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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The aim of this report is to provide a methodological evaluation and review of studies that focus on
the relationship between inequality and radicalisation.
Studies included in this systematic review were quantitative (or mixed-method) empirical studies
published in English between 1 January 2001 and 31 December 2017. The studies concerned
different forms of ‘radicalisation’ (e.g. cognitive and behavioural radicalisation, far-right and
religious/Islamist radicalisation) and inequality (e.g. economic and socio-political). They also differed
in terms of geographic location and their focus on the individual or the social/macro level. A total of
132 publications meeting inclusion criteria were identified through a search of seven well-known
journal databases as well as two highly relevant journals, not listed in these databases, and the body
of relevant grey literature. An additional nine publications were identified through cross-referencing.
Of the 141 studies finally selected: 84 focused on a macro-level of investigation; 42 studies were
based on survey research related to non-radicalised individuals; and 15 drew on biographical
evidence about radicalised individuals.
The review findings suggest an inconsistent relationship between economic inequality and
radicalisation. At the individual level, data on objective economic indicators were inconsistent
regarding their association with cognitive radicalisation although slightly more consistent regarding
behavioural radicalisation. The data suggest that behavioural radicalisation is more characteristic for
more educated Muslims in dominantly Muslim countries, while, in Western European countries, less
educated participants were more likely to demonstrate features of Islamist radicalisation. Data
regarding individual-level radicalisation in the USA yielded no consistent outcomes. Similarly, data
regarding the relationship between perceived (or subjective) economic inequality and radicalisation
provided inconsistent results.
At the social level, there was some evidence that a higher per capita GDP and unemployment, as well
as lower education levels, may be related to higher terrorism incidence. In relation to per capita GDP,
the majority of studies indicate that countries with both a high and a low, per capita GDP tend to
experience less terrorism than countries with an average per capita GDP (indicating a non-linear
trend). Although inequality indicators generally showed an inconsistent pattern of relationships with
radicalisation, countries with a higher percentage of people living in poverty were more likely to be
targets of transnational terrorist attacks, while interregional inequality appears to be related to a
higher incidence of domestic terrorism. Other economic inequality indicators (interpersonal
inequality, Human Development Index, adult literacy) failed to show consistent results.
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At the individual level more consistent patterns were found between cognitive radicalisation and
various measures of perceived social inequality. Higher perceived inequality was related to more
radicalised attitudes in different contexts, regardless of the ideological orientation of radicalisation.
This could also be seen at a transnational level, with respect to human rights since where human
rights (physical integrity rights) were upheld, incidence of terrorism was consistently lower, while
repression was related to higher terrorism incidence. Gender equality was associated with lower
incidence of attacks, but incidence of terrorism was higher when Islamist or far-right domestic
terrorism was the focus of the study. Data on civil rights and liberties as well as democracy yielded no
consistent results; some evidence indicated an underlying non-linear trend.
Although these results do not indicate the irrelevance of economic inequality in the context of
radicalisation, they do imply that socio-political rights, in terms of objective estimates at a macro
level or subjective perception at an individual level, may play a more important role than economic
inequality in the inequality-radicalisation nexus. This suggests – in the absence of any formal causal
relationship testing – that higher socio-political inequality leads to higher probability of
radicalisation and terrorism incidence.
This is important for policy-making because it suggests that given the limited possibility for rapidly
reducing economic inequality, a similar, or greater, positive impact on the lowering of terrorism
incidence might be achieved by reducing socio-political inequality. Thus, assuming we can imply any
causal relationship, future policies should focus on minimising the experience of marginalisation and
injustice by individuals and communities. This is because perceived inequality – sometimes itself an
unintended consequence of counter-radicalisation measures – has been shown to be related to
radicalisation in its various forms.
The conclusions of this review should be read in the context of a number of methodological
limitations of the studies analysed. These include: the lack of an experimental methodological
approach; poor, or inconsistent, operationalisation of variables; and a scarcity of studies including a
range of potentially important variables. Some studies were also found to have: employed
inappropriate means of analysing or presenting data; omitted to explore the combined (or
interactive) effects of different inequality variables on radicalisation; or demonstrated other
limitations. This review, therefore, does not provide a definitive answer to the question of the
relationship between radicalisation and inequality but serves as a starting point for future research
that, through the employment of more sophisticated research designs, might allow more precise
conclusions.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Although there is no consensus on the deﬁnition of ‘radicalisation’ (Neumann, 2013: 874), it is
commonly understood as the process by which individuals or groups come to embrace attitudes or
engage in actions that support violence in the pursuit of extremist causes (Doosje et al., 2016: 79;
Alonso et al., 2008). Understanding radicalisation as a process implies the importance of
understanding any movement to a more radical position regardless of whether it leads to violence or
whether radicalisation is manifest in behaviour or ideas (Sedgwick, 2010).
In line with this, the DARE project understands radicalisation as a relative concept, adopting the
position that ‘radical or extremist ideologies matter, whether accompanied or not by violent action,
while what causes individuals to cross the threshold into violence remains important’ (DARE, 2016:
17). Understanding radicalisation as a relative concept additionally implies that radicalisation is a
context-bound phenomenon (Alonso et al., 2008). Consequently, studying radicalisation crossnationally needs to recognise that shifts may be from different starting points and to different end
points depending on the context and the type of radicalisation. In addition, radical attitudes and
behaviours can be driven by distinct and different motives (Khalil, 2014; Sedgwick, 2010).
Thus, in this systematic review, radicalisation is understood as a relative process displaying different
manifestations, sources and trajectories in different contexts. Manifestations of radicalisation can
range from general ideological beliefs through specific attitudes and justifications of violence to
one’s own violent actions. Moreover, beliefs and attitudes can, but do not necessarily, lead to
violence and violent extremism/terrorism. This corresponds to the distinction between ‘cognitive’
radicalisation, focusing on extremist beliefs, and ‘behavioural’ radicalisation, which focuses on
extremist behaviour (Neumann, 2013). This distinction between beliefs and actions is found also in
some contemporary theories of radicalisation such as the two-pyramid approach of Moskalenko and
McCauley (2017), as well as some recent syntheses of radicalisation literature (Dzhekova et al., 2017;
PROTON, 2017).
A strong presumption that inequality is positively related to radicalisation and terrorism is
characteristic of a broad range of actors; from policy makers and experts to the public. For example,
the policy statement of the UK Department for International Development (DFID) ‘Fighting Poverty to
Build a Safer World’ argues that ‘poverty and lack of access to basic services contribute to
perceptions of injustice that can motivate people to violence’ (DFID 2005, cited in Blair et al., 2013:
30). Similarly, economic, social, socio-spatial and cultural inequality are identified as important
elements contributing to radicalisation by experts interviewed as part of the DARE project (DARE,
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2018). Regarding public opinion, data from an Afrobarometer showed that citizens in African
countries considered inequality to drive people to join extremist groups. When asked to name the
main reason some individuals from their country might leave to join the Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant (ISIL), respondents cited the following main cause: poverty - 25%; unemployment - 15%; lack
of education - 10%; religious beliefs - 15% (Bentley et al., 2016: 9-10). Moreover, a survey conducted
among 406 inhabitants of the Molenbeek district in Brussels revealed that ‘a lack of opportunities
and social isolation are perceived as the main drivers that permitted the emergence of violent
radicalisation in Molenbeek’ (Coolsaet, 2017: 11).
However, the findings of quantitative empirical studies do not confirm the presumption that
inequality is positively related to radicalisation and terrorism. The results of such studies are
frequently inconsistent and inconclusive. The same is true of existing syntheses of published work on
the inequality-radicalisation relationship. Meierrieks (2014) noted inconclusive results regarding the
economic determinants of terrorism; some studies found that economic conditions matter to
terrorism while others suggested that non-economic factors are more important. Indeed, based on a
review on determinants of transnational terrorism, Krieger and Meierrieks (2011) concluded that
there is little evidence to indicate that poor economic conditions alone cause terrorism. Thus, a
review of the literature leads some authors to conclude that economic inequality at the individual
(e.g. low socio-economic status) or social level (e.g. country poverty) and involvement in terrorism
(Hardy, 2018) are not necessarily related. Others, however, isolate particular aspects of inequality e.g. un(der)employment – rather than individual poverty as playing a role (Schmid, 2013: 20). At the
same time, and as we would anticipate from ‘relative deprivation’ theory, objective inequality may
be positively causally related to radicalisation when filtered through subjective or perceived
inequality (objective socio-economic disadvantage may aggravate perceptions of injustice, for
example). This suggests the significance for radicalisation outcomes of the combination of objective
(e.g. economic disparity) and subjective (e.g. personal experience of discrimination) individual
inequality (Hardy, 2018).
Until recently, systematic reviews1 (SRs) in the field of radicalisation and terrorism were relatively
rare (Bouhana and Wikstrom, 2011; Campana and Lapointe, 2012; Christmann, 2012; Munton et al.,
2011). However, their number has grown in the last few years (ICPC, 2015; McGilloway et al., 2015;
Grossman et al., 2016; Scarcella et al., 2016; Desmarais et al., 2017; Hassan et al., 2018; Lösel et al.,
2018). Some reviews have a broad focus, covering different radicalisation risk or protective factors or
correlates (Christmann, 2012; Desmarais et al., 2017; Lösel et al., 2018; Munton et al., 2011), while a
smaller number concentrate on a specific group of factors, such as social cohesion (Grossman et al.,
1

As well as other types of synthesis employing a more systematic approach than classical literature reviews (e.g. scoping
reviews or rapid evidence assessments).
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2016), Internet or social media (Hassan et al., 2018) or on particular macro factors as covariates of
non-suicide terrorism (Scarcella et al., 2016).
Although none of the above-mentioned reviews specifically focus on inequality, several contain
findings of relevance to this SR (Christmann, 2012; Desmarais et al., 2017; Lösel et al., 2018) and
generally identify inconsistent conclusions regarding the role of inequality in the development of
radicalisation or terrorism. For example, Christmann (2012: 26) concluded that relative deprivation
and failed integration are likely to be ‘only, at best, a background or distal factor (the cause of the
causes) in any process of radicalisation, and then not a necessary one’. Munton et al., (2011: 13)
investigated Al Q’aeda-influenced radicalisation and concluded that, in terms of individual
characteristics related to inequality (e.g. educational achievement and socio-economic status),
radicalised individuals tend to be similar to the broader population in which they live, with some
evidence that they displayed lower skill sets than education levels. On the other hand, perceived
inequality (grievance, frustration with reduced socio-economic opportunities) was found to be a
consistent driver of engagement in Al Q’aeda influenced violent extremism (ibid.).
Only two reviews focused on terrorism and violence (Desmarais et al., 2017; Scarcella et al., 2016).
Scarcella’s et al.’s (2016) review of potential drivers of non-suicide terrorism failed to establish any
consistent conclusions in relation to a number of socio-economic inequality indicators at an
individual level (socioeconomic condition, level of education) or country level (economic
development, socioeconomic conditions, economic inequality, level of education), or political
inequality indicators at a country level (political freedom, civil liberties, democracy, dictatorship,
state repression). Desmarais et al., (2017) also concluded that there is insufficient evidence to regard
any of the analysed variables as an empirically demonstrated risk factor for terrorism. However,
Desmarais et al.’s (2017) review identified nine variables whose association with terrorism had some
empirical support. Four of these variables referred to inequality at the individual level
(socioeconomic status, education, employment, having a grievance). Income inequality at the social
level was identified as one of six additional factors meriting further evaluation.
Given the inconclusiveness of these reviews, and the absence to date of any systematic review
focusing specifically on the role of inequality in radicalisation, the DARE project aims to contribute to
a better understanding of the relationship between inequality and radicalisation. To this end two
parallel syntheses of existing empirical work were conducted:
Ø a systematic review of quantitative empirical findings on the inequality-radicalisation
relationship;
Ø a meta-ethnographic synthesis of qualitative empirical findings on the inequalityradicalisation relationship (Deliverable 4.2).
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By conducting two separate syntheses we acknowledge the distinct strengths and limitations of
studies of a qualitative and quantitative approach while allowing for the subsequent integration of
findings. Such an integration is made possible by adopting from the start similar, and complex,
conceptualisations of radicalisation – as a relative process shaped by context and ideological
orientation – and of inequality – as manifest at both individual and social level, as existing objectively
and subjectively and taking economic and social-political forms.

Aims and research questions

General
aim
This systematic review
aims
to
enhance
understanding of the
role of inequality in
radicalisation. It has
five specific objectives:

1. To examine the relationship between inequality and
radicalisation at the individual level;
2. To examine the relationship between inequality and
radicalisation at the social level;
3. To investigate whether there are mediating and moderating
factors involved;
4. To describe the methodological aspects of existing studies;
5. To detect evidence gaps, best practice methodology and
action points for other work packages (WPs) and future
studies in general.

To achieve the overall aim and specific objectives, the main review questions were formulated as
follows:
Is inequality associated with radicalisation?
If so, how (positively or negatively), when, where and what can explain this association?
This formulation of the questions to guide the review reflected the recognised inconsistencies in
existing evidence on the association of inequality and radicalisation as well as the anticipated
complexity of the relationship between them (should it exist at all). This relationship, it was
supposed, was also likely to be conditional on several important factors such as the general
social/political/demographic context (e.g. countries), ideological nature of radicalisation (e.g. Islamist
or far-right), type of radicalisation (cognitive or behavioural) and level, type and dimension of
inequality (see Figure 1).
The objectives and review questions were also designed to capture any inconsistencies in the
findings on the inequality-radicalisation relationship that might be attributable to the methodological
DARE (725349)
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characteristics of the studies, their failure to consider the complexity of either or, both phenomena
(inequality and radicalisation) or the lack of differentiation between types and dimensions of
inequality and radicalisation.
Thus, in this systematic review, we included both, but differentiate between, cognitive and
behavioural radicalisation and between radicalisations rooted in different ideologies. We also
adopted a broad notion of inequality whilst differentiating economic (e.g. poverty, income
inequality) from social-political inequality (exclusion, marginalisation). Moreover, we considered that
indicators of inequality can be measured at different levels: individual or micro (e.g. poverty,
discrimination); macro or social (e.g. poverty, discrimination, income inequality). Measures of
inequality can also be of a more objective nature (e.g. socioeconomic status) or a more subjective
and perceived nature (e.g. perceived individual/group injustice). This differentiation is visually
represented in Figure 1, while examples of relevant inequality indicators for each level as well as type
and aspect of inequality are depicted in Table 1. Figure 1 represents a conceptualisation of the
inequality-radicalisation nexus developed solely for the purposes of this review as a heuristic tool
that informed analysis of studies and narrative synthesis of findings.
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Figure 1 Conceptualising the inequality-radicalisation relationship employing different levels of investigation,
types and dimensions of inequality and radicalisation

Table 1. Examples of inequality indicators (relevant variables) by level of investigation (individual or
social/macro), type of inequality (economic, socio-political) and aspects (objective or subjective/perceived)

INEQUALITY

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
objective

Economic

Sociopolitical

subjective

objective
subjective

education, employment, income
income dissatisfaction,
perceived economic deprivation
discrimination
perceived discrimination,
perceived injustice

SOCIAL LEVEL
Gross

domestic

product

(GDP),

Human Development Index (HDI),
GINI coefficient,
adult literacy rate, poverty rate
democracy, physical integrity rights,
repression

To enable a better understanding of the inequality-radicalisation relationship, the findings from the
studies were analysed separately for each of these categories of inequality and, where possible, for
the different forms of radicalisation also. In the course of analysing and synthesising the findings of
the studies, moreover, the methodological characteristics and possible limitations of the studies are
noted.
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2. METHOD
This systematic review focused on quantitative studies addressing the relationship between
inequality and radicalisation. It was conducted, however, in parallel with a separate metaethnographic synthesis (MES) of qualitative studies (see Deliverable 4.2). Consequently, the first part
of the search process was conducted as a single exercise according to a review protocol designed in
advance. Following a pilot search phase, the protocol was amended slightly to reduce the number of
databases searched and narrow the concrete search string applied (see below).
Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The main inclusion criteria for the common search process were as follows:
•

the study should be empirical (quantitative, qualitative or mixed method);

•

the study should be relevant to both key concepts (inequality and radicalisation).

Publication, in English, as a journal article, book/book chapter2 or report between 1 January 2001 and
31 December 2017 were additional inclusion criteria for the common search. The starting date of
2001 reflects the point at which the concept of ‘radicalisation’ started to appear more often in the
literature (Neumann and Kleinmann, 2013). An additional common criterion was that the study
should investigate Islamist and/or far-right radicalisation. However, in the case of quantitative
terrorism studies, this additional inclusion criterion was not applied since quantitative data about
terrorism (outcome variable) usually do not differentiate between ideological bases of terrorism.
Empirical studies were included regardless of whether they employed primary or secondary data,
their research design, data collection method, applied analyses, geographical scope or context of the
data used.
Population
Regarding relevant populations, no restrictions regarding age, gender, ethnicity, nationality and
geographical context were introduced, other than the focus on Islamist or far-right radicalisation (see
above). Additionally, in line with the objective of the quantitative review to investigate the
relationship between inequality and radicalisation at the individual and social level, alongside
individuals, relevant populations included radicalised or terrorist groups, states or other aggregate
units (in the case of quantitative terrorism studies).

2

Potentially relevant books/book chapters retrieved by the common databases search were only included in the metaethnographic synthesis and were not considered within the systematic review of quantitative studies.
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Search strategy
A search strategy was developed based on the key concepts of inequality and radicalisation and how
these concepts are understood and interpreted within the DARE project (DARE, 2016). The search
strategy was also informed by consideration of the terms frequently found in the literature
addressing concepts of inequality or radicalisation (McGilloway et al., 2015) as well as by previous
systematic reviews focusing on aspects of inequality and other outcome variables e.g. income
inequality and well-being (Ngamaba et al., 2017).
The aim of the search was to identify (as many as possible) quantitative and qualitative studies
relevant to understanding the role of inequality in radicalisation at the individual and social level.
Thus, in line with DARE’s substantive focus, the search was directed towards Islamist and right-wing
radicalisation while, based on our starting position that ideational radicalisation must be analytically
distinguished from behavioural radicalisation, our operationalisation of the radicalisation concept as
an outcome variable was very broad. In selecting search terms, we sought to focus the search on
Islamist radicalisation (e.g. jihad, salafi, Islam, Muslim and radical, violent, nonviolent) and far-right
radicalisation (e.g. far-right, alt-right, ultra-right, identitarian, radical right, nationalism, patriotism
and extreme, violent, ultra). Additionally, we tried to cover radical beliefs and attitudes (e.g. radical
and attitude, ideology, belief, discourse), attitudes towards violence and justification of violence (e.g.
attitude towards violence, violence support, approval of violence, justification of violence) as well as
one’s own violence, participation in terrorism, and incidence of terrorism (radicalisation,
deradicalisation, extremism, terrorism, lone wolf, foreign fighter). Similarly, we started from an
understanding of the concept of inequality as broad in scope and complex, requiring analytic
differentiation between levels, types and dimensions/aspects of inequality. Hence, the inequality
concept is also operationalised very broadly through search terms, covering economic and social
inequality as well as more objective and perceived inequalities at the individual and social level
(Table 2). These search terms were applied in database searches for both the SR reported on here
and for the meta-ethnographic synthesis (MES) reported on separately (D4.2).
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Table 2. Search terms applied for inequality and radicalisation concepts

INEQUALITY

RADICALISATION

inequality, equality, wealth, poverty, unfairness,

radicalisation, deradicalisation,

injustice

extremism, terrorism, ‘lone wolf’, ‘foreign,
fighter’

Atkinson index, Hoover index, Robin Hood index,
Schutz index, Theil index, GINI coefficient/index

radicals (violent, political, religious, ideological,
nonviolent)

income gap, salary gap, wage gap, pay gap

violence (radical, religious, political, ideological)
milieu (radical, violent, nonviolent)

social or socio-economic or economic
-

class

far-right,

alt-right,

ultra-right,

identitarian,

-

status

radical right, violent right,

-

stratum

-

stratification

nationalism (extreme, violent, ultra),

-

gradient

patriotism (extreme, violent, ultra)

-

determinants
anti-Muslim, anti-Islam, Islamophobia

social or socio-economic or economic
-

exclusion

jihad, salafi

-

inclusion

-

integration

Islam (radical, violent, nonviolent)

-

deprivation

Muslim, (radical, violent, nonviolent)

-

disadvantage

-

marginalisation

attitude towards violence, violence support,

-

discrimination

approval of violence, justification of violence

Grievance (social, economic, political, religious,

radical attitude, radical ideology, radical belief,

group, intergroup)

radical discourse,
violent attitude, violent ideology, violent belief,
violent discourse

