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Psychological Vulnerabilities and Propensities
for Involvement in Violent Extremism

Randy Borum, Psy.D.*

Research on the psychology of terrorism has argued against the idea that most terrorist
behavior is caused by mental illness or by a terrorist personality. This article suggests
an alternative line of inquiry – an individual psychology of terrorism that explores
how otherwise normal mental states and processes, built on characteristic attitudes,
dispositions, inclinations, and intentions, might affect a person’s propensity for
involvement with violent extremist groups and actions. It uses the concepts of “mindset”
– a relatively enduring set of attitudes, dispositions, and inclinations – and worldview as
the basis of a psychological “climate,”within which various vulnerabilities and propensi-
ties shape ideas and behaviors in ways that can increase the person’s risk or likelihood of
involvement in violent extremism. Copyright # 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

For decades, psychologists and psychiatrists have sought to better understand the
psychological underpinnings of terrorism at the individual level. Early efforts, looking
for answers based on psychopathology or mental illness, however, showed with near
unanimity that mental illness and abnormality are typically not major causes of terrorist
behavior (Borum, 2004; Crenshaw, 1992; Horgan, 2008; Humaidi, 2012; Ruby, 2002;
Silke, 1998; Victoroff, 2005). Subsequent attempts to find a specific “terrorist person-
ality” or even a consistent, useful profile of psychological characteristics have been sim-
ilarly unsuccessful (Horgan, 2003). This is probably not, however, because there are no
differences between terrorists and non-terrorists in their patterns of thought, emotion
and behavior, but because there are such vast differences among terrorists. Terrorism
and terrorists are quite diverse (Alexander & Klein, 2005).

Perhaps a better line of inquiry might be to examine, from a psychological and social
perspective, how people become involved, stay involved, change or desist in their
involvement with terrorism and violent extremism (Borum, 2011c). Stepping back
from the pursuit of answers in psychological or psychiatric abnormality, perhaps it is
possible to explore how otherwise normal mental states and processes – built on char-
acteristic attitudes, dispositions, inclinations, and intentions – might affect a person’s
propensity for involvement with violent extremist groups and actions.

Although a traditional medical model of mental illness and disorder often assumes a
categorical distinction between what is normal and what is disordered, current research
on psychopathology seems to be converging around the idea that adaptive and
maladaptive psychological processes exist on a continuum. The pathways of normal
and abnormal psychological development are related. Sometimes the pathways diverge
toward either the adaptive or maladaptive. And the determination of whether a pattern
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is adaptive or maladaptive almost always depends on an individual’s context. For
example, having a restricted emotional style might be adaptive in contexts where a person
has to be tough, but maladaptive where that person is in a loving, intimate relationship.

Psychological traits, processes, styles, and characteristic patterns can be seen along a con-
tinuumof intensity and flexibility, but often by adulthood, there is a set of relatively enduring
attitudes, dispositions, and inclinations; what might be regarded as a “mindset.” A person’s
mindset will sway how she or he interprets and responds to situations.1 Mindsets, like per-
sonalities, can presumably have adaptive–maladaptive and normal–abnormal psychological
characteristics. It might be useful to better understand how these psychological processes
can affect an individual’s involvement in – and trajectory through – terrorism. This article
suggests that an individual’s mindset and worldview establish a psychological “climate,”
within which various vulnerabilities and propensities shape ideas and behaviors in ways that
can increase the person’s risk or likelihood of involvement in violent extremism (Figure 1).

WORLDVIEW AS PSYCHOLOGICAL CLIMATE

Worldviews encompass the ways in which we make sense and meaning of the world and
our experience in it. According to Sire (2004), they incorporate our most basic assump-
tions and presuppositions about how the world works and they guide our expectations
and responses in social interactions (Duckitt & Fisher, 2003). Worldviews can be both
drivers and products of psychological propensities that may increase receptivity to
extremist ideology and perhaps to justifications for terrorist violence.

Authoritarianism

In 1950, a book titled The Authoritarian Personality appeared in the sociological-
psychological literature. The authors proposed the existence of a personality syndrome,
which arose from childhood conflicts involving overly critical and punitive parents, charac-
terized by nine personality traits (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson,&Sanford, 1950):

1. Rigid, unthinking adherence to conventional, middle-class ideas of right and wrong;
2. Respect for and submission to authority;
3. Displaced anger;
4. Inability to trust others;
5. Need for powerful leaders and groups;
6. Over-simplified thinking;
7. Guarding against dangerous ideas;
8. Belief that one is pure and good and everyone else is “evil”;
9. Ethnocentrism.

From this cluster of traits, Adorno et al. developed a measure of authoritarianism
called the F (for fascism) Scale. However, the nine-part structure did not hold up under
empirical scrutiny (Meloen, 1993).

