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Abstract
This Research Note presents an empirical examination of five violent extremist offenders who attacked European 
places of worship between 2010 and 2020. This focuses on both personal and socio-economic circumstances that 
may have been influencing these lone actors. First, the drivers and factors are organized in a matrix. Then the 
attackers are examined in the light of these matrix elements. Finally, based upon the findings, a number of recom-
mendations are made.
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Introduction
A clear surge in violence against religious places in Europe can be witnessed in recent years. Compared to the 
first decade of the 2000s, since 2011 there has been a 340% increase in the number of violent acts targeting reli-
gious communities.[1] In Europe, places of worship were attacked in 117 instances between 2000 and 2020. On 
the European continent, violent acts targeted 49 Catholic churches and chapels, 52 Muslim mosques, twelve 
synagogues, two Evangelical, one Presbyterian and one Methodist church. This Research Note seeks to explore 
the reasons behind some of these attacks, asking questions like: who are the offenders and what were the factors 
that drove them to commit such acts of violent extremism? Can we identify indicators that signal their radical-
ization and if so, how could we recognize, prevent or counter these warning signs? 

Existing studies indicate that involvement in terrorism is best approached in a multidisciplinary way.[2] The 
process of radicalization can be better understood by looking at the complexity of relevant factors.[3] It has 
been argued that open-source information can provide useful insights allowing a better understanding of the 
pathways to radicalization.[4] With this in mind, this Research Note attempts to focus on five offenders who 
plotted to attack European religious sites. While previous studies have organized underlying factors into struc-
tural [5] and individual-level explanations,[6] this Research Note attempts to assess their relevance in a matrix 
diagram. At the same time, this Research Note aims to contribute to existing knowledge by focusing specifically 
on five individuals behind attacks on European religious places.

A database containing the profiles of offenders attacking religious sites within the European Union for the years 
between 2010 and 2020 was compiled. Offenders were selected from across the ideological spectrum. This wide 
heterogeneity within the sample allows for comparisons across different attacks. The cases were derived from 
the Global Terrorism Database (University of Maryland). A set of incidents was examined where there was 
detailed enough information available to ascertain the correlates of key determinants. All data were gathered 
from open sources such as newspaper articles and government reports. It is acknowledged that the sample 
size of the analyzed case studies is small, and that there are also limitations in relying on open-source material 
alone.

To analyze the five selected offenders’ pathways, motivations and actions, twelve potential key influencing fac-
tors were identified. Information was collected across their class origins, parental and family factors (married/
children), age, gender, temperament/personality, criminal record, education, vocational achievement, living 
area, associates and substance abuse. These underlying elements were organized in a matrix. The matrix dia-
gram can visualize the complex risk factors.[7] The impact of each element in the matrix was evaluated on a 
5-grade scale, ranging from no information available (white color), no impact (green color), low impact (yellow 
color), medium impact (orange color) and high impact (red color). The purpose of this categorization is not to 
quantify the nexus between determinants and perpetration, but to depict its dynamics.
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The outline of this Research Note is as follows. First, the selected cases and the matrix evaluation of key in-
fluencing factors are presented. In the discussion section, the twelve key variables across the five attackers are 
examined. Based on these, the Research Note offers some policy recommendations.

Selected Incidents and Offenders

1. Omar el-Hussein

22-year-old Danish Omar el-Hussein killed a civilian at a public cultural event on the evening of February 14, 
2015. The Swedish artist, Larks Vilks—previously threatened because of his drawings of Muhammad—also 
attended the gathering. Later that night the armed el-Hussein killed a young Jewish man on security duty out-
side Copenhagen’s Great Synagogue in Krystalgade. A bat mitzvah ceremony with 80 people was taking place 
there. El-Hussein pretended to be drunk to get closer to the 37-year-old security guard without suspicion, then 
upon approaching him, he fired his gun. Later that night the assailant was shot dead by police. El-Hussein’s 
motive for the act remained unknown.[8] The following matrix shows underlying factors deemed relevant in 
his radicalization:

Lower class origins Parental factors Family factors (married/
kids)

