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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This study examined the characteristics differentiating violent from Received 11 September 2025
non-violent extremist offenders, focusing on established risk Accepted 12 March 2026
factors. The sample comprised 163 male offenders convicted of
terrorism-related offences or extremist-motivated crimes within
His Majesty's.Prison S'ervice in Englqnd and Wales. Partjcipants non-violent extremist
were categorised as violent or non-violent based on their index offenders; ideological
offence, with risk factors coded from ERG22+ reports and related differences; interpersonal
file information. Results indicate that violent extremist offenders difficulties; Islamist
were more likely to have histories of previous violence, extremism; right-wing
interpersonal difficulties and pro-violent attitudes, whereas non- extremism

violent offenders exhibited a higher prevalence of major mental

disorders. Analyses by ideological subtype revealed distinct

patterns: violent Islamist offenders were more likely to endorse

violent attitudes, while non-violent counterparts showed

increased mental health vulnerabilities; among right-wing

extremists, violent offenders displayed elevated antisocial

behaviour and prior violence. These findings underscore the

complex interplay of behavioural histories, attitudes and

psychological factors influencing violent extremist behaviour. The

study highlights the importance of targeted, nuanced risk

assessments and contributes to the limited literature directly

comparing violent and non-violent extremist offenders.

Understanding these distinctions within the legal context, where

preparatory actions can also constitute offences, has important

implications for risk management and intervention strategies.

KEYWORDS
Violent extremist offenders;

Introduction

Terrorism in the United Kingdom (UK) is legally defined by the Terrorism Act (2000, 2006).
This legislation characterises terrorism as the use or threat of action intended to influence
government organisations or intimidate the public (CPS, n.d.). This legal definition applies
to actions both within and outside the UK. Importantly, this action must be undertaken to
advance a political, religious, racial or ideological cause to be deemed a terrorist. The Act
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outlines various offences, termed TACT offences, that criminalise a spectrum of activities
beyond just the act of committing a terrorist attack. This spectrum covers activities such
as planning, assisting or even gathering information for a potential terrorist attack or con-
tributing significantly to a terrorist threat. Consequently, individuals convicted under
TACT offences represent a wide range of actions and motivations, including those con-
victed for directly engaging in violence, indirectly supporting terrorist groups or even
those convicted for preventative offences such as collecting information that could be
useful for future attacks (Terrorism Act, 2000, 2006). Thus, the UK's approach to
defining and prosecuting terrorism is rooted in addressing both the immediate threat
of violence and actions that might lead to harm in the future. This approach emphasises
the seriousness with which the UK views the potential for harm, aiming to prevent acts of
terrorism before they occur.

Although the Terrorism Act provides a clear statutory framework, it has also been the
subject of academic criticism. Commentators argue that some provisions, particularly
those relating to indirect encouragement or glorification of terrorism, use broad and inde-
terminate language that may lack sufficient clarity for individuals to understand what
conduct is prohibited (Hunt, 2007). Concerns have also been raised about proportionality,
as the inclusion of recklessness as a basis for liability and the wide scope of preparatory
offences risk capturing behaviour that falls short of clear terrorist intent (Macdonald &
Lorenzo-Dus, 2020). Others question the practical effectiveness of such expansive
definitions, suggesting that they may criminalise expressive or preparatory acts that are
only loosely connected to preventing violence (Walker, 2006). Freedom of expression is
frequently highlighted in this regard, with scholars noting that broadly framed speech-
related offences may discourage people from expressing lawful political or ideological
views (Macdonald & Lorenzo-Dus, 2020; Walker, 2006). These critiques reflect an
ongoing debate about how best to balance public protection with the safeguarding of
fundamental rights within counterterrorism legislation.

Radicalisation as a multifaceted process

Engagement and involvement in terrorism is typically not a sudden event but a gradual
process of ideological and social transformation through which individuals come to adopt
increasingly extreme beliefs that may ultimately justify violence as a legitimate means to
achieve ideological goals (Horgan, 2009). Radicalisation is influenced by the exposure to
and internalisation of extremist narratives that simplify complex issues, often vilifying out-
groups and framing their actions as threats that require a violent response. These narra-
tives provide a framework for understanding the world and offer a sense of purpose and
belonging, particularly for those who feel alienated (Borum, 2011). Social environments
play a crucial role in reinforcing these narratives and normalising the acceptance of vio-
lence (Reeve, 2018). The process often occurs within the context of group dynamics,
where social pressures, shared experiences and reinforcement of beliefs contribute to
the escalation of radical views (Borum, 2011; Horgan, 2008).

Models of radicalisation (the term that has been used to describe this process) use
metaphors such as a pyramid (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2008) or a staircase (Moghaddam,
2005) to illustrate the escalation of beliefs and behaviours. The pyramid of radicalisation is
a model that describes the stages of increasing extremism, with the smallest number of
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individuals at the top engaging in terrorism. The base of the pyramid represents a larger
population that sympathises with the cause. As individuals move up the pyramid, they
demonstrate greater commitment to the cause, adopt increasingly radical beliefs, and
become more willing to engage in violence (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2008). The staircase
of radicalisation model illustrates the progression towards terrorism as a series of steps.
Individuals begin on the ‘ground floor’ with feelings of injustice and relative deprivation.
As they ascend, they encounter increasingly limited options and become more
entrenched in extremist ideologies and behaviours. This model emphasises the role
of perceived injustice, the appeal of extremist narratives and the influence of group
dynamics in driving individuals towards violence (Moghaddam, 2005). Reeve (2018)
observed that the models often assume a linear trajectory, whereas radicalisation is
inherently complex and non-linear, shaped by a range of factors with differing rel-
evance and impact across individuals (Horgan, 2008). There is a range of factors that
can contribute to an individual's susceptibility to violent extremism, and these
factors can be broadly categorised as push and pull factors. Although many models
of radicalisation emphasise individual psychology and immediate social environments,
broader structural and historical influences also play an important role. Research has
highlighted how experiences of systemic discrimination, socioeconomic marginalisation
and intergenerational trauma can contribute to a sense of grievance or exclusion,
which may heighten susceptibility to extremist narratives (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010;
King & Taylor, 2011). In this context, perceived injustice does not arise in a vacuum
but may reflect genuine experiences of inequality or disadvantage (Reeve, 2018).
Recognising these wider influences helps to situate individual pathways within the
broader contexts in which they occur and underscores the complex, multifaceted
nature of radicalisation.