Database search
These search terms were combined by using Boolean operators (OR, AND), truncation command
(e.g.*) and a wildcard adapted for different databases. The terms were combined in six search strings
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for the inequality concept and seven search strings for the radicalisation concept. This resulted in a
total of 17 searches (including the final with data limiters for date of publication, type of publication
and English language). A search history example for one database is provided in Appendix 1. The
search strings used were developed after consultation with a library science expert.
Before the final selection of these search terms and strings, exploratory searches including additional
terms (e.g. fundamentalis*, xenophob* for right-wing) and different combinations of terms were
conducted. Based on the quantity of retrieved search results, some of the initially planned search
terms were excluded (e.g. xenophob* OR racis* relevant for far-right radicalisation) or were
additionally narrowed (e.g. instead of nationalis*, we used ‘extreme nationalis*’, ‘radical*
nationalis*’ ‘violent nationalis*’ and ‘ultra nationalis*’).
Search process:
The literature search for both the SR and MES encompassed searching electronic databases, hand
searching of two journals not indexed in databases and a grey literature search.
The search strings were applied in the following seven databases:
1. Web of Science Core Collection (excluding Chemical Indexes)
2. SCOPUS
3. Current Contents Connect (Social & Behavioral Sciences)
4. SocINDEX with full text
5. PsycINFO
6. EconLit (EBSCO)
7. MEDLINE®
These databases were selected following the testing of the SR protocol and the conducting of a pilot
search, which revealed that the target number of databases in the original SR protocol was too high.
A common search for both syntheses (SR and MES) also included hand searching two journals not
indexed in databases (Journal of Deradicalisation 2014/15 – 2017 and Perspectives on Terrorism 2007
– 2017) and a grey literature search. The grey literature search was conducted by two reviewers (the
first author and an additional researcher – a team member who conducted the meta-ethnographic
synthesis of qualitative literature). This was limited to reports (excluding dissertations and
conference abstracts or papers) and based on web sources of relevant institutions, networks and
projects (see Appendix 2. List of grey literature sources).
For the SR, nine additional articles were selected for inclusion during the extraction phase based on a
cross-reference search.
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Search flow and results
Database searches resulted in the identification of 5511 items, which were indexed in a reference
manager library. Automated and hand duplicate detection resulted in 2249 duplicates, which were
removed leaving 3262 items. An initial screening of titles and abstracts for conformity to the
document type inclusion/exclusion criterion, resulted in the removal of a further 120 items
(editorials, book reviews, review articles and similar types of documents falling outside of the
inclusion criteria). The remaining 3142 items were subjected to a second screening for compliance
with the main inclusion criteria, namely that the study should be i) empirical and ii) address
inequality and radicalisation. This second screening was also based on the title and abstract.
However, since abstracts in many cases did not contain all the relevant information, this phase
frequently included full text screening. Following this screening, of the 3142 items, 482 were
retained as potentially relevant. Of these, 131 items (including 34 books) were based on qualitative
studies, 342 were quantitative studies and 9 were mixed-method studies. The final database search
was conducted on 20 March 2018.
The hand search of two relevant journals resulted in an additional 38 potentially relevant articles (18
qualitative, 16 quantitative and 4 mixed), while the grey literature search resulted in 25 additional,
potentially relevant studies (7 qualitative, 8 quantitative and 10 mixed).
Thus, altogether this common search process resulted in two separate lists: one including potentially
relevant qualitative and mixed method studies consisting of 179 items for the meta-ethnographic
synthesis (see Deliverable 4.2) and a second list consisting of 389 items including potentially relevant
quantitative work and the same mixed method studies. A flow diagram of the search and selection
process is presented in Figure 2.
At the final stage of selection, the full text of potentially relevant items was read and items not
meeting the inclusion criteria were excluded. At this stage, from the 389 items on the quantitative
list, 132 publications were selected for final inclusion in the SR of quantitative findings. Nine
additional publications were added during the extraction phase based on cross-referencing. Thus,
altogether we analysed 141 publications.
This final stage of screening and selection of items for inclusion in the qualitative review (MES) is
described in the D4.2 report.
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Figure 2. Flow chart of the literature search for both syntheses (systematic review of quantitative findings
and meta-ethnographic synthesis

Adapted from Moher, D. Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., Altman, D.G. (2009) ‘Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses: The PRISMA Statement’, PLoS Med, 6(6): e1000097.
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The extraction process was based on a prepared extraction form common for all analysed
quantitative studies, which focused on nine groups of study characteristics:

General
Type
Radicalisation
variables
Inequality
variables
Data analyses

• first author’s discipline, geographical context, ideological base/type of
radicalisation, level of investigation
• type of study and data collection method
• concept, operationalisation, sources, strengths, limitations
• concept, operationalisation, sources, strengths, limitations
• type, name, strengths, limitations

Main results

• main results regarding inequality-radicalisation relationship, type of
relationship tested, moderator and mediators

Limitations /
strengths

•methodological limitations and strengths (regarding design,
operationalisations, data analyses, data sources) of the study

General quality
Additional
comments

• evaluation of general quality of study
• additional relevant comments (including additional references based on
cross-referencing search)

Although we sought to apply the same approach to the coding and synthesis of all included studies,
their heterogeneity made this difficult. The narrative synthesis presented below is thus as consistent
as possible but varies, as necessary, to ensure the key findings of all types of studies are reported.

Limitations and strengths of this Systematic Review
In reflecting on the process of conducting this SR, a number of general and specific limitations must
be acknowledged. At the general level, the review was confined to English language publications
during a specified period (2001-2017). More specific limitations were encountered at various phases
of the SR process and are detailed below.
Firstly, the search process was limited by source. Although a range of sources were used (several
databases, grey literature, hand searches and cross-referencing), the use of additional sources
(expert knowledge, systematic cross-referencing, Google search) and the inclusion of other
potentially relevant document types (e.g. books, dissertations) were beyond the time and resource
possibilities of this review.
Secondly, the broad scope of the review posed additional challenges regarding the search terms and
eligibility criteria. This became evident when seeking to operationalise the key concepts – inequality
and radicalisation – neither of which has a uniformly accepted conceptualisation. It was as challenge
also to address the inequality-radicalisation relationship at both the individual and social level.
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Due to these limitations, the corpus of analysed quantitative studies does not constitute an
exhaustive review of all studies with relevant findings about the inequality-radicalisation
relationship.
A third limitation of the SR was that, due to time and resource constraints, the first author conducted
the initial rounds of screening and decided on a study’s potential relevance alone and each of two
authors extracted and coded information for one group of studies; ideally independent double
extraction and coding for all analysed studies would have been undertaken. In order to test for the
likelihood of any subjectivity arising from this, however, two reviewers independently extracted and
synthesised information from a small subset of analysed studies (20%); this revealed a near perfect
agreement regarding the main findings about the inequality-radicalisation relationship and coding of
the analysed study characteristics.
A fourth complicating factor concerns the disciplinary heterogeneity of the analysed studies. Ideally,
a team of researchers of different disciplinary backgrounds and sub-disciplinary fields (e.g.
econometrics in the case of many analysed terrorism studies) would have conducted the extraction
and coding to ensure a fuller understanding of each study’s methodology and findings.3
A fifth possible limitation is the decision not to exclude studies from the SR based on quality criteria.
While the practice of excluding studies with a lower general score based on the application of an
existing quality assessment instrument or check list before the extraction phase, is widely applied
when conducting SRs, we analysed all relevant studies. The rationale for this decision was that the
application of methodological quality criteria would have resulted in a much smaller number of
included studies and, in practice, these studies and articles are read and cited in the literature and
policy documents on radicalisation frequently regardless of their varying methodological quality or
specific limitations. Thus, instead of excluding studies, during the extraction phase, we extracted
relevant information about each study’s method, research design, operationalisations and data
analyses. Moreover, in the analyses of studies and synthesis of their findings, we integrated the
methodological elements of studies, noting the limitations or strengths of each study relevant for the
credibility of their findings and commenting on where methodological similarities/differences
between studies or the methodological limitations of particular studies might explain
(in)consistencies in their findings. By adopting this approach we were able to more fully achieve two
specific objectives of this review, namely: to describe the methodological aspects of existing studies;
and to detect evidence gaps and methodological best practice.

3

Although the disciplinary background of both reviewers in this SR is psychology, both have good knowledge of research
methodology used in the social sciences and quantitative data analyses.
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Sixth, the complexity of many studies included in the SR – which often investigated the relationship
between many different potential risk factors or correlates and several radicalisation measures –
posed significant challenges during the extraction, coding and synthesis phases. This relates, in
particular, to the fact that multiple analyses might be conducted employing multiple dependent
variables and/or statistical models and, often, providing inconsistent findings. In these cases, we
explicitly mention in the review, the number of dependent variables for which the relationship was
established out of a total number of dependent variables. Similarly, in the case of tested multiple
models the findings about the inequality-radicalisation relationship were treated as consistently
positive or consistently negative only when more than the majority of tested models revealed the
same results.
Finally, during the synthesis phase, it was a challenge to organise the included studies and present
their findings in the most useful way. As described in the following section, the solution we found
was to assign analysed studies to one of three categories. While the studies in any one group are far
from homogenous, this categorisation is based on several key study characteristics: main research
design; level of investigation and operationalisation of relevant variables; type of individuals
investigated; and type of data sources. This categorisation allowed the synthesis of empirical findings
of cognate studies in a meaningful way.
Each of the SR phases described above could have been conducted differently and, consequently,
might have produced slightly different results. Notwithstanding the challenges of conducting a very
broad systematic review and the limitations of the applied approach, however, we believe that the
SR reported on here resulted in a meaningful synthesis of findings that reflects the current state of
quantitative evidence about the relationship between inequality and radicalisation including the
limitations of that evidence base.
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3. RESULTS
3.1 General characteristics of analysed studies
The existing quantitative evidence base on the relationship between inequality and radicalisation
consists of a diverse range of empirical studies and analyses. Before the process of review and
narrative synthesis of study findings could begin, therefore, the selected studies were organised into
three categories:
-

cross-sectional studies based on survey data about characteristics, attitudes or/and
behaviour of non-radicalised individuals;

-

descriptive studies based on biographical evidence on radicalised individuals;

-

cross-sectional studies or studies with causal design exploring macro level determinants of
terrorism.

As noted above, this categorisation does not indicate the complete homogeneity of studies in any
one group but employs multiple characteristics to group cognate studies to enable review and
synthesis. The main characteristics of the analysed studies employed in the group classification are
summarised in Table 3.
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Table 3. Selected main characteristics of the analysed publications/studies according to three main study
groups
Determinants of
radicalized beliefs and
behaviour among nonradicalised individuals

Biographical
evidence on
radicalised
individuals

Macro level
determinants of
terrorism

Discipline
Criminology
Economics
Political science
Psychology
Sociology
Security
Medicine
Unknown/other

4
1
19
8
4
1
5
-

1
3
6
5

2
39
33
7
1
2

Study type
Descriptive case study
Cross-sectional**
Survey experiment*

1
40
1

15
6
-

0
84
0

Source of radicalisation data
Primary
Secondary

20
22

1
14

0
84

Type of radicalisation**
Islamist
Religious
Far-right
Separatist
General

36
6
1

14
1
-

5
3
5
3
72

Inequality level
Individual
Social (macro)
Individual and macro

39
1
2

13
2

84
-

Geographical and social context
Dominantly Muslim countries
USA
Western Europe
Asia/Eurasia
Worldwide

24
3
16
1
-

8
7
-

18
5
1
4
56

Total

42

15

84

MAIN CHARACHERISTIC

*One additional study (Blair et al., 2013) used elements of experiment for operationalisation of radicalisation (i.e.
endorsement experiment). However, since inequality as explanatory variables are measured not manipulated we included
this study in the cross-sectional type.
**The total number is higher than the total number of analysed studies since one study can cover multiple radicalisation
measures (different types of radicalisation or terrorism) or different types of analyses.
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As the data in Table 3 show, the dominant disciplines4 from which studies of the inequalityradicalisation relationship emanated were political science (n = 19) and psychology (n = 8) at an
individual level, and political science (n = 33) and economics (n = 39) at the macro level. Such a
distribution of scientific disciplines suggests why experimental methodology, crucial for making
causal inferences, is so rarely applied. Table 3 also shows that data analyses are often conducted on
secondary data and approached cross-sectionally. In relation to type of radicalisation, studies at the
individual level focused on Islamist radicalisation (n = 36), while at the macro level, studies focused
on incidence of terrorism without specifying the underlying ideology (n = 72). Thus, Islamist
radicalisation was rarely discussed at the macro level while far-right radicalisation appears to be of
marginal interest to researchers since there are a relatively low number of studies at both micro and
macro level. Regarding geographical and social context, sources of data varied according to
country/geo-political region but, generally speaking, research has focused on dominantly Muslim
countries or global data.
The dominant type of statistical analysis applied in these studies was multiple regression analyses.
Multiple regression tells us about the relationship between multiple predictors or explanatory
variables (in our case these are risk factors or correlates of radicalisation) and one outcome variable
(this is a single measure of radicalisation e.g. radical belief). Thus, performing multivariable analyses
allow us to see if any of the explanatory variables (e.g. inequality indicators) included in the statistical
model has an independent contribution (over and above other variables included in the model) to
explaining radicalisation. In other words, findings about such a multivariable relationship between
concrete inequality indicators and the radicalisation measure are relative and depend on other
variables included in the model (especially their intercorrelations, as well as their bivariate
correlations with the outcome variable). In contrast, a bivariate relationship indicates association or
correlation between one inequality indicator (or variable) and one radicalisation measure. Given this
important difference, in reporting our findings on the inequality-radicalisation in this report, we note
whether the relationship was established in a multivariable or bivariate context.

4

Studies are classified in disciplines based on the available information about first author's discipline in the article or on
web pages of the first author.
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3.2 Inequality-radicalisation relationships
Non-radicalised individuals
Of the total number of selected studies, 36 investigated the relationship between inequality and
beliefs or behavioural measures of radicalisation among non-radicalised individuals. Among studies
of this kind, the investigated variables5 relevant for inequality are listed in Table 4 and classified with
respect to: level of measurement (individual or social/macro); type (economic or more social); and
nature (objective or perceived6). The majority of studies of this kind are concerned with Islamist
radicalisation, while only five refer to far-right radicalisation.

5
6

These could be either the main explanatory variable or only a control variable.
Perceived inequality refers to personal, group or country inequality.
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Table 4. Number of studies on the inequality-radicalisation relationship by level and type of inequality*
Islamist radicalisation

Far-right radicalisation

Predominantly
Muslim

USA

Western

Western

Europe

Europe

Israel

countries
INDVIDUAL LEVEL
OBJECTIVE
Education, employment
status, income,
poverty, home

34

5

11

2

4

5

1

2

0

2

3

0

0

1

0

2

3

5

4

0

3

3

4

2

0

2

0

0

0

0

ownership,
social class/job status

PERCEIVED
Economic
income dissatisfaction
economic status, family

Personal

economic status,
poverty,
economic expectations,
unemployment, worry

Area/

country economic

country

situation

Social/political
interpersonal justice,

Personal

discrimination,
deprivation
unfair treatment, group
discrimination,
group injustice,

Group

deprivation,
disadvantage, political
injustice, perceived
economic dominance

MACRO
LEVEL
District

Poverty/income

*the total number is higher than the total number of analysed studies in this group since one study can have more than one
inequality variable as well as more radicalisation measures
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Islamist radicalisation
In the review and synthesis of cross-sectional survey findings referring to Islamist radicalisation, we
took into account the geographical/socio-political context of the studies and separately reviewed
findings based on data collected among Muslims in dominantly Muslim countries, the United States
of America (USA) and Western Europe.
Predominantly Muslim country context
Almost all studies in this group investigated the relationship between radicalisation and individual
characteristics relevant for inequality, such as education or unemployment. The studies are primarily
concerned with the multivariable relationship between education and radical beliefs, in particular in
establishing whether education has an independent contribution to explaining variability in radical
beliefs, over and above other potential risk factors or correlates.
Studies investigating the relationship between education and cognitive radicalisation revealed
inconsistent results. Three studies based on survey data collected by the Pew Research Center (Pew)7
from different years and involving different combinations of predominantly Muslim countries
indicated that education does not have an independent contribution (over and above other potential
risk factors or correlates) to explaining variability in a number of radical beliefs such as confidence in
bin Laden (Jo, 2012) or support for suicide bombing or other forms of violence against civilian targets
to defend Islam (de Mesquita, 2007; Mousseau, 2011). In addition to testing a possible linear
relationship between education and radical beliefs8, Mousseau (2011) also tested possible non-linear
relationships9. However, this analysis also yielded insignificant results, confirming the absence of a
relationship.
A further four studies, based on other public opinion data sets, also failed to confirm multivariable
relationships between education and radicalised beliefs in predominantly Muslim countries (Berger,
2014; Fair et al., 2017b; Muluk et al., 2013; Tessler and Robbins, 2007), despite the fact that two of
them used multi-item (thus, generally more reliable) measures of radicalisation (Berger, 2014; Muluk
et al., 2013).
Only one of the studies in this category presented data on bivariate relations between education and
radicalisation (Muluk et al., 2013). This study found a significant relationship between education and
two (out of four10 investigated) radical beliefs among Muslims in Indonesia. However, the direction of
7

The Pew Research Center is an organisation that collects data worldwide and provides information to the public on
specific problems, attitudes and trends influencing the world.
8
A relationship which, when graphed, appears as a straight line describing that acceptance of radicals beliefs increases or
decreases in parallel with the increase or decrease of education level.
9
These are relationships which, when graphed, appear more as a curve describing for example that radical beliefs are more
accepted among the least and most educated than among those with an intermediate level of education.
10
The other two were fundamentalism and support for sacred (religious) violence.
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these relationships was different for the two radicalisation beliefs: lower education was related to
more support for Islamic Law, while higher education was related to more support for violent jihad.
Similarly, different directions of multivariable relationship between education and radicalisation
were established by two other studies based on two Pew datasets (Cherney and Povey, 2013; Fair et
al., 2017a). Multivariable analyses of pooled Pew 2010 sample data from seven Muslim countries
(Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan, Lebanon, Nigeria, Pakistan, and Turkey) revealed that Muslims with
graduate or post-graduate qualifications were 28 per cent more likely to support terrorism than
those who had not completed secondary schooling (Cherney and Povey, 2013).
However, in contrast, multivariable analyses of 2012 Pew data using Bangladesh sample data
revealed that those with lower education are more likely to support suicide bombing (Fair et al.,
2017a).
Inconsistent results on the relationship between education and radicalisation were also evident
within studies. For example, in three additional studies based on Pew data, findings about this
multivariable relationship varied both across countries and in relation to specific dependent variables
(Chiozza, 2009; Ciftci et al., 2017; Shafiq and Sinno, 2010). Thus, multivariable analyses of 2005 Pew
data from six countries (Indonesia, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Pakistan and Turkey) showed that
those with higher education are less likely to support suicide bombing, compared to those without
primary education in Indonesia and Pakistan, while in Jordan respondents with primary education
are less likely than those without primary education to support suicide bombing (Shafiq and Sinno,
2010). On the other hand, multivariable analyses conducted by Ciftci et al., (2017) revealed that a
higher level of education was predictive for the increased likelihood of a favourable attitude towards
al-Qaeda but only in the case of data from Egypt (and not in Jordan, Tunisia and Turkey or from the
pooled sample). Analyses of 2005 Pew data from Jordan and Lebanon using a different statistical
procedure (Classification and Regression Tree models) confirmed the importance of the combined
effects of education and income. Thus, in Jordan, support for suicide bombing was more likely among
poor and middle class people with secondary or university-level education while, in Lebanon, more
support was characteristic among less educated individuals and those living in poverty in areas where
Hezbollah is strongest (Chiozza, 2009).
Findings on the education-radicalisation relationship were described in four additional studies11
based on three samples from Lebanon (2001 survey, analysed by Haddad and Khashan, 2002; 2002
survey analysed by Khashan, 2003 and Haddad, 2004; 2015 survey analysed by Haddad, 2017), and

11

Lebanese Muslims, n = 337, 2001 survey, (Haddad and Khashan, 2002); Palestinian refugees from southern Lebanon, n =
342, 2002 survey (Khashan, 2003 and Haddad, 2004); Palestinian Muslims, n = 553, 2003 survey (Haddad, 2004); Lebanese
Muslims, n = 302, adult Sunni Muslim respondents, 2015 (Haddad 2017).
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an additional sample of Palestinian Muslims (2003 survey analysed by Haddad, 2004). Analyses of
data collected among different samples of Lebanese Muslims did not confirm a multivariable
relationship between education and support for the September 11 attacks (Haddad and Khashan,
2002, 2001 survey), or two aggregate unidimensional measures of radicalisation (approval of
Palestinian suicide attacks and partaking in suicide attacks) among a random sample of Palestinian
refugees from southern Lebanon (Khashan, 2003, 2002 survey) or support for Palestinian suicide
attacks on the same sample as well as an additional sample of Palestinian Muslims (Haddad, 2004,
2003 survey). However, there was a small significant negative bivariate relationship between
education and radicalisation in the Palestinian sample, where the likelihood of supporting Palestinian
suicide attacks was more characteristic for less educated Palestinian Muslims (r = -0.14). A study
based on another sample of Lebanese Muslims (Haddad, 2017, 2015 survey12) revealed a significant
multivariable education-radicalisation relationship indicating that more educated Sunni Muslims
express higher approval of the Islamic State. This analysis included sectarianism, political Islam and
education into the model and found education and political Islam to be the most important
predictors of support for IS.
Only two studies based on samples from predominantly Muslim countries explored the relationship
between employment status and radicalisation. One of these studies operationalised radicalisation
as support for bin Laden in Pakistan and Indonesia (Jo, 2012), while the other operationalised it as
support for ISIS among Lebanese Sunni Muslims (Haddad, 2017). Neither of the studies found any
significant relationship between employment and radicalisation, indicating that employed and
unemployed people do not differ regrading support for bin Laden or ISIS.
Among the analysed studies, income was one of the most frequently investigated individual,
objective inequality variables. The majority of these studies either failed to confirm its multivariable
relationship with radicalisation or found inconsistent results (findings varied by country and
depending upon the particular operationalisation of radicalisation). Analyses of 2005 Pew data from
six countries (Indonesia, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Pakistan and Turkey), employing a per capita
income variable13 (Shafiq and Sinno, 2010), revealed different findings regarding the relationship
between income and two radicalisation measures (support for suicide bombing and other forms of
violence against civilian targets and support for suicide bombing of Westerners in Iraq14) in different
countries. A multivariable relationship between income and support for suicide bombings that target
civilians was only found in Jordan, Morocco and Pakistan. However, in Jordan and Pakistan the
12