Age Gender Temperament/Personality

Criminal record Education Vocational achievement

Living area Associates Substance abuse

2. Adel Kermiche

Adel Kermiche and Abdel Malik Petitjean were the two assailants who stormed a church in the French town, 
Saint-Étienne-du-Rouvray on July 26, 2016. The 19-year-old attackers entered the church while morning mass 
was taking place. They took two parishioners and two nuns as hostages, then slit the throat of the 86-year-old 
priest. Both assailants were shot dead by French police as they were leaving the church. They had pledged al-
legiance to Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, which claimed responsibility for the attack.[9] The underlying 
factors in Kermiche’s case are deemed to be these:

Lower class origins Parental factors Family factors (married/
kids)

Age Gender Temperament/Personality

Criminal record Education Vocational achievement

Living area Associates Substance abuse

3. Abdel Malik Petitjean

The following table represents the influencing factors in Petitjean’s criminal behavior:
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Lower class origins Parental factors Family factors (married/
kids)

Age Gender Temperament/Personality

Criminal record Education Vocational achievement

Living area Associates Substance abuse

4. Ibrahim Issaoui

21-year-old Ibrahim Issaoui was suspected of stabbing two people to death and beheading a woman at No-
tre-Dame de Nice in Nice, France on October 29, 2020. His motive for the act has not been clarified.[10] The 
underlying factors are depicted here:

Lower class origins Parental factors Family factors (married/
kids)

Age Gender Temperament/Personality

Criminal record Education Vocational achievement

Living area Associates Substance abuse

5. Pavlo Lapshyn

Five days after arriving in the United Kingdom, 25-year-old Pavlo Lapshyn stabbed to death an 82-year-old 
man on April 29, 2013. Lapshyn had placed an explosive device at a mosque in Walsall, England in June 2013. 
No injuries were reported, and the explosion caused little damage to the building. Another device targeted 
Wolverhampton Central Mosque seven days later. The explosion was heard by witnesses, but the device was 
found only three weeks later. The third device was the most powerful, packed with 600 grams of nails. It went 
off outside the Kanzul Imam Masjid Mosque in Tipton on 12 July. Pavlo Lapshyn claimed that his motivation 
was to kill and harm non-whites.[11] The matrix on assessing the main factors in his radicalization is presented 
below.

Lower class origins Parental factors Family factors (married/
kids)

Age Gender Temperament/Personality

Criminal record Education Vocational achievement

Living area Associates Substance abuse
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Discussion

Low Class Origins

There is limited research on how individual-level socio-economic grievances influence a person’s willingness 
to perpetrate terrorist attacks.[12] Research findings suggest a consensus that there is only a weak link between 
political violence and the offender’s socio-economic circumstances.[13] However, it is important to highlight 
that social conditions should be understood in relative terms.[14] Accordingly, not absolute poverty, but indi-
vidual and social factors of its perception may be a cause of radicalization.[15] 

Arguably, relative deprivation as a discrepancy between expectations and reality can be a precursor to radi-
calization.[16] This was the case in el-Hussein’s instance, who had high aspirations regarding his future. His 
former headteacher noted that he was “a talented and smart student.”[17] He was eager to graduate from high 
school in order to proceed to university studies. He was in prison when the school-leaving exams were due. 
Nevertheless, with an extension, he managed to finish school with good marks. However, he was unable to get 
into university, as in the meantime he had been charged with stabbing a man on a Copenhagen train.[18] Out-
side school he was a talented kick-boxer with a “Terminatorish-physiqhe”.[19] Prior to serving a two-year pris-
on sentence for stabbing, he had been a rising star at Copenhagen’s Muay Thai kickboxing club.[20] Migrating 
to Europe was Issaoui’s opportunity for a better life.[21] He had arrived on September 20, 2020 at Lampedusa, 
Italy—one of the main landing ports for illegal migration from Africa.[22] His brother later told media that 
since Ibrahim did not have enough money to pay the smugglers, he received a place on the boat after having 
clandestinely procured the fuel for the trip.[23] For some weeks he was working illegally in an olive grove in 
Italy to get by, then he was told he would have better chances to get a permanent job in France and thus decided 
to travel there.[24]

El-Hussein, Kermiche, Petitjean and Issaoui all had immigrant roots. Although their parents were reported to 
be well educated, they resided in urban problem areas.[25] El-Hussein lived in the low-rise Mjølnerparken es-
tate in north-west Copenhagen, where most families had immigrant roots.[26] Petitjean’s mother settled down 
in a social housing development in Aix-les-Bains.[27] Issaoui had arrived in Nice only one day prior to his at-
tack. In his home country, Tunisia, his family of seven girls and three boys led a modest life in a working-class 
neighborhood on the outskirts of Sfax city.[28] These examples point to social marginalization associated with 
living in peripheral urban districts. Alienation in society tends to lead to a search for identity, often resulting in 
an increased religiosity.[29] Positive social interactions may effectively mitigate the influence of this factor. By 
constructive youth-oriented practical activities and gatherings, young people could be exposed to positive role 
models.[30] Establishing local organizations would create a more concerted focus on district-specific features 
and also help vulnerable individuals.[31]