Push and pull factors

The framework of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, first used to understand defection from neo-
Nazism by Aho in 1988, offers a valuable lens to analyse the complex process of radi-
calisation. Aho theorised that individuals are pushed away from groups by factors such
as disillusionment with the group, negative experiences or poor leadership, while
factors such as strong personal relationships or a desire for a better life pull them
away (James, 1988). Horgan (2009) and Borum (2011) later applied this model to the
study of the radicalisation process, although both authors do not consistently use
the ‘push-pull’ terminology, but rather they emphasise the interaction of situational,
social and psychological influences that drive radicalisation. However, the pull-push
framework has been used by various organisations (including HMPPS) to better under-
stand how individual factors interact with other social and political circumstances
during the engagement process (HMPPS, 2011). Broadly speaking, push factors are
internal forces driving individuals towards extremism. They often arise from social
and personal grievances such as feelings of injustice, discrimination, and alienation.
When individuals perceive that they are being treated unfairly or denied opportunities
because of their identity, beliefs or social status, they may feel anger, frustration and
resentment. Such emotions can foster a sense of disillusionment with established
systems, increasing susceptibility to extremist narratives. In this context, the
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combination of negative emotional states and a desire for change can lead individuals
to view violence as a legitimate and necessary method to achieve the required goals
(Borum, 2011; Horgan, 2009).

Pull factors are external forces that attract individuals to extremist groups by offering
appealing rewards. They operate by providing a sense of belonging, purpose, and signifi-
cance, fulfilling deeply rooted psychological needs (and these incentives can be particu-
larly potent for individuals feeling lost, alienated or directionless). Extremist groups often
present themselves as tightly-knit communities, offering camaraderie and acceptance.
They may also exploit transitional periods in individuals’ lives, such as adolescence,
when identity formation is salient, to lure recruits. By offering a rigid worldview with
simple solutions to complex problems, extremist groups create an illusion of control
and certainty (Hogg, 2012; Kruglanski et al., 2014; Webber et al., 2018). The presence of
charismatic individuals who resonate with personal needs and issues can also be a signifi-
cant pull factor (Borum, 2011; Horgan, 2009). Thus, overall push factors can be viewed as
the negative circumstances that make individuals vulnerable to radicalisation, whereas
pull factors are the positive incentives that extremist groups can offer, which draw indi-
viduals in. Recent empirical research has continued to examine these dynamics and pro-
vides further support for the relevance of push and pull factors in contemporary extremist
recruitment. Studies indicate that grievances linked to marginalisation, identity threat and
perceived injustice function as important push factors, while group belonging, ideological
validation and the promise of personal significance operate as key pull mechanisms (Kru-
glanski et al., 2014; Vergani et al., 2020). Large-scale analyses further demonstrate that
violent extremist behaviour is rarely explained by single factors, instead reflecting the
co-occurrence of grievances, identity-based motivations and contextual influences
across ideological groups (Jasko et al., 2022).

Ideological support versus violent action

Individuals may be drawn to violent extremism for a variety of reasons, evident in differing
paths to radicalisation. However, holding radical beliefs does not necessarily equate to
active engagement in violence (Borum, 2011; Horgan, 2008). The transition from radical
thought to violent action often involves a process of moral disengagement, originally con-
ceptualised by Bandura (1990) as a mechanism through which individuals selectively dis-
engage from ethical standards. In the context of extremism, this process allows
individuals to overcome societal and internal constraints against violence (Bartlett &
Miller, 2012; Horgan, 2008; Kruglanski et al., 2017; Moghaddam, 2005). This can be facili-
tated through strategies such as dehumanising perceived enemies, minimising harm and
diffusing responsibility for violent acts (Bartlett & Miller, 2012; Kruglanski et al., 2017;
Moghaddam, 2005).

Some scholars have argued that there is an important distinction between individuals
who engage in violent terrorist acts and those who merely express ideological support for
extremism. This distinction is typically framed in terms of demonstrated intent and capa-
bility to carry out violence, rather than the mere presence of radical beliefs. For example,
Kenyon et al. (2023) highlighted that not all radicalised individuals directly participate in
acts of violence. Their classification of extremist offending by offence role, such as
‘attacker’, ‘facilitator’, ‘financer’ or ‘traveller’, illustrates that some individuals contribute
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to supportive or logistical capacities without engaging in violent behaviour themselves.
Shortland et al. (2022) similarly consider this potential distinction, drawing on Borum’s
differentiation between the process of radicalisation and the pathways leading to
violent action. Using data from the Profiles of Individual Radicalization in the United
States (PIRUS) database, they distinguish between ‘violent’ and ‘non-violent’ extremist
offenders, with the former involving participation in or planning of violent acts, and
the latter confined to non-violent activity. The development of the Prioritization and Inter-
vention for Violent Extremists Tool (PIVET; Shortland et al., 2022) reflects a growing inter-
est in identifying which individuals are more likely to progress to violence, pointing to the
relevance of factors such as prior offending and access to extremist networks. However,
while some empirical evidence supports this distinction, it remains the subject of aca-
demic debate (Bartlett & Miller, 2012; Knight et al., 2017; Seaward et al., 2025). The
relationship between ideological commitment, intent and behavioural outcomes is
complex, and the boundaries between violent and non-violent extremism are not
always clear-cut.

