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concern. With an increased number of active duty and former soldiers background; extremism
involved in extremist and terrorist milieus, the public fears that national
security might be compromised by potential terrorists using their training,
equipment, and networks against the countries they swore to protect. This is
a serious impediment to the trust in authorities for many nations. However,
little empirical research exists on either the scope of the problem, or the
specific risk factors that might be involved in turning military personnel
toward extremism. In this paper, we utilize the “Profiles of Individual
Radicalization in the United States” (PIRUS) dataset to shed light on the
vulnerability and risk factors into the extremist radicalization of military
personnel. Our findings indicate that far-right radicalized individuals with
military backgrounds are more likely to suffer from trauma, a diminution of
social standing, having difficulties in romantic relationships, and exclusion
from participation in social groups or organizations, compared to far-right
radicalized individuals without military backgrounds. Mental illness, grie-
vance, and anger toward society are also more present in the far-right
military group compared to the non-military group.

Introduction

Over the last decade, an increasing number of incidents involving military personnel who turned to
violent extremism and terrorism has nurtured a fear among the public, that some countries’ national
securities might be compromised by extremists and potential terrorists with a military background.
After the attack on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, the fact that nearly 20 percent of the defendants
charged with various crimes had a military background' led to a public outcry. Some of the extra-
ordinary reactions from policymakers to the attack included an order signed by Defense Secretary
Lloyd Austin directing commanding officers and supervisors to institute a one-day stand-down within
a period of 60 days to address extremism within the armed forces.” Individuals with partially long and
distinguished service records were also among the attackers® and were those who appeared to have
been the best prepared for a strategic takeover of the building.* Even before this incident, a Pentagon
report warned of the threat from white supremacists within the military due to their potential to carry
out “high-impact” attacks.’

Radicalized active duty soldiers have carried out extremist acts of violence, and former service
members have been known to join extremist groups long before the January 6 attack. Some additional
recent examples include how members of various armed forces (including the French, Irish and
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Malaysian militaries) have joined jihadist groups, such as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS).®
The Salafi-Jihadi extremist ideology also influenced Major Nidal Hassan (United States Army Medical
Corps), who shot and killed 13 people, and wounded 33 during the terrorist attack he unleashed at Fort
Hood, Texas, in 2009. This is still one of the best known cases of radicalized active duty military
personnel.” Hassan reportedly suffered from severe grief after losing both his parents in the 10 years
before his attack, and had sought counsel from an extremist preacher and cleric, Anwar Al-Awlaki,
who was later killed in a U.S.-drone strike in Yemen.® Ten years later, on December 6, 2019, the second
lieutenant of the Royal Saudi Air Force, Mohammed Saeed Alshamrani, attacked the Naval Air Station
Pensacola in Florida, killing three men and injuring eight. Alshamrani, who was participating in
aviation training at the station, is believed to have been radicalized since at least 2015, and became
a follower of jihadist ideologues and the terrorist group al Qaeda in particular.” As a result, 21 Saudi
military cadets were expelled from the United States."’

There are also numerous well-documented incidents of other forms of violent extremist radicaliza-
tion involving military personnel. In June 2020, for example, U.S. Army Private Ethan Melzer was
charged with terrorism offenses by the Justice Department, for plotting an ambush on his own unit.
His plan was to pass on sensitive information about his unit’s deployment to jihadist groups, via an
occultist neo-Nazi group named the “Order of the Nine Angels” (O9A)."" This is by far not the most
prominent case in recent years. U.S. Coast Guard, Lieutenant Christopher Hasson, was arrested in
February 2019, for allegedly plotting extreme right-wing and large-scale terror attacks, which included
the potential use of biological and chemical weapons. Other countries have experienced such cases as
well. In Germany, the army’s first lieutenant, Franco A., was arrested in April 2017, and charged with
plotting a false flag terror attack, together with another officer and a civilian. Additional revelations of
extreme right wing views in the German military led to the unprecedented step of disbanding a whole
combat platoon of the elite KSK special forces unit in 2020 because it was deemed irreversibly
influenced by far-right views.'> Another example from Germany is the case of a soldier who was
arrested in February 2021 along with his father and brother. Authorities discovered a cache of illegal
weapons and explosives, as well as an extreme right manifesto, indicating that a potential terror attack
had been thwarted."? In the United Kingdom, Lance Corporal Mikko Vehvilainen, a veteran of the
Afghan war and soldier of the Royal Anglian Regiment, was sentenced to eight years of imprisonment
in November 2018, for his membership in the right-wing terrorist organization known as the National
Action. He had also attempted to recruit fellow soldiers.'* Finally, the National Gendarmerie (the
national guard) in France reported dozens of cases of extremist radicalization mostly with religious
and extreme right background in 2020."