Adult Sunni Muslim respondents, stratified random sample from Sunni concentrated areas
By converting the mean value of the monthly household income interval in the current currency from the PGAP survey to
2005 USD then dividing it by the number of people in the household quartile1 (poorest), quartile2 (lower-middle income),
quartile3 (upper-middle income), and quartile 4 (richest)
14
The precise question was ‘What about suicide bombing carried out against Americans and other Westerners in Iraq?’
13

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

26

richest people were most supportive, while in Morocco the richest were least supportive of such a
form of terrorism. The multivariable relationship between income and support for bombings against
Westerners in Iraq was established in four countries (Jordan, Lebanon, Pakistan and Turkey). In three
countries (Jordan, Pakistan, Turkey) a higher income discourages support for bombing, while in one
country (Lebanon) a higher income encourages support for suicide bombings against Westerners in
Iraq.
Analyses of 2005 Pew data from Jordan and Lebanon using a different statistical procedure
(Classification and Regression Tree models) suggest a negative relationship between income and
support for suicide bombing in both countries (less support was characteristic among richer people).
However, a relationship between support for suicide bombing and income was revealed in
combination with education; this suggests a possible interaction between poverty (income) and
education. Namely, support for suicide bombing in Jordan was more likely among poor and middleclass participants who are also more educated. However, in Lebanon, support for suicide bombing
was more likely among people living in poverty who are less educated, and residing in areas where
Hezbollah is strongest, indicating that strength of a radical group in an area is an additional macro
level determinant of radical beliefs (Chiozza, 2009). Similarly, an additional study among Muslims in
Indonesia (n = 1144, 2010 survey by the Indonesian Survey Institute) revealed a bivariate relationship
between income and support for violent jihad, where lower income was related to more support for
violent jihad (Muluk et al., 2013). However, this relationship was established for only one out of the
four15 investigated attitudes and in multivariate analyses (structural modelling) income did not have
a direct effect on any of the analysed variables. A possible reason for this is that income and
education are positively correlated and education had a negative effect on support for Islamic law.
A multivariable relationship between income and radicalisation was not confirmed in the two
analyses of additional Pew data sets from predominantly Muslim countries (Ciftci et al., 2017; Fair et
al., 2017a). Fair et al. (2017a) attributed the absence of a multivariable relationship between income
and support for suicide bombing to the limitations of a self-reported income variable (which used ten
income categories instead of exact numerical information about income and allows for the possibility
of dishonest responses). However, their model also included measures of poverty (see below), which
were significant multivariable predictors. Thus, if income and poverty were interrelated, it is possible
that income alone had no independent effect on radicalisation over and above poverty measures.
Since bivariate correlations (measures of associations between two variables only e.g. income and
radicalisation measure or income and poverty measure) are not presented, it is hard to interpret the
absence of a multivariable relationship with income.
15

The other three were: fundamentalism, support for Islamic law (Sharia) and support for religious violence.
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The relationship between individual income and radicalisation was not confirmed in four data sets
collected among Lebanese Muslims or Palestinian samples16. In a sample of Lebanese Muslims (2001
survey), Haddad and Khashan (2002) did not confirm a multivariable relationship between income17
and support for the September 11 attacks18. However, as the authors note, the living conditions in
refugee camps in southern Lebanon are so appalling that conventional questions on income do not
capture the harshness of refugees’ lives. Moreover, since support for suicide attacks was widespread
among respondents, the value of seeking to establish such correlations may be limited.
In contrast, multivariable analyses of data from a study of Palestinian refugees found a negative
relationship between income and proneness to personal involvement in suicide attacks in both the
whole sample (n = 342, 2002 survey) and a subsample of urban refugees (n = 69 city of Sidonfor) thus
a lower income is related to higher propensity to take part in suicide attacks (Khashan, 2003).
However, a relationship between income and radicalisation was not established in a subsample from
refugee camps (n = 273, Khashan, 2003). Moreover, this analysis did not confirm a multivariable
relationship between income and support for suicide attacks (Khashan, 2003) although additional
analyses of the same data confirmed it (Haddad, 2004). This discrepancy can be attributed to a
different operationalisation of income: in the first case (Khashan, 2003), income was categorised into
three categories; in the latter case (Haddad, 2004), it was categorised into five categories. The latter
study also tested the multivariable relationship between income and support for suicide attacks in a
model with less other control variables, which might have contributed to establishing the
multivariable relationship.
An additional survey in the Pakistani context confirmed a multivariable and robust positive
relationship between individual level income and radicalised beliefs, where low income survey
participants were less supportive of policies endorsed by militant groups than middle-class
respondents (Blair et al., 2013). It is important to note that this study used a more advanced measure
of radicalisation attitudes, which were operationalised more indirectly to avoid social desirability
concerns among respondents when expressing attitudes about militant groups. The effect of income
on radicalised beliefs was confirmed also in another survey in Pakistan (Fair et al, 2017b).
The poverty-radicalisation relationship is a subgroup of studies that are rarely investigated. Three
studies based on Pew data from predominantly Muslim countries (Fair & Shepherd, 2006; Jo, 2012;
Mousseau, 2011) showed partly inconsistent results. These are probably due to methodological
16

Lebanese Muslims, n = 337, 2001 survey, (Haddad and Khashan, 2002); Palestinian refugees from southern Lebanon, n =
342, 2002 survey (Khashan, 2003 and Haddad, 2004); Palestinian Muslims, n = 553, 2003 survey (Haddad, 2004); Lebanese
Muslims, n = 302, adult Sunni Muslim respondents, 2015 (Haddad 2017).
17
On a scale from 1 = high to 3 = low, determined by the interviewers according to agreed criteria (Haddad and Khashan,
2002: 826-827).
18
This was more characteristic for younger respondents and those who endorse political Islam.
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differences in the operationalisation of poverty. A study based on 2002 Pew samples from 14 Muslim
countries which operationalised poverty using four one-item questions (did not have enough money
to buy food/clothes your family needed19 and ownership of cell phone/computer20) confirmed a
multivariable relationship between all four variables and support for suicide bombing, over and
above other variables included in the model. Those who reported insufficient funds for food were
less likely to support suicide terrorism than those without such problems. In comparison, those who
reported inadequate money for clothing, and those who owned a cell phone or computer were more
likely to support terrorism. The authors concluded that those who are very poor are less likely to
support terrorism while those who are not extremely poor are more likely to support it (Fair and
Shepard, 2006: 52). Unfortunately, bivariate correlations were not presented, so it is not clear if
these multivariable findings indicate a nonlinear relationship between poverty and radicalisation
(that the relationship is different for different levels of poverty), as the authors imply, or are simply
statistical consequences of assumed intercorrelations between the four poverty items used.
Moreover, two studies which operationalised poverty by a reliable index based on three or six items
(e.g. a difficult time buying clothes, medical healthcare, food) did not confirm a multivariable
relationship between poverty and support for suicide bombing (Mousseau, 2011) or confidence in
Osama bin Laden (Jo, 2012; Pew 2007 survey in India and Pakistan). However, Mousseau (2011)
established that a combination (interaction) of poverty and urban residence is important for
explaining support for suicide bombing, not poverty (or urban residence) per se, since higher support
was only more characteristic for people living in poverty from urban areas. Analyses based on an
additional data set from Pakistan confirmed a negative relationship between more sophisticated
measures of actual poverty21 and radicalisation, where the poorest Pakistani respondents expressed
the lowest support for two militant groups (Fair et al., 2016).
Regarding more subjective inequality indicators, studies based on Pew data did not establish a
significant multivariable relationship between income dissatisfaction (Mousseau, 2011) or perceived
economic situation in a country and support for suicide bombing (De Mesquita, 2007; Cherney and
Povey, 2013) and confidence in bin Laden (Jo, 2012). On the other hand, Fair et al., (2017a) confirmed
a significant multivariable relationship between perceived personal economic status and support for
suicide bombing in Bangladesh, while Ciftci et al. (2017) confirmed a relationship between personal

19

“Have there been times in the past year when you did not have enough money to buy food your family needed?” and
“Have there been times in the past year when you did not have enough money to buy clothes your family needed?” recoded
as 1 yes and 0 – no
20
One question was related to ownership of a mobile phone and a second question was related to ownership of a
computer.
21
Actual poverty was operationalized through monthly household expenditures recoded in upper, middle and lower class
by considering province and urban or rural strata (Fair et al., 2016).
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and country economic expectations and a favourable attitude to al-Qaeda22 based on data from
Turkey, Egypt, Jordan and Tunisia analysed together and on data from Turkey alone but not in
separately conducted analyses on data from Egypt, Jordan and Tunisia. An additional study in the
Pakistani context did not confirm a relation between the perceived economic situation at the area
level and support for militant groups in Pakistan (Blair et al., 2013).
In contrast to these studies – all based on a cross-sectional research design – one study investigated
the effect of perceived individual poverty on radicalisation using an experimental method (Fair et al.,
2016). Findings revealed that perceived individual poverty (induced by experimental manipulation)
reduced support for militant groups in Pakistan, indicating a negative causal relation between
individual poverty and radicalisation. Additionally, participants expressed less support for militant
organisations when told that Pakistan is more violent, indicating a negative causal relation between
the perceived violence level and radicalisation. Moreover, the experiment established that support
for militant groups was lowest among those who were induced to feel poor and simultaneously
induced to perceive Pakistan as a relatively violent country. This shows that the perceived level of
violence increases the negative effect of perceived individual poverty on radicalisation. In other
words, the perceived level of violence moderates the perceived individual poverty-radicalisation
relationship (Fair et al., 2016).
Four studies based on survey data collected among Muslims in dominantly Muslim countries
analysed the relationship between radicalisation and perceived social inequality; this measure refers
to Moghaddam’s (2006) social deprivation, unfair treatment and injustice concepts (Fischer et al.,
2008; Muluk, et al., 2013; Tausch et al., 2011; Victoroff et al., 2010). Despite some differences in the
context, sample types and sizes and operationalisations of perceived inequality and radicalisation,
findings of these studies generally suggest a positive relationship between perceived social inequality
and radicalisation.
A study conducted in the Indonesian context confirmed positive bivariate relationships between the
perception of unfair treatment and all four radicalisation measures that were used. Thus, perception
of unfair treatment was accompanied by higher support for fundamentalism and support for Islamic
law (Sharia) as well as higher support for sacred23 violence and support for violent jihad (Muluk et al.,
2013). Moreover, structural equation modelling demonstrated that perception of unfair treatment
was directly and positively related to support for Islamic law, which in turn directly predicted support
for violent jihad, which predicted support for religious violence. These results suggest that a
22

Asking the respondents whether they have a very unfavourable, unfavourable, favourable, or very favourable opinion of
al-Qaeda.
23
The authors define ‘sacred violence’ as violence that is essentially criminal in nature but is claimed to be based on
religious ideals and intended to defend what is considered sacred. Elsewhere in this report, this is referred to as ‘religious’
violence.
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multivariable positive relationship between perceived inequality and support for violence is indirect
and mediated through radical religious beliefs. Moreover, these findings were established using a
relatively big sample and all radicalisation and perceived inequality variables were measured by
unidimensional and reliable scales (Muluk et al., 2013).
Another study based on a survey conducted among a student sample in the Iraqi context also
revealed bivariate positive relationships between two perceived inequality variables (operationalised
by reliable measures): perceived interpersonal injustice and perceived group (procedural) injustice
and support for violent resistance toward the presence of the United States in Iraq. Since the two
perceived inequality measures were relatively highly correlated24, a multivariable relationship with
support for violent resistance is confirmed only for perceived group injustice (Fischer et al., 2008).
An additional study conducted among Muslim students in India revealed a significant, but weak,
positive bivariate relationship between perceived Muslim disadvantage (perceived group
discrimination) and support for Muslim violence, as well as for an additional variable indicating
support for government policies that would address Muslim disadvantage25. The results of structural
modelling suggest that perceived Muslim disadvantage may directly increase support for violence
(but also support for government policies that would address Muslim disadvantage). Moreover, the
results suggest that perceived Muslim disadvantage may increase contempt as a group emotion,
which can increase support for violence; this indicates the indirect positive effect of perceived
disadvantage on support for violence through contempt as a group emotion (Tausch et al., 2011,
study 2). It should be stressed that this study is one of only two of all those analysed26 to employ a
measure of non-radicalised political action beliefs (support for government policies that would
address Muslim disadvantage) alongside the radicalisation measure (support for Muslim violence).
Only one study in this subgroup revealed relatively inconsistent findings on the relationship between
radicalisation and perceived inequality (perceived political injustice, Victoroff et al., 2010). Based on
data from 52 Palestinian boys in Gaza, Victoroff et al., (2010) established that boys who felt their
group was treated unjustly reported greater support for religious political aggression compared with
those who did not. However, as this was a very small sample, bivariate and multivariable
correlational analyses did not confirm any significant relationship between perceived group injustice
and religious political aggression. Besides, in contrast to the other three studies reviewed in this
subgroup, this is the only study which operationalised personal group discrimination by a single item,
which is generally accompanied by lower reliability.

24

(r = 0.45, p < 0.01)
(r = 0.18, and 0.17, respectively)
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The second study is described among studies in the Western European context (Tausch et al., 2011, study 3).
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Out of all the analysed survey studies based on data collected in predominantly Muslim countries,
only two, both in the Pakistani context, analysed the relationship between radicalisation and more
macro/social level objective measures of economic inequality: objective poverty at the district level
(Zaidi, 2010); and objective income at the district level (Blair et al., 2013). Zaidi (2010) compared six
one-item measures of attitudes (e.g. ‘Do you support the use of violence by religious groups in
Pakistan?’) among Pakistani survey respondents from poor and more affluent districts in four
Pakistan provinces. Only descriptive results (radicalisation attitudes by districts) were presented and
suggested a positive relationship between inequality and radicalisation, however there was no
systematic testing of the relationship between inequality and radicalisation. In comparison, Blair et
al. (2013), whose research was methodologically sounder, did not confirm a relationship between
objective income at a district level and support for policies attributed to radical groups.

USA context
Only three analysed studies based on survey data collected among Muslims investigated the
relationship between inequality and radicalisation in the USA context. These used one or more of
four data sets: Pew 2007 (Acevedo and Chaudhary, 2015; McCauley, 2012; Victoroff et al., 2012) or
three data sets from Zogby Polls - 2001, 2002 and 2004 surveys (McCauley, 2012). In all three studies,
radicalisation variables were operationalised by one-item attitude measures (which are generally less
reliable, i.e. they are accompanied by higher measurement error).
In relation to more objective indicators relevant in the context of individual level inequality, these
studies investigated the relationship between cognitive radicalisation and education (Acevedo and
Chaudhary, 2015; McCauley, 2012; Victoroff et al., 2012), employment (Acevedo and Chaudhary,
2015), family income (McCauley, 2012) and financial situation (Acevedo and Chaudhary, 2015).
In all three studies, results on the relationship between education and cognitive radicalisation are
inconsistent, even in cases when the same data set (Pew 2007) and the same radicalisation variable
(e.g. support for suicide bombing) were used. While Victoroff et al., (2012, study 2) did not establish a
bivariate relationship between education and support for suicide bombing, McCauley’s (2012)
findings revealed a negative bivariate relationship27 (where a less educated participants expressed
more support for suicide bombing). McCauley (2012) also confirmed that education had a significant
multivariable negative relationship with support for suicide bombing.

27

Based on available data in both publications, it is hard to conclude what is the exact source of this inconsistency.
However, a different coding of the support for suicide bombing variable may offer an explanation. McCauley (2012) coded
responses as 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 2.5 = not sure/don't know/refused, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often; on the other hand,
Victoroff et al., (2012, study 2) did not take into account not sure/don't know/refused responses. Thus, instead of a fivepoint scale, they used a four-point scale 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often.
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On the other hand, Acevedo and Chaudhary (2015) did not establish a significant multivariable
relationship between education and support for suicide bombing (over and above the relationships
between religiousness variables included in the model). Of the two other radicalised attitudes
investigated by McCauley (2012), bivariate and multivariable analyses revealed a negative
relationship between education and attitude towards aI-Qaeda but not with attitude towards war on
terrorism.
The relationship between radicalisation and employment status and financial situation were
investigated in only one study (Acevedo and Chaudhary, 2015), which did not confirm their
relationship with support for suicide bombing (Acevedo and Chaudhary, 2015).
Regarding family income, analyses of the 2007 Pew data (McCauley, 2012), established a significant
bivariate relationship with attitude towards aI-Qaeda, where a higher family income was related to a
less favourable attitude towards aI-Qaeda28, but not with the two other radicalisation attitudes
(towards suicide bombing and war on terror), while analyses based on three Zogby data sets (2001,
2002, 2004) did not confirm a bivariate relationship with seeing the war on terrorism as a war on
Islam radicalisation measure (McCauley, 2012).
The relationship between radicalisation and perceived inequality at the personal or group level were
investigated in two publications based on the same 2007 Pew data set (McCauley, 2012; Victoroff et
al., 2012, study 2) where McCauley (2012) additionally analysed three Zogby data sets (2001, 2002,
2004). Victoroff et al., (2012, study 2) established a weak, positive bivariate (but not multivariable)
relationship between both perceived inequality measures (personal discrimination referring to
experiences in the past 12 months and perceived difficulty of being Muslim) and support for suicide
bombing. McCauley’s (2012) findings on the relationship between the same radicalisation measure
(support for suicide bombing) and the two other perceived inequality measures available in the same
2007 Pew data set (personal life discrimination, referring to life time experience, and perceived
group discrimination) did not confirm a relationship between such operationalised discrimination
and support for suicide bombing. It should be noted that Victoroff et al., (2012) and McCauley’s
(2012) measures of personal discrimination differ not only in terms of the time frame (discrimination
experienced last year or during lifetime), but also (probably more importantly in this context) in that
Victoroff et al. (2012) used multi-item and probably more reliable measures, while McCauley’s
measure was based on one question only. McCauley’s (2012) findings regarding the other
radicalisation measure used in the Pew data sets (support for aI-Qaeda) also did not confirm a
relationship with the two perceived inequality measures. However, a small positive bivariate and
multivariable relationship was confirmed between perceived group discrimination and the third
28

(r=-0.22)

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

33

radicalisation measure used - attitude towards war on terror. Analyses of three Zogby data sets
revealed a positive bivariate and multivariable relationship between personal or group
discrimination (personal discrimination since 9/11 - 2002 and 2004 data sets and perceived group
discrimination - 2001 and 2004 data sets) and seeing the war on terrorism as a war on Islam
(McCauley, 2012).

Western European context
The relationship between inequality and Islamist radicalisation in the context of Western European
countries was investigated in a total of ten publications.
Three analyses of 2006 Pew data (collected among Muslims in Germany, France, the UK and Spain)
revealed inconsistent findings regarding the relationship between education and support for suicide
bombing or other form of violence against civilians to defend Islam (Berger, 2016; Victoroff et al.,
2012, study 1; Zhirkov et al., 2014.). Victoroff et al. (2012, study 1) did not even confirm a bivariate
relationship between education and radicalisation in their analysis of the combined data. In
comparison, Zhirkov et al. (2014) established a multivariable negative relationship, while Berger
(2016) established a multivariable negative relationship only in the sample from Spain. Additionally,
Berger (2016) established a multivariable negative relationship between education and confidence in
Osama Bin Laden but only in data from France and the UK.
Analyses based on additional data collected among Muslims in France, Germany, and the UK29
(Deckard and Jacobson, 2015) established a negative multivariable relationship between education
and just one of five fundamentalism measures investigated30 (support for non-secular justice system Sharia); support for the non-secular justice system was found to be more characteristic for less
educated individuals. Moreover, education was not found to have a multivariable relationship with
justification of violence (in defence of faith), over and above fundamentalism. Since bivariate
correlations are not provided, it cannot be concluded whether these findings indicate that education
has an indirect effect on the justification of violence through fundamentalist beliefs. More consistent
findings about the relationship between education and fundamentalism, as well as out-group
hostility, were revealed by multivariable analyses of additional data collected in 2008 among people
of Turkish and Moroccan origin in six West European countries (Germany, France, the Netherlands,

29

England and Wales only
Additional four were: negative opinion of the West’s moral influence; willingness to sacrifice one’s life for one’s faith;
conservatism on the role of women (an aggregate score based on four questions); and fundamentalism total score based on
all these questions.
30
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Belgium, Austria and Sweden), where a lower level of education was predictive for higher
fundamentalism31 and out-group hostility (Koopmans, 2015).
Data about the relationship between various, more objective, inequality indicators at an individual
level and radicalisation were investigated in four analysed survey studies among Muslims in Western
Europe. Based on 2006 Pew data, the relationship between income and radicalisation was
investigated in one study only; multivariable analyses revealed different findings by countries and
specific, one-item radicalisation attitudes (Berger, 2016). In the UK, higher income was related to
higher likelihood of support for suicide terrorism, while in Germany higher income was related to
lower likelihood of confidence in Osama Bin Laden. In France and Spain, a multivariable relationship
was not confirmed with any of the three radicalisation attitudes.
The relationship between objective employment status and radicalisation was investigated in two
data sets: one among Muslims in France, Germany, and the UK (Deckard and Jacobson, 2015) and the
other among Muslims of Turkish or Moroccan origin in six Western European countries: Germany,
France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria and Sweden (Koopmans, 2015). Both studies established a
significant multivariable relationship between unemployment and fundamentalism where
unemployed individuals are more likely to support fundamentalist beliefs (Deckard and Jacobson,
2015; Koopmans, 2015). However, Deckard and Jacobson (2015) did not establish that
unemployment has a multivariable relationship (over and above the relationship with
fundamentalism) with justification of violence in the name of faith. In the UK context, the study by
Tausch et al. (2009) focused on determinants of justification of London 2005 terrorist attack (oneitem measure) and found that British Muslims’ support for the bombing was slightly more
characteristic for respondents of a lower social class (bivariate relationship r = -0.10).
On the other hand, the only study (Koopmans, 2015) to test job status as a predictor, confirmed a
multivariable relationship between job status and fundamentalism, where those who have a lower
job status were more likely to support fundamentalist beliefs. This is the only study (Koopmans,
2015) which also investigated and confirmed a multivariable relationship between home ownership
and religious fundamentalism as well as out-group hostility32, where those who live in rented housing
expressed significantly higher levels of fundamentalism and out group hostility.
A more subjective inequality measure related to unemployment – unemployment worry – was only
investigated in one study, based on 2006 Pew data (Berger, 2016). As in results regarding
relationships with income, a significant multivariable relationship between unemployment worry and

31

Operationalised by three items: Muslims should return to the roots of Islam; There is only one interpretation of the Quran
and every Muslim must stick to that; The rules of the Quran are more important to me than the laws of [survey country].
32
Both operationalised by reliable three-item scales.
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radicalisation was established with only one of the two investigated radicalised attitudes, and in only
one of four countries. This finding indicated that greater worry about unemployment among Muslims
in Spain (but not in Germany, the UK and France) was related to greater support for suicide terrorism
but not to confidence in Osama Bin Laden. On the other hand, Deckard and Jacobson (2015)
confirmed a multivariable relationship between perceived family economic status and all
fundamentalism measures, where a higher level of self-reported affluence was accompanied with a
higher likelihood of holding fundamentalist beliefs. It is worth noting that established multivariable
relationships between this more subjective inequality measure at a family level and fundamentalism
was in a different direction than in the case of education and unemployment established in this
study. Namely, higher fundamentalism was characteristic for the unemployed (and less educated),
but also for those with perceived better economic family situation (suggesting the potential for a
possible interactive relationship between unemployment and family wealth as a worthwhile area of
investigation see Section 3.3). However, in a model explaining the radicalisation measure specifically
related to violence (the justification of violence in the name of faith), which as explanatory variables
included perceived family economic status and fundamentalism, only fundamentalism has an
important contribution; increase in fundamentalism was accompanied by a higher likelihood of the
respondent answering that he or she would be willing to engage in violence.
Studies based on data from Muslims in Western European countries more frequently investigated
relationships between perceived individual or group inequality and radicalisation than the
relationship between radicalisation and more objective inequality indicators. Perceived
discrimination was investigated in four studies; two based on 2006 Pew data (Berger, 2016; Victoroff
et al., 2012 study 1), one based on a survey among Muslims of Turkish and Moroccan origin in six
countries (Koopmans, 2015) and one additional study in the UK context only (Bhui et al., 2014a,
2014b, 2016). A study based on 2006 Pew data investigated the relationship between perceived
economic dominance and radicalisation (Zhirkov et al., 2014). Three further studies investigated
relationships between perceived injustice and radicalisation in different European contexts - British
(Tausch et al., 2011, study 3), Dutch (Doosje et al., 2013), and Belgian (Schils and Pauwels, 2016) although the study in the Netherlands also investigated relationships between individual and
collective deprivation (Doosje et al., 2013). In contrast to analyses based on public opinion data or
surveys based on large representative samples, these studies are based on smaller and nonrepresentative samples. However, they operationalise inequality as well as radicalisation variables by
multi-item reliable scales and use more advanced statistical analyses (structural equation models) for
testing complex models, including direct and indirect relationships between inequality variables and
different types of radicalisation (radical beliefs or measures more closely related to violence).
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Findings from two studies based on 2006 Pew data are inconsistent regarding the relationship
between radicalisation and personal discrimination; analysis of pooled samples from six countries
established a weak, positive bivariate and multivariable relationship between personal discrimination
and support for suicide bombing (Victoroff et al., 2012). On the other hand, analyses conducted for
each country separately did not confirm a multivariable relationship between personal discrimination
and any of the four single-item radicalisation measures33 (Berger, 2016). The other two studies,
based on additional samples, failed to confirm a multivariable relationship between personal
discrimination and fundamentalism or out-group hostility, where both were operationalised by a
reliable measure (Koopmans, 2015) or with radicalisation (in the UK context only) (Bhui et al., 2014a,
b, 2016). Zhirkov et al. (2014) analysed pooled 2006 Pew sample data and confirmed a positive
multivariable relationship between perceived economic dominance (greater perceived economic
dominance was accompanied by greater support for suicide bombing) and radicalisation, while
analyses by country showed that such a relationship between perceived economic domination and
radicalisation was significant in Britain, France and Spain but not in Germany.
Three studies which investigated the relationship between perceived injustice and radicalisation
revealed more consistent findings, since all three, confirmed a positive relationship between
perceived injustice and radicalisation in different European contexts: British (Tausch et al. 2011,
study 3), Dutch (Doosje et al., 2013), and Belgian (Schils and Pauwels, 2016). In the UK context
Tausch et al., (2011 study 3) established a significant bivariate positive correlation between UK
Muslims’ perceived injustice and support for violence against military forces in Muslim countries (and
normative collective action intentions), but not for support for violence against civilian targets in
Western countries. By structural modelling, they confirmed an indirect relationship between
perceived injustice and both measures of support for violence, where this relationship was mediated
by contempt experienced when thinking about British foreign policy towards Muslim countries in the
recent past34. In the Dutch context, Doosje et al. (2013) investigated a complex model of
determinants of radical beliefs, attitudes towards Islamist violence and own violent intentions in line
with the conceptualisation of radicalisation as a continuum from beliefs to approval of violence to
own violence. At the level of a bivariate relationship, procedural injustice, individual deprivation and
collective deprivation (discrimination) were positively related with one or two (out of four) analysed
radical beliefs (perceived disconnectedness from society; perceived illegitimacy of Dutch authorities,
perceived in-group superiority and perceived distance to others) while collective deprivation was also
positively correlated with support for Muslim violence but not with own violent intention.
Multivariate analyses (structural equation modelling) confirmed a positive direct relationship
33

Support for suicide bombing, confidence in Osama bin Laden, concern about Muslim women taking on modern roles in
society, concern about impact of Western popular culture.
34
In addition to other findings that are not relevant in this context.
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between deprivation (individual and collective) and perceived injustice, positive relationships
between perceived injustice and radicalised beliefs, and a positive relationship between radicalised
beliefs and measures of violence (attitudes toward Muslim violence and own violence intention)
Thus, Doosje et al. (2013) confirmed an indirect positive multivariate relationship between perceived
inequality and violence measures, and radical beliefs as mechanisms or mediators underpinning this
indirect relation between perceived inequality and violence. Reanalysis of the same data sets with a
different focus (Van Bergen et al., 2016), using only collective deprivation as a measure of inequality,
resulted in the same findings (a positive bivariate relationship between collective deprivation and in
group (Muslim) superiority and two violence measures (attitude towards Muslim violence and own
violence intention) and an indirect positive relationship between collective deprivation and two
attitudes related to violence measures through in-group (Muslim) superiority, where support for
Muslim violence has a direct path to own violence intention. Similarly, in the Belgian context, based
on survey data collected among adolescents and youth and using similar measures of perceived
inequality, Schils and Pauwels (2016) confirmed a direct path from perceived inequality/injustice to
violent moral belief and active exposure to violent extremism35. These are (together with low selfcontrol) confirmed as more proximal determinants of political/religious violent past behaviour.
Structural equation modelling findings indicated that perceived injustice and social integration are
important and indirect possible determinants of political/religious violence that influence violent
extremist moral beliefs and evoke active exposure to violent extremist moral settings, confirming a
positive indirect relationship between subjective inequality and radicalisation.

Far-right radicalisation
Only five of the analysed cross-sectional surveys are related to far-right radicalisation; four of them
were conducted in a Western European context (Decker et al., 2013; Doosje et al., 2012; Pauwels and
de Waele, 2014; Pauwels and Heylen, 2017) and one in Israel (Pedahzur and Canetti-Nisim, 2004).
Two studies (Decker et al., 2013; Pedahzur and Canetti-Nisim, 2004) only investigated the
determinants of right-wing extremist beliefs, while the other three studies also explored survey
measures of behavioural radicalisation (e.g. self-reported political violence or own violent intention).
Investigating determinants of right-wing extremism in the German context, Decker et al. (2013)
confirmed a multivariable relationship between the perceived country economic situation and right35

Exposure to violent extremist moral settings is measured by a combined index of active exposure to online violent
extremist content entailing online extremist communication (α = 0.69) and actively searching for online extremist contact (0
= does not seek contact with violent extremist individuals; 1 = deliberately seeks contact with violent extremist individuals,
Schils and Pauwels, 2016:84).

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

38

wing extremism, where higher perceived collective economic deprivation was accompanied by a
higher right-wing extremism (referred to as a combination of approval of a right-wing dictatorship,
chauvinism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, social Darwinism and downplaying of National Socialism). On
the other hand, individual income and experience of unemployment were not confirmed as
significant multivariable predictors of extremism (except in a subsample from Eastern Germany).
A study focused on the determinants of right-wing extremism in the Israeli context (Pedahzur and
Canetti-Nisim, 2004) examined its relationships with several socio-economic variables; objective
measures of socioeconomic status (occupational prestige and place of residence), respondent and
father’s educational level, measure of economic insecurity (operationalised by unemployment
experiences and perceived economic insecurity) and perceived individual relative income. Bivariate
analyses revealed a statistically significant negative relationship between right-wing extremism and
all socio-economic variables (except father’s education and economic insecurity), where support for
right-wing extremism was more characteristic for less educated respondents, those of lower
socioeconomic status and those who perceived their income to be lower than average. Multivariate
analyses by structural equation modelling confirmed an indirect relationship between these
inequality variables and the radicalisation measure through variables referring to prejudices and
social identifications in the Israeli context36, where the perceived relative income also had a direct
effect on right-wing extremism.
Among a sample of non-Muslim Dutch youth (n = 1086, aged 12- 21) Doosje et al. (2012) investigated
the model of radical beliefs system (perceived in-group superiority, perceived illegitimacy of Dutch
authorities, perceived distance from others, feeling of being socially disconnected) as a determinant
of support for right-wing motivated violence and own violent intentions. Besides, individual and
collective relative deprivation, perceived procedural injustice, perceived group threat, and
identification with the Dutch were investigated as direct determinants of these radical beliefs and
indirect determinants of two measures related to violence. This study showed that relative
deprivation, perceived injustice, perceived group threats and identification with the Dutch are
important background determinants of a radical right-wing belief system (perceived in-group
superiority, perceived illegitimacy of Dutch authorities, perceived distance towards others, and a
feeling of being socially disconnected). In relation to the analysed radical right-wing beliefs, in-group
superiority was positively associated with support for right-wing motivated violence, while support
for right-wing motivated violence was confirmed as a determinant of own violent intentions.
Regarding the relationship between inequality and radicalisation, the study established a positive

36

These were: social distance, symbolic racism, moral conservatism, authoritarianism, Jewish hawkishness and Jewish
ethnicity.
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bivariate relationship between individual and collective relative deprivation37 with all four
dimensions of the radical right-wing belief system as well as with both violence measures
(correlations were relatively low, ranging from 0.12 to 0.27). Perceived procedural injustice was
positively related to three dimensions of radical right-wing beliefs (perceived illegitimacy of Dutch
authorities; perceived distance towards others; and feeling of being socially disconnected) but not
with violence measures. Multivariate analyses (by structural equation modelling) showed a direct
relationship between some of the radical beliefs and perceived procedural injustice as well as
collective, but not individual, relative deprivation. However, individual relative deprivation had a
direct effect on own violent intentions; the more people felt themselves to be treated unfairly
compared to other people in the Netherlands, the more violent intentions they had. Moreover, two
dimensions of radical beliefs directly predicted own violent intentions. The more participants
perceived their Dutch in-group to be superior and the more illegitimate they perceived Dutch
authorities, the more violent intentions they reported. Additionally, their own violent intention was
positively predicted by attitudes supporting right-wing violence. Attitude toward right-wing violence
by others was directly predicted by perceived in-group superiority and by perceived threat. The
more people perceived the Dutch nation to be superior over other nations and the more people felt
that their resources were threatened by Muslims, the more positive was their attitude towards rightwing violence. In sum, Doosje’s et al.‘s (2012) study confirmed that perceived individual inequality is
positively related to right-wing radicalisation; it is directly related to right-wing radical beliefs, and
indirectly, through these radical beliefs, with support for right-wing violence by others and with own
violent intentions. Additionally, individual deprivation also had a direct multivariate relationship with
own violent intentions.
A study by Pauwels and De Waele (2014), based on survey data from 2,879 Flemish adolescents
collected in 2012, explored determinants of self-reported political violence (interpersonal violence
and violence toward property – political vandalism). This study also included two additional variables
relevant to the concept of radicalisation, namely moral support for right-wing extremism (support for
the use of violence by right-wing extremists for political goals) and religious authoritarianism.
Regarding inequality, their study investigated perceived personal and group discrimination, both
operationalised by reliable measures. Pauwels and De Waele’s (2014) study revealed a positive
bivariate relationship between both perceived discrimination measures (personal and group) and all
four radicalisation variables (self-reported interpersonal political violence, self-reported violence
toward property, support for the use of violence by right-wing extremists for political goals and
religious authoritarianism). Multivariate relationships between personal and group discrimination
variables were tested in relation to political violence measures only. Only perceived group
37

(intercorrelation r = 0.62)

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

40

discrimination had a significant multivariate relationship with political violence measures (although
two discrimination measures showed high intercorrelations). In an additional study (partially based
on the same sample), Pauwels and Heylen (2017) examined the multivariate relationship between
perceived injustice and two of the four previously mentioned radicalisation variables (support for the
use of violence by right-wing extremists for political goals and self-reported political vandalism).
Multivariate analyses indicated that the relationship between perceived injustice and radicalisation
variables (support for the use of violence by right-wing extremists for political goals and self-reported
political vandalism) is mediated through perceived group threat, right-wing authoritarianism,
ethnocentrism and superiority.
Thus, a small number of studies investigating the relationship between inequality and right-wing
radicalisation in the context of Western European countries mostly confirmed a positive relationship
between inequality and far-right radicalisation. Additionally, results suggest that this positive
relationship between inequality and radicalisation is frequently indirect and probably mediated by
several psychological variables including general social attitudes such as authoritarianism, intergroup
attitudes such as perceived group threat or social identity variables such as in-group superiority and
ethnocentrism. It should be noted that these studies are mainly based on multi-item reliable
measures of radicalisation and inequality and frequently use more advanced statistical analyses
(structural modelling); this may explain why more consistent results were obtained.

Radicalised individuals and groups
The majority of the 15 analysed studies that explored the relationship between inequality and
radicalisation among radicalised individuals/groups presented findings regarding objective
characteristics that pertain to individual inequality (e.g. education, employment, socioeconomic
status). Just two studies presented findings about inequality at the group level based on district of
residence.
Regarding the type of radicalisation, all studies except one were related to Islamist radicalisation;
that study focused on separatist radicalisation in the Turkish context. The majority of studies refered
to individuals or groups in the context of dominantly Muslim countries, while five studies refered to
the European context.
Krueger and Malečková (2003) explored poverty and education as risk factors of participation in
Hezbollah based on biographical data from 129 members of Hezbollah’s military wing (Al-Muqawama
Al-Islamiya) who died in action from 1982 to 1994. Firstly, using inequality indicators (50 for poverty
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status, 78 for education) they compared the sample of Hezbollah militants with survey data for the
general population of Lebanon aged 15 to 38. Data on poverty indicate that 28 per cent of Hezbollah
militants could be classified as poor compared to 33 per cent for the Lebanese population. However,
these differences were not confirmed by statistical procedures. Regarding education, statistical tests
showed that Hezbollah members were more likely to have attended secondary school than the
general population sample. However, multivariable analyses did not consistently confirm a significant
relationship either with poverty or with education. Kavanagh (2011) reanalysed the same data on
Hezbollah members and, as in the study by Krueger and Malečková (2003 Hezbolah data), confirmed
that Hezbollah members were no more likely than members of the general population or the Shia
subsample to be poor. Regarding education, data indicated that Hezbolah members are more likely
to have high levels of education. However, Kavanagh (2011) in contrast to Krueger and Malečková
(2003) also tested the combined (interactive) relationship between poverty and education and
demonstrated that poverty increases the likelihood of participation in Hezbollah only for those who
have at least a high school education.
By comparing the characteristics of 355 Palestinian terrorists (from their biographies) and the general
Palestinian population (through percentages and logistic regression), Berrebi (2007) identified
differences in the significance of poverty and education (in addition to age and marital status) in the
propensity to radicalisation. While poverty was negatively related with the likelihood that someone
becomes a Hamas or Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) terrorist, education was positively related. Similar
findings regarding education and illiteracy were revealed in comparisons of Palestinian terrorists (n =
1625, members of LeT and HM38 who died in operations, based on biographies) with population data,
where Palestinian terrorists were more educated and less illiterate than the general population (Fair,
2014). Additionally, Saeed and Syed (2016), by analysing the educational background of 895
Pakistani terrorists (based on data from regional police offices of Pakistan), showed that terrorists
are relatively more educated and less illiterate than the general population group. However, their
analyses indicated an interaction between individual level education and district level inequality,
revealing a higher probability that more educated individuals from districts with lower educational
profiles will become terrorists. In line with this, additional study findings, based on a survey of 141
Pakistani families of Islamist militants (Fair, 2007), suggested that terrorists are more educated, but
more frequently unemployed than the general Pakistani population.
Another study in the context of Palestinian terrorists (Pedahzur et al., 2003) investigated the
relationship between radicalisation and poverty or socioeconomic status at a district level
(operationalised by a reliable index based on ten characteristics of a region, e.g. electricity supply,
38

Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and Hizb-ul-Mujahideen (HM)
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possession of a car or refrigerator). Multivariable analyses revealed that suicide terrorists (n = 80)
more frequently come from less affluent villages and towns than their non-suicide counterparts (n =
743), thus establishing the importance of poverty at a district level.
Kayaoğlu (2011) analysed data on 144 Turkish Hezbollah terrorists (operating within Turkey between
1992 and 1996) gathered from internal reports of the terrorist organisation (original hand-written
reports by members of the Turkish Hezbollah at the request of their leaders which were obtained in
the course of antiterrorist operations by the Turkish National Police in and around Istanbul, Ankara,
Diyarbakir and Malatya). Bivariate and multivariable analyses revealed that terrorists who had
performed violent acts (63.6 per cent) were statistically significantly less educated than terrorists
who had not performed violent acts, while descriptive data showed that 52.6 per cent of all analysed
terrorists indicated they were unemployed, while around 60 per cent perceived their economic
situation as average or good.
Only seven studies presented data or findings about inequality indicators among individual terrorists
in the European context (Bakker, 2006; Bakker and de Bont, 2016; Bergema and van San, 2017; Ljujic
et al., 2017; PROTON, 2017; Reynolds and Hafez, 2017; Stuart, 2017) and in all cases these data were
related to Islamist radicalisation. One study (Stuart, 2017) investigated inequality at a social level as
well as at an individual level. Studies differ regarding the sample type and size, source of data as well
as existence and type of comparison group.
Recent analyses within the PROTON project compared data on Dutch terrorist suspects (n = 279, in
terrorist activities since 2004) with a control sample (n = 279) consisting of individuals suspected of
non-terrorism related offences and a sample (n = 279) from the general population. While both the
latter samples were used as comparison groups, they were matched according to age and gender.
Descriptive data revealed that those suspected of terrorist activities, in comparison to the general
population, are characterised by lower levels of education, are more frequently unemployed or
more likely to still be in education, and more likely to have lost a job in the year before they became
suspects. Their economic position is worse than that of even the general offender sample.
Additionally, multivariable analyses confirmed that lower educational achievement and losing a job
in the year before becoming a terrorism suspect are positively related to involvement in terrorist
activities (i.e. it increases the chance of becoming involved) over and above (independently of)
relationships between demographic characteristic (ethnicity, age, gender) and criminal offending
history (PROTON, 2017: 182-185).
On the other hand, in the UK context, Stuart’s (2017) analyses of perpetrators (n = 253) of Islamismrelated offences prosecuted between 1998 and 2015 did not confirm education and employment
status as correlates of offending. However, more than three-quarters (76 per cent) of IslamismDARE (725349)