Current study

The aim of the current research is to contribute to the empirical knowledge base on
understanding the characteristics of terrorism by examining whether there are measur-
able differences between those who commit violent and non-violent extremist offences
across factors known to be associated with violence. In this context, the violent group
refers to individuals whose index offence involved a clear intent to cause harm to
others through violent means, whereas the non-violent group comprises those who
hold extremist beliefs and express a willingness to cause harm, but without engaging
in violence themselves. By exploring how these groups differ across recognised indicators
of risk, the study seeks to enhance understanding of the conditions under which extremist
beliefs may translate into violent behaviour.

Methods
Sample

The sample comprises 163 individuals who were convicted of the Terrorism Act offences
(TACT) or for those convicted of other offences where the motivation was extremist
(TACT-connected). They all served a custodial sentence within His Majesty’s Prison
Service (HMPPS) in England and Wales. While only males were considered, the sample
was not based on any specific ideology. Detailed demographic information (e.g. age
and ethnicity) is not reported due to security and confidentiality restrictions associated
with custodial counterterrorism data.

Information was gathered from already existing electronic files. To be included, the
individual had to have at least one ERG22+!" report completed. The assessment
needed to be completed collaboratively with the individual so that their views were
also acknowledged. As such, if the ERG22+ assessment was carried out based on file infor-
mation only, the case would be excluded. Nonetheless, it should be noted that the reports
were composed at different stages in the progression of the prison sentence. The authors
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of the reports were either Registered Psychologists or qualified Probation Officers who
undertook and passed a specialist training. Additional official information, such as the
Judges’ Remarks or the OASys? reports, was also considered.

Procedure and analysis

The study obtained approval from the National Research Committee (NRC) in January
2022, as required for research involving data pertaining to convicted individuals incarcer-
ated in England and Wales. The NRC serves as the regulatory body responsible for review-
ing and authorising research applications involving staff and/or offenders across prison
establishments, the Probation Service and HMPPS Headquarters.

Individuals were assigned to a violent or a non-violent group based on their index
offence. The definition was based on the following criteria taken from previous literature,
making a distinction between the individuals who hold extremist views and engage in
violence and individuals who hold extremist views and are willing to cause harm but
without using violence themselves (Kenyon et al., 2023; Shortland et al.,, 2022). As such,
a violent case was operationalised for inclusion where the individual actively participated
in ideologically motivated actions that resulted (or if carried out had the potential to
result) in causalities or injuries to another or cause serious and significant structural
damage with the potential to endanger life. Non-violent, ideologically motivated
actions included behaviours that could facilitate violence conducted by others. Receiving
‘terrorist’ training but not acting on it, inciting others to violence but not taking direct
action themselves, threatening violent actions without operational progress towards a
plot, possession of illegal weapons without any evidence for operational plans for vio-
lence, were all considered non-violent. However, active production of weapons e.g.
bomb making, was considered violent. In the current sample, 79 cases were assigned
as violent and 84 as non-violent.

A coding framework was developed based on the HCR-20® (Douglas et al.,, 2013)
manual, constructed on the premise that a formal HCR-20 interview had not taken
place and that relevant information would instead be available within ERG22+ reports
or other associated file material. The HCR-20 was selected as the organising framework
because it is the primary structured professional judgement tool used within HMPPS
for the assessment of general violence risk. Using the HCR-20, therefore, ensured align-
ment with routine custodial assessment practices and facilitated the systematic extraction
of violence-related risk information from case files. A coding manual was developed,
including definitions for each variable, to ensure consistency. During the early phase,
four psychologists independently coded all variables for a selection of cases. In a
manner akin to the procedure used by Kenyon et al. (2025), any apparent inconsistencies
were resolved collaboratively and, where necessary, aspects of the coding framework
were refined. Although the Extremism Risk Guidance 22+ (ERG22+) assessment formed
the primary source of case information, the coding framework was not derived directly
from ERG22+ items. ERG22+ is designed to support the formulation of extremist risk
and pathways specific to terrorism, whereas the focus of the present study was on exam-
ining risk factors associated with violence. The HCR-20 was therefore used as the organ-
ising framework, as it provides a well-established structure for identifying and
categorising violence-related risk factors that are not specific to terrorism.
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Information contained within ERG22+ reports, together with other file material, was
used to identify the presence of HCR-20 - aligned violence-related risk factors, ensuring
that extremism-specific case formulation informed the coding without constraining the
analysis to terrorism-specific constructs. Individual component indicators within each
domain were binary coded as present/absent (yes/no). Each domain comprised multiple
component indicators, which were summed to create a composite domain score reflect-
ing the number of indicators present for each individual. Overall, the research aimed to
capture 10 factors closely aligned to HCR-20 domains, namely previous problems with:
H1 violence (excluding the index offence); H2 antisocial behaviour; H3 relationships; H4
employment; H5 substance use; H6 major mental disorder; H7 personality disorder; H8
traumatic experiences; H9 violent attitudes and C4 instability (behavioural and cognitive,
treated as a static factor for the purposes of this study).

Results

Analyses were conducted on composite domain scores rather than individual binary indi-
cators; reported means, therefore, reflect the average number of indicators present within
each domain. Independent samples t-tests were conducted to examine differences
between violent and non-violent extremists across variables. A significant difference
was found for the factor reflecting previous problems with violence (H1). Levene’s test
indicated unequal variances (F(1,161) =11.72, p <.001), so adjusted degrees of freedom
were used. Violent individuals (M = 1.24, SD = 1.37) had significantly more violent beha-
viours prior to committing the index offence than non-violent individuals (M =.71, SD
=1.02), t(144.15)=—-2.76, p=.006 (two-tailed). The mean difference was -0.53 (95% ClI
[-0.90, -0.15]) with a medium effect size (Cohen’s d =0.44). When assessing problems
with intimate or interpersonal relationships (H3), results also indicated a significant differ-
ence, t(161)=-2.45, p=.015 (two-tailed). Violent individuals (M =2.08, SD=1.20) dis-
played more such problems compared to non-violent individuals (M =1.64, SD = 1.06).
The mean difference was -0.43 (95% Cl [—0.78, —0.08]), with a small-to-medium effect
size (Cohen’s d =0.38). A strong effect was observed for problems with violent attitudes
(H9). Equal variances were assumed (F(1,161) = 0.60, p = .441), and results revealed a sig-
nificant difference, t(161)=—6.61, p <.001 (two-tailed). Violent extremist offenders held
more violent attitudes (M=.87, SD=.63) in comparison to non-violent extremist
offenders (M =.29, SD =.50), with a mean difference of -0.59 (95% C| [-0.76, -0.41])
and a large effect size (Cohen’s d = 1.04).