These findings seem to contradict the thesis of a weak link between radicalization and the offender’s socio-eco-
nomic circumstances. In light of this, lacking actual opportunities to achieve personal aspirations can beget 
aggression.[32] Programs for facilitating transition from school to work by providing access to information 
about careers [33] could diminish this frustration. Offering funding to business firms willing to employ dis-
advantaged young people may help expand their job opportunities.[34] El-Hussein’s story confirms that there 
was in his case a willingness to ask for help. He was released from jail two weeks prior to the shooting. Within 
these 14 days, he was unemployed and homeless, and had asked municipal authorities for assistance in finding 
permanent housing and a job.[35]

Parental Factors

At the time of their offending, two of the five examined attackers lived with their parents. Both Adel Kermiche 
and Abdel Malik Petitjean were born in France to a family of Algerian origin.[36] Kermiche’s mother worked 
as a teacher and his elder sister was reported to have been studying to become a doctor.[37] His mother told 
authorities that Petitjean had never talked about the Islamic State.[38] The day after Petitjean got in contact 
with Kermiche on Telegram, he traveled 700 kilometers to Saint-Étienne-du-Rouvray, where Kermiche was 
spending his house arrest with his parents. Petitjean sent a message to his mother upon arrival to inform her, 
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he had left to visit a cousin in northeastern France.[39] Petitjean spent the first night at Kermiche’s home and 
then slept in a tent in the garden.[40] 

In another three instances, assailants had separated from their parents’ home prior to the attack. Copenhagen 
shooter el-Hussien reportedly had “a happy childhood and good relations with his parents and a younger 
brother.”[41] His parents got divorced [42] and his teachers remembered his mother—who was a biochem-
ist[43]—being frustrated over el-Hussein’s behavior. He could not get along with his classmates in primary 
school.[44] Nice attacker Issaoui lived with his seven female and two male siblings in Tunisia prior to setting 
off in a boat toward Europe.[45] Pavlo Lapshyn coming from Ukraine[46] was a PhD student in the United 
Kingdom. His grandmother on his father’s side had Muslim (Tatar) origins.[47] It was his father with whom 
he was regularly speaking.[48] His mother was in a serious car crash some days prior to Lapshyn’s arrival in 
Birmingham.[49]

Mothers and fathers have a strong influence in shaping their children’s attitudes [50] and this can have a pro-
found impact on the children’s decision-making.[51] All attackers went through a process of searching for 
their identities and their place in society.[52] Belonging to a radical group and sharing its ideology can provide 
vulnerable young people that sense of belonging and identity that family might have failed to provide.[53] 
Education programs could successfully fill in this void.[54] First, youngsters should be taught how to strive 
for their ideals in nonviolent ways.[55] Second, constructive criticism on radical ideologies can help to foster 
independent critical thinking.[56]

In each case discussed here, there is a reason to assume that parents might have recognized their children’s 
suspicious behavior or interactions. Therefore, efforts should be made to teach family members how to identify 
signs of radicalization [57] and inform them what to do if they have noticed such signs. It would be beneficial 
for authorities to establish communication channels [58] with the direct environment of vulnerable individ-
uals.[59] Such safe channels could operate as a means for parents to report worrisome activities.[60] Family 
members’ reporting about concerning circumstances should be considered a process and not as a single event. 
Accordingly, constant efforts are necessary to provide information and support channels of communication.
[61] Additionally, family support should also be viewed as a key influencing factor in the process of de-radi-
calization.[62] However, it is important that family members should be able to report troubling signs “without 
the fear of prosecution or stigmatization.”[63] At the same time, it is of great importance to make sure frontline 
officers are well trained and well equipped to respond properly to radicalization.[64]

Nuclear Family (Spouse and Children)

Having a spouse and young children[65] may seem to be incompatible with a violent extremist lifestyle. LaFree 
et al.[66] argued that “individuals who are unmarried, separated or widowed will be more likely turn to violent 
extremism.”[67] All examined male perpetrators were younger than 30 at the time of engaging in an act of 
terrorism. In their cases, a stable family life with a wife and children was absent.