These cases display the potential threat of active duty military personnel who might get radicalized
toward extremist violent acts. However, incidents in which veterans participate in extremist milieus,
after transitioning into civilian life are arguably more common. Here too, skills and training (for
example, in handling weapons and explosives or combat tactics) can prove to be highly lethal when
available to extremist and terrorist groups and/or lone actors.

Beyond military personnel engaging in terrorist acts themselves, it has also come to the attention of
public observers that soldiers sometimes participate in other behaviors connected to extremism, such
as joining far-right groups,'® posting on neo-Nazi online communities,'” or providing bomb-making
instructions to foreign extremist groups.'® These actions can be seen as the tip of the iceberg from the
unknown scale of extremist views and attitudes within armed forces. A recent poll among active-duty
U.S. troops revealed that one third of service members had personally witnessed examples of what they
deemed to be white nationalism and ideologically driven racism within their own ranks."
Unfortunately, factors conducive to the spread of extremist attitudes and behavior among military
personnel have been little studied so far, and typically done so only with a focus on specific elements
such as racism, nationalism, or authoritarianism. In the light of advances in the study of violent
extremist radicalization processes potentially leading to involvement in terrorism, much more com-
prehensive and comparative research is warranted.
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The present study, therefore, aims to explore potential risk factors in the extremist radicalization of
military personnel through a comparison of extremists with and without a military background.
Through this approach, an initial identification of group level characteristics provides a starting point
for future research in this field. We further believe that empirical knowledge about potential vulner-
ability factors is essential to formulate effective counter measures and prevention strategies. For this
purpose, we utilized the “Profiles of Individual Radicalization in the United States” (PIRUS) dataset,
which contains 228 case entries with military backgrounds.

Background and theoretical framework

There is, to our knowledge, no evidence that military service or training in itself leads to radicalization,*
nor do we propose that it does. Nevertheless, the issue of extremist radicalization of active duty soldiers, or
those with service backgrounds, is of interest, because of the tactical capabilities for violence from the
potential attackers, which might come from their military training. Consequently, many, if not most
extremist groups, have shown an interest in recruiting such highly valuable members.”' In 2008, the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) found that that leaders of extremist groups have historically favored
people with military experience as future members. A 2009 report by the U.S. Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) concluded that right wing extremists were actively trying to recruit and radicalize veterans
for the same reasons.”> At the time of both reports, significant public outcry against a perceived demoniza-
tion of the military and veterans led to the dismantling of a DHS task force® focusing on this issue, and the
subsequent failure to monitor this potential threat. This was the case until a wave of extreme right violence,
and the spread of hate groups with the involvement of former or active military personnel, forced the issue
back into public attention during Donald Trump’s presidency.

Extremist radicalization of military personnel is still an understudied subject and is typically
compartmentalized into various components that might each contribute to involvement in what is
now termed “violent extremism.” For example, factors and processes involved in war crimes com-
mitted by soldiers in wars such as the Second World War** or the Vietnam War** have been explored.
Furthermore, issues such as racist,”® nationalist,”” or authoritarianist®® attitudes among military
personnel, as well as the effects of combat experience on the desensitization to violence, have also
been the subject of various studies.”” However, a more comprehensive picture that helps explain why,
when, and how today’s military personnel might be attracted to modern extremist milieus in thought
or action is lacking. As a starting point for our own analysis we refer to earlier research by Simi, Bubolz
and Hardman. They hypothesized that “identity discrepancies occur when individuals experience
involuntary role exits from the military or when individuals perceive that personal achievements
earned while enlisted are unrecognized or unappreciated.”*® These identity discrepancies are seen as
driving factors toward right-wing extremism, and potentially even terrorism. In a similar vein, the
seminal study on the connection between military service, experiencing a war, and the evolution of far-
right extremism in the post-Vietnam War U.S. by Belew,”' argues that for certain returning veterans,
a profound alienation with the country that had sent them to war, and a perceived betrayal of the
values they had fought for, propelled many into anti-government right-wing extremist milieus.*

Furthermore, it has been suggested that extremist radicalization, and the psychological process of
becoming a soldier (i.e., “martialization”) share many important parallels, such as the sense of
vicarious injustice, the need for belonging/identity, meaning, excitement, and glory, as well as active
recruitment, indoctrination, and group solidarity.” Indeed, for an outside observer, the integration
into a normative enforcing, salient, and collective identity environment, which is centered around the
use of violence and strong ideals (e.g., honor, justice, heroism, bravery, warrior culture) aimed at
protecting or spreading a specific political ideology, can easily appear to be the same process in regular
militaries, as well as in extremist milieus.