A significant difference was also observed when capturing previous problems with
major mental disorders (H6). Levene's test indicated unequal variances (F(1, 161)=7.14,
p =.008), so adjusted degrees of freedom were used. Violent individuals (M = .44, SD
=.61) showed less problems in that area than non-violent individuals (M =.68, SD
=.76), t(157.36)=2.18, p=.031 (two-tailed). The mean difference was 0.24 (95% ClI
[0.02, 0.45]), with a small-to-medium effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.34). All other group com-
parisons, including H2, H4, H5, H7, H8 and C4 did not yield statistically significant differ-
ences (ps >.05; see Table 1).

The total sample comprised 163 individuals. One individual was categorised as holding
an unstable or mixed ideological position and was therefore included in the overall ana-
lyses but excluded from subgroup analyses comparing Islamist and right-wing extremist
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Table 1. T-test results comparing violent and non-violent extremist offenders on factors derived from
the HCR-20.

Group
Violent Non-violent

Outcome n M SD n M SD t

H1 79 124 137 84 71 1.02 —2.76%*
H2 79 .86 .89 84 71 .95 ns

H3 79 2.08 1.20 84 1.64 1.06 —2.45%*
H4 79 54 .66 84 52 .61 ns

H5 79 49 71 84 48 .67 ns
Hé6 79 44 .61 84 .68 .76 —2.79%
H7 79 27 .59 84 23 49 ns

H8 79 1.23 1.24 84 1.21 1.23 ns
H9 79 87 .63 84 .29 .50 —6.61%**
c4 79 1.54 1.15 84 1.46 1.11 ns

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001. Bold values indicate statistically significant results (p < .05).

offenders. Further analysis indicated some differences when examining subtypes of extre-
mist offending. Levene’s test for equality of variances was used to assess the assumption
of homogeneity of variance, with adjusted degrees of freedom reported where this
assumption was violated.

A significant difference was found between groups on the major mental disorder scale
(H6) for those convicted of Islamist terrorism. The non-violent group (M =.46, SD = .66)
scored significantly higher than the violent group (M =.20, SD = .48). The effect size was
Cohen’s d =0.45, indicating a medium effect. This suggests that individuals in the non-
violent group were more likely to have a history of major mental disorder compared to
those in the violent group. Those convicted of Violent Islamist extremist offences, in
turn, held more violent attitudes (M =.94, SD =.68) in comparison with those convicted
of non-violent extremist offences (M=.4, SD=.6), t(54.04)=2.03, p=.047. The effect
size was Cohen’s d=1.00, indicating a large effect. This finding highlights the strong
association between violent offending and pro-violence attitudinal endorsement.

Perpetrators of violent right-wing extremist offences were observed to have more pre-
vious problems with violence (item H1; M =1.83, SD =1.37), scoring significantly higher
than non-violent individuals (M = .65, SD =.90), t(31.28) = —3.74, p < .001, 95% Cl [-1.81,
-0.53]. A significant difference was found for problems with antisocial behaviour (H2),
with higher scores in the violent group (M =1.09, SD =.79) than the non-violent group
(M=.61, SD=.89), t(70) =—-2.19, p=.032, 95% CI [-0.91, —0.04], approaching a medium
effect size (Cohen’s d=0.55). The effect size was large, Cohen’s d=0.98. A similar
pattern was found for previous violent attitudes (H9), where violent individuals (M =
1.00, SD=.74) again scored higher than non-violent individuals (M=.27, SD=.49),
t(31.44) = -4.34, p<.001, 95% Cl [-1.08, -0.39], with a large effect size, Cohen’s d=
1.13. No other historical or clinical factors showed statistically significant differences
between violent and non-violent individuals (ps > .05; see Table 2).

Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the characteristics that differentiate those convicted
of violent from non-violent extremist offences, with a specific focus on known risk factors.
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Table 2. T-test results comparing those convicted of violent and non-violent extremist offences on
factors derived from the HCR-20 for Islamist and right-wing extremists.

Islamist Right-wing

Violent Non-violent Violent Non-violent

n=55 n=35 n=23 n=49
Outcome M (SD) M (SD) t M (SD) M (SD) t
H1 1 00 (1.32) .80 (1.18) ns 1.83 (1.37) .65 (.90) —3.74%%%
H2 2 (.92) .86 (1.03) ns 1.09 (.79) .61 (.89) —-1.77*
H3 2 16 (1.20) 1. 80 (1.16) ns 1. 87 (1.22) 1.53 (.98) ns
H4 6 (.66) 6 (.61) ns 2 (.67) .57 (.61) ns
H5 8 (.71) 4 (.54) ns 8 (.74) 57 (.73) ns
H6 0 (.48) 6 (.66) 2.03* 1 04 (.56) .84 (.80) ns
H7 5 (.40) 6 (.24) ns 7 (.84) .35 (.60) ns
H8 1. 13 (1.19) 1. 14 (1.29) ns 1 52 (1.34) 1.27 (1.20) ns
H9 4 (.57) 1(.53) —4.43%*%* 1.00 (.74) .27 (.49) —5.071%**
c4 1 40 (1.10) 1 51 (1.12) ns 1.87 (1.25) 143 (1.12) ns

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001. Bold values indicate statistically significant results (p < .05).