Age

Criminological research findings show that acts of political violence are undertaken “disproportionately”[68] 
by young people. As these studies conclude, the chance of engaging in violent extremist activities decline as an 
individual gets older.[69] All the assailants in our small sample were younger than 35. But what do we mean 
by young? The definition of youth varies per national legislative context. For the purpose of this analysis, Som-
mers’ concept will be applied. In accordance with this, youth are in a “period of transition from childhood to 
the cusp of adulthood.”[70] Generally speaking, finding a meaning for one’s life and taking responsibilities 
upon one’s shoulders is considered to be an expression of an adult-like mindset. The challenges associated with 
this process are of relevance when investigating the root causes of radicalization.[71]

The energy and creativity of the youth should be a primary source for building resilience against violent ex-
tremism.[72] Their familiarity with novel technological solutions and social media can offer innovative ways 
in countering violent extremism.[73] Young people should be empowered with appropriate instruments to fa-
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cilitate dialogue with vulnerable members in their community.[74] With this in mind, existing local youth-led 
organizations should be mapped and their working methodology should be taken into account.[75]

Gender

Gender is a crucial element of identity. Hegemonic masculinity pervades Western and non-Western societies 
and is perceived as an essential pillar of “adult manhood”.[76] It manifests itself as “economic success, dom-
inance, achievement, power, independence”.[77] The examined young perpetrators in our case were “unem-
ployed, single with prior criminal record,”[78] not having a dominant position. Extremists strive to prove their 
maleness by committing violent acts. Failing to reach ‘real man’ standards inherently triggers personal griev-
ances. These frustrations can be combined by extremist ideologies that enable them to shift responsibility for 
failure to others.[79] In this sense, the cult of masculinity can be viewed as a driver for radicalization.

Temperament/Personality

Symptoms of frustration and anxiety have been recognized in relation to two of the five offenders. While serv-
ing his ten-month sentence in prison, Kermiche’s mother told authorities that “He said it wasn’t possible to live 
peacefully in France. He spoke with words that did not belong to him. He was mesmerized, like in a sect.”[80] 
Aggressive behavior characterized one attacker. El-Hussein’s teachers from school described him as “a smart 
student with a short fuse and prone to violence.”[81] He was very passionate about political discussions on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict; he was a rebel without any clear cause.[82] 

In one case there was an indication of a mental health disorder. Kermiche was regularly hospitalized since the 
age of six with “psychological troubles”[83] and was sent to a special school for children with behavioral prob-
lems when he was 13.[84] Families are often ill-informed about mental health services and what they can do 
for their children with behavioral problems.[85]

It is also noteworthy that the direct environment of three of the examined attackers did not notice any indica-
tions of a radical mindset. Those who knew el-Hussein considered him “a smart and nice guy,”[86] and were 
shocked when they learned about the shootings. Petitjean’s acquaintances knew him as a “polite”,[87] “kind”,[88] 
“calm”[89] and “serious”[90] young man.[91] Lapshyn was known to be a “shy and polite student.”[92] As his 
tutor said, “he was not very social.”[93] This should remind us that individual socio-psychological factors 
should be analyzed together with other influencing drivers and personal vulnerabilities.

Grievances, anger, anxiety/frustration, personal vulnerabilities as well as psychological disorders or mental 
health issues may be driving factors in engaging in acts of political violence.[94] It is important to stress that 
the link between terrorism and personality traits has not been extensively researched.[95] It may be accepted 
though, that personal characteristics influence an individual’s actions.[96]

Criminal Record

It has been argued that pre-radicalization criminal behavior of offenders is a strong indicator of future political 
violence.[97] In our case, all perpetrators had a criminal record. Their criminal background varied, however.
[98] Omar El-Hussein had several contacts with law enforcement. First, he was arrested in a Copenhagen 
nightclub for possessing a long knife and a knuckleduster with a metal spike.[99] In two other instances, he 
was caught in possession of cannabis but was sent home with only a warning.[100] Later, in November 2013 he 
stabbed a 19-year-old man on a subway train. At that time, he managed to evade police, but two months later 
he was arrested in connection with a burglary. He was convicted of grievous bodily harm and was sentenced 
to two years. In court he explained that he stabbed the man because he {wrongly} thought the victim had pre-
viously attacked him. He explained he was high and felt angst and paranoia at the time of the stabbing.[101]