A further indication of potential similarities between the psychological processes involved in
extremist milieus and the military can be seen in their shared disengagement dynamics. By comparing
“ideological groups” in which “members are encouraged to adopt salient group roles that overlap other
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self-aspects,” Harris, Gringart, and Drake looked at members of special operations forces and white
supremacists (among others), and found that across these various types of groups, “the experience of
an initial trigger” resulted in a perceived inconsistency between one’s self-concept and the group. This,
in turn, led to a threat of the defector’s psychological integrity and exit from the group.**

One specific psychological similarity between the two groups considered in this study might be the
so-called “heroic doubling,”** which involves the mental creation of a sacred warrior identity, existing
in parallel to another self-concept. Extreme acts of violence from people who are not suffering from
psychiatric disorders might influence them to kill and die for a higher cause, giving them a sense of
purpose and sacrality. It was argued that such a process can be found among terrorists, as well as
military formations, such as the Nazi SS, U.S. Marine Corps, or British SAS.>® Likewise, the willingness
to sacrifice one’s own life for a cause or ideology has been explained through the existence of sacred
values in the Devoted Actor Theory (DAT), which is based on the development of the fused individual
and collective identities among soldiers in war, or suicide bombers in terrorist groups.’” The effect of
sacred or sacralized values on the willingness to commit violence and self-sacrifice has also been shown
in some neurological studies.”® Indeed, some research has demonstrated the specific warrior identities
that are nurtured, for example, in the extreme right, leading to the cultivation of a “fight till the end”
mentality that is connected to heroification and idolization of those who follow this path.*® The
extreme right is also known to ideologically draw from pagan mythology regarding a glorious warrior’s
death (e.g., through subcultural references to Valhalla).** Such mechanisms of heroification within
extremist milieus might act as effective psychological bridges to military environments, helping to
recruit veterans who struggle with adapting to civilian life and post-martial identities. However, there
is very limited research existing on the potential similarities between martialization (the process of
becoming a soldier) and extremist radicalization, most of which is theoretical in nature.

Furthermore, it is important to point out the need to differentiate between several forms and types
of extremist milieus, which might look attractive to former military service members. Arguably, far-
right extremism has affected military personnel, at least in Western countries, significantly more than
left-wing extremist or Salafi-jihadist radicalization. This could be due to the cultural and ideological
proximity between the military and ultra-nationalist extremist milieus. It can be argued that the far-
right’s toxic patriotism (among other ideological elements, such as racism) forms a particularly
effective gateway to military environments. Of course, extremist radicalization processes can theore-
tically occur in every environment, even though they are highly context specific. Despite the rapidly
growing literature on mechanisms, factors, and influencing events that may contribute to extremist
radicalization, and what may be done to prevent it,*' scholars are yet to develop a consensus on these
basic mechanisms.*> Nevertheless, a 2018 review® of the factors driving radicalization with high
empirical support, pointed out strong and moderate evidence for (among others) the impact of
negative life experiences, influences of fundamental uncertainty, heightened dispositional anxiety,
aggression and impulsivity, and the role of negative emotions, such as anger and contempt. Some
other important elements are the lack of a general psychopathology, the importance of motivational
processes rather than rational choice calculations, a shift in social identity, small group dynamics,
sacred values, and a psychological mindset of authoritarianism, dogmatism, and fundamentalism.
Particularly, the combination of small group dynamics, sacred values, negative life experiences (e.g.,
killing, death, and war), and the nurturing of negative emotions, such as anger and hatred against an
enemy, can be hypothesized as strong overlaps between the military and extremist milieus. In short,
messages from certain extremist groups, and ideologies with a high affinity for nationalism and
patriotism, may fall on fertile ground in the military environment.

Our considerations to this point have also indicated the potential role of mental health issues, such as
trauma, in the development of extremist attitudes and behaviors. The connection between mental health
and radicalization have received renewed scholarly interest recently.** Specifically, a landmark systematic
literature review by Gill et al. identified a wide array of mental health issues found among extremists and
terrorists, among which trauma and substance abuse induced disorders are prevalent.*” Especially relevant
to the potential mental health impact of deployment is Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).*® Recent
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research argued that this condition itself cannot be counted as a risk factor for radicalization, but interacts
with other influences, and might facilitate that process once it has begun.*” However, existing research has
confirmed the equifinality of extremist radicalization over time. In the complex interplay of multiple
factors, mental health issues can be important for some, but not for others. In short, multiple different
trajectories into violent extremism do exist, and our present study aims to gain further insight into the
military background trajectory leading to extremism and terrorism.