The findings indicate that perpetrators of violent extremist offences are more likely to
have experienced previous problems with violence, interpersonal difficulties and hold
pro-violent attitudes, when compared to their non-violent counterparts. These distinc-
tions suggest that behavioural histories and attitudinal predispositions may play a critical
role in the escalation from non-violent extremism to violence. Conversely, perpetrators of
non-violent offences were more likely to have experienced a major mental disorder, high-
lighting the possibility that psychological vulnerabilities, rather than violent proclivities,
may underpin their offending trajectories. Collectively, these findings point to a constella-
tion of factors that may contribute to the manifestation of violent extremist behaviour
and underscore the relevance of targeted assessments in violence risk evaluations.
Further analyses revealed variation in risk profiles across different ideological subtypes.
Among those convicted of Islamist terrorism, violent individuals were significantly more
likely to endorse violent attitudes, whereas non-violent offenders demonstrated a
greater likelihood of having experienced major mental disorder. A more pronounced
pattern emerged among perpetrators of right-wing terrorism, with those committing
violent offending showing elevated levels of prior violence, antisocial behaviour and
violent attitudes. These findings suggest that while certain risk factors, such as attitudinal
support for violence, may be common across ideologies, the salience and configuration of
other factors may vary depending on the ideological context.

Interpreting findings within the broader context of the existing literature remains chal-
lenging, in part due to the limited number of studies that have directly compared perpe-
trators of violent and non-violent extremist offending, as well as inconsistencies in
methodological approaches across studies. Although a growing body of research has
explored risk factors for extremist offending, relatively few studies have directly compared
perpetrators of violent and non-violent extremist offending. Among those that have, the
study by Knight et al. (2017) explored a range of psychosocial factors to identify dis-
tinguishing characteristics between the two groups. The study examined variables such
as depression, suicidal tendencies, personality disorders and other mental health diag-
noses, but found that the only significant difference between the groups was that
violent extremists were more likely to have been exposed to extreme violence, including
violent online content, pointing to the potential role of violent media and environments
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in shaping violent trajectories. In terms of broader grievances, perceptions of external
threat and persecution were common across both groups, but did not differentiate
them meaningfully. However, violent extremists were more likely to have experienced
bullying, and identity-related vulnerabilities such as low self-esteem and perceived
under-achievement, particularly when academic qualifications failed to lead to meaning-
ful employment, were also more prevalent. Nonetheless, the study’s reliance on second-
ary and open-source data limits the depth of these conclusions, especially in relation to
mental health functioning.

Focusing specifically on violent outcomes, Bartlett and Miller (2010) compared jihadi
terrorists, radicals and a control group of young Muslims using open-source archival
data, including security service reports and trial information, as well as interviews. Their
findings indicated that, relative to terrorists, radicals were more likely to have participated
in political protests, to have attended university, and to have been employed, suggesting
a more outward-facing engagement with sociopolitical structures. Nonetheless, substan-
tial similarities were observed across the groups. In a subsequent study, Bartlett and Miller
(2012) identified additional factors contributing to violent radicalisation, including
emotional appeal, the pursuit of excitement, status-seeking behaviours and peer
influence. However, little is known about the psychological vulnerabilities that may
underpin these trajectories. Furthermore, similarly to Knight et al. (2017), studies rely
heavily on data derived from open-source materials, which present notable limitations.
Chief among these is the lack of direct engagement with those convicted of offences
themselves, thereby restricting insights into their subjective experiences and self-percep-
tions, critical components for understanding the psychological and social pathways to
extremist violence.

While interpretation of findings within the broader literature is challenging, the
findings from the current research carry important implications for assessment and inter-
vention. Specifically, the observed distinctions between perpetrators of violent and non-
violent extremist offences are consistent with emerging typological frameworks that
propose the existence of subgroups within violent extremist populations who exhibit
antisocial traits and may derive a sense of gratification or identity from the violent
elements of their involvement in terrorism. Recognising such typologies is critical, as
they have important implications for both assessment and intervention. The Extremism
Risk Guidelines Revised (ERG-R; Kenyon et al,, 2025) tool is particularly well-suited to
this context, as it is designed to accommodate a wide range of pathways into extremism
and include specific factors relevant to violence-prone individuals, such as thrill-seeking,
criminal or personal gain, and grievance-fuelled motivations. The ERG-R’s structure sup-
ports practitioners in formulating and contextualising violence-supportive attitudes, anti-
social tendencies or criminogenic needs identified in the present study alongside
ideological commitment, rather than assuming ideology alone as the primary expla-
nation. In the present study, these differences were identified using HCR-20 - aligned vio-
lence risk domains, with ERG-R considered at the level of applied formulation rather than
as the analytic framework. These insights are essential for informing intervention plan-
ning, particularly for those with a history of violence, who may require targeted
support to manage interpersonal difficulties and develop effective conflict resolution
skills. Incorporating violence reduction as a core component of rehabilitation may be
especially important for this subgroup.
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Several of the distinguishing factors observed between perpetrators of violent and
non-violent extremist offending align with broader typological models and established
risk factors that underpin violent offending more generally. These include traits such as
antisocial orientation, emotional dysregulation and a propensity to derive gratification
from violence. Recognising such patterns is critical, as they can inform the use of struc-
tured professional judgement tools. Emerging research focused on offending popu-
lations, particularly studies that incorporate the perspectives of individuals involved in
terrorism, suggests that assessment frameworks must be capable of accommodating
the diverse pathways through which individuals may become involved in terrorism.
The ERG-R demonstrates such capacity, as it encompasses not only factors traditionally
associated with the risk of violent extremism but also those more indicative of non-
violent extremism. For example, item E6 (Thrill-seeking), E7 (Criminal, practical or material
gain) and I3 (Antisocial or violence-supportive attitudes) directly reflect mechanisms
implicated in violent behaviour beyond ideological motivations. Additional items, such
as E4 (Problems with thinking and decision-making), also reflect cognitive vulnerabilities
that are well documented in the broader violence literature (Corner et al., 2025; HM Prison
and Probation Service, 2025; Horgan, 2008; Kenyon et al., 2025). Therefore, the ERG-R’s
capacity to capture a wide spectrum of pathways into extremism enhances its utility
for both assessment and risk formulation. These insights are particularly valuable for
informing intervention planning, as individuals with a history of violence may require
focused support in managing interpersonal difficulties, developing problem-solving
and emotional regulation skills, and reducing violence-related risk. Incorporating violence
reduction as a central component of rehabilitation may be especially important for this
subgroup. On the other hand, item E2 (Mental Health and Complex Needs) is particularly
relevant for identifying risk-related vulnerabilities in perpetrators of non-violent extremist
offending, individuals whose index offences do not indicate violent intent, but who none-
theless express ideological support for extremist causes, including those that endorse or
result in violence. Although these individuals may not be willing to engage in or directly
cause harm themselves, their support for violent outcomes reflects a complex interplay of
psychological, developmental and experiential factors. The subcategories under E2,
namely ‘Mental lllness’, ‘Neurodivergence’, ‘Personality Disorder and Associated Traits’
and ‘Trauma or Exposure to Violence’, allow practitioners to account for these underlying
dynamics, even in the absence of personal violent action.

These distinctions take on further relevance when considering the interplay between
ideology and violence. Recent large-scale analyses indicate that while perpetrators of
both Islamist and right-wing extremist offending are capable of committing violence at
comparable rates in domestic contexts (Jasko et al., 2022), the pathways into violence
often differ. For right-wing extremists, risk profiles tend to be more criminogenic in
nature, characterised by histories of general violence, antisocial behaviour, substance
misuse and early exposure to dysfunctional environments (Copeland & Marsden, 2020).
In contrast, perpetrators of violent Islamist offending more often demonstrate strong
ideological conviction, commitment to group-based causes and so-called ‘devoted
actor’ dynamics, whereby sacred values and perceived obligations to a collective identity
drive violent action (Bartlett & Miller, 2012; Jasko et al., 2022). These differences are not
only theoretically important but also have practical implications as they suggest that a
one-size-fits-all approach to risk assessment is insufficient. Indeed, recent work applying
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machine learning to large datasets of perpetrators of extremist offending has under-
scored the value of ideology-specific risk profiles in improving the precision of risk
identification and management strategies (Ivaskevics & Haller, 2022). The ERG-R is well-
positioned to address this complexity, offering a structured framework that accommo-
dates both shared and distinct risk markers across ideological subtypes, due to the
wide array of factors it contains. However, from an empirical perspective, assessors still
require a stronger evidence base to understand how these risk markers manifest differ-
ently across ideological contexts, such as Islamist and right-wing extremism (Clesle et
al.,, 2025).

Horgan et al. (2016) highlighted the complexity of the trajectory into terrorist violence,
demonstrating that no single behavioural profile reliably distinguishes those who will go
on to commit violence from those who will not. Shortland et al. (2022), drawing on
Borum'’s (2011) distinction between radicalisation of beliefs and action pathways, empha-
sise that not all radicalised individuals engage in violent acts. Their work demonstrates
that criminological factors, such as antisocial behaviour and opportunities for crime,
can effectively differentiate between higher-risk (violent) and lower-risk (non-violent) per-
petrators of extremist offending. However, in practice, this distinction is not always clear-
cut. This complexity is further compounded by the current legal framework, particularly
under the Terrorism Act (2000, 2006), which permits prosecution for preparatory or pre-
ventative acts e.g. possession of material deemed useful for terrorism, even in the absence
of overt violent behaviour. In this context, the boundary between perpetrators of violent
and non-violent offending is especially blurred. While similar ambiguity exists in other
offence types, the intelligence-led and pre-emptive nature of counterterrorism responses
further complicates clear distinctions between intent and action. These realities reflect the
practical challenges faced by clinicians and practitioners assessing risk in this field. The
present study’s findings contribute valuable insight into violent and non-violent cases
within this complex landscape, underscoring the need for continued research and
nuanced approaches that account for the fluidity of risk and behaviour.

Study limitations

This study offers important contributions to understanding the distinguishing character-
istics of perpetrators of violent and non-violent extremist offending; however, several
limitations should be acknowledged. A key limitation relates to the use of existing elec-
tronic records and ERG22+ reports as primary data sources. These reports were completed
at varying points throughout the individuals’ custodial sentences, which may introduce
variability in the availability and accuracy of information, as the person concerned
might be more guarded at the beginning of their sentence compared to later stages.
Additionally, some offenders may have undergone interventions such as the Healthy
Identity Intervention (HIl) programme, while others did not, potentially influencing the
presentation of risk factors over time. The reliance on secondary data also limits control
over the depth and consistency of the risk factor assessments. Furthermore, the binary
coding scheme applied to the risk factors, while facilitating clear categorisation, may over-
simplify complex behavioural and psychological phenomena, potentially obscuring gra-
dations in severity or frequency that could be clinically relevant. The cross-sectional
nature of the study restricts insight into the temporal sequencing and causality of the
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observed associations between risk factors and violent behaviour. Despite these limit-
ations, the study possesses significant strengths. It utilises perpetrator population data,
which is rare in terrorism research, and all assessments were completed with direct invol-
vement of the individual concerned, incorporating their perspectives and ensuring a more
comprehensive understanding of risk factors. This approach adds depth and validity to
the findings, providing valuable insights that can inform both future research and prac-
tical risk assessment in forensic and security contexts.