According to Ibrahim Issaoui’s criminal file, he was arrested for a knife crime in 2016.[102] Pavlo Lapshyn was 
charged and fined three years prior to his attacks. He had caused serious damage in his home when chemicals 
exploded during his attempt to manufacture an explosive device.[103] While waiting for trial in the United 
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Kingdom, prison authorities noticed that Lapshyn was making an explosive substance in the cell of a maxi-
mum-security jail. It was the smell of bleach that warned guards of his activity. He had hidden substances such 
as vinegar, artificial sweetener and salt in the bed of his cell.[104] 

Adel Kermiche had attempted to travel to Syria twice in 2015. During his first attempt in March 2015, German 
police stopped him in Munich and accused him of trying to get to Syria to join the Islamic State.[105] Back in 
France he was placed on parole while awaiting trial.[106] On his second attempt to go to Syria he was stopped 
in Turkey. In France he was jailed for ten months until mid-March 2016. Over a prosecutor’s objections, the 
judge placed him under limited house arrest with an electronic surveillance bracelet and with the obligation to 
report to a probation officer once a week.[107] Although he regularly checked in, acquaintances said that two 
months before striking the church, he had revealed his attack plans.[108] Abdel Malik Petitjean attempted to 
travel to Syria via Turkey in June 2016, but—for unknown reasons—he stopped in Turkey and went back to 
France. Upon arriving, French authorities added him to the so-called “S watch list” which contains persons po-
tentially involved in jihadi activities.[109] Petitjean had posted his allegiance to the Islamic State and called on 
Muslims to strike France on the Telegram website four days prior to the attack. Police noticed this information 
but could not identify the author of the post.[110]

Any time spent in detention is a significant predictor of engaging in violent extremism.[111] Imprisonment 
itself tends to increase efforts at searching for meaning in life.[112] It is still not certain whether el-Hussein 
was radicalized in prison like the perpetrator of the Paris attack. The head of the Danish prison and probation 
service noted that authorities had noticed changes in el-Hussein’s behavior while he was serving his sentence 
and alerted intelligence services in a timely manner. While in jail, he was flagged multiple times by prison au-
thorities for expressing extreme views on Islam. In one case, he was reported to share a cell with a prisoner who 
openly supported the Islamic State.[113] 

However, prisons may also provide an opportunity for prisoners to disengage from criminal behavior.[114] 
Well-trained prison staff can involve inmates in a constructive manner [115] which can also facilitate a more 
accurate assessment of their risk status.[116] Sentence plans should be designed in line with the situation of 
individual prisoners.[117] It is also essential to incorporate periodic reviews of the intervention and thereby 
assess implementation and effectiveness.[118] When tailoring the route to disengagement, the complexity of 
individual accounts needs to be taken into consideration.[119] The criminal justice system should aim for 
rehabilitation and for the reintegration of prisoners into the community—something that requires concerted 
preparations.[120] Support to obtain employment, suitable housing and financial security should be provided 
in prerelease programs.[121] A multiagency approach,[122] with a systematic exchange of information,[123] 
close consultations with family and community-based service providers can ensure the continuity of this care.
[124] Moreover, post-release supervision can help to reduce the risk that the individual reoffends.[125]

Education

Research findings tend to show that many terrorists are well educated; in several instances they have education 
even beyond high school.[126] No information was available about Adel Kermiche’s schools. In all the remain-
ing four cases, offenders had graduated from a secondary educational institution, and one of them attended a 
university program. Omar el-Hussein’s head teacher remembered him as “a talented and smart student,”[127] 
saying he was eager to graduate from high school with prospects for entering university studies. It was his 
prison sentence that stopped these endeavors. Pavlo Lapshyn was a PhD student at the National Metallurgical 
Academy of Ukraine. He won a prestigious competition and as a result was given the opportunity to visit Cov-
entry University and get work experience at a UK company called Delcam.[128] Petitjean graduated from a vo-
cational school in 2015 and  worked part-time in a sales job.[129] In his free time, he would watch sci-fi movies 
and play video games.[130] Issaoui dropped out of high school and worked as a motorcycle mechanic.[131] 

Education, by offering skills to enhance economic opportunities, also contributes to the adoption of an iden-
tity and lifestyle that does not favor a career characterized by crime and violence.[132] