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Abstract
In recent years, researchers of various disciplines have
developed many theories to understand the radicalization
process. One key factor that may promote radicalization is
social exclusion, the state of being kept apart from others.
Indeed, experimental studies have provided initial evidence for a relation between exclusion and radicalism. The
current review outlines and builds upon these research programs, arguing that social exclusion has been shown (a)
to increase the willingness to fight-and-die, (b) to promote
the approval for extreme, even violent, political parties
and actions, and (c) to push the willingness to engage in
illegal and violent action for a political cause. We close
with an agenda for future research and critically discuss
implications of this work for social policy.

INTRODUCTION
The storming of the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, led to the evacuation of the building, extensive property damage, and five deaths. Security experts and politicians assessed this incident as
a terrorist attack. This is the first time in US history that the peaceful transfer of presidential
power, a cornerstone of democracy, was disrupted. As the global community reacted to this event,
many questioned what factors brought about this violent insurrection. Interestingly, court records
indicated that the majority of the rioters were not part of an extremist group. However, several riot-
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ers’ testimony suggested that the traumatic and financial stressors of a global pandemic, which
resulted in record numbers of unemployment and several hundreds of thousands of people dead,
increased their feelings of social and economic isolation and motivated their extreme behavior
(see also Graupmann & Pfundmair, 2022; Hales et al., 2021). The current review focuses on this
perspective. We first consider the phenomenon of radicalism broadly, and then review research
documenting its connection to social exclusion. Finally, we map priorities for future research and
outline a set of policy considerations in light of the existing research.

Radicalization and radicalism
Terrorism, the term used to describe acts of violence that aim to achieve behavioral change and
political objectives by creating fear in larger populations (Doosje et al., 2016), has existed throughout much of modern history. Modern terrorism evolved from the anarchists in the late 19th
century, into anti-colonial and then leftist terror, and became particularly visible with the 9/11
attacks committed by religious fundamentalists (Rapoport, 2004). Many people who become terrorists, particularly those in the Western world, undergo a radicalization process that involves
the gradual adoption of an extremist worldview that legitimizes the use of violence to reach their
goals (Porter & Kebell, 2011). Although related, the concept of radicalization is distinct from that
of radicalism: Whereas radicalization is a process, radicalism is a structure (Edgell & Duke, 1986)
that involves a readiness to engage in illegal and violent political action (Moskalenko & McCauley,
2009). Importantly, radical beliefs can inspire radical action but there is no “conveyor belt” that
inevitably leads people from radical beliefs to radical actions (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2017); it
is quite possible—and indeed common—for people to hold radical beliefs without engaging in
radical actions.
Because an important part of radicalization is the desire to reach a specific goal, radical groups
can be differentiated according to their main concerns: Extreme right-wing groups (e.g., the Ku
Klux Klan) want to safe-guard the high status position of the “White race”; extreme left-wing
groups (e.g., the Red Army Faction) want a more equal distribution of wealth; religiously motivated groups (e.g., the Islamic State) want to impose a strict interpretation of their religion;
nationalistic groups (e.g., the Irish Republican Army) want to secure a territory; and single issue
groups (e.g., the Animal Liberation Front) want one particular goal (e.g., animal protection) to be
achieved (Doosje et al., 2016). Members of these radical groups differ in some ways. For example,
women are more involved in left-wing groups than in right-wing and religiously motivated groups,
whereas the latter show more signs of mental illness (Chermak & Gruenewald, 2015). Despite
these differences, radical groups share common elements, from perceiving serious problems in
society to embracing an ideology that legitimizes violence to address their concerns (Doosje et al.,
2016). Furthermore, to understand the process of radicalization, it may be more informative to
know how radicalization happens rather than who radicalizes (Horgan, 2008).
Researchers have developed a large number of theories and models to understand the psychological dynamics of the radicalization process (e.g., Doosje et al., 2016; Hafez & Mullins,
2015; Silber & Bhatt, 2007). A first milestone in this regard was the Staircase to Terrorism Model
(Moghaddam, 2005). This theoretical model conceived the radicalization process as a staircase of
six floors. These include perceptions of injustice and feelings of frustration, perceived options to
fight unfair treatments, displacement of aggression to the perpetrators of injustice, moral engagement that justifies terrorism, a solidification of categorial thinking, and, finally, the terrorist act
in which inhibitory mechanisms are sidestepped. A second important theory, which integrated
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empirical findings, centered on the quest for significance (Kruglanski et al., 2014). It suggested
three major ingredients for the radicalization process to unfold: the activation of the significance
quest (e.g., by a loss of significance or humiliation), a belief system identifying the means to this
goal (i.e., a terrorism-justifying ideology), and social processes (i.e., networks in which group
dynamics take place) as vehicles to terrorism. One recent study combined previous findings on
radicalization into a new model and tested it using a case study method in an Islamist sample
(Pfundmair et al., 2022). This model suggested that individual preconditions lay the groundwork
for a gradual increase of individual processes (e.g., the psychological needs for significance and
control), group processes (e.g., polarization and perceived group threat), and cognitive processes
(e.g., desensitization and dehumanization) that result in violent attitudes, intentions, and ultimately, actions. The individual preconditions that promoted such processes included different
biographical breaking points. Interestingly, one of those was social exclusion—being kept apart
from others physically or emotionally (Riva & Eck, 2016).
This is consistent with the conclusions of experts on terrorism from other disciplines, such as
political scientists, who argue that exclusion, or at least perceptions of exclusion, might be one
condition that allows terrorism to flourish (e.g., Weight-Neville & Halafoff, 2010). Indeed, social
exclusion is an event that has often been identified in the life of terrorists. For example, Anders
Breivik, a right-wing terrorist who killed 77 people in Norway in 2011, was described as chronically
excluded: “Whatever he tried in his life, he got rejected, rejected, rejected” (Graf, 2016, p. 1). For
Foued Mohamed-Aggad—an Islamist terrorist who, together with two others, killed 90 people in
Paris in 2015—rejection by the army and police was an important event in his life (Hughes, 2015).
Based on these observations, the question arises what impact such exclusion experiences have on
those who experience it.

Ostracism: A special type of social exclusion
Social exclusion can be split into two broad categories: rejection (social exclusion that involves
negative attention) and ostracism (social exclusion that involves a lack of attention; Wesselmann
et al., 2016).1 Both forms, but especially ostracism, are accompanied by tremendous psychological
stress. According to the temporal need-threat model (Williams, 2009), ostracism is first reflexively
felt both as pain and experiences of threat to four fundamental needs: belonging, self-esteem,
control, and meaningful existence. In a subsequent reflective stage, ostracized individuals try to
understand the meaning and relevance of this experience, and consider ways to fortify the threatened needs. If people are exposed to ostracism chronically, they may even experience alienation,
depression, helplessness, and unworthiness (Riva et al., 2017; Williams, 2009).
The need-threat model has been supported by a plethora of empirical work. For example, in
response to ostracism, people exhibit neural responses similar to those of physical pain (Eisenberger et al., 2003). Further, people experience need threat from ostracism even in situations
that seem counterintuitive. For example, participants felt deprived in their needs for belonging,
self-esteem, control, and meaningful existence even when they were ostracized by a despised outgroup (Fayant et al., 2014; Gonsalkorale & Williams, 2007) or a computer program (Zadro et al.,
2004). People can even experience the adverse effects of ostracism simply by watching it happen to
someone else (Poon et al., 2020; Wesselmann et al., 2009). Various forms of social exclusion also
have been shown to decrease some forms of cognitive performance such as effortful logic and
1 In

the present text, we are using the terms exclusion, ostracism and rejection in accordance with these definitions.
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reasoning (Baumeister et al., 2002), and lead to distorted time perception (Twenge et al., 2003),
and an increase in vulnerability to persuasive messages regardless of argument quality (Pfundmair et al., 2017). Moreover, research has shown that, on a behavioral level, ostracized individuals
are motivated to engage both in prosocial behaviors like compliance, conformity, and obedience
(Carter-Sowell et al., 2008; DeWall, 2010; Riva et al., 2014) and antisocial ones (e.g., targeting others with aversive noise or allocating unpleasant hot sauce to them; Twenge et al., 2001; Warburton
et al., 2006). Data suggest that chronic ostracism and other forms of exclusion may even play a
role in extreme antisocial behaviors such as mass shootings (Kowalski et al., 2021; Leary et al.,
2003).
Why should people become vulnerable to radicalism in the face of social exclusion and specifically ostracism? Ostracized individuals are motivated to fortify their needs; in this context, they
are more prone to social influence tactics targeted towards satisfying these needs (Knapton, 2014).
On the other hand, both personal deprivation in the form of threatened needs and receptiveness
to social influence are known as driving forces of radicalism (e.g., Doosje et al., 2016). Thus, consequences of ostracism overlap with motivations for radicalism, supporting why a link appears
plausible. Indeed, experimental studies have provided initial evidence for this phenomenon.

The relation between exclusion and the willingness to fight-and-die
Research from multiple laboratories demonstrated that experimentally induced exclusion elicited
extreme reactions that resemble a component of radicalism: a willingness to fight-and-die for a
group or ideology. Specifically, one study examined the connection between exclusion and such
willingness by informing participants that they would have the opportunity to be included in
an online chat session with other students (Gómez et al., 2011). To induce feelings of exclusion,
participants were informed that all the other students had rejected them as a future chat partner. Different experiments varied the reason for this act of rejection: it was either due to the
participants’ nationality or personal preferences, or participants were rejected because they outperformed the others. The rejecters were either members of the outgroup or of the ingroup. In
people who were fused with a group identity (i.e., their personal self was merged with a social
self), rejection, irrespective of its reason, increased the endorsement of extreme, pro-group actions
including fight-and-die behaviors.
A similar pattern emerged in another set of studies (Pfundmair & Wetherell, 2019): Participants
engaged in the Cyberball task (Williams & Jarvis, 2006) in which they were asked to play a virtual
ball tossing game between themselves and two other players who were said to be other participants
but were actually computerized. To manipulate ostracism, participants received the ball twice at
the beginning of this game but then never again. When ostracized, participants who were high
in need to belong had an increased impression that their own group is particularly high in moral
values. Importantly, this moralization translated into endorsement of fight-and-die behaviors.
In another study (Pretus et al., 2018), researchers investigated a sample that is particularly
vulnerable to recruitment into violent extremist groups: young men from a European Muslim
community who expressed willingness to engage in violence associated with Jihadist causes. This
sample was experimentally ostracized by the Cyberball paradigm while brain activity was measured using fMRI. Before and after Cyberball, participants assessed values specific to the Muslim
community (e.g., “strict Sharia should be applied to all Muslim lands”). Ostracism increased the
meaning of initially non-sacred values—values that people are willing (as opposed to non-willing
in the case of sacred values) to give up in exchange for instrumental benefits, such as better eco-
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activity, a region usually associated with sacred values. Moreover, ostracism made participants
report to be more willing to fight and die to defend such values. Overall, the study revealed an
ostracism-induced sacralization of values that was associated with a willingness to fight and die
for them.
Thus, preliminary work showed that social exclusion can influence specific people to the point
that they increase their willingness to engage in violent behaviors on behalf of important others
or important causes. Goal-oriented violence is a major part of radicalism. These studies, however,
did not provide answers to the question of whether these extreme responses extend to specific
political actions.

The relation between exclusion and approval of extreme political actions
Another set of studies provided evidence for a link between exclusion and increased susceptibility to social influence on behalf of extreme political actions. In one study (Knapton et al., 2015),
student participants were asked to provide a statement about their beliefs on tuition fees. On the
basis of that statement, they were rejected by an organization advocating the implementation of
tuition fees. Specifically, the experimenter told them that they could not be a part of the organization because they were incompatible with it. At the same time, they were included by another
organization that had carried out acts of vandalism and riots against tuition fees. Rejected participants were especially willing to be politically active against the rejecting organization. This
was particularly true for those high in rejection sensitivity—a tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Interestingly, this effect was
driven by inclusionary needs for belonging to the including organization.
Another study (Bäck et al., 2018) showed that this politicization in the aftermath of ostracism
was unrelated to the outgroup. In this study, participants played two rounds of Cyberball. While
they were ostracized in the first round, they were included by one specific player in the second
round. After the game, the inclusive player contacted the participants and asked them to respond
to a questionnaire about his group, a radical left-wing organization. Ostracized participants who
were high in rejection sensitivity adapted their attitude to the political group’s attitude (which
emphasized a positive view of immigration) more strongly than those who were low in rejection
sensitivity.
In a more recent line of work (Renström et al., 2020), this pattern replicated in a new context. Participants were ostracized using different paradigms. In one set of studies, the Ostracism
Online task (Wolf et al., 2015) was used: Participants were made to believe they interacted with
other users (who were actually computer-controlled) in a social media environment. They were
instructed to create a personal profile to which they only received one “like.” In another study,
participants were ostracized using the Cyberball paradigm. After being ostracized, participants
got a personalized message. To induce a sense of re-inclusion in the study using the Ostracism
Online task, the person who provided the message was that participant who had given them the
“like” beforehand; in the study using Cyberball, a sense of re-inclusion was induced in that the
person who provided the message signaled a willingness to accept new members for a political
group. The person asked participants to take part in a survey about his political group that had
a relatively extreme group norm and hosted events that had culminated in violence. Notably, the
ideology of the political group was either right-wing or left-wing; only participants who had corresponding attitudes (this was checked in a pre-screening measure) were part of these studies. After
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participants were experimentally ostracized, those who were high in rejection sensitivity were
prone to identify with the political group and willing to be involved in the form of participating
in demonstrations, donating money, and protesting on social media. Interestingly, there was no
difference depending on ideology. In a replication of Knapton et al.’s (2015) tuition fees design,
results further showed that rejected participants, particularly those high in rejection sensitivity,
indicated greater acceptance of the extreme means the tuition-fighting organization had carried
out.
These studies showed that exclusion can increase the approval for extreme, even violent, political parties and actions, particularly among those high in rejection sensitivity. This taps into the
radicalism concept more directly. However, unanswered to this point is whether people not only
support illegal and violent political action but whether they are ready to engage in such actions
themselves. Further, in all these studies, participants were given the opportunity for re-inclusion
by the available political groups. In the radicalization process, joining a radical group is often identified as a slippery slope into radicalism (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2008), which is why including
this intermediate step (an accepting extremist group showing up after exclusion) appears suitable.
Nevertheless, the re-inclusion factor blurs the answer to the question of whether social exclusion
increases radicalism or not.

The relation between exclusion and radicalism
Other studies have found more direct support for exclusion to induce a willingness to engage
in illegal and violent action. In one study (Hales & Williams, 2018), participants were ostracized
in the Cyberball task. After that, they expressed greater willingness to attend a meeting of an
activist campus organization that fought for reducing tuition fees using legal, but extreme, means
of protest. Moreover, ostracized individuals indicated greater openness toward membership in a
gang that engaged in delinquent acts.
Another study (Pfundmair, 2019) observed the relation between ostracism and radicalism, or
more specifically, the willingness to engage in illegal and violent action for a political cause.
To induce a sense of ostracism, participants completed the Cyberball or the O-Cam paradigm
(Goodacre & Zadro, 2010). In the latter, participants were informed that they would take part in a
web conference supposedly with two other participants whose actions were in fact pre-recorded.
While participants gave a presentation about themselves, these pseudo participants briefly listened to them, but then turned to each other, began having a conversation, and ignored the
participants. After ostracism, participants favored extreme options to support a pro-democracy
organization, which increased from non-violent means to property damage. Furthermore, ostracized individuals expressed greater willingness to destroy property on behalf of the terrorist
organization Animal Liberation Front. Interestingly, this effect was mediated by a deprived need
for control. This connection between the thwarted need for control and radicalism is important
because researchers have not only theorized that one reason why ostracized people aggress is to
re-establish a sense of control (Ren et al., 2018; Warburton et al., 2006) but also one reason why
people radicalize is to re-establish a sense of certainty, a type of predictive control (Hogg, 2014).
A final study (Hales & Williams, 2020) used a different approach to identify the reciprocal causal
process, asking whether belonging to an extreme group makes one particularly likely to be ostracized. Participants read descriptions of 40 different targets who varied in their personalities and

8

Pfundmair et al.

interests; importantly, each of these targets belonged to a group that employed either moderate or
extreme means to pursue an anti- or prosocial cause. Then, they reported how likely it was that
they would ignore or exclude the described person. Participants were especially willing to exclude
individuals who belonged to a group that engaged in extreme actions (e.g., rising against state and
local government to promote a cause). This was the case for groups whose extreme actions were in
the service of antisocial causes, and even more so the case for groups whose extreme actions promoted prosocial causes (apparently because promoting an antisocial cause is sufficient to elicit
some exclusion, regardless of the means that are used). This suggests the possibility of a negative feedback loop wherein people become more dependent on radical organizations as they are
socially excluded by others outside of that group.

The meaning of exclusion in terrorist radicalization
Thus far, the empirical research shows a consistent pattern of exclusion promoting extreme
responding that ranges across a spectrum from a violent willingness to fight-and-die, to approval
for extreme political actions, and even radicalism. This was found across different operationalizations of exclusion and ideology. Because all of this work is based on experimental approaches,
it supports causal conclusions. This is particularly important, because quantitative research on
radicalism seems relatively underdeveloped: A recent review has found only 0.6% of articles investigating terrorism uses experimental designs (Schuurman, 2020). It should be noted, however, that
the findings reviewed here are laboratory-based and mostly rely on student samples, which allow
for controlled settings and meaningful sample sizes but might be somewhat distant from real-word
phenomena. Real cases of radicalization are likely to be more complex. To gain a comprehensive
picture of such, additional aspects have to be considered.
One may wonder what kinds of social exclusion are experienced most prevalently among radicals. Preliminary studies indicate a highly diverse pattern, with instances of both individual-level
ostracism and rejection as well as group marginalization taking place (Pfundmair et al., 2022). Previous research indicates that these different kinds of social exclusion induce different responses.
Whereas ostracism leads to promotion-focused responses, including reengagement in social contacts and thoughts about actions one should have taken, rejection rather induces a prevention
focus, including withdrawal from social contact and thoughts about actions one should not have
taken (Molden et al., 2009). Thus, it might be ostracism rather than rejection that especially motivates individuals to be included in radical groups and take radical action. Group marginalization,
in turn, might drive these radical developments even further. This is because group marginalization not only threatens fundamental needs but promotes identification with the marginalized
group in which hostile attitudes and behaviors may be more likely (Betts & Hinsz, 2013).
Another important question is what exact role social exclusion might play in the radicalization
process. A recent case study (e.g., Pfundmair et al., 2022) showed that instances of social exclusion
accumulated more in the beginning of the radicalization process rather than in advanced stages.
This indicates that exclusion might provide a cognitive opening to radicals. Notably, however, in
the vast majority of cases, radicalization is a product of mutual interrelationships. That is, a number of different factors push and pull people into becoming radicalized (Horgan, 2014). Thus, it
appears unlikely that it is social exclusion alone that is driving terrorist radicalization. Instead, it
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most likely interacts with other factors. For example, feeling left out might promote the radicalizing effect of other grievances like unemployment or poverty, or set the stage for radical networks
(Hafez & Mullins, 2015).

Future research
Past research clearly shows that experimental manipulations of social exclusion can cause an
openness to radicalism. In this section, we outline additional proposed avenues of research to
better understand the link between social exclusion and radicalism.

Personality and individual differences
One such avenue may investigate individual differences as moderators that can enhance (or
diminish) the effect of experiencing exclusion. These individual motivations can play a key role
in making extremism seem like an attractive means to achieve psychological goals. As mentioned, research has already identified some characteristics—such as feeling fused to a group,
being generally sensitive to rejection, or being high in the need to belong—as important in understanding when exclusion can lead to extremism. More generally, commentators have long been
fixated on outlining personality factors that are associated with an affinity for radicalism (Horgan, 2008). A recent systematic review found that dark tetrad traits (particularly psychopathy
but also narcissism, Machiavellianism, and sadism) are associated with radicalism (Corner et al.,
2021). Authoritarianism and social dominance orientation seem to be linked to intergroup violence (Henry et al., 2005), and a few studies found associations between conscientiousness and
extremism (e.g., Bélanger et al., 2014). However, studies examining the link between personality traits and extremism are notably missing in the literature (Corner et al., 2021). It seems likely
that certain personality/individual difference predispositions are necessary—but not sufficient—
to produce radicalism (in the same way that acute aggressive behaviors are theorized to occur only
when a constellation of individual and situational factors converge; Finkel, 2014).
Thus, a key priority for future research is to investigate the trait (personality) by state (exclusion) interaction on radicalism. Key traits may be distally related to ostracism and radicalism
(i.e., demographic or broad-personality factors), or conceptually proximal factors, such as general sensitivity to rejection. As mentioned, the latter trait has been linked not only to aggressive
responses to rejection (Ayduk et al., 2008; Romero-Canyas et al., 2010) but also ostracism-induced
radicalism (Bäck et al., 2018; Knapton et al., 2015; Renström et al., 2020). A further factor that
may prepare one to be more susceptible to exclusion-induced extremism is the need for uniqueness (Snyder & Fromkin, 1980). Because extreme groups are—by definition—uncommon, they
offer especially high levels of distinctiveness that may be particularly attractive to people who are
highly motivated to be unique, distinct, or unusual—especially following moments when they
have been overlooked or treated as if they are invisible (i.e., ostracized). Indeed, social identity
perspectives outline ways in which groups do not merely threaten the need for distinctiveness (by
encompassing the individual), but actually offer distinctiveness (e.g., by being different from other
groups, or by allowing individuals to be more normative than other group members; Hornsey &
Jetten, 2004). Relatedly, another factor that may enhance susceptibility to extremism following
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exclusion are individual differences in sensation and risk seeking. Because extreme behavior can
be a thrilling adventure, people high in sensation seeking may be particularly susceptible to the
allure of radicalism (Schumpe et al., 2020). Thus, they may see it as an especially appealing way
to satisfy their thwarted needs following social exclusion.

Group attributes and dynamics
In addressing the exclusion to radicalism link, research to date has yet to consider the potential
role of a group—as opposed to individual pursuit of extreme ideology. While we know that experiencing ostracism can lead to greater openness to joining an extreme group (Hales & Williams,
2018) and to commit extreme action on behalf of a group (Pfundmair, 2019), is there something
specific about joining an extreme group that helps fortify threatened needs or is simply individually adhering to an extreme ideology enough? Past research suggests that lone actor terrorists
are often socially isolated and may have experienced exclusion (Gill et al., 2014). Thus, radicalism
might be an extreme form of antisocial behavior, which exclusion can produce, both in individuals
(Twenge et al., 2001) and in groups (Van Beest et al., 2012), especially after triggering uncertainty
(Williams et al., 2019), loss of control (Warburton et al., 2006), or insignificance (Jasko et al., 2017).
On the other hand, there may be general group dynamics that someone seeks after they have
been excluded to help satisfy their threatened needs (Williams, 2009). Indeed, extreme groups
are especially well equipped to fulfil threatened needs because they are able to provide a sense of
self-certainty, inter alia, by a strong homogeneity, clear ideological belief systems, and a hierarchical structure (Hogg & Adelman, 2013). Thus, the individual may also radicalize in order to be
accepted. At which point, group processes, instead of individual factors, may then contribute to
radicalization, such as identity fusion (Whitehouse et al., 2014). This fits well with observations
that radical ideas develop due to intense ingroup love rather than to outgroup hate (Sageman,
2004). Nevertheless, both possibilities (anti- and prosocial motivations) appear plausible in the
context of social exclusion, and have been discussed in previous work (Knapton, 2014).

Reason for exclusion
After reviewing the link between exclusion and radicalization, one may also question if the reason for exclusion influences the development of extreme beliefs and openness to violent action.
Thus, another avenue for future research is to explore if perceptions of the source’s motives for
excluding the target are relevant. Often, research in this area uses a basic inclusion/exclusion
design whereby participants in the exclusion condition are excluded from an activity (e.g., a ball
tossing game in Cyberball), but an explanation of why the participant was excluded is usually not
provided (e.g., for being Christian, Black, or a woman). On the one hand, this is a conservative
test of the hypothesis, suggesting that even an ambiguous experience of exclusion can result in
greater radicalism. However, it is important to understand if being excluded as a result of certain
specific reasons can enhance this effect. This direction would strengthen the ecological validity of
the present literature, as ostracism-based exclusion outside the laboratory is often accompanied
by an underlying motivation (e.g., Nezlek et al., 2015). Additionally, being excluded for a specific
reason may bond people who have had similar experiences together. If a group or identity appears
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to be the basis of exclusion, this experience may provide a commonality for people to commiserate
about and in turn polarize the group (e.g., Schaafsma & Williams, 2012).

Desire for revenge
Similarly, desire for revenge after experiencing exclusion may serve straightforwardly as a mechanism to radicalism. Thus, another avenue of research is to investigate if the specificity of the
excluder matters. Individuals can feel excluded by society in general or by specific people. These
experiences may in turn shape their ideology. For example, subscribers to the involuntary celibate (Incel) movement believe they have been rejected by women and strive to achieve revenge
for their perceived victimhood by committing violence against any/all women (Baele et al., 2021),
and a linguistic analysis of their online posts suggests they frequently discuss enacting this desired
revenge (Jaki et al., 2019). This is exemplified in the case of Elliot Rodger who in 2014 killed six
people and injured fourteen because “[he] wanted to make everyone else suffer just as they made
[him] suffer. [He] wanted revenge” (Rodger, n.d.).