Future directions

Future research should further investigate the specific role that mental health difficulties
play in perpetrators of non-violent extremist offending, aiming to clarify how psychologi-
cal vulnerabilities may influence their terrorism trajectories and potential risks. Addition-
ally, more detailed exploration is needed into how criminogenic factors, such as antisocial
behaviour, prior violence, and pro-violent attitudes, interact with different ideological
beliefs and narratives across extremist subtypes. Understanding these complex inter-
actions could significantly enhance the accuracy and sensitivity of risk assessment instru-
ments. Furthermore, research should consider the influence of situational and contextual
factors, including access to weapons, engagement with extremist networks, and exposure
to radicalising environments, as these elements may act as critical catalysts in the pro-
gression from non-violent extremism to violent offending. Such insights would be invalu-
able for developing targeted prevention strategies and improving early identification of
individuals at heightened risk of violent behaviour.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributors

Dr Ewa Stefanska is an Associate Professor in Forensic Psychology at the University of Greenwich,
where she has been based since December 2020. She is a Programme Lead for the MSc Forensic
Psychology, which she developed and established. Ewa is a Chartered Forensic Psychologist with
the British Psychological Society and a Registered Forensic Practitioner Psychologist with the
Health and Care Professions Council. Alongside her academic role, she also works as a Senior Regis-
tered Forensic Psychologist in a high-security prison.

Her research focuses primarily on violent offending, with particular interests in homicide, sadism,
stalking, organised crime groups and violent extremism. She has published extensively in peer-
reviewed journals, edited volumes and professional outlets, contributing to both academic knowl-
edge and practitioner practice in forensic psychology. A strong emphasis of her work is on knowl-
edge exchange, ensuring that research findings inform frontline practice. For this project, she
collaborated with the Counter Terrorism Assessment and Rehabilitation Centre (CT-ARC).

Dr Adam Carter is a chartered and registered psychologist with over 25 years’ experience working in
Her Majesty’s Prison Service, National Offender Management Service and now His Majesty’s Prison
and Probation Service, predominantly in risk assessment and rehabilitation. He has been involved in
developing assessments, interventions, training and quality assurance processes for several cohorts
across the prison and probation service. Adam has several book chapters and journal articles pub-
lished related to his previous work, and he is committed to improving practice and developing



14 (&) E.B.STEFANSKA AND A.J. CARTER

evidence-based innovation in counter terrorism. Adam co-edited the Wiley Blackwell Handbook of
Forensic Neuroscience, published in 2018, which drew upon the rise in neuroscience-based evi-
dence to inform assessment and rehabilitation in forensic settings. He received his PhD from Leice-
ster University in 2009 and is currently Head of the Counter Terrorism Assessment and
Rehabilitation Centre in HMPPS. Adam is responsible for ensuring that all assessments, programmes,
training and quality assurance processes align with the CT-ARC ambition.

References

Bandura, A. (1990). Mechanisms of moral disengagement. In W. Reich (Ed.), Origins of terrorism:
Psychologies, ideologies, theologies, states of mind (pp. 161-191). Cambridge University Press.

Bartlett, J., & Miller, C. (2010). The edge of violence: A radical approach to extremism. Demos.

Bartlett, J., & Miller, C. (2012). The edge of violence: Towards telling the difference between violent
and non-violent radicalization. Terrorism and Political Violence, 24(1), 1-21. https://doi.org/10.
1080/09546553.2011.594923

Borum, R. (2011). Radicalization into violent extremism I: A review of social science theories. Journal
of Strategic Security, 4(4), 7-36. https://doi.org/10.5038/1944-0472.4.4.1. http://www.jstor.org/
stable/26463910

Clesle, A., Knable, J., & Rettenberger, M. (2025). Risk and threat assessment instruments for violent
extremism: A systematic review. Journal of Threat Assessment and Management, 12(1), 1-22.
https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000223

Copeland, S., & Marsden, S. V. (2020). Right-wing terrorism: Pathways and protective factors. Centre for
Research and Evidence on Security Threats. https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/right-wing-
terrorism-pathways-and-protective-factors/.

Corner, E., Bragias, A., Church, J., & Taylor, H. (2025). Modelling drivers of grievance-fuelled violence.
Terrorism and Political Violence, 37(7), 979-998. https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2025.2502405

Crown Prosecution Service. (n.d.). Terrorism. Crown Prosecution Service. https://www.cps.gov.uk/
crime-info/terrorism

Dalgaard-Nielsen, A. (2010). Violent radicalization in Europe: What we know and what we do not
know. Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 33(9), 797-814. https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2010.501423

Douglas, K. S., Hart, S. D., Webster, C. D., & Belfrage, H. (2013). HCR-20: Assessing risk for violence (3rd
ed.). Mental Health, Law and Policy Institute.

HM Prison and Probation Service. (2011). Extremism risk guidance 22+ (ERG 22+) manual [Internal
document]. Ministry of Justice.

HM Prison and Probation Service. (2025). Extremism risk guidance - revised (ERG-R) manual [internal
document]. Ministry of Justice.

Hogg, M. A. (2012). Uncertainty-identity theory. In P. A. M. Van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski & E. T. Higgins
(Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology (pp. 62-80). Sage Publications Ltd. https://doi.
org/10.4135/9781446249222.n29

Horgan, J. (2008). From profiles to pathways and roots to routes: Perspectives from psychology on
radicalization into terrorism. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science,
618(1), 80-94. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716208317539. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40375777

Horgan, J. (2009). Walking away from terrorism: Accounts of disengagement from radical and extremist
movements. Routledge.

Horgan, J., Gill, P., Silver, J., Corner, E., & Bouhana, N. (2016). Across the universe? A comparative analy-
sis of violent behavior and radicalization across three offender types with implications for criminal
justice training and education. National Institute of Justice.

Hunt, A. (2007). Criminal prohibitions on direct and indirect encouragement of terrorism. Criminal
Law Review, 441-455. SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1440838

Ivaskevics, K., & Haller, J. (2022). Risk matrix for violent radicalization: A machine learning approach.
Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 745608. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.745608

James, A. (1988). Out of hate: A sociology of defection from neo-Nazism. Current Research on Peace
and Violence, 11(4), 159-168.


https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2011.594923
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2011.594923
https://doi.org/10.5038/1944-0472.4.4.1
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26463910
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26463910
https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000223
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/right-wing-terrorism-pathways-and-protective-factors/
https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/right-wing-terrorism-pathways-and-protective-factors/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2025.2502405
https://www.cps.gov.uk/crime-info/terrorism
https://www.cps.gov.uk/crime-info/terrorism
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2010.501423
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446249222.n29
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446249222.n29
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716208317539
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40375777
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1440838
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.745608

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES OF TERRORISM AND POLITICAL AGGRESSION 15

Jasko, K., LaFree, G., Piazza, J., & Becker, M. H. (2022). A comparison of political violence by left-wing,
right-wing, and Islamist extremists in the United States and the world. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, 119(30), e2122593119. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2122593119

Kenyon, J.,, Binder, J. F., & Baker-Beall, C. (2023). Online radicalization: Profile and risk analysis of indi-
viduals convicted of extremist offences. Legal and Criminological Psychology, 28(1), 74-90. doi:10.
1111/lcrp.12218

Kenyon, J., Carter, A. J., Watson, S., & Farr, J. (2025). Adapting risk assessments to a changing terror-
ism landscape: Revising the extremism risk guidance. Journal of Forensic Sciences, 70(5), 2031-
2041. https://doi.org/10.1111/1556-4029.70101

King, M., & Taylor, D. M. (2011). The radicalization of homegrown Jihadists: A review of theoretical
models and social psychological evidence. Terrorism and Political Violence, 23(4), 602-622. https://
doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2011.587064

Knight, S., Woodward, K., & Lancaster, G. L. J. (2017). Violent versus nonviolent actors: An empirical
study of different types of extremism. Journal of Threat Assessment and Management, 4(4), 230-
248. https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000086

Kruglanski, A. W., Gelfand, M. J., Bélanger, J. J., Sheveland, A., Hetiarachchi, M., & Gunaratna, R. (2014).
The psychology of radicalization and deradicalization: How significance quest impacts violent
extremism. Political Psychology, 35(51), 69-93. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12163

Kruglanski, A. W., Jasko, K., Chernikova, M., Dugas, M., & Webber, D. (2017). To the fringe and back:
Violent extremism and the psychology of deviance. American Psychologist, 72(3), 217-230.
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000091

Macdonald, S., & Lorenzo-Dus, N. (2020). Intentional and performative persuasion: The linguistic
basis for criminalizing the (direct and indirect) encouragement of terrorism. Criminal Law
Forum, 31(4), 473-512. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10609-020-09405-x. SpringerLink+1.

McCauley, C., & Moskalenko, S. (2008). Mechanisms of political radicalization: Pathways toward ter-
rorism.  Terrorism and  Political ~Violence, 20(3), 415-433. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09546550802073367

Moghaddam, F. M. (2005). The staircase to terrorism: A psychological exploration. American
Psychologist, 60(2), 161-169. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.60.2.161

Reeve, Z. (2018). Terrorist psychology and radicalisation. In A. Silke (Ed.), Routledge handbook of terror-
ism and counterterrorism (1st ed., pp. 125-134). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315744636

Seaward, A., Marchment, Z., Clemmow, C., Farnham, F., Taylor, R, & Taperell, L. (2025). Beyond
binary: Analyzing closed-source data to compare specific roles and behaviors within violent
and nonviolent terrorist involvement. Journal of Forensic Sciences, 70(1), 222-236. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1556-4029.15648

Shortland, N., Alison, L., Rhodes, H., Thompson, L., Nader, E., Christiansen, P., Long, M., & Giles, S.
(2022). An empirical assessment of the Prioritization and Intervention for Violent Extremists
Tool (PIVET). Journal of Threat Assessment and Management, 9(2), 80-97. https://doi.org/10.
1037/tam0000182

Terrorism Act 2000, c.11. (2000). United Kingdom. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/11/
contents

Terrorism Act 2006, c.11. (2006). United Kingdom. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/11/
contents

Vergani, M., Igbal, M., llbahar, E., & Barton, G. (2020). The three Ps of radicalization: Push, pull and
personal. A systematic scoping review of the scientific evidence about radicalization into
violent extremism. Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 43(10), 854-854. https://doi.org/10.1080/
1057610X.2018.1505686

Walker, C. (2006). Clamping down on terrorism in the United Kingdom. Journal of International
Criminal Justice, 4(5), 1137-1151. https://doi.org/10.1093/jicj/mql056

Webber, D., Babush, M., Schori-Eyal, N., Vazeou-Nieuwenhuis, A., Hettiarachchi, M., Bélanger, J. J.,
Moyano, M., Trujillo, H. M., Gunaratna, R., Kruglanski, A. W., & Gelfand, M. J. (2018). The road to
extremism: Field and experimental evidence that significance loss-induced need for closure
fosters radicalization. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 114(2), 270-285. https://doi.
org/10.1037/pspi0000111


https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2122593119
https://doi.org/10.1111/lcrp.12218
https://doi.org/10.1111/lcrp.12218
https://doi.org/10.1111/1556-4029.70101
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2011.587064
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2011.587064
https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000086
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12163
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000091
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10609-020-09405-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546550802073367
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546550802073367
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.60.2.161
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315744636
https://doi.org/10.1111/1556-4029.15648
https://doi.org/10.1111/1556-4029.15648
https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000182
https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000182
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/11/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/11/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/11/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/11/contents
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2018.1505686
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2018.1505686
https://doi.org/10.1093/jicj/mql056
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000111
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000111

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Radicalisation as a multifaceted process
	Push and pull factors
	Ideological support versus violent action
	Current study

	Methods
	Sample
	Procedure and analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Study limitations
	Future directions

	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	References