Systematic Review

43

related offences in England were committed by individuals whose place of residence at the time of
arrest was in a neighbourhood that is among the 50 per cent of most deprived neighbourhoods in
the country, thus indicating the importance of inequality at a social level (Stuart, 2017). Conversely,
this may simply have reflected the socioeconomic deprivation of a neighbourhood with a higher
percentage of Muslim immigrants.
Three additional studies were based on relatively large samples (Bakker, 2006; Bakker and de Bont,
2016; Bergema and van San, 2017) although in these studies, data about relevant characteristics
related to inequality are often only available for smaller subsamples.
Bakker (2006) analysed the characteristics of 242 jihadi terrorists (from 28 terrorist networks)
involved in 31 terrorist acts in Europe (2001-2006). Information about individuals/networks and
incidents were inferred from the media, websites of governmental institutions, the dataset of the
Terrorism Knowledge Base and other available corroborated overviews of terrorist incidents on the
Internet. In total data were collated from 350 sources. At a general level, Bakker concluded there is
‘no standard jihadi terrorist in Europe’. As a common characteristic, he singled out that they mostly
came from the lower strata of society, noting that this may simply have reflected the general
socioeconomic character of Muslim immigrant communities in Europe. Data showed that of 72
individuals for whom information about socioeconomic status was available, only three were
categorised as upper class, 30 middle class and 39 lower class. On the other hand, data regarding
education and employment show that the majority (42 out of 48) finished secondary school, while 47
out of 76 appeared to have had a history of full-time employment. There was no information to
draw conclusions about relative deprivation; only partial information was available and for only 23
cases.
Similarly, Bakker and de Bont (2016) analysed characteristics of a relatively large sample of jihadist
foreign fighters (Belgium n = 211; the Netherlands, n = 159). However, data relevant for inequality
were only available for a smaller proportion of analysed individuals: socioeconomic background data
were available for 30 Dutch and 15 Belgian jihadists; information on occupational status was
available for 32 Dutch and 34 Belgian jihadists; there were no available data on education and
relative deprivation. These data, which pertained to only small subsets of the total samples,
suggested that the Belgian and Dutch jihadists were mostly from the lower and middle strata of
society and unemployed.
Bergema and van San (2017) analysed the backgrounds of 217 Dutch jihadist foreign fighters who
travelled to Syria and/or Iraq to join jihadist groups since the violent escalation of the 2011 Syrian
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conflict. Data were collected from interviews with experienced experts39, (social) media sources, and
government and judicial documents. In relation to inequality data, they presented data on
occupational status, education, occupation and employment (for between 48 and 58 individuals
about whom they were able to gather relevant data) and concluded that the majority of analysed
individuals came ‘from the lower levels of society, lacking (tertiary) school or vocational
qualifications, and are oftentimes unemployed or stuck in unskilled labor’ (Bergema and van San,
2017: 21).
Two additional studies, based on smaller samples, indicated the possible importance of individual
inequality. Ljuljic et al. (2017) analysed data on 27 European male terrorists and showed that at least
50 per cent of them completed only secondary education or less; while 70 per cent did not have
stable employment at the time of the attack. In the German context, Reynolds and Hafez (2017)
demonstrated that low educational qualifications and low rates of employment were more
characteristic for the analysed 99 German foreign fighters than the Muslim population in Germany as
a whole as well as for other residents with migrant and non-migrant backgrounds.
Thus, considering all the obstacles and limitations of these studies, which limit the generalisability of
evidence, the analysed studies at a general level indicate that there is a positive relationship between
individual level inequality and violent radicalisation in the European context, with the exception of
the study in the UK context which indicates the importance of inequality at the social level (Stuart,
2017).

Macro level inequality and terrorism
This section presents the analysis of 84 selected studies investigating the relationship between
inequality at the macro level and incidence or consequences of terrorism (n = 77) or group activities
and radicalisation (n = 7). The majority of studies focused on terrorism without differentiating
between different ideological bases of terrorism (n = 72), while only a minority focused specifically
on Islamist (n = 5) or religious in general (n = 3), right-wing (n = 5) or separatist (n = 3) terrorism.
Additionally, three studies investigated multiple types of radicalisation; Fitzpatrick et al. (2017) in the
USA context and Kis-Katos et al. (2014) and Nemeth (2014) worldwide. Similarly, studies usually do
not make a distinction between domestic (n = 27), or international/transnational terrorism (n = 13)
but investigate terrorism in general (n = 32). However, 15 studies investigated both types of

39

These include family members, friends, social workers and teachers.
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terrorism40. Regarding the geographical context, most studies were based on data using international
samples consisting of dozens of countries worldwide (n = 55).
The use of secondary data was one of the common characteristics of all analysed studies in this
group. Terrorism was in the majority of cases operationalised by data from one of three well-known
databases41: The Global Terrorism Database (GTD, n = 50); International Terrorism: Attributes of
Terrorist Events database (ITERATE, n = 13); and Terrorism Knowledge Base (RAND-MIPT, n = 8). A
minority of analysed studies (n = 11) used multiple databases (e.g. Enders et al., 2016; Mascarenhas
and Sandler, 2014); this might be expected to result in more robust findings.
The analysed studies differed with respect to the number and type of inequality variables
investigated (Table 5) and this review includes studies irrespective of whether inequality variables
were investigated as the main (or one of the main) determinants of terrorism or only as control
variables in multivariable analyses. A general overview of findings on the relationship between
inequality and terrorism is divided into two subsections with respect to the type of inequality being
discussed: economic inequality and social-political inequality. In relation to economic inequality
indicators, we differentiate between macro indicators relating to poverty and income inequality and
those related to economic development (Table 5). Within these subsections, specific findings are
discussed with respect to the analysed geographical scope of the terrorism measure used. The
results of studies using terrorism data without differentiating between domestic and transnational
terrorism are presented first, followed by the outcomes of studies which focused on either domestic
or transnational terrorism42.

40

Some authors included combinations of terrorism types, while others used measures of terrorism that could not be
specified, so the total sum of the mentioned types of terrorism does not add up to 84 (number of included studies).
41
There are multiple versions available of each database, as they were updated by adding new data and new variables to
provide more useful information to researchers. GTD is an open-source database, currently maintained by researchers at
the University of Maryland (START PROJECT) and is updated every year. Significant changes in the database occurred in
1998, 2008 and 2012. Data from 1970 to 2017 is provided. Due to an accident that occurred while moving the data to the
new agency, no information for 1993 is available. ITERATE, on the other hand, can be accessed only through the Duke
community and focusses on international terrorism from 1968 to 2011. The TKB database is currently a part of the RAND
Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents (RDWTI), which includes data from 1968 to 2009, and can be publicly accessed
without commission for research purposes.
42
In domestic terrorism, perpetrators' country is the same as the target country, while this is not the case in transnational
terrorist attacks.
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Table 5. Inequality variables at the macro level investigated as determinants of terrorism

Inequality variables
Economic inequality
Economic development
GDP p.c. and GNI p.c.
HDI
Education
Adult literacy
Unemployment
Poverty
Poverty (in %)
Economic (income inequality)
GINI (interpersonal inequality)
Theil (interregional inequality)
Social/political inequality
Democracy/political repression
Women rights
Political rights and civil liberties
Physical integrity rights

General

Domestic

Transnational

22
6
4
5
10

28
3
10
4
7

22
1
5
4
3

6

4

4

10
0

10
3

6
0

13
3
12
3

22
3
12
3

17
2
6
1
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The total number of included studies was 84, but some included multiple operationalisations of terrorism, which resulted
in a total of 101 analysed sections of results.
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Economic inequality and terrorism

Economic development and terrorism
Gross domestic product (GDP) and closely related variables44 were the most frequently investigated
economic inequality variables in the context of analysed terrorism studies. The most inconsistent
pattern regarding their relationship with terrorism could be noted within studies that treat terrorism
without differentiating it with respect to location of the attacks (n = 22). Nine studies found a
positive relationship between per capita GDP and the incidence of terrorism (Akhmat et al., 2014;
Dreher and Kreibaum, 2016; Elu; 2012; Freytag et al., 2014; Ismail, 2014; Krueger and Laitin, 2008;
Piazza, 2012, 2013; Yin, 2017), eight studies noted a negative relationship with terrorism (Abadie,
2006; Bove and Bohmelt, 2016; Caruso and Schneider, 2011; Caruso and Schneider, 2013; de Soysa
and Binningsbø, 2005; Nasir et al., 2011; Piazza, 2016; Salman, 2015), while five studies did not
confirm a significant relationship with terrorism (Ali and Li, 2016; Estes and Sirgy, 2014; Krieger and
Meierrieks, 2016; Piazza, 2006; Shahbaz, 2013).
However, studies that focused on domestic terrorism (n = 28) demonstrated somewhat more
consistent results: 18 studies confirmed a positive relationship (Bandyopadhyay and Younas, 2011;
Berrebi and Ostwald, 2013; Danzell et al., 2016; Enders and Hoover 2012; Enders et al., 2016;
Ezcurra, 2017; Findley and Young, 2011; Gaibulloev et al., 2017, Ghatak, 2016a; Ghatak and Gold,
2017; Ghatak et al., 2017; Helfstein, 2014; Kis-Katos et al., 2011; Kis-Katos et al., 2014; Mascarenhas
et al., 2014; Nemeth, 2014; Piazza, 2011, 2013), six showed a negative relationship (Enders and
Hoover, 201245; Enders et al., 2016; Ezcurra and Palacios, 2016; Nemeth et al., 2014; Piazza, 2017b;
Yildirim and Ocal, 2013), while four found no relationship (Boyd, 2016; Choi and Piazza, 2016a; DerinGüre, 2011; Feridun, 2016).
Similarly, of 22 studies that focused on transnational terrorism, 14 indicated a positive relationship
between terrorism incidence and economic inequality (Bandyopadhyay and Younas, 2011; Berrebi
and Ostwald, 2013; Blomberg et al., 2004; Campos and Gassebner, 2013; Choi and Luo, 2013;
Elbakidze and Jin, 2015; Enders et al., 2016; Gaibulloev et al., 2017; Kis-Katos et al., 2011; Kis-Katos et
al., 2014; Mascarenhas et al., 2014; Plumper and Neumayer, 2010; Saiya et al., 2017; Salman, 2015),
only two found a negative relationship (Azam and Thelen, 2008; Enders et al., 2016), while six studies
showed no relationship (Boyd, 2016; Krueger and Malečková, 2003; Meierrieks, 2012; Milton, 2017;
Neumayer and Plumper, 2011; Piazza, 2010).

44
45

Change in per capita GDP and the gross national income per capita (per capita GNI)
The authors split their analyses into high-income and low-income groups of countries, which yielded inverse results.
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Thus, although the results of studies of the inequality-terrorism relationship which operationalised
economic development by GDP and closely related variables are relatively inconsistent, alltogether
they suggest a weak, positive relationship between economic development and terrorism. However,
it should be stressed that all of these studies only explored a linear relationship with terrorism (i.e. a
relationship which when graphed appears as straight line describing that terrorism increases or
decreases in parallel with the increase or decrease of economic development indicators).
In contrast, studies (n = 9) investigating the quadratic trend between per capita GDP and terrorism46
show a more consistent pattern of findings. Squared per capita GDP was confirmed as a negative
predictor of terrorism in seven studies, indicating that countries with a high or low per capita GDP
tend to experience less terrorist attacks than countries with an average per capita GDP (Enders and
Hoover, 2012; Freytag et al., 2011; Ezcurra, 2017; Enders et al., 2016; Ghatak and Gold, 2017;
Elbakidze and Jin, 2015; Nemeth et al., 2014). By contrast, two studies focusing on domestic
terrorism reported a positive relationship between squared per capita GDP and terrorism indicating
that countries with a high or low per capita GDP tend to experience more domestic terrorist attacks
than countries with an average GDP. However, in one of those cases, interregional inequality was
also included in the multivariable models, which, due to the interrelations between these two
inequality measures, could have produced the different direction of relationship (Ezcurra and
Palacios, 2017). In the case of countries with a low income per capita, Enders and Hoover (2012) also
found a positive quadratic trend between economic development measures and terrorism. In
comparison, countries with a higher income showed a negative quadratic trend (Enders and Hoover,
2012). All in all, a negative quadratic trend seemed to better describe the relationship between per
capita GDP and terrorism than linear trends, indicating that countries with a high and those with a
low, per capita GDP tend to experience fewer terrorist attacks than countries with an average per
capita GDP.
An additional source of inconsistency in results can be seen in findings which reveal that the
relationship between per capita GDP and terrorism could depend on the percentage of the excluded
population (Ghatak and Gold, 2017), the type of government in terms of democracy/autocracy
(Nemeth et al., 2014; Piazza, 2013), or country level of income (Enders and Hoover, 2012) (see
Section 3.4). These studies indicate that specific – and yet unresearched – circumstances could be a
source of inconsistencies in the investigated linear relationship between per capita GDP and
terrorism.

46

By this we mean that the authors included squared values of per capita GDP in models to test if the relationship
resembled a curve. Such a curve might indicate, for example, that countries with a high and low per capita GDP are
characterised by more or less terrorist attacks than countries with an average per capita GDP.
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In relation to general terrorism, social and economic development, operationalised through the
Human Development Index (HDI, n = 10), was confirmed as a positive predictor in three of six
studies (Choi and Piazza, 2016b, 2017; Henne, 2012). One study found a negative relationship
between HDI and general terrorism (Bravo and Dias, 2006) and two found no relationship (Abadie,
2006; Piazza, 2006). In the context of domestic terrorism, two out of three studies failed to find any
relationship (Piazza, 2013, 2017), while one study found a positive relationship between HDI and
terrorism (Piazza, 2011). Only one study, focused on transnational terrorism, included HDI as a
variable (Barros et al., 2008) and yielded no significant relationship.
All in all, results obtained by analysing terrorism in general suggest that a higher HDI might be weakly
related to a higher incidence of terrorism. However, once terrorism is differentiated into domestic
and transnational components, support for such a claim becomes even weaker.
In the subgroup of studies investigating the relationship between economic development indicators
and terrorism, we also included studies which considered education, adult literacy and
unemployment as potential predictors of terrorism. Studies investigating the relationship between
education (n = 19) or adult literacy rates (n = 13) and terrorism indicate ambiguous results, which is
probably attributable to the operationalisation of variables. Elbakidze and Jin (2015), for example,
showed that a higher percentage of the population with secondary education was related to higher
rates of terrorism, while a higher percentage of the population having completed tertiary education
was related to lower rates of terrorism. When considered in detail, out of the four studies which
treated terrorism as a unique phenomenon, two revealed a negative relationship between education
and terrorism (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Salman, 2015), where one examined female education and the
other focussed on the completion rates of secondary education. An additional study (Caruso and
Schneider, 2013), in which education was operationalised via the Education Index (by UNDP), found a
positive relationship between education and terrorism, while another found no relationship (Abadie,
2006). When the relationship between education and domestic terrorism was the focus of research,
four out of ten studies revealed no significant relationship (Helfstein, 2014; Danzell et al., 2016;
Enders and Hoover, 2012; Enders et al., 2016), another four found a negative relationship (Akyuz and
Armstrong, 2011; Feridun, 2016; Yildirim and Ocal, 2013; Salman, 2015), while two studies found that
education is a positive predictor of terrorism (Brockhoff et al., 2015; Syed et al., 2015). In the context
of transnational terrorism, four out of five studies found a negative relationship between secondary
education and terrorism (Azam and Thelen, 2008; Elbakidze and Jin, 2015; Enders et al., 2016;
Salman, 2015), while only one study revealed a positive relationship between secondary education
and terrorism and a negative relationship between tertiary education and terrorism (Elbakidze and
Jin, 2015).
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Regarding adult literacy, a very similar pattern can be seen. In studies that did not differentiate
between a domestic or transnational type of terrorism, three out of five studies found a negative
relationship between literacy and terrorism (Bravo and Dias, 2006; Ismail and Amjad, 2014; Krueger
and Laitin, 2008), one study found a positive relationship (Nasir et al., 2011) while another found no
relationship (Ali and Li, 2016). However, in the context of domestic terrorism, two out of four studies
found a positive relationship between adult literacy and terrorism (Brockhoff et al., 2015; Meierrieks,
2012), while the other two failed to demonstrate any relationship (Piazza, 2010; Bandyopadhyay and
Younas, 2011). Regarding transnational terrorism research, none of the four studies which
investigated adult literacy found any significant relationships (Elbakidze and Jin, 2015, Krueger and
Malečková, 2003, Bandyopadhyay and Younas, 2011, Meierrieks, 2012), indicating that literacy per se
does not play an important role in worldwide terrorism. All in all, inconsistencies in the results
suggest the need for further research to provide more precise answers.
Regarding relationships between unemployment rates and terrorism, findings of different studies
are not completely consistent. Studies which do not differentiate between the type of terrorism
show slightly more consistent findings than studies investigating domestic or transnational terrorism.
Of ten studies which do not distinguish the type of terrorism, a higher unemployment rate was
related to a higher incidence of terrorism in six (Akhmat et al., 2014; Benmelech et al., 2012;
Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Freilich and Pridemore, 2005; Sayre, 2009; Yin, 2017). One study found an
inverse relationship (Caruso and Schneider, 2011), while three did not confirm a multivariate
relationship between unemployment and terrorism (Ali and Li, 2016; Ismail and Amjad, 2014; Piazza,
2006). In the case of domestic terrorism, four out of seven studies did not confirm its relationship
with unemployment (Akyuz and Armstrong, 2011; Enders et al., 2016; Jenkins et al., 2014; Piazza,
2017b), while three studies revealed that higher unemployment rates were related to a higher
incidence of domestic terrorism (Enders and Hoover, 2012; Ghatak, 2016b; Yildirim and Ocal, 2013).
Only three studies investigated unemployment in the context of transnational terrorism (n = 3), two
of them did not confirm a relationship (Enders and Hoover, 2012; Enders et al., 2016), while one
(Elbakidze and Jin, 2015) revealed a positive relationship between unemployment rates and
international attacks.
Due to the relatively small number of studies and the inconsistency of results, every conclusion
regarding the relationship between unemployment and terrorism should be considered with caution.
With this in mind, we might conclude that unemployment rates have a slight tendency to be related
to a higher incidence of terrorism. However, since the observed relationship is not very consistent
even if it does exist, it is probably not strong.
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Figure 3 depicts the findings regarding the economic development and terrorism relationship
discussed above. It reflects: how frequently each indicator is investigated with regard to each type of
terrorism (column height indicates the total number of studies which included specific economic
development indicators with respect to the type of terrorism); how consistent results are and which
findings - positive, negative or inconsistent - are more frequent. Eeach column is divided into three
sections with respect to findings about the relationship between an economic development indicator
and type of terrorism: green sections represent the number of studies that revealed a positive
relationship; grey sections represent the number of studies with inconsistent findings; and orange
sections represent the number of studies that revealed a negative relationship between different
economic development indicators and different types of terrorism. The figure additionally highlights
the discrepancy in use of variables to operationalise economic development, i.e. how frequently each
economic development indicator is investigated regarding each type of terrorism.
Figure 3. Distribution of terrorism studies with respect to consistency and direction of established
relationship between economic inequality indicators (related to economic development) and type of
terrorism (general, domestic, transnational)
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Poverty and income inequality
Of the analysed studies, 14 in total investigated the relationship between poverty47 and terrorism. Of
these, six focused on terrorism in general, four on domestic terrorism and four on transnational
terrorism. Of the six studies that focused on terrorism in general, three studies (Akhmat et al., 2014;
Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Ismail and Amjad, 2014) found a positive relationship between poverty and
terrorism, two (Freilich and Pridemore, 2005; Nasir et al., 2011) failed to find any relationship, while
one revealed a negative relationship (Ali and Li, 2016). An inconsistent relationship between poverty
and terrorism was found in the case of domestic terrorism (n = 4) as well. One study showed no
relationship (Piazza, 2017b), one showed a positive (Akyuz and Armstrong, 2011) and one (Adamczyk
et al., 2014) showed a negative relationship. However, in the context of transnational terrorism (n =
4), a much clearer picture is seen since higher poverty rates were related to a higher incidence of
terrorism in three studies (Barros, 2008; Elbakidze and Jin, 2015; Piazza, 2010). Moreover, an
additional study showed that higher rates of urban, but not rural, poverty were related to higher
rates of both domestic and transnational terrorism, indicating an interactive relationship between
poverty and urban residence in transnational terrorism (Meierrieks, 2012). Thus, despite generally
inconsistent findings, it seems that the relationship between poverty and transnational terrorism is
slightly more robust and stronger than the relationship between poverty and domestic terrorism. An
interactive relationship between poverty and other economic as well demographic or political
variables has yet to be explored.
The relationship between terrorism and income inequality, operationalised by the Gini coefficient,
was explored in 26 studies. In studies which investigated terrorism in general, a positive relationship
between income inequality and terrorism was found in five out of ten studies (Akhmat et al., 2014;
Ali and Li, 2016; Krieger and Meierrieks, 2016; Nasir et al., 2011; Piazza, 2013), only one study
revealed a negative relationship with terrorism (Choi and Piazza, 2016b) while four revealed no
relationship at all (Bove and Bohmelt, 2016; Ismail and Amjad, 2014; Piazza, 2006, 2012). Out of ten
studies focused on domestic terrorism, a positive relationship between inequality and terrorism was
found in four studies (Choi, 2015; Enders et al., 2016; Piazza, 2011, 2013), a negative relationship in
three (Boyd, 2016; Enders and Hoover 2012; Meierrieks, 2012) while three studies did not confirm
any statistically significant relationship (Ezcurra and Palacios, 2016; Ghatak, 2016b; Piazza, 2017b). In
the context of transnational terrorism (n = 6), four studies failed to find significant relationships
(Boyd, 2016; Elbakidze and Jin, 2015; Enders and Hoover, 2012; Meierrieks, 2012), while two studies
confirmed inequality as a positive predictor (Choi, 2015; Enders et al., 2016).
47

Usually, poverty is operationalised as a percentage of the population with an income low enough to be classified as poor
according to national (e.g. Akyuz and Armstrong, 2014) or international (e.g. Estes and Sirgy, 2014) data. Different
operationalisations of poverty may also be one of the reasons for inconsistent results.
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Overall, studies indicated highly inconsistent results regarding the relationship between income
inequality and terrorism. However, according to one study, GINI was predictive for the international
data on both domestic and international terrorism before 1993, but not after (Enders et al., 2016).
This might have contributed to the inconsistency of the results. In addition, one study revealed that
countries with a high, and those with a low, GINI tend to experience fewer terrorist attacks than
countries with an average GINI (a positive quadratic relationship between the GINI coefficient and
terrorism Enders and Hoover, 2012), which might also have contributed to the inconsistency of the
results since other studies only tested linear relationships between GINI and terrorism. Indeed, in
many of the analysed studies the GINI coefficient was one of several variables included in
multivariable models and consequently these multivariable findings about the relationship between
income inequality and terrorism depend on other variables included in the models.
Three studies investigated income inequality operationalised by interregional inequality (using the
Theil index or light deviation). Ezcurra and Palacios (2016) identified a positive relationship between
the Theil index and domestic terrorism using a cross-country sample, while Ash (2018) also showed a
positive relationship between income inequality as light deviation and incidence of terrorist attacks.
However, Derin-Güre and Alveren (2014) did not confirm a relationship between inequality and
separatist terrorism in Turkey. Such results indicate that higher income inequality may be positively
related to a higher incidence of domestic terrorism although this is not applicable to every country.
Moreover, the validity of such conclusions is questionable due to the limited literature. Figure 4
depicts the findings discussed above regarding the poverty and income inequality - terrorism
relationship.
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Figure 4. Distribution of terrorism studies with respect to consistency and direction of established
relationship between poverty and income inequality indicators and type of terrorism (general, domestic,
transnational)
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Social/political inequality and terrorism

In this subgroup, we reviewed studies which investigated the relationship between different
variables, more or less directly related to social exclusion, political grievance and repression, such as
gender equality or women rights, more general civil rights, liberties and repression and the level of
democracy. In particular, democracy is one of the most frequently studied variables related to
political (in)equality whilst also being frequently investigated as a determinant of terrorism.
In studies that investigated terrorism in general (n = 13), higher democracy48 was related to higher
terrorism incidence in six studies (Burgoon, 2006; Freytag et al., 2011; Krieger and Meierrieks, 2016;
Krueger and Laitin, 2008; Piazza, 2013; Salman, 2015) and to lower incidence of terrorism in four
(Bravo and Dias, 2006; Caruso and Schneider, 2013; de Soysa and Binningsbø, 2005; Piazza, 2016),
while no significant relationship was found in three studies (Choi and Piazza, 2017; Dreher and
Kreibaum, 2016; Meierrieks and Gries, 2013). Another two studies exhibited a negative quadratic

48

Democracy was usually operationalised by the Polity variable of the Polity IV Project (e.g. Marshall and Jaggers, 2007) and
in most cases was used as a continuous variable (as in original form), although some authors (e.g. Ghatak and Gold, 2017;
Piazza, 2013) tend to divide countries into three groups according to their results – autocracies, anocracies and
democracies, while others tend to recode it as a measure of political repression (e.g. Danzell et al., 2016).
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trend between democracy and terrorism incidence, indicating that countries with an unstable
democracy have the highest probability of terrorist attacks.
Similar trends can be noted in the context of domestic terrorism (n = 22), where the majority of
authors (n = 11) found that higher democracy was related to a higher incidence of terrorism
(Brockhoff et al., 2015; Choi, 2015; Findley and Young, 2011; Gaibulloev et al., 2017; Ghatak, 2016a;
Ghatak and Gold, 2017; Ghatak et al., 2017; Kis-Katos et al., 2011; Kis-Katos et al., 2014; Nemeth,
2014; Nemeth et al., 2014), while two studies revealed an inverse relationship (Danzell et al., 2016;
Ghatak, 2016b) and others found no consistent relationship (Boyd, 2016; Choi and Piazza, 2016a;
Enders and Hoover 2012; Enders et al., 2016; Helfstein, 2014; Meierrieks, 2012; Piazza, 2013; Piazza,
2017a; Salman, 2015). The inconsistency was also found in the context of transnational terrorism (n =
17); 10 studies indicated a positive relationship between democracy and terrorism (Blomberg et al.,
2004; Burgoon, 2006; Campos and Gassebner, 2013; Choi, 2015; Choi and Luo, 2013; Gaibulloev et
al., 2017; Kis-Katos et al., 2011; Kis-Katos et al., 2014; Milton, 2017; Plumper and Neumayer, 2010),
one found a negative relationship (Neumayer and Plumper, 2011), while others found no significant
relationship (Boyd, 2016; Enders and Hoover 2012; Enders et al., 2016; Meierrieks, 2012; Saiya et al.,
2017; Salman, 2015). Therefore, when terrorism is broken down into domestic and transnational
components, a positive relationship between terrorism and democracy becomes clearer, although
several studies have indicated that the relationship is negative and quadratic (Freytag et al., 2011;
Gaibulloev et al., 2017; Piazza, 2016).
As Choi and Piazza (2016a) showed, when considered together in a model, exclusion makes a better
predictor of terrorism than the ability to participate, especially in the context of political grievance
and repression (Boylan, 2016). This makes it relevant to explore different indices that could be
related to exclusion. Freedom House (2014) also offered various indices that were used by authors
for the analysis of terrorism data. Political rights, civil liberties and press freedom indices were used
most often. As with democracy, while some authors used these indices as measures of liberties,
others tended to recode them and use as measures of repression. The index used most often was
related to political rights and civil liberties. For instance, Choi and Piazza (2016a) showed that
greater political rights were related to higher rates of terrorism, while the opposite was found in
three studies (Berrebi and Ostwald, 2013; Enders et al., 2016; Enders and Hoover, 2012). In studies
where terrorism was treated as one construct (n = 7), a mixed pattern of significance could be
observed, as three studies found a positive relationship between civil rights and terrorism in general
(Choi and Piazza, 2017; Dreher and Kreibaum, 2016; Krueger and Laitin, 2008), three studies found
no relationship (Estes and Sirgy, 2014; Nasir et al., 2011; Piazza, 2006) and one study found a
negative relationship (Abadie, 2006). On the other hand, all five studies which investigated
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repression (operationalised by repression indices or an inverse combination of different Freedom
House’s indices) found a positive relationship with terrorism (Boylan, 2016; Ismail and Amjad, 2014;
Nasir et al., 2014; Ortiz, 2007; Piazza, 2006). In studies that focused on domestic terrorism (n = 11),
the majority of studies found no relationship (Bandyopadhyay and Younas, 2011; Berrebi and
Ostwald, 2013; Enders and Hoover, 2012; Ezcurra, 2017; Ezcurra and Palacios, 2017; Gaibulloev et al.,
2017; Ghatak et al., 2017; Helfstein, 2014; Piazza, 2017a) while one (Choi and Piazza, 2016a) found a
positive relationship between freedom indices and terrorism and one found a negative relationship
(Enders et al., 2016). Regarding repression, Piazza (2017) found a positive relationship between
various kinds of repression (labour repression, religious repression, and repression against
minorities) and terrorism incidence. Similarly, in the context of transnational terrorism research (n =
6), the majority of studies did not exhibit any significant relationship (Bandyopadhyay and Younas,
2011; Berrebi and Ostwald, 2013; Enders and Hoover, 2012; Gaibulloev et al., 2017), while two
studies revealed a negative relationship, where civil liberties were related to a lower incidence of
terrorism (Enders et al., 2016; Krueger and Malečková, 2003). All in all, although general observation
may suggest the important role of freedom/repression in predicting terrorism, more specific analyses
are generally not supportive of the role of freedom but are supportive of repression. This might be
the consequence of different operationalisations of repression.
Abadie (2006) has argued that economic variables tend to lose their predictive importance when a
number of variables related to fractionalizations49 and freedom are included in the models. This
might be interpreted as meaning that in models where numerous economic variables are included,
civil rights and liberties may be less likely to emerge as important predictors (and at same time in
models where numerous civil rights and liberties variables are included, economic variables may be
less likely to emerge as important predictors). Since freedom and repression were most often
included in models as control variables, it is difficult to estimate their effectiveness in predicting
terrorism outside of these specific models or with different operationalisations. Thus, results so far
do not consistently confirm the relationship between freedom/repression and terrorism.
Of the seven studies which investigated the relationship between gender equality or women rights
and terrorism, only one (Freilich and Pridemore, 2005) failed to find any significant relationship.
According to Salman (2015) and Saiya, Zaihra and Fidler (2017), countries which pay more attention
to gender equality and women rights, in terms of female education, participation in parliament and
the labour force, generally tend to experience fewer terrorist attacks, both domestic and
transnational. These results are consistent with the ‘Hillary doctrine’; the claim that the source of
terrorism is related to gender inequality (Saiya et al., 2017), which was also confirmed by another
49

Indices for linguistic, ethnic, and religious fractionalization which reflects the probability that two
individuals chosen at random from the same country belong to different linguistic, ethnic, or religious groups.
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study (Asal et al., 2017). Although these findings were supported by two studies, which did not
differentiate between various types of radicalisation, Piazza (2017) has shown that women’s rights
(measured by abortion rates and female participation in the labour market), were related to a higher
incidence of right-wing terrorism in the USA, as well as Islamist attacks in Egypt (Jenkins et al., 2014).
Additionally, Salman (2015) found a positive relationship between support for female political rights
and both national and transnational terrorism. Taken together, these findings indicate the important
role of gender equality and women‘s rights in predicting terrorism and might suggest that improving
gender equality may indeed reduce terrorism rates, although such findings probably depend on
ideology and type of radical movement in question.
Among the selected studies, six investigated the relationship between physical integrity rights50
(operationalised by the CIRI variable51, aand terrorism. Three of these studies found a negative
relationship between this measure of respect for human rights and terrorism (Choi and Piazza,
2016b; Mascarenhas et al., 201452; Piazza, 2012) while the other three found a positive relationship
between terrorism and abuse of physical integrity rights (Choi and Piazza, 2016a; Piazza, 2016, 2017).
This finding was consistent regardless of whether terrorism was observed as a single construct (n = 3)
or on a domestic (n = 3) or transnational (n = 1) level. Thus, abuse of human rights might be one of
the strongest potential drivers of terrorism. This finding is in line with other studies which found that
more effective remediation policies (Piazza, 2011), redistribution (Krieger and Meierrieks, 2016) and
spending on welfare (Burgoon, 2006) were related to lower terrorism rates.
Figure 5 depicts all the findings discussed above regarding social/political inequality indicators and
their relationship with terrorism.

50

Measures government respect for the freedoms from torture, extrajudicial killing, political imprisonment, and
disappearance.
51
Cingranelli and Richardson, 2010, as cited in Choi and Piazza, 2016a, 2016b and others
52
Authors found the relationship both at the domestic and transnational level.
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Figure 5. Distribution of terrorism studies with respect to consistency and direction of established
relationship between social/political inequality indicators and type of terrorism (general, domestic
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Islamist and far-right terrorism

A minority of analysed studies focused on a specific ideological type of terrorism: Islamist (n = 5),
religious more generally (n = 4), separatist (n = 3) or right-wing (n = 6). Three studies investigated the
determinants of multiple terrorism types (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Kis-Katos et al., 2014; Nemeth,
2014).
In terms of religious and Islamist radicalisation, Fitzpatrick and associates (2017) reported that
participation in al-Qaida associated movements (AQAM) could be predicted by a lower percentage of
the population with high-school diplomas, a higher percentage of citizens living in poverty and a
more urbanised environment in a community. Benmelech et al. (2012) investigated Islamist terrorism
in Israel and found that higher unemployment rates (especially group-specific) and lower income
inequality (in terms of lower interpersonal income variability) were predictors of Islamist suicide
bombing. Further, higher income inequality and group-specific unemployment rates were significant
predictors of suicide terrorism in general. However, Nemeth (2014) failed to reveal any relationship
between religious terrorism and per capita GDP or democracy. In terms of Islamist terrorist attacks in
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general, Jenkins et al. (2014) did not confirm unemployment and interregional inequality as
significant multivariable predictors (over and above a positive relationship between moral economy,
measured by contraceptive prevalence rate and higher child mortality). Moreover, Benmelech et al.
(2012) suggested that determinants of attacks could be terrorist group-specific. For example, higher
unemployment and income inequality predicted Hamas attacks, lower unemployment and income
inequality predicted Palestinian Islamist Jihad attacks, while lower unemployment and higher income
inequality predicted Fatah attacks. Such a pattern revealed an important finding; although macro
level factors may be useful in predicting the incidence of terrorism, their importance seemed to
depend on a concrete group, indicating that general terrorism research, even when differentiated
into domestic and transnational terrorism, suffered from disturbance stemming from comparisons of
‘apples and oranges’. In line with this, Kis-Katos et al. (2014) found that the potential drivers of
Islamist domestic terrorism may be greater democracy (2nd, 3rd and 4th quartile of the Polity variable)
and urbanisation, while a significant positive relationship between the 3rd quartile of per capita GDP
(compared to 1st quartile) indicated a potential quadratic trend between the observed phenomena.
However, none of these trends were confirmed by Nemeth (2014). In terms of international
terrorism targets, the same authors found that countries with a higher per capita GDP were generally
more democratic and urbanised and were more likely to experience Islamist terrorist incidents.
Similar findings were revealed in analyses of religious terrorism generally, although this was slightly
more dependent on per capita GDP (Kis-Katos et al., 2014).
Studies that focused on right-wing radicalisation refer to the USA or cross-country context.
Fitzpatrick et al. (2017) found that far-right terrorists in the USA often come from communities that
were more urbanised with a higher percentage of high-school graduates and higher levels of poverty.
Similarly, Freilich and Pridemore (2005) found a significant positive bivariate relationship between
poverty, disorganisation, job loss (and proportion of right-wing males) and a number of militia
groups. However, multivariable analyses confirmed that only job loss and disorganisation, but not
poverty (and proportion of white males) were significant determinants. Kis-Katos et al. (2014)
revealed a positive linear relationship between per capita GDP and far-right terrorism, and a
quadratic-looking trend between democracy and far-right terrorism. However, Nemeth (2014) failed
to find any relationship between right-wing terrorism and per capita GDP while the curve between
democracy and terrorism had an inverse shape. Instead of most attacks being attributed to
anocracies (Kis-Katos et al., 2014), Nemeth (2014) found that anocracies have a lower rate of attacks
than democracies and autocracies. A possible source of this inconsistency may lie in the source of
data, as the authors used different versions of the same database, with different time-spans and
methodological approaches to operationalise both predictors and domestic terrorism. Piazza (2017)
did not establish a significant multivariable relationship between economic variables (federal tax
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income, income inequality, unemployment rate) and right-wing terrorism in the USA (after women’s
rights and abortion rates were included in the model). Similarly, Adamczyk et al. (2014) found that
poverty was not predictive for far-right radicalisation when the measure of prevalence of hate groups
was included into the analyses. However, as noted by Adamczyk et al. (2014) the real significance of
economic inequality in explaining far-right terrorism in the USA might be underestimated since
multivariable analyses on the USA data also included the population size of counties (when more
populous counties were generally also richer and more urbanised).
Three studies that specifically focused on separatist terrorism explored its relationship with
interregional inequality (Derin-Güre and Elveren, 2014) or with GDP (Derin-Güre, 2011; Kis-Katos et
al., 2015). Two of them found no relationship between interregional inequality or per capita GDP and
separatist terrorism in Turkey (Derin-Güre, 2011a; Derin-Güre and Elveren, 2014). The other study,
based on cross-country data, revealed a positive, but non-linear relationship between per capita GDP
(and democracy) and separatist terrorism (Kis-Katos et al., 2014).

3.3 Where, when and how is inequality related to radicalisation?
Only a few of the studies analysed in this review directly explored whether the inequalityradicalisation relationship is conditional on additional individual or contextual factors. Thus, studies
that specifically investigated where and when inequality was related to radicalisation or terrorism
remain rare.

The inconsistency of existing results regarding whether inequality is related to

radicalisation detailed in this report, however, demonstrates the necessity of more targeted and
specific explorations of a complex relationship.
In this final section of findings, we present the results of those studies that do suggest the possible
importance of combined effect (interactions) of two specific inequality indicators or suggest that the
inequality-radicalisation relationship may be conditional on some other individual or contextual
(macro) factor.
In the context of the inequality-radicalisation relationship, findings which suggest combined
(interactive) relationships between poverty and educational level on radicalisation are especially
relevant. For example, Kavanagh’s (2011) study revealed that poverty increases the likelihood of
participation in Hezbollah, but only for those who have at least a high school education. In other
words, although findings on the relationship between participation in Hezbollah and poverty alone
indicate no relationship between poverty and the probability of participation in Hezbollah, poverty
seems to be a positive predictor of participation in Hezbollah for highly educated individuals. In the
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Pakistani context, Saeed and Syed (2016) also indicated the importance of this combination between
poverty and education, but at a social (district) level. Namely, districts with a higher poverty and
lower education level have more Pakistani terrorists. Thus, in contrast to participation in Hezbollah,
which was more likely for more educated and poor individuals, Pakistani terrorists were more
frequently from districts characterised by higher poverty and lower education levels. However, in
another study in the Pakistani context (Fair, 2007), it was suggested that Islamist militants were
better educated, but more frequently unemployed than the average Pakistani in a general,
comparable population. In the context of support for terrorism, survey findings by Chiozza (2009)
also indicated the possible importance of combinations of poverty/income, education and a concrete
country: in Jordan, support for suicide bombing was more likely among participats living in poverty,
middle class and more educated participants, while in Lebanon more support was characteristic
among less educated people living in poverty, residing in areas where Hezbollah is strongest
(Chiozza, 2009). In this context, findings about the education-terrorism relationship at the social level
are also relevant. For example, studies demonstrated that lower education levels were a positive
predictor of terrorist attacks in less wealthy countries, while tertiary education in wealthier countries
was related to lower incidence of attacks (Brockhoff et al., 2015; Elbakidze et al., 2015).
In summary, these results provide indirect support for the importance of inequality since higher
education seems to be related more frequently to radicalisation/terrorism in contexts where
educated individuals do not have the opportunity to reach their full potential, regardless of whether
this is individual or macro level poverty or lower economic development. Additionally, Nasir et al.
(2011) found that repression had a moderating role on the relationship between literacy and
terrorism, indicating that literate adults compared to illiterate adults, were more prone to terrorism
when being repressed, which they explained in terms of being more aware of their rights.
Some findings also indicated that the poverty-radicalisation relationship could depend on other
macro characteristics such as urban residence/context or violence level. Survey findings (Mousseau,
2011) revealed that poverty is positively related to Islamist radicalisation (support for Islamist
terrorism) especially among the urban population. Additionally, Blair et al. (2013) confirmed a
significant interaction between individual level inequality and community level violence. Namely, a
negative relationship between poverty (low individual level income) and support for violent groups
was much stronger in urban areas that had experienced violence (in the year before the data
collection) in comparison to other areas. This indicates that the presence of violence caused by
militant organisations is an important contextual factor that changes (moderates) the strength of the
relationship between individual-level poverty and support for violent groups. Moreover, Fair et al.
(2016) experimentally confirmed that the perceived level of violence increases the negative
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relationship between perceived individual poverty and radicalisation (support for militant groups was
lowest among those who were induced to feel poor and simultaneously induced to perceive Pakistan
to be a relatively violent country). Additionally, these findings could be potentially relevant for
explaining the previously mentioned interactive relationship between poverty and urban context
(Mousseau, 2011), since violence could be more concentrated in urban areas.
Within the studies that analysed the macro determinants of terrorism, some demonstrated that the
relationship between economic development (operationalised by per capita GDP) and terrorism
might also depend on additional inequality or other contextual factors. For instance, Ghatak and
Gold (2017) demonstrated that per capita GDP interacts with the percentage of excluded population
in predicting terrorism; only in countries with a high per capita GDP did the rate of an excluded
population relate to the rising number of terrorist attacks, while no relationship between an
excluded population and terrorism was found in countries with a low per capita GDP. Moreover,
Ghatak et al. (2017) demonstrated that a politically excluded population also changes (moderates)
the relationship between democracy and terrorism – democracy becomes a positive predictor of
terrorism only in the context of a larger segment of the population being politically excluded.
However, democracy was not related to the incidence of terrorism when there was no political
exclusion. There have been some indications that the relationship between GDP and terrorism
depends on the type of government - democratic or autocratic - (Nemeth et al., 2014; Piazza, 2013)
or that the relationship might vary (be either positive or negative) in a low or high income group of
countries (Enders and Hoover, 2012). Democracy also interacted with heterogeneity costs
(operationalised by combining the heterogeneity index of a country and economic discrimination);
higher heterogeneity and weakly institutionalised democracy were related to higher rates of
terrorism than autocracies and completely developed democracies (Ghatak, 2016a), indicating a nonlinear trend. Moreover, Brockhoff and associates (2015) found that a more democratic government
was related to a higher incidence of domestic terrorism in less developed countries but experienced
a lower incidence of domestic attacks in more developed countries. Further, Ghatak (2016b)
demonstrated that a quadratic trend between the rate of excluded population and terrorism
incidence can be observed in weak democracies, unlike in other types of government. Similarly, Choi
and Piazza (2016a) suggested the relevance of both political rights and political discrimination in
predicting terrorism.
Within the context of studies investigating the inequality-radicalisation relationship at an individual
level, it is worth mentioning the study by Perliger et al. (2016). These findings suggested that
socioeconomic attributes were correlated with different functions and characteristics of members of
the Islamist terrorist network. Thus, the relationship between inequality and radicalisation at an
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individual level could depend on the roles and responsibilities of members of various (Islamist)
terrorist networks. For example, while unemployment is more characteristic for individuals involved
in the execution of violence, employment is more characteristic for individuals with a higher formal
organisational status.
Findings based on cross-sectional survey results also have been interpreted as indicating that
determinants of radicalisation could depend on different contextual factors. For example, different
findings regarding the determinants of radicalisation evident in separate analyses of various
radicalisation measures or data from different countries (e.g. Shafiq and Sinno, 2010; Chiozza, 2009)
are sometimes interpreted (Blair et al., 2013) as indicative that the relationships between income
and education vary across countries and targets of suicide attacks. However, inconsistent findings
with different radicalisation measures and analyses conducted separately on different countries
could be consequences of suboptimal operationalisation of radicalisation and/or applied data
analyses. Thus, considering the methodological shortcomings of studies, these results can be
regarded as no more than weak indications (see Section 3.4).
In the context of this review, an especially important question is does the inequality relationship
differ between Islamist and far-right radicalisation? Unfortunately, such comparative studies are
quite rare among the analysed studies. In the group of studies based on cross-sectional survey
research, there are two almost identical studies among Dutch youth related to Islamist radicalisation
and to right-wing radicalisation (Doosje et al., 2012; 2013). Among the reviewed studies at the macro
level, there were only three comparatively investigated determinants of Islamist (and religious) and
far-right terrorism (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Kis-Katos et al., 2014; Nemeth, 2014).
Interestingly, both types of studies indicated positive relationships between inequality variables and
Islamist and right-wing terrorism; studies by Doosje et al. (2012; 2013) indicated a positive
relationship between perceived inequality and Islamist and far-right radicalisation and the study by
Fitzpatrick et al. (2017) indicated a positive relationship between macro level inequality (lower
percentage of the population with a high-school diploma, higher percentage of poor citizens) and
participation in ‘Al-Qaida associated movements’ and far-right radicalisation (number of far-right
terrorists). However, some of the terrorism studies literature established differences regarding
inequality and terrorism for Islamist and far-right terrorism. Regarding political inequality indicators,
Nemeth (2014), for example, found a different relationship between anocracy and far-right or
religious terrorism; lower rates of far-right, but not religious, terrorism were found to be present in
such political systems. Furthermore, Kis-Katos et al., (2014) showed that lower rates of right-wing
terrorism were characteristic for the least and the most democratic countries compared to
anocracies. However, in the case of Islamist terrorism the lowest incidence rates were more
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characteristic for autocracies, while anocracies and fully developed democracies had higher attack
incidence rates.
Regarding the question of how inequality is related to radicalisation, only a small number of
analysed studies enable findings that are relevant to this question by indicating possible mediators
or mechanisms, which could explain the relationship between some of the inequality measures and
radicalisation. In relation to the analysed surveys, these are studies which used more advanced
statistical procedures such as structural modelling. They confirmed primarily an indirect relationship
between perceived inequality variables on own violent intentions through different radical beliefs or
group emotions (e.g. Doosje et al., 2012; 2013; Tausch et al., 2011).
At the macro-level, two studies investigated possible explanations for the established relationship
between terrorism and some of its determinants more specifically. However, they did not explain the
relationship between inequality and terrorism but suggest that socio-political inequality e.g. respect
for physical integrity rights could at least partially explain the relationship between other factors and
terrorism (a country’s natural resources and wealth and terrorism, Piazza, 2016; and number of
internally displaced populations in a country and rate of suicide terrorism, Choi and Piazza, 2016b)53.

3.4 Methodological limitations and shortcomings of analysed studies
In this section, we primarily focus on the methodological limitations and shortcomings of the
reviewed studies. However, since the measurement and methodological aspects of these studies are
interconnected with theory and clear conceptualisations, some more theoretical and conceptual
issues will be noted.
One of the main methodological shortcomings of the analysed studies relates to the
conceptualisation and operationalisation of radicalisation and inequality. Although appropriate
operationalisation is essential for valid and usable results, operationalising inequality as well as
radicalisation/terrorism are substantial tasks, which many authors only partially completed. In other
words, the majority of analysed studies fail to consider the complexities of both radicalisation and
inequalities as phenomena.

53

In particular, Piazza’s (2016) results indicate that the exploitation of oil is associated with a worsening of physical
integrity rights and that these are abuses that can lead to popular grievances, which help fuel terrorist campaigns. Choi and
Piazza (2016b) also find that the level of internally displaced populations in countries worsens the human rights picture,
thereby increasing suicide terrorism.
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Regarding the operationalisation of radicalisation, since radicalisation represents a process it could
be supposed that different points or phases of the radicalisation process could have different
determinants. Similarly, in the context of terrorism studies, it was demonstrated that initiation and
continuation of terrorism could have different determinants (Ash, 2016). However, in the context of
cross-sectional survey research, existing studies focused almost exclusively on measuring attitudes
which imply support for terrorism, violence and terrorist organisations. Only a small number of
studies used different radicalisation measures that might be considered as the operationalisation of
different points of the radicalisation process (e.g. Doosje et al., 2012; 2013; Deckard and Jacobson,
2015). Besides, studies (based on surveys as well as those investigating individual or macro
determinants of terrorism) usually only used one type of radicalisation or terrorism measure,
although both phenomena are complex and could be differentiated reagarding several criteria.
A particular problem was that a relatively large proportion of survey data on the inequalityradicalisation relationship was based on one-item radicalisation measures, which are generally less
reliable (that is, they are accompanied by higher measurement error). Moreover, almost all survey
research based on Pew studies use a one-item measure of support for terrorism at least as one of the
dependent variables ‘Support for suicide and violence against civilians to defend Islam54‘. However,
this operationalisation is not only based on one item, but it is a double-barrelled question. Namely,
as de Mesquita (2007: 43) warned, and Berger (2014) re-emphasised, the ‘particular wording of this
question makes it impossible to gauge whether respondents are indicating their support for the
legitimacy of ‘violence against civilians’, the tactic of ‘suicide bombings’ or the need to ‘defend Islam
from its enemies’.
Moreover, all attitudes relevant in the context of radicalisations, such as sympathy for a terrorist
group or support for violence or suicide bombings, are probably multidimensional and represent
some continuum. However, in the majority of studies, especially those based on public opinion data,
these attitudes were operationalised by single-item measures and responses were only coded as
support or not support (binary responses). However, such single-item measures cannot capture the
multidimensionality of investigated attitudes, while the binary responses cannot adequately
represent attitudinal continuums. These limitations are not unknown to researchers as some of them
explicitly identified these limitations in their studies. However, although authors themselves
(although not always) explicitly mention the limitations of the data sets used and operationalisation
of relevant variables, these findings are frequently treated and cited as robust findings in the
54

‘Some people think that suicide bombing and other forms of violence against civilian targets are justified to defend Islam
from its enemies. Other people believe that, no matter what the reason, this kind of violence is never justified. Do you
personally feel that this kind of violence is often justified to defend Islam, sometimes justified, rarely justified, or never
justified?’
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literature. In addition, even if radicalisation was measured by multiple questions, total or aggregate
results on these questions were sometimes used without empirical evidence (through factor analysis)
that all questions could be aggregated and that such an aggregate total result is reliable. Besides,
studies based on survey research, even at the level of limitations, rarely discussed the potential bias
in survey responses regarding support for specific militant/terrorist groups, for example. Of the
analysed survey research, only two studies (Blair et al., 2013; Fair et al., 2016) applied a more
advanced approach to lower the risk of socially desirable answers to such questions. In these studies,
respondents were not asked to explicitly and directly divulge their beliefs about militants but were
asked about some policies attributed to those groups.
Based on the review findings, it is strongly recommended that measures used as operationalisations
of cognitive radicalisation (attitudes) should be improved.
Regarding terrorism research, the most common form of underspecification is the treatment of
domestic and transnational terrorism as a single phenomenon, despite the existing findings that
drivers of domestic terrorism were not necessarily related to transnational terrorism (e.g.
Bandyopadhyay and Younas, 2011, Enders et al., 2016). Moreover, Ash (2016) also showed that
initiation and continuation of terrorism have different predictors, indicating the complexity of the
observed phenomena and potential biases that reflect its underspecification. Another important step
in the operationalisation of terrorism is consideration of its ideological background, since terrorism
fuelled by different ideologies also appears to have different correlates (e.g. Fitzpatrick et al., 2017;
Kis-Katos et al., 2014; Nemeth, 2014). This was also shown for different Palestinian factions involved
in suicide terrorism (Benmelech et al., 2012). Another point in case represent the radical activities
that failed to meet all the criteria to be classified as terrorist acts (e.g. threats were made but no
massacre occurred, or attempts failed) and, therefore, were omitted from analyses. Another source
of underspecification is related to the time perspective or the fact that terrorism is a dynamic
phenomenon and consequently that the terrorism-inequality relationship may change over time.
Thus, the temporal dimension regarding terrorism is most frequently ignored, although some studies
(e.g., Enders et al., 2016) showed that variables that were predictive for terrorism before 1990 were
not necessarily predictive for terrorism after that year, indicating another potential source of
disturbance in the data. For example, Adamcyzk et al. (2014) found a bivariate relationship between
poverty and presence of far-right motivated homicide attack at the level of USA counties for one
period analysed (the 1990s), but not for another (the 2000s). Although multivariable analyses did not
confirm an independent relationship between poverty in both analysed periods, this result indicated
that correlates of radicalisation and terrorism could be different in different time periods since
radicalisation and terrorism and their courses are not static, but dynamic.
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Further, although databases used in the reviewed studies were based on different methodologies of
data collection and definitions of terrorist attacks, they are in the majority of cases comparable
(Enders, Sanders and Gaibulloev, 2011). However, as Bauer et al. (2017) discussed, unattributed
attacks may be a source of bias in the data. For instance, 95 per cent of the attacks listed in GTD and
65 per cent of attacks listed in the RDWTI were unclaimed, indicating that the perpetrators and
motives behind their actions remained unrevealed (Bauer et al., 2017). Therefore, it is questionable if
the available data that is usually included into analyses adequately represents the whole sample of
data. Moreover, despite the relevance of including multiple databases into the operationalisation of
terrorism to obtain more robust results, studies in most cases rely on a single data source for
terrorism operationalisation.
Considering the complexities of radicalisation and terrorism as phenomena, it is hard to expect that
any measure will be free from flaws. However, application of several measures in a study could bring
many benefits for future research.
The operationalisations of inequality are another limitation, especially within cross-sectional survey
studies. Empirical investigations on the role of inequalities in radicalisation and terrorism are still not
fully developed. In this sense, some advancement in terms of more result consistency could be
achieved with more nuanced conceptualisations and measurement of inequality. To understand the
inequality-radicalisation/terrorism relationship at a conceptual level, as well as to conduct more
methodologically sound research, much could be learned from literature focused on other more or
less directly related topics such as civil war, interethnic conflicts, receptivity to rebellion or political
violence in general and collective movement studies. Additionally, in operationalising inequality
some authors use a lagged version of inequality indicators (by using inequality data from the
previous year or period) in exploring the relationship with terrorism (e.g. Campos and Gassebner,
2013; Yildirim and Ocal, 2013), while others do not. The logic underlying the application of such
lagged variables is that a certain time is needed for (un)favourable circumstances to foster the
development of terrorist organisations and planning of attacks. In addition, this was applied as a
method to avoid reverse causality – since terrorism may be caused by economic and social
disturbances but may also serve as a source of such disturbances. Most of the authors who used lag
variables, used data with one-year discrepancy between inequality indicators and terrorism.
However, not all the variables were lagged and the choice of a lag interval seemed to be based on
intuition and judgement (i.e. the researchers were focused on avoiding reverse causality rather than
attempting to evaluate prolonged changes that occurred prior to the terrorist attack) rather than
some empirical rationale, which renders the use of their application questionable.
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Regarding the possible improvement of data analyses, the majority of studies apply some
multivariable regression analyses; most frequently logistic or binomial regression. Only a few of the
analysed cross-sectional survey studies applied a more advanced statistical procedure such as
structural modelling (Hoyle, 1995). More advanced statistical approaches are even more essential
given the imperfection of measures in existing surveys. Besides, none of the analysed studies applied
multilevel modelling, that is a more advanced type of analysis, especially appropriate in investigating
the determinants of terrorism or radicalisation at different levels and terrorism data from different
years (see Jonson, 2016).
Additional limitations regarding data analyses refer to the number of variables investigated in the
same study, as well as the number of different models applied within a study. Of all the analysed
studies focused on investigating macro determinants of terrorism, only eight tested models with
variables of interest that have less than three predictors or demonstrated their bivariate
relationships (Akyuz and Armstrong, 2011; Caruso and Schneider, 2011, 2013; Enders and Hoover,
2012; Enders et al., 2016; Estes and Sirgy, 2014; Ezcurra and Palacios, 2016; Yin, 2017). Moreover,
analysed studies in general incorporated multiple regression models with multiple predictors (up to
20 per model!). The real number of conducted analyses remains unknown as some authors (e.g. Bove
and Bohmelt, 2016; Piazza, 2016) mention additional analyses conducted, but not presented due to
reportedly high similarity with the presented analyses. Although testing different models contributes
to the validity of the results, a higher number of analyses raises the probability of confirming a
relationship when it does not exist (e.g. Field, 2013; Howell, 2009). Thus, some inconsistent results
could be merely consequences of testing many models and potential determinants of terrorism. The
methodological quality of terrorism research was described in similar terms in an earlier systematic
review (Scarcella, Page and Furtado, 2016). It should also be noted that, despite using very large
samples (over 1000 in cross survey research or ‘big data’ samples in the case of macro determinants
of terrorism), authors frequently interpreted as important findings those relationships which are
significant at the 0.05 level or even at the 0.10.
Incomplete reporting is an additional limitation that applies to most of the analysed studies (in
survey and terrorism macro groups). This relates to at least some element of the study methodology:
description of inequality or radicalisation variables; and/or incomplete and inadequate reporting of
study findings. Although these limitations may seem trivial, they are important since this hampers an
assessment of a study’s strengths and weaknesses as well as its generalisability. As a result, these
limitations hinder valid interpretations of results. A common characteristic of studies based on
survey research as well as studies investigating macro determinants of terrorism is not to present
bivariate relationships among all variables included in the multivariable analyses but only to show
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complex final models. However, with findings based on multivariable analyses only (without data on
bivariate correlations among all the investigated variables being made available) it is hard to say if a
particular inequality indicator is, or is not, related to the radicalisation measure. It is possible that it
just does not have a significant multivariable effect because of its correlation with other included
predictor variables or it has multivariable effect only because of these intercorrelations (which act as
a suppressor). For example, Fair et al. (2017a), investigated three inequality indicators (education,
income and perceived personal economic situation) and confirmed a multivariable relationship
between education and perceived personal economic situations and support for suicide bombing but
not a multivariate relationship between income and support for suicide bombing. Further, income is
also possibly related to a radicalisation measure at the bivariate level, but this relationship is
confounded by the perceived economic situation variable in the multivariable analysis. Thus,
multivariable analysis results cannot be properly interpreted without considering the bivariate
relationship across all variables included in the model.
It appears that authors of the reviewed studies sometimes interpret the direction of an established
inequality variable’s multivariable effect based on the direction (sign) of the regression coefficient
only. However, significance as well as direction of established multivariable effects depends on
original bivariate correlations. Thus, although multivariable models provide useful information on the
relationships between the two variables in the context of other variables, absence of predictive
importance of a specific (inequality) variable in one model does not mean it would be insignificant in
another model. However, this trade-off is also related to an important scientific benefit. A positive
outcome of such praxis is higher generalisability of results if similar patterns of significance can be
observed in models with different types of other included variables as predictors. Despite this
important benefit, showing the bivariate relationship between all variables could provide additional
useful information on the relationship between inequality and radicalisation/terrorism, as well as
insights into possible mediator variables or some unwanted consequences in the statistical models,
like suppression (MacKinnon et al., 2000).
Multiple statistical procedures, as well as multiple models and multiple operationalisations
previously discussed, contribute to robustness of results. However, only a small number of studies
employ multiple procedures. As already noted, within the analysed studies (cross-sectional surveys
as well as studies investigating macro-level determinants of terrorism) the majority of studies only
explore linear relationships between inequality variables and radicalisation.
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4. CONCLUSIONS
The aim of this review was to enhance understanding of the role of inequality in radicalisation. To do
so we looked to the published evidence base to answer the question is inequality associated with
radicalisation?
The conclusion we draw from existing data is that inequality, especially socio-political inequality, is
most probably related to radicalisation.
We also asked, if there is an association between inequality and radicalisation, how (positively or
negatively), when and where is that association manifested, and what explains it?
Answering these questions, we found, depends on:
•

whether we are interested in the relationship between inequality and radicalisation at an
individual level or inequality and terrorism at a social level;

•

the concrete type, dimensions and indicators of inequality we are concerned with
(economic or social-political, objective or subjective inequality);

•

context (socio-political, demographic, geographical; predominantly Muslim countries,
USA, Western Europe);

•

the point in the radicalisation process we are interested in (cognitive radicalisation,
behavioural radicalisation).

In summarising the findings of the review, these
contingent factors must be taken into account
and lead us to conclude also that the complexity
of the inequality-radicalisation relationship and
the limitations of the evidence base mean all
conclusions must remain provisional.

Is economic inequality related to radicalisation and terrorism?
Objective economic inequality at the individual level is most frequently investigated using data about
educational level, individual income or poverty and, less frequently, drawing on individual
employment status or social class.
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Findings in the context of predominantly Muslim countries did not support any firm conclusion on a
relationship between objective economic inequality indicators such as education or income and
poverty and cognitive radicalisation. In some studies, those who were less educated showed more
support for radicalised attitudes (e.g. support for suicide bombing or confidence in bin Laden). In
other studies or countries, such support is more likely to be found among those who are more
educated. In some cases, even in the same study,
education

was

related

differently

to

various

radicalised beliefs (e.g. lower education was related
to more support for Islamic law, while higher
education was related to more support for violent
jihad). Thus, regarding Islamist radicalisation in
predominantly Muslim countries, the relationship
between individual education, income and poverty
and radicalisation probably depends on a combination
of characteristics (for example, a combination of
higher education and poverty) or on specific
contextual factors (e.g. the country concerned or the
presence of poverty or violence in a particular area). In contrast, studies of behavioural
radicalisation, although not completely consistent, indicate that participation in an Islamist terrorist
group is more likely for more educated individuals. However, some of these findings also indicate
that this kind of positive relation between education and individual terrorism could depend on other
individual factors such as the role of the individual in the terrorist group, whether or not they directly
participate in violence, type of violence and contextual characteristics such as poverty at an
individual and district level.
In the context of Western European countries, data generally suggest that Islamist radicalisation is
more likely among those who are less educated and of a lower economic status. This constitutes a
positive relationship between individual economic inequality and cognitive and behavioural
radicalisation. However, the number of relevant analysed studies is relatively small and they are
characterised by a number of limitations (see Section 3.4.). Considering the USA context, the small
number of analysed cross-sectional studies and absence of analysed studies on the characteristics of
individual terrorists meant no conclusion could be drawn about the relationship between individual
economic inequality and Islamist cognitive or behavioural radicalisation.
At the social level, in relation to the inequality-terrorism relationship, economic inequality was
investigated by indicators related to poverty and income inequality as well as various indicators
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related to the country’s economic development (e.g. per capita GDP, HDI, adult literacy and
education level, unemployment rates).
Economic inequality indicators related to the country’s economic development have shown an
inconsistent pattern of relationships with the incidence of terrorism. In the case of domestic and
transnational terrorism, there is an inconsistent tendency for a higher per capita GDP to be related to
a higher incidence of attacks. However, more advanced studies indicate that countries with a low and
those with a high per capita GDP tend to have lower incidence of terrorism than countries with an
average per capita GDP (suggesting a negative squared relationship, instead of a positive linear
relationship). Regarding unemployment and education, results generally confirm the importance of
inequality since the probability of general terrorist attacks is higher for countries with higher
unemployment rates and lower education rates. Findings regarding other economic development
indicators (HDI and adult literacy) were inconsistent and do not support any valid conclusion.
Moreover, the robustness of this conclusion regarding economic inequality may be questionable due
to the scarcity of empirical findings.
The relationship between economic inequality indicators such as poverty and income inequality and
terrorism also seem to be inconsistent. There are
two exceptions: greater poverty is consistently
related to a higher incidence of transnational
terrorism; and higher interregional inequality
appears to be related to a higher incidence of
domestic terrorism. Interpersonal inequality did
not feature in a consistent relationship with any
kind of terrorism. Generally, available literature on
these variables is scarce and the tendency was to
test only linear relationships, despite some
evidence on non-linear trends.
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Subjective economic inequality is less frequently investigated than objective economic inequality
as a determinant of Islamist cognitive radicalisation. When investigated within survey research (in
the context of predominantly Muslim countries or Western European countries) it was based on
indicators such as income dissatisfaction, perceived individual poverty or unemployment worry,
personal or family economic status or perceived
economic situation or prospects for country/area.
Review findings suggest that in predominantly
Muslim countries perceived economic inequality is
not related to cognitive Islamist radicalisation,
although the results are not completely consistent.
Moreover, one experimental study (in the Pakistani
context) demonstrates that perceived individual
poverty lowers the likelihood of cognitive Islamist
radicalisation (negative causal relation) especially in
combination with the perception of a high level of
violence in the country. In Western European
countries, only two of the analysed studies investigated subjective economic inequality
(unemployment worry, perceived family economic status) and showed inconsistent results. Thus,
they not enable any valid conclusion about the relationship between perceived economic inequality
and cognitive radicalisation.