Related constructs
A final future direction is to explore the effect of constructs that are similar to exclusion, but may
differ in important ways. For example, radicalization theories suggest that alienation—the complete absence of social interaction, which appears to be one consequence of chronic ostracism
(Riva et al., 2017)—plays a role in violent extremism (e.g., Horgan, 2014). Thus, experiencing both
interpersonal exclusion and isolation may be a twofold risk factor and lead to an increase in radicalism, greater than that of isolation or interpersonal exclusion alone. On the other hand, if the
two constructs have a joint effect on radicalism and only one is experienced, the other may serve
as a protective factor from the negative effects of the other. For example, if someone is excluded by
some of their social contacts, yet they continue to spend time with others, they may not radicalize
because the time spent with other people protects them from some of the negative consequences
of exclusion. Indeed, social support can be highly protective against feelings of resignation, as
indicated in a recent study with prisoners (Aureli et al., 2020). This relationship may be further
parsed out by differentiating between actual isolation (i.e., a small social network and spending
a lot of time alone) and perceived isolation (i.e., loneliness or the subjective feeling of being disconnected from others). Scholars suggest that actual isolation and perceived isolation should be
treated as separate constructs (Coyle & Dugan, 2012), and debate which is more imperative to
study. After experiencing exclusion, is it one’s perception of alienation or actual experience of it
that may exacerbate the need threat that follows exclusion and the resulting extremism in order
to curb this threat?

Implications for social policy
The theoretical and empirical research reviewed here suggests three possible points of intervention to help curb radicalism and, subsequently, its negative effects.
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Reducing exclusion
First, given that exclusion can lead to radicalism, efforts could be aimed at reducing ostracism in
the first place. This may be difficult, because exclusion itself is quite common. A majority of Americans reported having used or experienced the “silent treatment” (a colloquial term for ostracism)
with a loved one (Faulkner et al., 1997), and ostracism has been documented across cultures and
even across species (Gruter & Masters, 1986; Lancaster, 1986). Further, daily diary research indicates that it is typical for some people to feel ostracized on a near-daily basis (Nezlek et al., 2015).
It is unlikely that ostracism would be so ubiquitous if it did not serve some function. According
to Hales et al. (2017), ostracism can be understood as serving three broad purposes: 1) to protect
groups from dangerous or exploitative individuals, 2) to motivate targets to correct behavior that
is seen as problematic to the group, and 3) to ultimately eject individuals who prove resistant
to correcting their behavior. Indeed, studies show that people do not apply ostracism randomly.
Instead, ostracism is more likely directed towards others who present difficulties such as being
burdensome to a group (Wesselmann, Ren, et al., 2013), careless at work (Rudert et al., 2021), or
disagreeable in social contexts (Hales, Kassner, et al., 2016). Further, people who forgo interacting with difficult others may avoid exhausting limited psychological resources (Sommer & Yoon,
2013).
Of course, the observation that ostracism or other forms of social exclusion are sometimes
functional does not mean that they are always functional, and people do seem to systematically
underestimate the toll these experiences take on targets (Nordgren et al., 2011). So, it is important
to understand factors that reduce people’s use of social exclusion. One such factor appears to be
mindfulness. For example, studies demonstrate that individuals who tend to be aware and accepting of their experiences engage in less ostracism (Jones et al., 2019), and experimentally-induced
mindfulness can decrease the use of ostracism (Ramsey & Jones, 2015). Because mindfulness
appears to operate by making people more attentive of others (Jones et al., 2019), it is likely best
suited for addressing instances of ostracism that are motivated by obliviousness (Williams, 1997).
A priority for future research should be identifying and developing interventions aimed at reducing the use of social exclusion motivated either by a desire to punish others or a desire to protect
oneself or fit in with others who are excluding.
However, mindfulness is not the only way to reduce individuals’ tendency to treat others negatively, and systematic literature reviews have highlighted areas for needed improvement which
should give researchers pause in assuming mindfulness is a cure-all for interpersonal conflict
(Fix & Fix, 2013; Gillions et al., 2019). Further, mindfulness-relevant research is most relevant at
the interpersonal level. However, there are various ways that individuals may feel excluded, especially if they are members of marginalized social groups. For example, politicians have engineered
national policies that excluded, either implicitly or explicitly, specific social groups (e.g., blanket
bans on migration from predominately Muslim countries). Data suggest these policies likely contribute to members of targeted groups experiencing negative psychological outcomes similar to
ostracism (Rudert et al., 2017).
Further, simply avoiding exclusionary policies is not sufficient. It behooves groups to actively
set an organizational culture of inclusion by making clear statements condemning discrimination
and other forms of social exclusion. Research in workplace organizations has found that employees who perceive support from their organization regarding anti-mistreatment policies report
better psychological outcomes than employees who do not receive such explicit support (Yang
et al., 2014). As such, it is likely that perceived support works on broader levels as well, such as