1 mindset. (n.d.), “a fixed mental attitude or disposition that predetermines a person’s responses to and in-
terpretations of situations” – The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, fourth edition. Re-
trieved March 21, 2013, from Dictionary.com website: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/mindset
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Amidst professional and scientific criticism of the authoritarianism concept,
research on it largely subsided until revived, in part, by the work of Altemeyer
(1981, 1996; see also Cohrs, 2013). Altemeyer reconceptualized the construct as a stable,
learned, social attitude with three facets: submission to authority, staunch conventio-
nalism, and anger and aggression toward out-groups (Hetherington & Suhay, 2011,
p. 547). Altemeyer suggested that persons with authoritarian personalities have cognitive
styles that are rigid, dualistic, and intolerant of ambiguity (Altemeyer, 1996).

Authoritarianism has been linked to a range of traits and attitudes that are consistent
with militant, extremist, and even hate-oriented ideologies, including ethnocentrism,
prejudice, nationalism, anti-immigrant attitudes, opposition to civil and human rights,
and, finally, opposition to democratic values, civil rights and liberties, and human
rights (Seipel, Rippl, Kindervater, & Lederer, 2012).

Hetherington and Suhay (2011) offer a concise statement that summarizes how
authoritarianism might create propensities for terrorism involvement:

Figure 1. World view, psychological vulnerabilities and propensities for involvement in violent extremism.

“Mindset”, worldview and involvement in violent extremism
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In their leaders, authoritarians seek protection from danger as well as direction when
faced with uncertainty. In conventional norms, authoritarians are given proscriptions
for how to behave and – assuming others follow those norms as well – the guarantee that
others will behave in orderly and predictable ways. Finally, authoritarians’ aggression
toward those who pose threats, whether threats to safety or to cultural norms, represents
one very concrete approach to handling a perceived threat – by forcefully trying to
eliminate it (p. 548).

Dogmatism

Dogmatism is another concept, related to authoritarianism, which can pervade a
person’s worldview in ways that create propensities to adopt extremist ideologies or
engage with other extremists.

Rokeach (1954) pioneered the modern idea of dogmatism, which he defines as
having: “(a) a relatively closed cognitive system of beliefs and disbeliefs about reality,
(b) organized around a central set of beliefs about absolute authority which, in
turn, (c) provides a framework for patterns of intolerance and qualified tolerance
toward others.”

Like authoritarians, people high in dogmatism are unreasonably attached to
their own ideas, unable to process disconfirming information, and generally
hostile toward those with views and principles that differ from their own (Jost,
Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003). Dogmatism can manifest at either
extreme of an ideological continuum, though it has been studied primarily in con-
servative and right-wing ideologies (de Regt, Mortelmans, & Smits, 2011a; Jost
et al., 2003). The construct has been linked to increased aggression, a “dualistic”
(good vs. evil) worldview, authoritarianism, and a proclivity to dehumanize those
who oppose one’s beliefs (de Regt, Smits, & Mortelmans, 2011b). Many of these
features also characterize most militant, violent extremist ideologies (Saucier,
Akers, Shen-Miller, Knezevic, & Stankov, 2009; Stankov, Saucier, & Knežević,
2010). Dogmatism can also shape propensities by affecting a person’s appraisals
of injustice, which comprise a powerful set of motivational and attributional
vulnerabilities.

Apocalyticism

A third relevant worldview feature has been called “apocalypticism.” Apocalypti-
cism has been discussed primarily in the literatures on the cultural, historical,
psychological and sociological aspects of religion, and, to a lesser extent, politics
(Berlet, 2004), but not as a clinical psychological construct. According to Berlet
(2004), “In its more generic usage, the word ‘apocalypse’ has come to mean
the belief in an approaching confrontation, cataclysmic event, or transformation
of epochal proportion, about which a select few have forewarning so they can
make appropriate preparations” (p. 477).

Strozier and Boyd (2010a) have conducted one of the most comprehensive
analyses on the psychology of apocalypticism. They have outlined several facets
of apocalyptic thinking, though they readily acknowledge the categories are
overlapping and “somewhat arbitrary”:
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• Time. Although many extremist ideologies have a dualistic nature, casting the world
as a stark, dichotomous contrast between good and evil, apocalyptic thinking is
distinctive because it “locates the problem of evil in time and looks forward to its
imminent resolution” (O’Leary, 1994, p. 6). Apocalyptic thinkers believe that
history – past and future – is determined and that they have a blueprint (from writings
or teachings) about how it will unfold. Some extremist groups have been known to
engage in acts of mass violence or suicide, hoping their action will precipitate the
end of time.

• Death and violence. Apocalyptic thinking changes people’s frame of reference about
death from it being an individual event to a collective event. “The apocalyptic
narrative provides purpose, direction and imagery for one’s conceptualization of
death, and ultimately stresses the transcendence of death” (Strozier & Boyd,
2010a, p. 278). Apocalyptic thinkers often regard punishment as a mechanism for
maintaining order. As they see their “group” as wholly righteous, they might engage
in acts of violence to precipitate a justice-inducing effect.

