
For More Information
Visit RAND at www.rand.org

Explore the RAND National Defense Research Institute

View document details

Support RAND
Browse Reports & Bookstore

Make a charitable contribution

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights
This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing 
later in this work. This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for non-
commercial use only. Unauthorized posting of RAND electronic documents to a non-RAND website is 
prohibited. RAND electronic documents are protected under copyright law. Permission is required from 
RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of our research documents for commercial use. For 
information on reprint and linking permissions, please see RAND Permissions.

Skip all front matter: Jump to Page 16

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that helps improve policy and 
decisionmaking through research and analysis.

This electronic document was made available from www.rand.org as a public service 
of the RAND Corporation.

CHILDREN AND FAMILIES

EDUCATION AND THE ARTS 

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INFRASTRUCTURE AND 
TRANSPORTATION  

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

LAW AND BUSINESS 

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

TERRORISM AND 
HOMELAND SECURITY

http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/nsrd/ndri.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/nsrd/ndri.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/occasional_papers/OP333/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/online/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/giving/contribute.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/children-and-families.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/education-and-the-arts.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/energy-and-environment.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/health-and-health-care.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/infrastructure-and-transportation.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/international-affairs.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/law-and-business.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/national-security.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/population-and-aging.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/public-safety.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/science-and-technology.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/topics/terrorism-and-homeland-security.html


This product is part of the RAND Corporation occasional paper series. RAND occa-

sional papers may include an informed perspective on a timely policy issue, a discussion 

of new research methodologies, essays, a paper presented at a conference, a conference 

summary, or a summary of work in progress. All RAND occasional papers undergo 

rigorous peer review to ensure that they meet high standards for research quality and 

objectivity.



NATIONAL DEFENSE RESEARCH INSTITUTE

Radicalization, Linkage, 
and Diversity
Current Trends in  
Terrorism in Europe

Lorenzo Vidino

Prepared for the Office of the Secretary of Defense

Approved for public release; distribution unlimited



The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that helps improve policy and 
decisionmaking through research and analysis. RAND’s publications do not necessarily 
reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors.

R® is a registered trademark.

© Copyright 2011 RAND Corporation

Permission is given to duplicate this document for personal use only, as long as it 
is unaltered and complete. Copies may not be duplicated for commercial purposes. 
Unauthorized posting of RAND documents to a non-RAND website is prohibited. RAND 
documents are protected under copyright law. For information on reprint and linking 
permissions, please visit the RAND permissions page (http://www.rand.org/publications/ 
permissions.html).

Published 2011 by the RAND Corporation
1776 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138

1200 South Hayes Street, Arlington, VA 22202-5050
4570 Fifth Avenue, Suite 600, Pittsburgh, PA 15213-2665

RAND URL: http://www.rand.org
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information, contact 

Distribution Services: Telephone: (310) 451-7002; 
Fax: (310) 451-6915; Email: order@rand.org

The research described in this report was prepared for the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense (OSD). The research was conducted within the RAND National Defense Research 
Institute, a federally funded research and development center sponsored by OSD, the 
Joint Staff, the Unified Combatant Commands, the Navy, the Marine Corps, the defense 
agencies, and the defense Intelligence Community under Contract W74V8H-06-C-0002.

http://www.rand.org/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org
mailto:order@rand.org


ix

Summary

Although it has not suffered a successful attack since the July 7, 2005, bombings in London, 
Europe perceives itself to be under a constant threat from jihadist-inspired terrorism. Terror-
ist organizations inspired by other ideologies are still active throughout the European Union, 
but the 2010 Europol annual report clearly states that “Islamist terrorism is still perceived as 
the biggest threat to most Member States,” and statements from the highest-ranking officials 
in most European countries confirm this observation.1 Authorities base their assessment on 
the extensive intelligence and investigative activities directed against jihadist networks taking 
place in virtually every European country. On average, in fact, European authorities arrest 
some 200 individuals and thwart a handful of plots of jihadist inspiration every year.2 Keeping 
the global scenario in mind, European authorities deem this dynamic likely to continue in the 
foreseeable future.

Based on an extensive survey of indictments, court transcripts, intelligence reports, aca-
demic literature, and media sources, and on conversations with experts and government offi-
cials from various European countries, the United States, and a handful of non-Western coun-
tries, this paper seeks to provide an overview of the current trends in jihadism in Europe from 
an operational perspective. Its main finding is that most European plots appear to be inde-
pendent, but the most-serious ones tend to have extensive operational connections to groups 
operating outside of Europe. Moreover, it finds that, contrary to common characterizations, 
there is little evidence indicating that al Qaeda and affiliated organizations operating outside 
of Europe conduct direct efforts to recruit European Muslims.

For the most part, in fact, the absorption of jihadist ideology by European Muslims is an 
independent process, taking place individually or, most often, with a small group of friends. 
In several cases, radical preachers, veterans of various conflicts, webmasters of radical web-
sites, and, more generally, charismatic “jihad entrepreneurs” act as radicalizing agents, further 
exposing already sympathetic individuals to jihadist ideology. Although it is not uncommon 
for these radicalizing agents to possess various connections to al Qaeda and affiliated move-
ments, rarely do they act as formal al Qaeda agents on a radicalizing drive. Similarly, al Qaeda 
and affiliated movements do regularly issue various forms of communications designed to 
attract European Muslims. However, these efforts are directed to the masses, and there is 
little indication of direct involvement in the radicalization of individuals. By the same token, 

1 Europol, 2010, p. 6.
2 According to Europol data, European countries (excluding the United Kingdom) arrested 297 Islamist terrorists in 
2008–2009 (see Europol, 2009, 2010). The United Kingdom does not differentiate according to ideology the individuals 
it arrests for terrorism-related crime. In 2008–2009 it arrested 190 individuals for terrorism-related crimes, an unspecified 
majority of whom were Islamists (see Home Office, 2009).
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the cases in which al Qaeda sent members to Europe to recruit new affiliates are few and far 
between.

A significantly more common occurrence is the formation of a linkage between self- 
radicalized individuals or clusters based in Europe on one hand and al Qaeda and like-minded 
groups on the other, with the former reaching out to the latter. Moreover, based on an analysis 
of all plots against Europe between 2006 and 2010, this paper shows that this linkage is often 
the element that determines the level of sophistication of the plot. Although no completely suc-
cessful attack has been registered in Europe since 2005, it is evident that attacks planned by 
individuals and networks with operational ties to groups operating outside of Europe tend to 
be more elaborate, professional, and potentially lethal than those hatched by individuals and 
networks who operate in complete independence. Training in handling explosives received 
overseas is, in most cases, the factor determining this difference. The paper also analyzes other 
current trends, from the travel destinations of aspiring jihadists to the growing demographic 
diversity of Europe-based networks.