How social exclusion makes radicalism flourish: A review of empirical evidence

13

when the US legislative branch passed legislation condemning hate crimes against the US-based
Asian and Pacific Islander community in 2021 (in response to a steady increase in crimes against
that community during 2020). Indeed, this connects to historian Ibram X. Kendi’s (2019) argument
that one has to be actively engaged in combating discriminatory systems (e.g., racism), especially
at the policy level (i.e., being anti-racist rather than just passively being non-racist simply by
refusing to be discriminatory).

Disrupting the link between exclusion and radicalism
Second, given the frequency of various forms of exclusion in daily life, policy efforts should also
be aimed at disrupting the link between exclusion and radicalism. Here again, mindfulness could
be a promising strategy, with research showing that it can help people more quickly recover
their basic needs following ostracism (Molet et al., 2013). Similar improvements have been documented for behaviors such as self-affirmation or prayer—particularly for those who are highly
religious/committed to God (Hales, Wesselmann, et al., 2016). Also, simple distraction appears
beneficial, as it disrupts the harmful rumination that typically follows ostracism (Wesselmann,
Wirth, et al., 2013). Even social surrogates such as photos of loved ones (Gardner et al., 2005),
comfort food (Troisi & Gabriel, 2011), and small social gadgets (Pfundmair et al., 2015) can help
to cope with social pain induced by various forms of social exclusion. These strategies all have
the benefit of being easy to implement, and generally within the control of the excluded individual (i.e., they do not depend on the sources of exclusion having a change of heart and behaving
more inclusively). However, as of yet, the potential for these behaviors to disrupt the connection
between exclusion and radicalism specifically has not been documented.

Deradicalization
Third, given that many individuals have already become radicalized, efforts could be aimed
at deradicalizing those who have become committed to extremist ideologies. Deradicalization
programs worldwide stress the importance of three cornerstones: reappraisal of ideological interpretations, support in life challenges (like educational or occupational issues), and strengthening
of emotional structures and networks—or in other words—re-inclusion (Rabasa et al., 2010).
Interestingly, the approach to restore feelings of inclusion to oppose radicalism is not new: In historical approaches of deradicalization, the latter had been realized successfully by incentives to
marry and start a family. For example, to become dismantled, members of the “Black September,”
the Palestinian militant organization that carried out the Munich massacre during the 1972 Summer Olympics, were given the prospect of marriage with a “carefully selected” bride, a reward
of 3000 Dollars for marriage and of 5000 Dollars for a first child (Dechesne, 2011). As another
example, Christian Picciolini, a former leader of the U.S. neo-Nazi movement, has focused on
deradicalizing individuals who have been recruited by hate groups, especially White nationalist
and supremacist groups (Picciolini, 2017a, 2017b; https://www.christianpicciolini.com/). Anecdotally, Picciolini argues his most effective strategies have focused on providing these individuals
with a sense of compassion and social acceptance first, and then providing them with opportunities to interact with members of groups that they had been radicalized against but with whom
they had little experience. The lack of belonging, as well as a sense of identity and meaning,
seem to be a key focus for Picciolini, and reflects common trends in the scientific literature on
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radicalism among White extremists (Hales et al., 2020). Finally, Webber et al. (2018) reported
promising results of an intervention aimed at deradicalizing members of the Sri Lankan extremist
Tamil Tigers group. Restoring one of the usually threatened needs in the aftermath of exclusion,
the intervention aimed to provide a sense of personal significance, and appears to meaningfully
reduce extremism. In sum, while complicated and likely costly, deradicalization appears possible,
and, considering the stakes, ought to be a top priority for policy makers and researchers alike.

CONCLUSION
This review synthesized the current state of research on social exclusion, radicalism, and radicalization, demonstrating that social exclusion has a key role in understanding why individuals
show an increased willingness to engage in illegal and violent action for a political, religious, or
other ideological cause. Supporting the impression of terrorism experts, it seems that exclusion
can indeed make radicalism flourish. We built upon these connections and identified an agenda
for future research, as well as considerations for social policy to both decrease experiences of systemic marginalization and social exclusion and to disrupt the causal pathway from these negative
social experiences to radicalism.
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