• Manifestations of the apocalyptic. Apocalyptic ideas typically emerge, exist and
develop in the context of a social group or movement. Ostow (1996) describes
“three types of apocalyptic discourses created to address specific social group
formations: those created to provide hope for the oppressed; those created by
authority figures to maintain proper order by threatening the populace with ideas
of destruction; and those created to encourage people to take up arms against the
enemy” (Strozier & Boyd, 2010a, p. 281). Violent extremist leaders can mobilize
any three of these narratives (or some combination) to create conditions facilitat-
ing violence:

• Psychological context. A range of psychological factors can affect apocalyptic thinking.
Based on clinical experience, Ostow (1986, 1995) posits three variants of what he
calls “clinical apocalyptic complex.”Ostow’s conceptualization is founded in psycho-
analytic theory. The first complex is driven by depression, and people’s desire to end
their negative emotions. They may try to overcome their depression by externalizing
their bad feelings as anger and hostility to others, or by ending their own lives,
hoping that it will lead to better outcomes. The second type occurs with psychosis,
particularly in schizophrenia and mania when a person’s mood is elevated and they
perceive (usually in a paranoid way) that other people or forces are acting to under-
mine their positive state. The third type is driven by conflict between depression
and countering depression, which, Ostow says, might prompt fury and psychotic dis-
sociation, causing a “hitherto quiet and unobtrusive individual [to suddenly go] ber-
serk and attack others, often strangers” (p.74).

Strozier and Boyd (2010a) conclude from an analysis of the psychology of apocalyp-
ticism that “the apocalyptic is an inherent part of a larger psychological construct, the
fundamentalist mindset…. To consider the apocalyptic outside of this larger context
is to maintain a conceptual fiction” (p. 283).

Fundamentalist Mindset

Strozier, Terman, Jones, and Boyd (2010; see also Galen, 2011; Rogers et al., 2007; Strozier
& Boyd, 2010b) describe a “fundamentalist mindset” with less focus on the belief content
and more on the way in which beliefs are held. They outline five primary characteristics:
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• Dualistic thinking – a tendency to form absolutist and Manichaean ideas about the
nature of right and wrong and how people and events fall into one category or the other.

• Paranoia – paranoia and rage in a group context. Paranoia is an extreme and
unwarranted suspiciousness associated with hypersensitivity to humiliation and other
threats to self-esteem. Rage, as described here, is malignant and vengeful, and
typically directed at the source of humiliation.

• Apocalyptic orientation – the narrative of personal and global history that, as noted
earlier, incorporates distinct perspectives on time, death, and violence.

• Relationship with charismatic leadership – the group centers on a leader with a powerful
presence, who is often paranoid, but shows complete self-assurance and intense
conviction of his or her ideas.

• Totalized conversion experience – “In conversion to a fundamentalist mindset, a new
self forms and the old is discarded as despised” (Strozier et al., 2010, p. 40). The
change is not a shift or a transition in a specific set of ideas, but it is transformative
and comprehensive.

In relation to contemporary models of personality pathology, these four worldview
factors – authoritarianism, dogmatism, apocalypticism, and the fundamentalist
mindset – align well with the dimensions of negative emotionality (e.g., submission
and dependence on authority; suspiciousness of others), compulsivity (e.g., rigidity,
orderliness), and antagonism (e.g., hostility, aggression, oppositionality) (Shedler &
Westen, 2004; Skodol et al., 2012). In other words, worldview can both reflect and
potentiate individuals’mindsets and their characteristic traits and behaviors. A particular
worldview or mindset does not necessarily cause terrorism, but it can create or enable
vulnerabilities and propensities to affiliate with extremist groups or to become involved
in terrorism in various ways.

PSYCHOLOGICAL VULNERABILITIES

Vulnerability is the state of openness to attack, harm or damage. For understanding
pathways of violent extremism, vulnerabilities may be viewed as “factors that point to
some people having a greater openness to increased engagement than others” (Horgan,
2008). Those vulnerability factors create and interact with psychological propensities
that can affect a person’s motivation, attributional style, volition, and attitudes in ways
that make that person more vulnerable than others to engaging with terrorist groups,
causes, and activities (Bokhari et al., 2006).

Psychological vulnerabilities, for example, might shape people’s attitudes toward
a particular class of victims/targets, volitional control over their impulses and
behaviors, or their appraisals of threats and grievances. Propensity notwithstanding,
as with most human behaviors, situational and contextual factors profoundly affect
whether and how psychological characteristics or propensities manifest themselves
(Sherman, Nave, & Funder, 2013). To understand any connection between
abnormal psychology and terrorism, focusing on these individual psychological
processes may be more promising and useful than looking for unique personality
traits or diagnoses.

Three specific psychological vulnerabilities have been commonly observed among
violent extremists: (1) a need for personal meaning and identity; (2) a need for
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belonging; and (3) perceived injustice/humiliation (Borum, 2004, 2011a,2011b).
These vulnerabilities (or “need” states) often create an opening that can increase a
person’s receptivity to imposed ideas, influence, and sometimes even to seeking
alternative worldviews.