Aim

Based on the literature available on both military personnel radicalization and extremist radicalization,
there are sufficient grounds to hypothesize that mental health issues (e.g., trauma, substance abuse)
suffered or developed by soldiers during military service, and the grievances and alienation from the
previously served nation in some kind of political context might play a major role in this process. As
such, we aim to explore how social and psychological risk factors, as (among others) presented by Gill
et al.*® and Getzsche-Astrup,* differ among extremists who may or may not have a military back-
ground. More importantly, our exploratory analysis does not aim to produce generalizable results or
causal evidence for the specific vulnerability factors we identify. Instead, we strive to carve out group
level characteristics, to provide a starting point for future research on military personnel and extremist
radicalization through the lens of our theoretical framework. We believe that informed knowledge on
these vulnerability factors will not only help to direct future research endeavors, but also prevent and
counter violent extremism (P/CVE) programming within the military, or with veterans after active
duty. With those implications in mind, we focused on the following research question:

e How much do extremists with military backgrounds differ from those without it, regarding social
and psychological risk factors from the PIRUS database?

Since we had to rely on a pre-existing dataset for our research (the PIRUS database), operationalizing
the previously summarized hypothetical risk factors and suggested impact mechanisms from scratch
was not an option. Instead, we decided to select those factors already present and coded in the PIRUS
database that displayed the best fit regarding our literature review and the identified potential risk
factors. In short, our variable selection was guided by the review of the state of the art. We have
grouped the variables into mental health, grievances, and alienation categories. Consequently, we
decided to focus our exploration on the PIRUS dataset factors presented in Table 1.

This variable selection in our view forms the best possible representation of the potential radicaliza-
tion mechanisms and risk factors identified in the majority of the existing scholarship, in particular, the

Table 1. Included risk factors.

Theoretical dimension Variable description PIRUS Variable nr.

Mental health Abused as a Child? 82
Abused as an Adult? 83
Mental illness? 85
Drug or alcohol abuse? 86
Traumatic experience? 108

Grievances and alienation Work history prior to exposure date? 76
Social stratum as a child? 79
Social stratum as an adult? 80
Difficulty finding or maintaining romantic relationships? 98
Difficulty finding or maintaining non-romantic relationships? 929
Socially ostracized? 102
Angry with the U.S.? 110
Group grievance? 1M

Diminution of social standing prior to radicalization? 112
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suggested role of mental health issues (PIRUS variables nr. 82, 83, 85, 86, 79, 98, 99, 108) and grievances
or alienation from the previously served nation (PIRUS variables nr. 76, 80, 102, 110, 111, 112).

Materials and methods

For this study, we used data from the PIRUS dataset published in November 2019.” In this section, we
present the descriptive characteristics of radicalized individuals with a military background. The PIRUS
dataset places a focus on deployment and active service during radicalization (Table 2). In our operatio-
nalization of the terms “radicalization” and “violent extremism,” we relied on the PIRUS project inclusion
criteria, leading to the dataset we utilize here. According to the PIRUS codebook version 3.2 from
October 2018, “anyone arrested, indicted, and/or convicted of either engaging or planning to engage in
ideologically motivated unlawful behavior, or anyone who belonged to a designated terrorist organization
or a violent extremist group™" was eligible for inclusion in the dataset. We grouped all military related
variables together, and provided the general features regarding radical ideology in Table 3. Thereafter, we
compared them at the group level with all the non-military background entries of the PIRUS dataset (Table

Table 2. Military service history.

Military service—Was the individual ever in the U.S. military? n =228 %

Yes, inactive at time of radicalization, unknown deployment 94 41.2
Yes, inactive at time of radicalization, never deployed 27 11.8
Yes, inactive at time of radicalization but previously deployed 55 241
Yes, active at time of radicalization, unknown whether ever deployed 16 7.0
Yes, active at time of radicalization but never deployed to an active combat zone 12 53
Yes, active at time of radicalization and had been deployed to an active combat zone 24 10.5
Total 228 100

Table 3. Type of radicalization.

Type of radicalization n=228 %

Islamist radicalization 38 16.7
Far-right radicalization 123 539
Far-left radicalization 26 1.4
Single issue radicalization 41 18.0
Total 228 100

Table 4. Far-right military cases compared to far-right non-military cases.

n=123
Theoretical 0Odds
dimension Variable Sig. Phi  ratio (OR)
Mental health Abused as a Child? 0,941 -,003 0,962
Abused as an Adult? 0,081 ,077 6,463
Mental illness? 0,023* ,099 1,752
Drug or alcohol abuse? 0,358 ,038 1,257
Traumatic experience? 0,000** 323 4,769
Grievances and ~ What is the individual’s work history prior to their date of exposure? 0,018* ,158 2,559
alienation
Social stratum as a child? 0,398 ,078 1,652
Social stratum as an adult? 0,792 -,017 0,926
Difficulty finding or maintaining romantic relationships? 0,005** 209 2,558
Difficulty finding or maintaining non-romantic relationships? 0,249 1,084 1,608

Was subject ever known to be marginalized, ostracized, or dismissed from any 0,002** 245 3,202
social, cultural, religious, or political groups or organizations?

Angry with the U.S.? 0,001** 173 2,383
Group grievance? 0,001** 179 2,739
Diminution of social standing prior to radicalization? 0,004** 232 3,531

*significant at 0,05 level, ** significant at 0,01 level
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4). As a second analytical step, we compared all cases with military backgrounds in each ideological
category with those in the same category without military background (Tables 5-8).

Chi-square tests of association between military and non-military cases, and various social and psycho-
logical risk factors, were calculated to this end. All data analyses were carried out on IBM SPSS version 25.
Initial data management involved grouping all the cases with military service background into one new
binary variable. This means that all six categories of military services were grouped together as one in our
analyses, and compared against all non-military cases. In Table 2, the categories of the original military
variable are presented.

For more information about the specifics of the various variables, we refer to the PIRUS Codebook.”
When reviewing the information provided through PIRUS, the issue of missing data surfaced, as well as
certain variables with a significantly lower cell count. We approached this by recoding the variables with
more than two categories into a two-category variable. This naturally increased the risk of reducing some
nuances within the variables. However, since the chi-square test is sensitive to low cell counts (at least
80 percent of cells should have expected frequencies of 5 or more), the recoding helped us to minimalize the
risk of violating the underlying assumptions of the test.” The following variables were recoded into two
category variables, by grouping alternatives 0 and 1 into “0,” and 2 and 3 into “1”: Work history, Social
standing, Abuse as a Child, Abuse as an Adult, Traumatic Experience, Group Grievance, Mental Illness,
Social Stratum during Childhood, and Social Stratum during Adulthood.

Methodological limitations

The first significant limitation of our study is the small n sample of 228 cases. Compared to the
phenomenon of extremist radicalization in general, and the overall PIRUS dataset (of 2.226 cases), our
sample is quite clearly limited. Our goal is to move beyond the currently theoretical or anecdotal
knowledge of military background radicalization trajectories by exploring the PIRUS database for
empirical support for the relevance of specific social and mental health vulnerability factors, as
suggested in the available literature. Their specific impact on radicalization should be studied in
more detail in the future. Hence, we hope to present the first selection of promising influencing factors,
and a theoretical explanation for these, as derived from the literature.

Another limitation must be pointed out regarding the actual comparison of far-right extremists
with a military background and the complete PIRUS sample, which also includes other types of
extremist ideologies. As the far-right group is substantially larger than all of the other groups with
military background (see Table 3), we decided to focus our analysis on this group only in order to
produce a more precise analysis. We did compare each ideological group in itself (for those with and
without military background) and the results can be found in the separate online appendix.

The second important limitation comes with the structure of the PIRUS dataset itself. This valuable
and groundbreaking database was collected and is administered by the National Consortium for the
Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START), at the University of Maryland.”* We found
that the lack of chronological information from data collected on several points in time for each code
impedes the potential for causal explanations. In essence, it was not possible for us to determine when
other risk factors occurred, in relation to the time of military service and radicalization. A traumatic
life experience, for example, could happen before, during, or after military service. As Table 4 will
show, a large majority of the cases in our sample set has prior military experience. However, we do not
know if, for example, a radicalization trajectory started immediately after military service, or if it
started years later. As such, our work is based on the hypotheses presented in the theoretical frame-
work. With timestamps on events, collected at several points in time, advanced statistical modelling
would have allowed us to explore how different events might have correlated and influenced certain
phases in the radicalization process. However, without these data, such analysis was not possible.
Nevertheless, we clearly acknowledge the immense value of the PIRUS database, which is compiled
using open sources like newspaper articles and court documents. Of course, since we relied on pre-
existing variables coded in the database, we were not able to operationalize the previously identified
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risk factors as we saw fit. Hence, the PIRUS variables only represent the best possible fit to our
theoretical framework.

A third limitation comes with the statistical method we chose, namely, the nature of the chi-
square test. We will discuss the details of our methodological approach in the following section, but
we acknowledge here that such tests do not provide any causal relationships between variables, and
that our findings are to be understood as group level characteristics. All variables were checked for
meeting assumptions of the chi-square test. As with many other studies using PIRUS and other
databases, our work also suffers from missing data. The option of resolving the issue of missing data
with mean imputation has been found to present a stronger relationship between variables than is
accurate.” Due to the high risk involved in such data manipulation, we refrained from applying this
method.

Descriptive statistics

Of the 228 cases included in our analysis, 176 (77,2 percent) were inactive in terms of military service
at the time of radicalization, indicating that extremist radicalization appears to predominantly occur
after some time in the armed forces. The group containing individuals with active military service at
the time of radicalization was 52 (22.8 percent). While the dataset does provide interesting nuances
within the military group, there is still uncertainty related to military deployment. As Table 2 shows,
48.2 percent of the cases are labeled as unknown in terms of military deployment. The 228 cases with
military backgrounds were grouped into radicalization trajectories, leading to different ideological
types of extremism (Table 3). The largest group, by a significant margin, is the far-right radicalization,
accounting for 53.9 percent of all cases.

Since the number of cases from other ideological groups is so small, we focus on the far-right in our
analysis. This of course reduces our sample size further but produces more stable analysis and enables
us to present findings that are less influenced by mixed ideological groups.

Results

A chi-square test of association was calculated, comparing the frequency of observed social and
psychological risk factors among those with and without military experience in the far-right group.
Effect sizes, as well as odds ratio for the observed risk factors in the military group, are provided in
Table 4. Interestingly, our analysis found several moderate effect sizes for traumatic experiences
(phi = 0,323, OR = 4,769); social standing diminution prior to radicalization (phi = 0,232,
OR = 3,531); difficulty finding or maintaining romantic relationships (phi = 0,209, OR = 2,558); and
social, cultural, religious, or political ostracism and marginalization (phi = 0,245, OR = 3,202) in cases
with a military background.’® The odds ratio indicates a substantially heightened chance of the
military group having the above risk factors, when compared to the group without a military back-
ground. Additionally, several weak effect sizes (phi<0,1) were found, producing lower but still
important odds ratios, in work history (phi = 0,158, OR = 2,559), angry with the U.S. (phi = 0,173,
OR = 2,383), group grievance (phi = 0,179, OR = 2,739) as well as a borderline weak association in
mental illness (phi = 0,099, OR = 1,752). Importantly, the work history variable indicates that the far-
right military group was more likely to have stable employment, compared to the non-military far-
right group. Having a stable employment can be beneficial to workers’ mental health.””

Our analysis reveals a cocktail of heightened odds for risk factors within the far-right military
group. These findings indicate that radicalized individuals with military backgrounds are more likely
to suffer from trauma, mental illness, a decrease of social standing, and exclusion from participation in
social groups or organizations. They are also more likely to be challenged with interpersonal problems,
grievances, and anger toward society.
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Discussion

Our exploration of potential vulnerability factors for military personnel’s increased risk of being
attracted to or recruited into violent extremist milieus has found modest support for the mental health,
grievance and social exclusion driven radicalization trajectories, which were suggested in the available
literature initially discussed. Indeed, it appears that Simi et al.’s hypothesis of identity discrepancies
following failed role adjustments within the military, or after transition into civilian life, might hold
some empirical value, since the majority (77,2 percent) of the sample were retired from military duty
when they radicalized. In general, many theories of radicalization that strongly focus on grievances,*®
mental health issues,” or ostracism,’ as the driving factors appear to help explain the significance of
these variables among our group of far-right military background cases. Naturally, military service,
especially when it involves deployment to an active combat situation, includes numerous intense
physical and psychological risks and strains. These could lead to prolonged mental health issues, such
as PTSD. Even beyond psychological illness, Gotzsche-Astrup®' showed that fundamental uncertainty,
loss of meaning, and the search for purpose regarding the most basic life questions have a strong
empirical evidence basis in regard to their potential effect on extremist radicalization processes. Hence,
it is fair to speculate that some of those armed service members that radicalize might have been thrown
into existential uncertainty by their traumatic experiences, for example, during a combat situation. We
also see that military background radicalization appears to involve significant social issues, which can
easily be explained as a consequence of the associated traumatic experiences and mental health issues.

While we do not know if or how the military experience itself initiates a radicalization process, or
how it could possibly contribute to such a trajectory, our findings resonate with the work by Simi
et al.,> who propose that personal achievements within the military may go unrecognized, and even
unappreciated, once back in civilian life. This may also be understood as a loss of significance, which
Jasko et al.® found to be a positive predictor of ideologically motivated violence. Additionally, if
exiting the armed forces was involuntary, this may increase mental health issues, lack of personal
significance, and grievances toward one’s own country. The already experienced process of becoming
a soldier (martialization), belonging, identity building, and group solidarity®* may create a larger
vacuum in ex-soldiers’ lives when compared to civilian radicalization cases. In addition, extremist
milieus offer semi-martial or even pseudo-martial environments (e.g., militias, paramilitary structures,
high affinity to weapons, violence, masculinity, militaristic language), which could appeal to veterans
who feel lost in civilian life, as a familiar and easily navigated social sphere. Furthermore, extremist
groups are known to be more appreciative of military experience (as this will be directly useful to
them), and to offer status, respect, and recognition. Through dedicated subcultural and ideological
references to warrior identities, death, and self-sacrifice, an extremist heroic doubling (not unlike in
the military) could function as a bridge into military environments, and help recruit veterans. Our data
and analysis do not provide concrete evidence for this aspect, of course, but we do see potential proxy
indicators in the relevance of social variables. As shown, marginalization, ostracism, exclusion from
social groups, on the one hand, and the decrease of social standing on the other, are theoretically
linked to this dynamic, which may be used by extremist milieus for recruitment. Both, the group
grievances and anger toward the U.S. variables were mentioned, and found to be marginally insignif-
icant statistically. However, research by Belew® and Simi et al.®® provide qualitative evidence and
theoretical explanations for the potential impact of these factors. We also agree that the role transition
process from military service to civilian life constitutes an extraordinary change in a person’s life,
which includes not only the fundamentally different day-to-day routines, but also the alteration of
one’s social environment, sense of purpose, belonging, and meaning. Hence, we argue not to dismiss
these factors, even though they appear to be statistically insignificant.

Once again, we must caution against interpreting our results too widely. Clearly, not all far-right
radicalized former or active soldiers are suffering from trauma, mental health issues or social exclu-
sion. They are simply more likely than other radicalized groups to have these issues. Furthermore, we
do not know at this point how the variables and vulnerability factors influence each other. We do know
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that, among the far-right cases with military background, different radicalization trajectories do exist.
As a group, however, we found modest empirical support that show stronger tendencies to be
associated with the risk factors previously discussed.

Furthermore, we affirm that the group of extremists with military backgrounds are by themselves
a diverse group and should be scrutinized much more thoroughly. Given the data’s limitation, we were
not able to advance more deeply into the potential psychological overlap between extremist and
military milieus, as some scholars hypothesized in the past. Clearly, this field of research provides
abundant future challenges, but also multiple highly valuable avenues to further an understanding of
extremist radicalization trajectories.

Our exploratory study has produced some (albeit modest) empirical support for previous theories that
attempted to explain extremist radicalization of military personnel. Future research must nevertheless
investigate the distinct mechanisms and causal relationships between specific vulnerability factors and
military experiences with regard to violent radicalization processes within specific extremist milieus. Our
findings suggest a potentially moderating influence of the extremist ideology or milieu specific character-
istics on the effects of some risk factors. The limitations we encountered while working with the PIRUS
dataset could pave the way toward a possible future research agenda. By adding data collection on several
points in time, as well as differentiated timestamps on the various factors in a dataset, such as the military
history itself, or experiences of trauma and neglect in relation to a radicalization trajectory, as well as acts of
extremists motivated violence, researchers would be able to explore the interplay between independent and
dependent variables more accurately. Notwithstanding the importance of the PIRUS dataset, we encourage
the development of a (ex-)military specific dataset that could build a stronger research foundation for
future studies in the area. Specialized thematic terrorism and radicalization databases (e.g., the “Monterey
Weapons of Mass Destruction” or the “Big, Allied and Dangerous” database) have shown to be valuable
additions to other existing large-scale datasets. Using open sources, such as court documents or press
reporting, may provide the necessary biographical data to generate such timestamps.