Is socio-political inequality related to radicalisation and terrorism?
At the individual level, findings about the
relationship between cognitive radicalisation and
perceived social inequality (like personal or group
deprivation, unfair treatment, discrimination and
injustice) are generally more consistent than they
are for economic inequality. Results suggest a
positive relationship between perceived social
inequality and cognitive radicalisation, regardless
of the ideological orientation of radicalisation
(Islamist or far-right) and context. More specifically, studies in predominantly Muslim countries
generally suggest a positive relationship between perceived social inequality and Islamist
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radicalisation. Similarly, findings in Western European countries (although not completely consistent
in the case of perceived discrimination as an indicator of social inequality) also indicate the
importance of perceived injustice as a potential facilitator of cognitive Islamist radicalisation in the
European context. Regarding far-right radicalisation, although the number of analysed studies is
small, their findings also point to a positive relationship between perceived social inequality and
cognitive radicalisation in the Western European context.
The positive relationship between perceived social inequality and Islamist or far-right radicalisation
is probably indirect. In other words, it is mediated by a different social psychological process related
to more general social and ideological attitudes. However, it should be noted that perceived injustice
is confirmed as a potential motivator of political or collective action in general in the social science
literature. Thus, future studies could further clarify the potential importance of perceived injustice in
the context of the differentiation of radicalisation from other forms of political and collective action.
At a social or macro level, in the case of analysed terrorism studies, socio-political inequality was
investigated through indicators such as democracy, respect for physical integrity rights, gender
equality or level of repression.
In the case of repression and respect for physical integrity rights, studies consistently indicate that a
higher incidence of terrorism is more characteristic for countries with a higher level of repression (in
the case of general or domestic terrorism - there is no similar research on transnational terrorism)
and a lower respect for physical integrity rights. However, the number of these studies was small. In
contrast, the more frequently studied relationship between level of democracy and terrorism yielded
inconsistent results. It appears that a higher level of democracy is related to a higher incidence of
domestic and transnational terrorist attacks. However, studies also indicate that the relationship
between democracy and terrorism is probably not linear; there is a higher incidence of terrorism in
countries with a medium level of democracy. Findings regarding respect for civil rights and liberties
are inconsistent. Concerning gender equality, results show some evidence that a higher level of
gender equality generally is related to lower terrorism incidence at a general and transnational level,
but not at a domestic level (probably due to a
higher incidence of Islamist and right-wing
attacks in countries with higher levels of
respect for women’s rights).
Variables related to social and political rights
(democracy and repression, education and
adult literacy, civil rights and liberties, physical
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integrity rights, women's rights) were considered as another potential source of terrorism.
Suppression and abuse of rights (civil rights and liberties, physical integrity rights, women's rights)
appear to be related to higher terrorism rates. However, terrorism rates were found to be higher in
anocracies and weak democracies than in both developed democracies and autocracies; this suggests
a potentially non-linear relationship between democracy and terrorism.

Limitations
The inconsistencies identified in the findings of studies on the relationship between particular
indicators of inequality and racialisation/terrorism are, partially, a result of the complexity of the
inequality-radicalisation relationship and its dependence on a number of additional individual or
contextual factors. However, inconsistency in findings is also partially attributable to the
methodological shortcomings of existing studies. Thus, even where consistent relationships have
been identified in this review, the methodological issues noted in the course of this report may
nevertheless undermine the validity of results. This suggests the need for more advanced,
sophisticated and nuanced research in the future.
A key limitation of existing studies of cognitive radicalisation at the individual level is the almost
complete absence of experimental and longitudinal studies. These studies also often lack a clear,
theoretically-formulated research question and draw on public opinion data without adequate
operationalisations of radicalisation or inequality. Studies investigating the inequality-radicalisation
relationship based on characteristics of terrorists or radicalised individuals suffer from a lack of
complete or reliable data on the radicalised individuals studied and an inability to differentiate
between the importance of individual and district level characteristics. Researchers working in the
field of terrorism studies often failed to differentiate between forms of terrorism in their research
design or distinguished only between domestic and transnational terrorism when it has been shown
that predictors vary, also, according to the ideological orientation of terrorist groups. There is
evidence, therefore, that macro-level predictors of terrorism may not be as useful in predicting
attacks of specific terrorist groups as they are in predicting domestic or transnational terrorism in
general.
The small number of studies of ideologically differentiated terrorism renders it impossible to gather
robust evidence on the relationship between inequality indicators and specific ideological forms of
terrorism. This may be explained by the databases used in these studies, which do not include all
terrorist incidents and often do not provide the data necessary to conduct more specific analyses.
Moreover, in the majority of studies a single operationalisation of terrorism was used. Most
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frequently this was number of attacks, which excludes a range of important terrorist group activities
such as recruitment of new members, number of victims or number of thwarted attacks.
There is a particularly urgent need for further research into potential combined effects (interactions)
between inequality indicators and other individual or social characteristics or contextual variables.
Future research should more systematically investigate models which combine a number of
inequality indicators such as education and poverty at an individual level or income inequality and
type of government at the social level. Although such models are unlikely to be able to identify the
exact sources of radicalisation and terrorism, such new insights could bring radicalisation and
terrorism research a step closer to achieving that goal.
Finally, rather than using numerous control variables to observe more precisely the relationship
between inequality and radicalisation, future research should focus on highlighting bivariate
relationships, as they show how useful a certain inequality indicator is per se in explaining
radicalisation; this could contribute to an understanding of potential statistical explanations for some
of the inconsistent findings.
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS
Policy
Findings of this review indicate that reducing socio-political inequality could be even more important
for preventing radicalisation than reducing economic inequality.
Countries that are less repressive towards individual rights tend to have lower terrorism rates.
Similarly, individuals who do not perceive their own or group position as discriminated or treated
unjustly are less likely to support radicalised attitudes. It follows, assuming a causal relationship, that
improving the rights of citizens, including those that are marginalised or excluded, could reduce
radicalisation and terrorism.
Moreover,

since

inequality

indicators

related

to

individual rights and perceived inequality or injustice
(indicators of socio-political inequality) tend to be more
consistently related to radicalisation and terrorism than
economic inequality indicators, this suggests that
objective and subjective socio-political inequality may
have a greater impact on radicalisation and terrorism
than objective economic inequality.
It follows, assuming causal relationships, that by lowering socio-political inequality we could also
reduce radicalisation and terrorism. Thus, policy
makers should devote more resources to reducing
objective and perceived socio-political inequality.
Such efforts should be undertaken: at the
individual level, i.e. target individuals and groups
(communities) who consider themselves or their
group to be discriminated, marginalised or targets
of injustice; and at the social level by ensuring the
conditions that will facilitate a higher level of
respect and fulfilment of citizens’ socio-political
rights.
Finally, given the finding that social political
inequality could be more important than economic inequality, policy makers should invest additional
efforts to avoid any iatrogenic effects of existing policies and measures aimed at increasing security
and lowering the risk of radicalisation and terrorism. Specifically, they should ensure that such
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policies do not increase perceived injustice and discrimination among targeted populations as such
perceived injustice could increase receptivity to radicalised beliefs and lead to violence.

Future research
We hope that this review will encourage new research that acknowledges the methodological flaws
in existing studies and applies more sophisticated research designs, variable operationalisations and
data analyses. However, methodologically more rigorous and more diverse research is only the
precondition for establishing more consistent
findings

about

inequality-radicalisation

relationships. Substantial advancement in the
understanding of the relationship between
inequality and radicalisation will be possible only
if new, systematic research into the individual
and contextual characteristics affecting the
existence,

direction

inequality-radicalisation

and

strength

of

relationship

the
is

undertaken.
As this review has demonstrated, to date, there has been little investigation into the combined (or
interactive) effects of different inequality indicators or between inequality indicators and additional
individual or country characteristics. Few studies also address the question of how inequality is
related to radicalisation or terrorism by applying moderation or mediation tests to explore the
inequality-radicalisation/terrorism relationship more complexly. Thus the door is open for future
studies that pay more attention to such complex relationships. In engaging in such research,
however, researchers should avoid the imprecisions present in most existing studies. For example, in
the case of cognitive radicalisation, evidence indicated that perceived inequality leads to cognitive
radicalisation indirectly, through intergroup attitudes, social identities or ideological and religious
beliefs as mechanisms or mediators underpinning the inequality-radicalisation relationship.
However, such studies are rare and tend to be similar in design. Future studies might employ a wider
variety of research designs and operationalisations in order to test these and other possible
mechanisms or mediators underpinning the inequality-radicalisation/terrorism relationship.
Some inconsistency in findings regarding the relationship between particular inequality indicators
(e.g. per capita GDP, GINI, democracy) and terrorism may be attributable to the tendency to test only
linear relationships. In fact, some findings suggest that nonlinear relationships between terrorism
and several inequality indicators are more likely. This is also a potentially important direction for
future studies.
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Finally, it is recommended that future studies use more valid, reliable and more precise radicalisation
measures (in relation to differentiation between cognitive and behavioural radicalisation, ideological
sources of radicalisation and different types of terrorism such as domestic and international) and
systematically explore inequality variables of different types (objective and subjective, personal or
group) at different levels (individual and social) and simultaneously in different domains of inequality
(economic and socio-political).

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

80

6. REFERENCES55
Alonso, R., Bjorgo, T., Della Porta, D., Coolsaet, R., Khosrokhavar, F., Lohker, R., and Taarnby, M.
(2008) ‘Radicalisation processes leading to acts of terrorism’ A concise report prepared by the
European Commission's Expert Group on Violent Radicalisation. European Commission.
http://www.clingendael.nl/sites/default/files/20080500_cscp_report_vries.pdf
Bauer, V., Ruby, K. and Pape, R. (2017) ‘Solving the problem of unattributed political violence’,
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 61(7): 1537-1564.
Bentley, T., Lekalake, R. and Buchanan-Clarke, S. (2016) ‘Threat of violent extremism from a
‘grassroots’ perspective: Evidence from North Africa’, Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 100.
Afrobarometer
http://afrobarometer.org/sites/default/files/publications/Dispatches/ab-r6dispatchno100-violent-extremism-nth-africa-en.pdf
Bouhana, N. and Wikstrom, P. O. (2011) ‘Al Qa’ida-Influenced Radicalisation: A Rapid Evidence
Assessment
Guided
by
Situational
Action
Theory’,
Home
Office.
www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/science-research-statistics/research-statistics/counterterrorism-statistics/occ97?view=Binary
de Mesquita, E.B. (2007) ‘Correlates of Public Support for Terrorism in the Muslim World’, United
States
Institute
of
Peace
(USIP)
‘Working
Papers
–
1.
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.488.8562&rep=rep1&type=pdf
Campana, A. and L. Lapointe (2012) ‘The Structural ‘Root’ Causes of Non-Suicide Terrorism: A
Systematic Scoping Review’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 24(1): 79-104.
Christmann, K. (2012) ‘Preventing religious radicalisation and violent extremism: A systematic review
of
the
research
evidence’,
Youth
Justice
Board
for
England
and
Wales.
http://www.safecampuscommunities.ac.uk/uploads/files/2016/08/yjb_preventing_violent_extremis
m_systematic_review_requires_uploading.pdf
Coolsaet, R. (2017) ‘Molenbeek and Violent Radicalization: A Social Mapping’, EIP European Institute
of Peace. https://view.publitas.com/eip/eip-molenbeek-report-16-06/page/14-15
DARE (2016) ‘Description of action. Unpublished document.
DARE (2018) ‘Effectiveness of counter-radicalisation policies: Preliminary Research Findings and
Recommendations from European Experts in Deradicalisation and Counter-Terrorism’, Policy
Brief.http://www.dare-2020.org/uploads/1/2/1/7/12176018/18_04_25_dare_policy_brief_1__ct_experts_perspectives__1_.pdf
Desmarais, S. L., Simons-Rudolph, J., Brugh, C. S., Schilling, E. and Hoggan, C. (2017) ‘The state of
scientific knowledge regarding factors associated with terrorism’, Journal of Threat Assessment and
Management, 4(4): 180-209.
Doosje, B., Moghaddam, F. M., Kruglanski, A. W., De Wolf, A. Mann, L. and Feddes, A. R. (2016)
‘Terrorism, radicalization and de-radicalization’, Current Opinion in Psychology, 11: 79-84.
Dzhekova, R., Mancheva, M., Stoynova, N. and Anagnostou, D. (2017) ‘Monitoring radicalisation: A
framework for risk indicators’, Sofia: Center for the Study of Democracy.

55

The actual studies analysed are listed in the appendices.

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

81

Enders, W., Sandler, T. and Gaibulloev, K. (2011) ‘Domestic versus transnational terrorism: Data,
decomposition, and dynamics’, Journal of Peace Research, 48(3), 319-337.
Field, A. (2013) ‘Discovering statistics using SPSS’, Sage publications.
Grossman, M., Peucker, M., Smith, D. and Dellal, H. D. (2016) ‘Stocktake Research Project: A
systematic literature and selected program review on social cohesion, community resilience and
violent extremism 2011-2015’, Community Resilience Unit, Department of Premier and Cabinet, State
of Victoria, http://vuir.vu.edu.au/33275/1/FINAL%20Stocktake%20Research%20report.pdf
Hardy, K. (2018) ‘Comparing Theories of Radicalisation with Countering Violent Extremism Policy’,
Journal for Deradicalization, 15, 76-110.
Hassan, G., Brouillette-Alarie, S., Alava, S., Frau-Meigs, D., Lavoie, L., Fetiu, A., ... and Sieckelinck, S.
(2018) ‘Exposure to extremist online content could lead to violent radicalization: A systematic review
of empirical evidence’, International Journal of Developmental Science, (Preprint), 1-18.
Hoyle, R. H. (1995) ‘Structural equation modeling: Concepts, issues, and applications’, Sage.
Howell, D. C. (2009) ‘Statistical methods for psychology’, Cengage Learning.
International Centre for the Prevention of Crime (ICPC) (2015) ‘Preventing Radicalization: A
Systematic Review’, ICPC, Montreal, December 2015
Khalil, J. (2014) ‘Radical beliefs and violent actions are not synonymous: How to place the key
disjuncture between attitudes and behaviors at the heart of our research into political
violence’, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 37(2): 198-211.
Krieger, T. and Meierrieks, D. (2011) ‘What causes terrorism?’ Public Choice 147(1-2): 3-27.
Lösel, F., King, S., Bender, D. and Jugl, I. (2018) ‘Protective factors against extremism and violent
radicalization: A systematic review of research’, International Journal of Developmental Science,
(Preprint), 1-14.
MacKinnon, D. P., Krull, J. L. and Lockwood, C. M. (2000) ‘Equivalence of the mediation, confounding
and suppression effect’, Prevention science, 1(4), 173-181.
McGilloway, A., Ghosh, P. and Bhui, K. (2015) ‘A systematic review of pathways to and processes
associated with radicalization and extremism amongst Muslims in Western societies’, International
review of psychiatry, 27(1): 39-50.
Meierrieks, D. (2014) ‘Economic determinants of terrorism’, in R. Caruso, A. Locatelli (Eds.)
‘Understanding Terrorism’ (Contributions to Conflict Management, Peace Economics and
Development, Volume 22) Emerald Group Publishing Limited, pp. 25-49.
Moskalenko, S. and McCauley, C. (2017) ‘Understanding political radicalization: The two-pyramids
model’, American Psychologist, 72(3): 205–216.
Munton, T., Martin, A., Lorenc, T., Marrero-Guillamon, I., Jamal, F., Lehmann, A., Cooper, C., Sexton
M. (2011) ‘Understanding vulnerability and resilience in individuals to the influence of Al Qa’ida
violent extremism. A Rapid Evidence Assessment to inform policy and practice in preventing violent
extremism’, Report prepared for the Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism, UK Home Office.
Occasional Paper 98
Neumann, P. (2013) ‘The trouble with radicalisation’, International Affairs, 89 (4): 873–893.

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

82

Neumann, P. and Kleinmann, S. (2013) ‘How Rigorous Is Radicalization Research?’ Democracy and
Security, 9(4), 360-382.
Ngamaba, K. H., Panagioti, M. and Armitage, C. J. (2017) ‘How strongly related are health status and
subjective well-being? Systematic review and meta-analysis’, The European Journal of Public Health
27(5): 879-885.
PROTON (2017) ‘Work package 2 – Final report’ https://www.projectproton.eu/wpcontent/uploads/2018/01/D2.1-Report-on-fact-related-to-terrorism.pdf
Scarcella, A., Page, R. and Furtado, V. (2016) ‘Terrorism, radicalisation, extremism, authoritarianism
and fundamentalism: a systematic review of the quality and psychometric properties of
assessments’, PloS one, 11(12), e0166947.
Schmid, A. P. (2013) ‘Radicalisation, de-radicalisation, counter-radicalisation: A conceptual discussion
and literature review’, ICCT Research Paper.
Sedgwick, M. (2010) ‘The concept of radicalization as a source of confusion’, Terrorism and Political
Violence, 22(4): 479-494.

DARE (725349)

Systematic Review

83

Appendices
Appendix 1 Search history example
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Appendix 2 Grey literature search sources

1. General: OpenGrey; OAIster, Open AIR EU
2. More specific: radicalisation/terrorism/violence: Dispositifs et rapports sur la radicalisation
http://radical.hypotheses.org/681
3. Projects/networks/institutions/organizations
1.

Bangladesh Institute of
Peace and Security Studies
4. Canadian Network for
Research on Terrorism,
Security and society (TSAS)
7. Centre for the Prevention of
Radicalization Leading to
Violence
10. Counter Extremism Project

2.

ICSVE International
Centre for the Study of
Viol.
11. IMPACT (EU, FP7-SEC2012-1)

9.

13. Countering violent
extremism | The
Commonwealth
16. CVE Forum

14. Institute for Strategic
Dialogue

15.

17. JAN Trust

18.

19. EICRI - European-Islamic
Consultancy and Research

20. Youth extremisms:
understanding across
ideological and religious
contexts
23. OSCE United in
Countering Violent
Extremism

21.

26. PRIME project
"PReventing, Interdicting
and Mitigating Extremist
events: Defending against
lone actor extremism"
29. Program on Extremism,
The George Washington
University
32. Radicalisation Awareness
Network (RAN)
35. Radicalisation Research

27. TRAC, Terrorism Research &
Analysis Consortium

22. Ethno-national, religiocultural or anti-Muslim?
Investigating Sikh
radicalisation in Britain project.
25. EU Aware

28. EURISLAM (FP7-SSH-2007-1)

31. Exit
34. German Institute on
Radicalization and
Deradicalization Studies
(GIRDS)
37. Global Centre on
Cooperative Security
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5.

Global Counter-Terrorism
Forum, Violent Extremism
ICCT International Centre
for Counter-terrorism

8.

3.
6.

12.

SAFIRE (FP7- SEC-2009-6.101)
Terrorism and Extremism
Research Centre –
University of East London
The Handa Centre for the
Study of Terrorism and
Political Violence (CSTPV)
The IGAD Centre of
Excellence in Preventing
and Countering Violent
Extremism
the International Centre for
the Study of Radicalisation
and Political Violence (ICSR)
The International Panel on
Exiting Violence (IPEV);
WG1 Radicalization, a
comparative perspective
The Prevention Project

24. The Resolve Network

30. TRIVALENT

33. VOX – Pol (FP7-SEC-2012-1)
36. Women/Girls, Gender in
Extremism and Prevention
Network

38. The RAND Corporation
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