Need for Meaning/Identity

Numerous studies have found that nearly every human, across cultures, has a deep and
profound psychological need to create a sense of personal meaning and significance
(Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006; Hogg, 2007; Klinger, 1998;Mendoza-Denton &Hansen,
2007; Park, 2010). Psychologist Roy Baumeister (1991) suggests that the quest for
meaning is driven by four component needs:

• Sense of purpose. A sense of purpose comes from believing that one’s actions and
activities “make a difference” and affect the outcomes of future events.

• Efficacy. Feelings of efficacy comes from one’s sense of control over the basic
directions and outcomes of one’s life.

• Value. A sense of value comes from a belief that one’s actions are good or correct in a
moral sense.

• Self-worth. Self-worth comes from a sense that the person him/herself is fundamentally
“good” and possesses desirable characteristics.

Fulfilling these needs is a foundation for a sense of personal identity – a stable sense
of who one is and of one’s values in key domains. As many people recall from their ad-
olescence, developing this identity can be a complicated, uncertain, and anxiety-
provoking experience. Instead of wrestling with it, some people just gravitate toward
an existing, structured set of beliefs and adopt them with little critical thought or
personal reflection (Hogg, 2009). The absolutist, black-and-white nature of most
extremist ideologies is often attractive to those who feel overwhelmed by the complexity
and stress of finding meaning in a complicated world (Kruglanski et al., 2009;
Schwartz, Dunkel, & Waterman, 2009).

Need for Belonging

Having taken on a particular worldview, individuals may then choose to define their
identity simply through the worldview’s group membership (e.g., religious, political,
social) or identification with a cause (Park & Edmondson, 2011; Taves & Paloutzian,
2011). A key element in nearly any quest for meaning is a person’s sense of belonging
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Baumeister, Brewer, Tice, & Twenge, 2007). It has been
argued that belongingness is a social evolutionary adaptation because human survival
has relied, to some extent, on our interdependence as a species (Stillman &
Baumeister, 2009; Stillman et al., 2009). Without a core sense of belonging, if a person
has been rejected or excluded, he or she is more likely to endorse ideas about the futility
of – and lack of meaning in – life (Williams, 2002).

The human need for belonging has such great power that the void resulting from its
absence creates a psychological vulnerability to exploitation by nearly any collective
that offers acceptance and security. In radical movements and extremist groups, many
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prospective terrorists find not only a sense of meaning, but also a sense of belonging,
connectedness and affiliation. This is why “radicalization” itself is often regarded as a
“social process,” not just an ideological one (Munton, Martin, & Lorenc, 2011).
Ideological zeal, it seems, is not what drives many into a terrorist group, but an affinity
for the group itself may drive many toward the ideology. Crenshaw (1983) suggests that
“for the individuals who become active terrorists, the initial attraction is often to the group,
or community of believers, rather than to an abstract ideology or to violence” (p.59).

Perceptions of Injustice or Humiliation

Perceptions of injustice or humiliation create a third area of psychological vulnerability
(Brown & Abernethy, 2010). Social scientists have long recognized perceived injustice
and humiliation as central factors in understanding violence generally (van den Bos,
2007) and terrorism specifically (Deutsch, 1985; Dornschneider, 2010; Jurgensmeyer,
2000; Pargament, Magyar, Benore, & Mahoney, 2005). In the mid-1970s, Hacker
(1976) concluded that “remediable injustice is the basic motivation for terrorism”.

Three features of injustice make it a particularly potent accelerator for violent
extremism. First, people are naturally inclined to view injustice as an intentional act.
We are socialized to believe that although “bad” things may happen in life, injustices
typically do not occur without some human cause. People default to believing – or at
least wishing to believe in – a “just world”, “where people generally get what they
deserve and deserve what they get” (Lerner & Miller, 1978, p.1030). Violations of
the “just world” rule create anger and resentment. If people find themselves a victim
of injustice, then they assume someone else is at fault for that condition. By attributing
blame, accumulated resentments now have a target (Borum, 2003, 2004). So feelings
of injustice can drive an individual to identify a responsible perpetrator, and,
conversely, identifying acts of wrongdoing by a perpetrator can trigger a sense of
injustice (Lotz et al., 2011).

Secondly, the ways in which people process social information largely drives the
clarity and strength of injustice sentiments. Psychologists call that kind of information
processing “social cognition.” The power of injustice over an individual, then, comes
from how sensitive a person is to detecting injustices, and how much that person
rehearses, ruminates and fuels them.