Further, we believe that the standardization among NATO countries regarding military training
and structures, as well as socio-political similarities among liberal democracies, allow for a cautionary
transfer of our findings to other national contexts. Of course, significant political, legal, cultural, and
social differences, as well as the fundamentally different nature of far-right milieus in each country
need to be accounted for. However, previous research has indicated that at least in some liberal
democracies, comparable problems of far-right infiltration and radicalization within the military
exist.”” Another potential area where our findings might be of importance is far-right infiltration of
police and law enforcement agencies. Naturally, despite the phenomenon of police militarization in
some countries (especially the United States),’® civilian law enforcement operates under vastly
different legal and structural conditions. In addition, the experiences of law enforcement personnel
regarding physical and psychological strain fall short of those of military personnel with combat duty,
despite the challenges and threats faced by many police officers on a daily basis. Recruitment and
training also differ substantially between the two groups. We believe, however, that our findings
presented here could act as a starting point for similar exploratory studies in the law enforcement
environment.

Even though our findings are but a modest step forward toward understanding military back-
ground radicalization, we believe that there is sufficient indication to direct preventative efforts, both
within and without the armed services, for the mental health and social ostracism effects of military
service, in relation to the potential risk of being recruited into extremist milieus. From the
perspective of preventing and countering violent extremism (P/CVE), there is a need to help
facilitate a better transition to civilian life, or more adequately, to deliver tailored treatment or
support services to those in demand. Even beyond transition support for soldiers entering civilian
life, our research has shown that radicalization during active service is a real danger to the integrity
and security of militaries around the world. As has been argued previously,*” the military should
invest in their own P/CVE programs to actively counter the threat of extremist infiltration and
exploitation for terrorist acts. Our work provides some baseline directions for those programs,
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which may start with basic awareness training about the ideologies, codes, and symbols of certain
extremist groups that are most attractive and inconspicuous to soldiers, but which could potentially
reach full-fledged deradicalization activities. In addition, as was argued by Harris, Gringart, and
Drake,”” the similarity in disengaging from the military, as well as from extremist groups based on
their shared ideological nature, does offer some theoretical foundation for transporting the state of
the art in deradicalization and disengagement research, as well as in practice,”’ into the military
realm and working with veterans.

Conclusion

The research presented in this article contributes to the study of extremist radicalization of former or
active members of the military by finding modest empirical support for various mechanisms suggested
in the literature. Our findings indicate that far-right radicalized individuals with military backgrounds
more frequently suffer from trauma, a diminution of social standing, having difficulties in maintaining
romantic relationships, and an exclusion from participation in social groups or organizations com-
pared to far-right radicalized individuals without a military background. In addition, mental illness,
group grievance and anger toward the U.S. is more present, however weaker effect sizes and lower
odds rations, in the far-right military background group.

This aligns well with the existing (but predominantly theoretical) literature on the issue, which
suggests more trauma, mental health and role transition related factors in military background
radicalization trajectories. We also found marginal indication that grievances and anger against the
U.S. might have a role to play in such processes. As a reminder, when reading our findings, it is
necessary to bear in mind that the number of far-right cases with military backgrounds included in this
research is limited (n = 123). Also, we struggled with the issue of missing data. While our analysis
offers valuable insight into the topic of extremist radicalization among (ex-) military personnel, more
research is needed to reveal further insights—this includes the pathways in and out extremist beliefs
and behavior for those with a military background. We believe that a more detailed dataset, with data
collected on several points in time if possible, with timestamps for all variables, would facilitate such
future work.

Furthermore, our work will be of interest to those who have been tasked with helping active service
members and veterans with their issues, and especially their transition to civilian life. If the hypotheses
underlying this work and our modest empirical evidence are shown to be valid in the future,
psychological similarities between martialization and extremist radicalization on the one hand, and
similar group level collective identity building processes on the other (e.g., by focusing on a warrior
mentality), might provide the basis for the design of specific P/CVE programming that targets active
and former military personnel. As indicated in previous research,”” disengagement processes from the
military and extremism are not fundamentally dissimilar. Hence, we are positive that the existing P/
CVE knowledge and practical experience can successfully be translated into a military environment.
Nevertheless, our research can only be the beginning of a much more detailed and elaborate explora-
tion of this specific extremist radicalization trajectory. Since extremist and terrorist groups hold
recruits with military skills in high value, there should be a strong interest in understanding the
potential links and pathways between the two milieus better. This will help to identify the scope of the
problem and create adequate counter measures. In the end, our work has provided a tiny (but
potentially significant) additional piece of the puzzle that is extremist radicalization, and the danger
posed by groups and ideologies in support of political violence.
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