.g., study, long-term employment), and 1 if individual has failed to achieve something 

in the past (e.g., long-term unemployment, not looking for a job)). The variable Aspirations has 

been excluded because of missing values of over 74%. The variables Clique and Radical Friend 

correlated moderately with each other (τ= .45, p<.001), however, Radical Friend has been 

rejected from the analysis due to low Cronbach´s α and β coefficient, which also applies to the 

variable Family Ideology (more than 66% missing values). Going further, the variables 

measuring ideology (Ideology Islamic, Ideology Far-Right, Ideology Far-Left) correlated 

slightly with each other, and were thus summed up by computing an additive index (Ideology). 

All other variables measuring group´s characteristics contain a large number of missing values 

(more than 64%) but were retained in the model5.  

 
5 Further, the control variable Gender has been recoded to a dummy variable Male (0 = female, 1 = male), to 

account for the fact that 90% of individuals in the sample were male.  
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Multiple Imputation and Logistic Regression 

Simply eliminating variables with a large number of missing values (such as 73% missingness 

of Social Exclusion) is not a recommended method because it would generate loss of data, a 

reduction of the sample size and a bias in variance estimates (Hertel, 1976; Graham, 2009). To 

handle the large number of missing data a multivariate imputation by chained equations (MICE) 

method has been applied (Hawthorne & Elliot, 2005; Schafer & Graham, 2002). Rather than 

deleting missing observations, multiple imputation, in contrast to single imputation, creates 

multiple datasets to account for the statistical uncertainty in the imputations. In addition, MICE 

does not assume normal distribution and enables to use a separate conditional distribution for 

each imputed variable. This means that it can handle variables with varying distributions in the 

dataset (such as dichotomous, ordinal, and continuous) and specific outcomes, such as a binary 

outcome variable for a logistic regression. In the process, a series of regression models are run 

whereby missing values are imputed based on the values of known variables in the dataset. This 

process is repeated until stable estimates of the distribution of parameters are achieved and a 

final imputed dataset is formed (Azur et al., 2011). This process is again repeated for a number 

of cycles until sufficient datasets have been formed, and then analyzed using a statistical method 

of interest. The number of cycles to be performed and the method of analysis are individually 

specified by the researcher. Since the data in this paper contain a large number of missing 

values, I imputed 50 datasets and performed a logistic regression on the pooled datasets in order 

to use as much information as possible and to provide stable estimates (Graham et al., 2007). 

Further, I also included the outcome variable (Actively Connect) in the imputation model 

without imputing values for it, in order to maximize the information for each individual case 

(Enders, 2010; Graham, 2009).  
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Table 3. Logistic Regression for Actively Connect 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

 Human Needs 

 

    B (SE)           OR 

Social Environment 

 

   B (SE)             OR 

Group parameters 

 

   B (SE)            OR 

Control Variables 

 

   B (SE)           OR    

Human Needs     

Achievement 0.142 (0.199)   1.15 0.118 (0.199)    1.125   0.151 (0.203)     1.16 0.078 (0.214)    1.08 

Unstructured Time -0.262 (0.23)    0.76 -0.187 (0.229)   0.829 -0.252 (0.245)    0.77   -0.304 (0.272)   0.74 

Social Exclusion -0.758 (0.35)    0.468* -0.676 (0.352)   0.509 -0.718 (0.380)    0.49 -0.734 (0.398)   0.45 

Angry US 0.683 (0.199)   1.98*** 0.655 (0.199)    1.93*** 0.637 (0.228)     1.89** 0.641 (0.245)    1.90** 

Group Grievance 0.415 (0.122)   1.51*** 0.375 (0.124)    1.46** 0.373 (0.158)     1.45* 0.386 (0.170)    1.47* 

Social environment     

Clique  0.546 (0.163)    1.73*** 0.400 (0.179)     1.49* 0.335 (0.179)    1.34 

Group parameters     

Ideology   0.727 (0.348)     2.07* 0.570 (0.351)    1.77 

Org   0.459 (0.282)     1.58 0.380 (0.295)    1.46 

Impact   -0.000 (0.000)    0.99 -0.000 (0.000)   0.99 

Persistence   -0.004 (0.005)    0.99 -0.001 (0.006)   0.99 

Media   -0.228 (0.529)    0.75 0.062 (0.573)    1.06 

Control Variables     

Education    -0.084 (0.144)   0.92 

Male    0.149 (0.279)    1.16 

Personal beliefs    0.417 (0.185)    1.52* 

Age    -0.028 (0.01)     0.97** 

Marital Status    0.362 (0.226)    1.44 

Constant -1.27*** -1.493*** -2.841*** -2.694***  

F Statistic  6.66***  7.05***  3.85***  3.79*** 

Note: Standard errors in parenthesis, n = 848 for all models, OR = Odds Ratio 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

The results of the logistic regressions with imputed missing values (Table 3) provide mixed 

support for the stated hypotheses. In Model 1 the vector of psychological human needs 

(existential, relational, and self-related needs) has been included, condensed into four major 

variables. In Model 2 variables measuring the social environment has been added, and in Model 

3 group characteristics. Model 4 covers all variables relevant for the analysis, also including 

control variables. Looking at the results it becomes clear that across all four models the 

variables Angry US and Group Grievance seem to be significant predictors of the outcome 

variable. This indicates foremost that among individuals, those who experienced a thwarted 

need for identification were more likely to actively reach out to ideologically motivated 

extremist groups. This means, that enhanced belief vulnerability, i.e., low levels of 

identification with the American social value and belief system, increases the chances that 

individuals reach out to ideological extremist groups. Additionally, among individuals, those 



26 
 

who identified with a particular group that is perceived to be under threat or that is subject to 

injustice, were more likely to reach out to extremist groups. In this regard, not the subjectively 

thwarted need for existential safety plays an important role, but the collectively thwarted need. 

A direct experience of threat or injustice (real or imagined) in a group increases the chances 

that individuals actively connect to ideological, extremist groups. This is consistent with the 

significant variable, clique belongingness, which indicates that being part of a clique increases 

the chances that individuals will reach out to ideological extremist groups.  

These results provide support for Hypothesis 1 and 7, and correspond to the results of the 

bivariate analysis. Going further and considering group´s characteristics, the results show no 

statistical support for parameters such as organizational size, impact, and persistence, but 

statistical significance for group´s ideology. As mentioned before, individuals were mostly 

drawn to groups which displayed either a radical Islamist or Far Right ideology, which supports 

Hypothesis 6. However, including group´s characteristics into the analysis decreased both the 

significance of other variables and the overall impact of the model, which may be explained by 

the large number of missing values particularly observed for these variables. Finally, in Model 

4 control variables have been added to the analysis. The results show that age has a significant 

and negative relation with the outcome variable, indicating that rather younger individuals were 

more likely to actively reach out to extremist groups. In addition, personal beliefs have a strong 

and positive association with the active connection to extremist groups, implying that having a 

more developed set of radical beliefs (more information, knowledge, and sympathy for a radical 

ideology) increases the chances that individuals will reach out to extremist groups.   

General Discussion 

This research aimed to contribute to a broad discussion led in social science about the motives 

and factors of individuals to participate in violent, ideological extremism, by analyzing a sample 

of homegrown extremists in the United States. The focus on a developed and modern Western 



27 
 

nation allows us to understand the motives of individuals, who neither live under precarious 

socio-economic and political conditions, nor are deprived of vital resources to survive. In 

contrast to the constantly held belief that in particular those, who have low market opportunities, 

poor education, and unstable job conditions, are more willing to join radical groups (e.g., 

Berman & Laitin, 2008; Iannaccone, 1992), this paper indicates an opposite direction. The 

majority of the sample were regularly employed (79%), well educated (62%), had a middle-

class background (63%), and neither experienced trauma (64%), and social rejection (78%), nor 

a decrease in social standing (79%). This means that factors addressing social troubles, lack of 

achievements or economic failure seem to not play a significant role in explaining why 

individuals would reach out to extremist groups. This is surprising, because other studies (e.g., 

Jasko et al., 2017) have emphasized that social detachment and lack of achievements, in 

particular, increase the chance of violent political extremism. However, these studies 

considered only cases in which individuals already became violent and committed crimes 

ranging from illegal protests to planting bombs in public buildings. But this study focused on 

cases in which individuals reached out to ideological extremist groups prior to exhibiting radical 

or violent behavior. This enables us to understand the steps before the outbreak of violence, and 

hence to implement appropriate measures to prevent such decisions in the future.  

The results show that the most significant factors that enhance the chances that individuals will 

actively reach out to ideological extremist groups are, a thwarted need for identification and 

collective existential safety. Identification plays a significant role in how individuals form their 

social identity, perceive themselves and their social environment, and how they behave and 

interact with social others. Identifying with a particular ethnic, social, or cultural group, a 

nation, or political party enables individuals to form a concept of oneself, that is, one´s 

description, perception, and evaluation of oneself, and the social environment (Abrams & Hogg, 

1990). Identifying with shared norms, values, worldviews, attitudes and symbols of a group or 

nation regulates feelings of attachment, certainty, and stability. This sense of certainty in turn, 
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generates orientation and confidence in how to behave and evaluate, and what to expect from 

one´s social environment (Hogg & Adelmann, 2013). Especially during adolescence, 

individuals search for common identifiers, which can be based on ascribed characteristics like 

nationality, ethnicity, or gender, or on external factors like political convictions or worldviews 

(Ashmore et al., 2004), in order to find meaning and orientation in life. Empirical studies have 

shown that social identification increases individual´s willingness to contribute to the common 

good, but also to accept and comply with the social, political, and economic system (Cremer & 

van Vugt, 1999). This means that lack of identification with values, norms and beliefs that are 

shared within a group or nation may reduce individual´s willingness to adhere to common 

norms and values, and thus increases the probability that individuals search for alternative 

means for identification. The results of this study support these assumptions by revealing that 

the more individuals could not identify with the American belief-, and value system, the higher 

the chances that they would search for alternatives in the form of ideological extremism. In the 

sample, particularly younger individuals, aged between 20 to 30, significantly reached out to 

ideological extremist groups, which is consistent with the assumption that especially 

adolescents and young adults question the established social, political, and economic system 

and search for alternative worldviews to identify with (e.g., Verkuyten, 2018).  

Ideologies offer such alternative interpretations and explanations of reality, i.e., narratives that 

enable individuals to understand the past, present and potential future, and integrate this 

coherent story with their own life and identity. This integration and understanding of life events, 

the social environment, and the own role in it, create coherent patterns of reality and generates 

a sense of meaning in life (Haidt et al., 2009; MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2014). Sharing beliefs, 

values, and norms in a group, even if extremist in nature, induces a sense of belonging and 

identification. Belonging to a powerful group, sharing its identity, and following its rules and 

goals, elevates one´s self-esteem and generates a sense of efficacy in life (e.g., Hogg & 

Adelmann, 2013). 
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The present findings also highlight the role of group grievance, that is, the collectively thwarted 

need for existential safety. This means that feeling attached to a particular social group that is 

believed to be under threat or has been subject to injustice (real or imagined), increases 

individual´s willingness to retaliate. Feelings of group threat, or the collectively thwarted need 

for existential safety, have significantly stronger effects on the likelihood of ideological 

extremism than the subjectively thwarted need for existential safety (Social Stratum). This 

means that individuals´ perceptions and experiences of grievance are significantly shaped by 

the social context in which they are embedded (Akerlof & Kranton, 2010). Hence, individuals 

who may have a good social standing, but feel that their social group is under threat or treated 

unfairly, can feel compelled to retaliate injustices committed against their ingroup (McCauley 

& Moskalenko, 2011). 

In order to better understand these results, it is important to take the American socio-economic 

environment and its dominant worldview into consideration. The American social value and 

belief system has been long dominated by the narrative of the American Dream – a belief that 

status in society is based on merit, i.e., on individual talents and efforts alone. This strong 

narrative provided a basis for a shared social identity, offered a vision how the society should 

look like, and integrated the individual into the social environment. This integration and 

understanding of circumstances (e.g., understanding of poverty, social inequality), the social 

environment (“all individuals have the opportunity to succeed on the basis of their own will and 

effort”), and the own role in it (“I can be whatever I want, I only have to put much effort in it”) 

created a consistent pattern of reality and generated a sense of purpose and meaning in life 

(Finighan & Putnam, 2017). However, empirical evidence shows that the U.S. has the highest 

inequality level of all industrialized countries, with 60 percent of people living in either majority 

rich or poor neighborhoods (Bartels, 2005; Bischoff & Reardon, 2014), inducing a highly 

shrinking middle class. Based on these developments, the narrative of equal opportunity for all, 

begun to dissolve, especially among the white working class (Page & Jacobs, 2009). The fading 
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shared social identity and vision of the future, paired with enhanced frustration about economic 

disadvantages of some groups (group grievance), increased doubts about the functioning of the 

prevailing social, political, and economic system and created an enhanced demand for 

existential safety, a socially shared identity and orientation. This means that enhanced belief 

vulnerability, and lack of shared visions about the future that address all individuals in the 

United States, led to a growing search for alternative worldviews. However, this search can 

culminate in ideological extremism, leading to extraordinary attacks on democratic norms and 

social values established in the United States. According to this, and taking the results of this 

study into consideration, it becomes clear that lack of identification with the socially shared 

belief system, and feelings of group grievance, increase the chances that individuals will 

actively search for alternative worldviews to reconcile their psychological human needs. This 

means that politics should create a “new” basis (in terms of a vision and narrative) for 

identification that is shared by all diverse groups in the United States, to include, not exclude 

marginalized groups and individuals.  
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