Thirdly, perceptions of injustice can prompt powerful, moral emotions that potentiate
a drive to punish the offender (Blasi, 1999; Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007). Moral
emotions are those “linked to the interests or welfare either of society as a whole or at least
of persons other than the judge or agent” (Haidt, 2003, p. 853). A sense of injustice
evokes moral emotions, particularly moral outrage (Feather, 2006; Lotz et al., 2011).
Moral emotions, then, can galvanize an in-group (Alzeni, 2009) and drive a strong and
sometimes irrational desire to punish the wrongdoer (Fehr & Gächter, 2002). Lotz
et al. (2011) suggest that, for some, moral emotions and a sense of justice drive the desire
to punish or harm others, but for others punishment is neither distributive (e.g., “just
deserts”) nor retributive (e.g., “right a wrong”). Punishment is an end unto itself. In these
instances, actors are driven mainly by the “gains” they anticipate from harming another
person (Knutson, 2004). Any personal losses incurred are incidental.

These three common areas of psychological vulnerability – need for personal mean-
ing and identity, need for belonging, and perceived injustice/humiliation – articulate
with varying “types” of motivations found in prior analyses of terrorism and typologies
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of potential militant recruits. Venhaus (2010), for example, based on interviews and
personal histories of 2,032 “foreign fighters” who sought to affiliate with al
Qaida-related movements, views recruits as “seekers”: “the recurring theme was that
they all were looking for something … they want to understand who they are, why they
matter, and what their role in the world should be. They have an unfulfilled need to
define themselves, which al-Qaida offers to fill” (p. 8).

The following sections discuss how motivational, attributional style, volitional, and
attitudinal propensities might affect the likelihood or nature of a person’s involvement
with violent extremism.

MOTIVATIONAL PROPENSITIES

Motive (motivation) characterizes the needs, wants, interests, and desires that steer peo-
ple in a certain direction. The approach–avoidance dynamic is a common psychological
basis for conceptualizing human motivation (Elliot, 2006). The approach–avoidance
model suggests that whenever humans contemplate an act or objective, they struggle
internally with competing forces between those that push or draw them toward it (called
approach motives) and those that inhibit or pull them away from it (called avoidance
motives) (Dollard & Miller, 1950; Lewin, 1958; Miller, 1959).

Horgan (2008) has insightfully argued that the push–pull framework is useful for
understanding a person’s involvement in terrorism as well. Push factors are often
grievance-related and pull factors are often perceived incentives, which may be either
material or expressive. People become involved in terrorism for a variety of reasons,
not just because they have a conversion experience to a radical ideology. As Martha
Crenshaw (1986) observed more than 25 years ago, “the popular image of the terrorist
as an individual motivated exclusively by deep and intransigent political commitment
obscures a more complex reality” (p. 19).

Motivational Clusters

At least five motivational clusters are found often enough among persons who become
involved in terrorism to be noteworthy (Borum, 2004, 2011b; Crenshaw, 1986;
Horgan, 2008; Victoroff, 2005; Venhaus, 2010):

• Status-related, in which individuals receive praise or recognition from involvement
that bolsters self-esteem or elevates their status in the eyes of others;

• Identity-related, which sometimes occurs because individuals have no clear self-
concept and will identify with an ideology (usually without critical examination) as
a proxy for having a personal identity, or will identify with a collective of people (or
movement) as a proxy for having a social identity;

• Thrill-related, which involves positive anticipation of the perceived excitement,
danger, or adventure of being involved in terrorism; these incentives can exist with
or without a more generalized impulsivity;

• Revenge-related motivations, which may be rooted in a personal loss (e.g., death of a
family member) or loss of status (e.g., humiliation) or in some humiliation/injustice
imposed upon a group or class of persons with whom the individual strongly
identifies;
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• Material-related, which includes financial remuneration, housing, family subsistence,
and other tangible benefits that accrue from affiliating with the violent extremist
group or engaging in terrorism-related activities.

These five named categories do not cover all possible motivations, nor are the
categories exclusive of one another. Multiple motivations may exist simultaneously
and the relative strength of each may shift over time.

ATTRIBUTIONAL PROPENSITIES

A person’s attributional style is another category of propensities that can affect the
likelihood of involvement with extremism and terrorism. As Penn, Sanna, and Roberts
(2008) describe it: “attributional style refers to explanations people generate regarding
the causes of positive and negative events in their lives” (p. 409). People attribute the
“causes” of positive and negative events to themselves, to others, or to situational factors.

The specific dimensions of causal attributions are internal vs. external (how much a
person believes himself responsible for the event), stable vs. unstable (how much a
person believes the cause of the event is present over time), and global vs. specific
(how much a person believes the cause of the event occurs across varying conditions).
An optimistic explanatory style is characterized by the following:

If the event is negative:

External þ unstable þ specific

If the event is positive:

Internal þ stableþ global

A negative explanatory style is characterized in the opposite way (Peterson et al.,
1982). The way people make attributions is pertinent to how they develop grievances,
ascribe blame, and evaluate those regarded as responsible for negative events.

