CHILDREN AND FAMILIES
EDUCATION AND THE ARTS

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

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT
HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE
INFRASTRUCTURE AND
TRANSPORTATION

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

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS
LAW AND BUSINESS
NATIONAL SECURITY

Skip all front matter: Jump to Page 16

POPULATION AND AGING
PUBLIC SAFETY
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
TERRORISM AND
HOMELAND SECURITY

Support RAND
Browse Reports & Bookstore
Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
Visit RAND at www.rand.org
Explore RAND Europe
View document details

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 Web site 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.

This product is part of the RAND Corporation technical report series. Reports may
include research findings on a specific topic that is limited in scope; present discussions
of the methodology employed in research; provide literature reviews, survey instruments, modeling exercises, guidelines for practitioners and research professionals, and
supporting documentation; or deliver preliminary findings. All RAND reports undergo rigorous peer review to ensure that they meet high standards for research quality
and objectivity.

Individual disengagement
from Al Qa’ida-influenced
terrorist groups
A Rapid Evidence Assessment to
inform policy and practice in
preventing terrorism
Emma Disley, Kristin Weed, Anaïs Reding,
Lindsay Clutterbuck, Richard Warnes
Prepared for the
Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism, UK Home Office

EUROPE

The research described in this document was prepared for the Office for Security and
Counter-Terrorism, UK Home Office.

RAND Europe is an independent, not-for-profit research organisation whose mission is
to improve policy and decision making for the public good. RAND’s publications do not
necessarily reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors.

R® is a registered trademark.

Crown Copyright Reserved 2011 published by permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s
Stationary Office

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic
or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and
retrieval) without permission in writing from Crown Copyright.

Published 2012 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
Westbrook Centre, Milton Road, Cambridge CB4 1YG, United Kingdom
RAND URL: http://www.rand.org
RAND Europe URL: http://www.rand.org/randeurope
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information, contact
Distribution Services: Telephone: (310) 451-7002;
Fax: (310) 451-6915; Email: order@rand.org

Summary

In order to inform policy and practice in relation to preventing terrorism in the UK, the
Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism (OSCT) in the UK Home Office
commissioned a Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA) of the available literature on the factors
associated with leaving terrorist groups, and the effectiveness of interventions that might
encourage individuals to leave such groups.
As agreed with the Home Office OSCT, this REA focuses upon terrorism which arises
from the Al Qa’ida ideology or Al Qa’ida affiliates’ ideology. In this REA the term
‘terrorist group’ is used to refer to these particular groups.
Due to the fact that there is very little research on leaving such terrorist groups, the OSCT
also commissioned a second REA of the factors involved in leaving other groups, in the
hope of identifying potentially transferable lessons. These other groups, selected by the
OSCT, were street gangs, religious cults, right-wing extremist groups and organised crime
groups.

Findings from the Rapid Evidence Assessment into factors associated with
leaving Al Qa’ida-influenced terrorist groups
A summary of the outcomes and findings of the first REA is as follows.
The available evidence provides a limited basis for policy development. There are too
few studies that look at leaving terrorist groups, and a very limited number that look at
leaving Al Qa’ida-influenced groups. The studies that have interviewed individuals who
have left terrorist groups are useful starting points, but they provide an insufficient basis for
isolating the factors that caused, or were strongly associated with, an individual’s decision
to leave.
The limited evidence base stems from the practical and methodological difficulties of
conducting research on members and former members of terrorist groups. Such
individuals are difficult, if not impossible to identify, and there are considerable risks
involved in interacting with them. Those who do come forward to take part in research
might be quite different from other current and former members.
In the limited evidence base, disillusionment is a commonly cited reason for
disengagement from all kinds of terrorist groups. Reportedly, individuals can be
disillusioned with the way that the group operates, the ideology of the group, the
behaviour of the leader or the rules of the group.
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Ties to family and friends outside the group and changing personal priorities may be
associated with the process of disengagement from terrorist groups. However, while
social bonds to family outside the group can act as ‘pull’ factors to exit, group membership
is commonly built upon family and friendship ties that are a barrier to exit – thereby
reinforcing continued membership. The available evidence suggests that the role of social
ties and family commitments differs between individuals and, further, does not allow the
REA to draw conclusions as to the relationship (if any) between disillusionment, social ties
and changing priorities. For example, it could be that feeling disillusioned might lead an
individual to rebuild relationships with family.
Changing roles within a terrorist organisation is cited in the available literature as a
factor that might be associated with exit from Al Qa’ida-influenced terrorist groups.
However, a change in roles might be the result, rather than the cause, of a decision to exit.
While there are many descriptions of de-radicalisation interventions, the REA
identified no published robust evaluations of their effectiveness. However, authors and
researchers working in this field have identified a number of features, which they believe
constitute ‘best practice’ in de-radicalisation interventions. In the absence of more robust
evaluative evidence, these expert opinions provide a starting point for policymakers. The
best practice includes:
•

focusing on both ideology and behaviour;

•

engaging on matters of religion and theology, by involving clerics or imams who
have credibility with programme participants and with whom individuals can
build a relationship;

•

tailoring interventions to different kinds of terrorist groups – including the
group’s beliefs, practices and the political context in which they operate;

•

attempting to limit isolation of the individual, preferably through family
involvement; and

•

providing financial incentives and support to individual members and their
families.

Findings from the Rapid Evidence Assessment into factors associated with
leaving street gangs, religious cults, right-wing extremist groups and
organised crime groups
A summary of the outcomes and findings of the second REA is as follows.
The evidence base on the factors involved in exit from street gangs, religious cults
and right-wing extremist groups is slightly more robust than that on leaving Al
Qa’ida-influenced terrorist groups. While this evidence base has limitations some
‘promising practices’ can be identified, which are potentially transferable to terrorist
groups. There is little evidence to inform assessments of transferability of lessons from
street gangs, religious cults and right-wing groups to terrorist groups. This REA is cautious
about claiming transferability, but lessons from these other groups may be viewed as
potentially promising practices.
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The sources on leaving street gangs, religious cults and right-wing extremist groups
suggest that the following are associated with exit from those groups. As such, they
might play some role in the process of exit from Al Qa’ida-influenced terrorist
groups.
•

Ties to family and friends outside the group can act as a ‘pull’ factor to leaving the
group, or assist in the process of leaving once the individual has made a decision to
exit. However, the picture is complicated, because individuals commonly have
strong ties to other group members, which can encourage continued membership.
Individuals must be viewed within the context of their particular relationships.

•

There is evidence that individuals may simply ‘grow out’ of membership of street
gangs, religious cults and right-wing groups, as they mature and/or their priorities
change. Some people may experience shifting priorities and behaviours as they age,
and this in itself may facilitate detachment or a gradual drift away from the group.

•

Employment may play a role in exit from street gangs, religious cults and rightwing groups. Employment keeps people busy, provides ties to non-criminal (or
non-extremist) peers and influences, and provides a source of income independent
of the group.

•

Individuals may be more likely to exit (or be more susceptible to calls for them to
leave) when they become disillusioned with the group in some way – with the selfsacrifice that it demands, or with the ideology of the group.

•

Exit might be more likely after a triggering event, such as a violent incident or
‘near miss’. Individuals might be more susceptible to change at such a point.

•

Membership may induce emotional and physical exhaustion and lead to ‘burnout’
and then to exit from the group. The strain of participating in high-risk activities
may eventually become too much.

•

Changing roles within a group might be a first step towards exit.

The following factors are cited as important in the sources that describe
interventions with street gangs and/or right-wing extremist groups. They provide
some potentially useful ideas that could inform interventions with Al Qa’ida-influenced
terrorist groups. However, the available evidence does not allow the REA to conclude that
these factors are always successful in encouraging exit from street gangs or right-wing
groups.
•

Interventions must address several interlinked factors – for example, attitudes and
beliefs, as well as practical problems related to accommodation, education and
employment.

•

Interventions should aim to improve social ties with family and friends outside the
group. Best of all, interventions could actively involve family members.

•

The provision of employment opportunities may support the exit process.

•

Interventions could work with the wider community and involve many different
agencies.
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•

Interventions could be targeted at trigger points – such as immediately following a
violent incident, imprisonment, arrest or a change in family circumstances.

•

An intervention must be designed to address the features of the particular group,
based on information about who joins and why.

•

Interventions operated by former members of the group may have a greater chance
of successful engagement with members. Former members have credibility with
current members, and have detailed knowledge of the motivations and aims of the
group.

Lessons learned: factors associated with exit
Table 1 summarises which factors were mentioned in which fields of literature as being
associated with exit. For each of these factors, methodological weaknesses in the sources
mean that the REA is unable to draw conclusions about the extent to which these factors
play a causal role in the process of exit from these groups (or indeed any role at all).
However, they are associated with exit in the available research.
Positive social ties, the process of ageing and changing priorities are factors mentioned
across all the areas of the literature (except organised crime). The prevalence with which
they are mentioned suggests that they could be factors worthy of further investigation and
research.
Disillusionment and changing roles are factors mentioned in the Al Qa’ida-influenced
terrorism literature, as well as in relation to religious cults and right-wing groups.
Employment, education and burnout are not mentioned in the exiting terrorism
literature. Their transferability from other groups to Al Qa’ida-influenced groups depends
on assessments of the similarities between these different groups.
Table 1: Overview of factors associated with exit from different groups
Positive
social
ties

Maturity
and
change
in
priorities

Disillusionment

Changing
roles

Employment/education

Al Qa’idainfluenced
terrorist
groups
Street
a
gangs
Religious
cults
Rightwing
extremist
groups
Organised
crime
a
Disillusionment features in the street gang literature if members tiring of the risk of violence is included.
b

Equally, tiring of the risk of violence could be characterised as burnout.
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Lessons learned: interventions to encourage exit
There is no robust evidence as to what makes an effective intervention for encouraging
individuals to exit Al Qa’ida-influenced terrorist groups. Therefore, there are no
interventions that this report confidently recommends as effective in supporting this
process. The available descriptions of de-radicalisation programmes provide a good starting
point for suggesting characteristics of programmes that warrant more robust testing.
Additionally, the ‘good practice’ reported in research into interventions with street gangs
and right-wing groups is potentially promising practice, which could be employed in the
field of terrorism and evaluated for its transferability and effectiveness.
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