It is not unusual for people to “default” to attributing positive outcomes to
themselves and negative outcomes to others. But there is typically a self-correcting
mechanism that tests the reality of those attributions and makes corrections when
presented with new, disconfirmatory evidence. Some people, however, have problems
encoding and interpreting cues from others in social contexts. This is a kind of informa-
tion-processing deficit. Apart from the general description of a “negative” style, there
are some systematic and troublesome attributional biases that are relevant to how
people perceive threats and alliances and interpret others’ behavior (O’Connor,
2009). These include the following:

• Externalizing bias (EB). A general tendency to avoid seeing oneself as responsible for
negative events, but to blame other people and circumstances. EB is found in often in
people with delusions – especially persecutory delusions – particularly at a psychotic
level of severity (Bell, Halligan, & Ellis, 2006 – explaining delusions).
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• Personalizing bias (PB). A specific tendency to ascribe blame to other people, rather
than circumstances (or self) for negative events. PB has also been linked to paranoid
and persecutory delusions in schizophrenia. With psychotic paranoia, PB obstructs
the usual mechanisms that correct our negative/blaming attributions to others when
evidence suggests otherwise (Penn et al., 2008). This PB obstruction usually occurs
because of an unusually strong need for closure (or intolerance of ambiguity) and
impaired theory of mind (ToM) (Penn et al., 2008).

Both an unusually strong need for closure and an impaired ToM have been found in
people with persecutory delusions (Bentall et al., 2001; Bentall & Swarbrick,
2003; Garety & Freeman, 1999; Randall, Corcoran, Day, & Bentall, 2003;
Taylor & Kinderman, 2002). ToM is basically the ability to perceive, interpret and un-
derstand – based on another person’s own ideas, values and experiences – what that
other person might be thinking and feeling in a given situation (Penn et al., 2008).
ToM impairments are found not only with delusions but also with subclinical psychotic
or psychosis-like experiences (Marjoram et al., 2006; Pickup, 2006; van Os et al.,
2009). Not only has PB been linked to paranoia and persecutory delusions, but the
combination of EB and PB has also been identified as a vulnerability for personality
disorders (Langdon et al., 2006).

• Hostile attribution bias (HAB). Also called “hostile attribution of intent”, HAB is a
predisposition to ascribe hostile meaning to others’ words and actions, even when
it was not intended. It is not surprising that this attributional bias is linked to aggres-
sion and a range of other negative social outcomes (Orobio de Castro et al., 2002).
People with HAB are overly sensitive to detecting grievous intent, events, and actions
(Jones, Miller, & Lynam, 2011). These persons “detect” grievous intent, even
when it is not there. In previous studies, hostile attributional styles have been
linked to a number of mental syndromes, including borderline personality disorder
(Bender, Morey, & Skodol, 2011; Lerner & St. Peter, 1984; Westen et al., 1990)
and narcissistic personality disorder (Hartouni, 1992).

• Confirmation bias (CB). CB is a perceptual tendency to attend selectively to informa-
tion that is consistent with a pre-existing belief and to disregard contrary or
disconfirming information. This process is one explanatory mechanism for how
people maintain delusional beliefs (Freeman, 2007; van Dael et al., 2006).

• Jumping to conclusions. Jumping to conclusions is a data-gathering bias. It is a style of
reasoning comprising an inclination toward “early acceptance” and, to a lesser
extent, early rejection of hypotheses (Colbert & Peters, 2002). More precisely,
persons who jump to conclusions show a tendency to seek less information to reach
a decision. Jumping to conclusions may, under certain conditions, contribute to
erroneous inferences and is hypothesized to lead to the formation and/or
maintenance of delusions (van Dael et al., 2006, p.341).

Grievances – personal or political – often help push a person toward involvement in
terrorism. As we noted in the previous section, however, the potency of grievous events
and actions is driven by the person’s sensitivity in detecting them and that person’s
preoccupation with grievance-related ideas and sentiments after they are detected. A
person’s cognitive appraisals largely determine whether he or she will perceive negativ-
ity or hostile intent. Cognitive appraisals give meaning to our perceptions. According to
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Stets and Turner (2008), “cognitive appraisals revolve around the following: general
definitions of self, other(s), and situations; attributions for the causes behind situational
outcomes; awareness of one’s place in the social structure; and recognition of cultural
guidelines (p. 33)”.

Cognitive appraisals give meaning to our experiences. Once we perceive an event,
our appraisals quickly and almost automatically produce an “implicit meaning”
(Thompson & Janigian, 1988). Initial appraisals occur without reflection and delibera-
tion, but they classify important features of the event itself, such as whether it poses a
threat, whether it can be controlled, why it occurred, and what implications it has for
future action. Appraisals are revised as new information becomes available or new
connections are made (Park, 2010).

Certain social cognitive deficits, however, can alter cognitive appraisals in ways that
distort how a person perceives and interprets others’ actions and events. At the
extreme, these traits might be caused by severe disturbances in mood or thinking or
manifest as part of a personality disorder (or some maladaptive personality syndrome).

Attributional biases, including paranoia, and sub-clinical or clinical delusions, can
be an antecedent or a consequence of terrorism involvement. In The Psychopolitics of
Hatred, Robins and Post (1997) describe seven elements of paranoia: extreme
suspiciousness, centrality, grandiosity, hostility, fear of loss of autonomy, projection,
and delusional thinking. The paranoid style of thinking shows a HAB, a low threshold
for discerning threat, and a persistence of grudges for past grievances.

VOLITIONAL AND AFFECTIVE PROPENSITIES

Volition and emotion comprise a third area of potential vulnerability and propensity.
Volition comprises the nature and degree of control that persons have over their emotions,
motivations/needs, thoughts, impulses, and behaviors to achieve functional goals
(Hautzinger, 1994;Kuhl, 1994). Functional goals typically involve implementing intentions.

Volitional Propensities: Self-regulation and Self-concept

A two-part model of self-regulation and self-control is a popular contemporary frame-
work for understanding this volitional capacity (Kuhl, 1992; Kuhl & Goschke, 1994).
In this model, volition operates as a “control center” for goal-directed behavior by
coordinating attention, motivation, emotion, activation, cognition, and action
(Forstmeier & Ruddel, 2008). Self-control provides the discipline. Self-control inhibits
thoughts, feelings and impulses (subsystems) that might interfere – or be inconsistent
with – the active goal or intention. Self-regulation integrates and coordinates the
subsystems that focus attention and increase motivation to pursue the goal (Kuhl, 1992;
Kuhl & Fuhrmann, 1998; Kuhl & Goschke, 1994).

Volition is closely tied to self-concept and identity. Symbolic self-completion theory
provides one framework for exploring the volition–identity connection (Wicklund &
Gollwitzer, 1982). The concept of symbolic self-completion suggests that people try
to define themselves with identity labels, and use indicators that signal to others (and
to themselves) their competence or achievement in that realm of activity. Accordingly,
the ways in which people invest their time and resources (e.g., things they buy or
goals they pursue) are “symbols” that people use to clarify their own identities and
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substantiate their own self-definitions (Gollwitzer, Bayer, Scherer, & Seifert, 1999;
Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981, 1982).

If a man, for example, defines himself as a “freedom fighter,” he may attend rallies
and gathering, pursue training in how to fight, purchase an AK-47, speak out against
oppressors. Those are symbols. And those symbols do not just appear coincidentally
with the person’s activities. They take on a personal meaning that reinforces the per-
son’s own label as a freedom fighter. If he does not have the symbols that readily
(and positively) identify him as a freedom fighter, he will actively seek them to provide
that clarification. These are activities to defend against an identity threat or challenge.

Deficits in volitional competence are often associated with disorders involving
impulsivity, and may also be “a vulnerability factor for anxiety disorders and
depression” (Forstmeier & Rüddel, 2007, p. 66). These same deficits may lead some
individuals to be more receptive – or at least have less resistance – to attempts to
persuade or coerce them to accept an extreme ideology and to endorse militant, violent
actions in service of a cause.

ATTITUDINAL PROPENSITIES

Attitudes comprise a person’s internal appraisals of people, objects, events, and issues
that predispose them to respond favorably or unfavorably. Attitudes are similar in many
ways to personality traits in that they are both stable dispositions. Attitudes, however,
are distinguishable from traits because they are evaluative in nature and because they
are directed at a given target or object. Traits describe a person’s tendencies to respond
in a given domain (Ajzen, 2005).

Attitudes themselves are “hypothetical” constructs. They cannot be observed
directly but are inferred from a person’s behavior and responses. Attitudinal propensities
are expressed through a person’s behavioral responses.

A number of attitudes might affect a person’s involvement in terrorism. Attitudes
toward terrorism itself (and toward potential targets) may activate or inhibit action,
but alone they are not dispositive of future behavior. Nor should they be seen as a
necessary predicate for involvement in terrorism. The vast majority of people who be-
lieve that terrorism (under certain circumstances) is justified do not engage in terrorism
themselves, and many who claim certain ideological justifications for the actions
actually have other motives. Nevertheless, attitudes can create propensities that affect
terrorism involvement. The propensities can also increase vulnerability to psychopathology,
particularly personality disorders.

Some categories of relevant attitudinal predispositions might include the following:

• Proviolence attitudes. These are attitudes supporting the idea that violence is a legiti-
mate way to achieve an actor’s objectives in a given situation and that the actor is
likely to be successful in the attempt (Brand & Anastasio, 2006). Prior studies of
general or common violence have linked proviolence attitudes to more frequent epi-
sodes of violent behavior (Felson, Liska, South, & McNulty, 1994; Heimer, 1997;
Markowitz & Felson, 1998; Polaschek, Collie, & Walkey, 2004). Stankov et al. (2010)
found that one of the three main ingredients in a militant extremist mindset is a “belief
that violence is not only an option, but it may be a useful means to achieve one’s
personal and social goals” (p. 75). Ideas about the instrumental utility or
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instrumentality of violence are also a characteristic feature of psychopathy (Camp et al.,
2013; Glenn & Raine, 2009; Walsh, Swogger, & Kosson, 2009).

• Grievances. Attitudes pertaining to perceived grievances and injustices can also create a
propensity to terrorism involvement or to the ideologies and justifications that drive it
(Chernick, 2004). Grievances are common among politically motivated violent actors,
but perceived injustice holds special meaning – especially in understanding terrorism
(Hacker, 1976; Ross, 1993, p. 326). Tedeschi and Felson (1994) observe that

in the face of perceived injustice or conflict, actors use aggression and often violence to exert
social influence, express grievances, and maintain and enhance desired identities” (p.215). A
desire for revenge or vengeance is a common expression of grievance. Martha Crenshaw
(1992) suggests “one of the strongest motivations behind terrorism is vengeance, particularly
the desire to avenge not oneself but others. Vengeance can be specific or diffuse, but it is an
obsessive drive that is a powerful motive for violence toward others, especially people thought
to be responsible for injustices (p. 73).

• External threat. At an individual level, threat perceptions and threatening attitude objects can
affect an actor emotionally and cognitively in ways that might affect the likelihood of involve-
ment in terrorism. Emotionally, perceived threat can heighten physiological arousal and fuel
anger and fear that can precipitate violent cognitions and/or behavior (Lerner & Keltner,
2000, 2001; Lerner, Gonzalez, Small, & Fischhoff, 2003). Cognitively, perceived threat and
danger, as is true for paranoid ideation, can trigger a decision to act “defensively” and facilitate
negative attributions about the source of the threat (Slovic, 2003).

• Sensation-Seeking. Thrill-seeking, a specific form of sensation-seeking, is another line of
“activating” attitudes that are potentially relevant to terrorism involvement. Some individuals
are characteristically drawn to risky or dangerous behaviors, not necessarily because they
impulsively disregard the consequences, but because the appeal of adventure and excitement
outweighs them (McAlister & Pessemier, 1982; Pfefferbaum & Wood, 1994; Roberti, 2004).
Excitement is a significant “pull” factor for some (though certainly not all) who become
involved in criminal activity and violence generally, and in violent extremism specifically
(Baumeister & Campbell, 1999; Katz, 1988; Woodworth & Porter, 2002).

• Disinhibition. In addition to the “activating” factors, potentially “disinhibiting” attitudes can
affect propensity for violent action. Two psychological theories are especially noteworthy in
that regard: Sykes and Matza’s (1957) techniques of neutralization and Bandura’s (1990,
2004) moral disengagement. There is substantial consistency between them, but each posits
several common mechanisms that people use – wittingly or not – to justify behaviors that
may harm others. These mechanisms serve to “disinhibit” the internal (e.g., guilt) or external
(e.g., social norms) sanctions that might otherwise be barriers to action. For example, people
might invoke a moral justification or appeal to higher loyalties; they might displace or disavow
their own personal sense of agency or responsibility, sometimes deferring to a duty, authority,
or absence of choice; they might cast the victim as being blameworthy or deserving of the
adverse action; or perhaps even devalue or dehumanize the victim. Other relevant disinhibiting
factors to assess might include a generally low capacity for empathy or ability to understand
another’s perspective, and low restraint or low self-control which has been empirically and
theoretically linked to nearly all forms of criminal and transgressive behaviors.

CONCLUSION

Although mental illnesses are not common as proximate causes for terrorism involve-
ment, vulnerabilities and propensities may be. The challenge for operational personnel
is to understand when, how, for whom, and in what circumstances specific psychological
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functions and processes, particularly maladaptive ones, might be relevant to understand-
ing a person’s pathway into and through violent extremist activity.

For an operational assessment, the key function is the subject’s ability to engage in
goal-directed behavior and to act on intentions. The cognitive organizational skills
necessary for goal-directed behavior involve thinking logically (i.e., that anticipated
consequences reasonably follow from anticipation action); coherence (i.e., the ability
to connect together different ideas and elements of thought to formulate an overarching
concept or plan); consistency (i.e., that the assumptions, premises, and anticipated
actions are “internally consistent” – that they do not conflict or directly contradict
one another); and, finally, control (i.e., capacity for self-regulation to monitor, inhibit
and intentionally execute specific cognitive, emotional and behavioral functions).

Many practitioners (and others) understandably want to know the answer to the
question, “What makes terrorists tick?” Some turn to knowledge about abnormal
psychology, mental disorder, and mental illness in their search for answers. However,
research suggests that knowledge of mental illness has little to offer professionals with
operational responsibilities for preventing and dealing with terrorism.

Rather than focusing a “psychology of terrorism” primarily on mental disorder, it
might be more useful to explore vulnerabilities and propensities. Questions about a
subject’s motivational, attributional, volitional, emotional, attitudinal, and worldview
propensities may offer information about where the subject is on a path toward or away
from involvement with terrorism and terrorist organizations. For subjects involved with
terrorist activities and groups, such knowledge may be useful in both understanding
and modifying behaviors of concern.
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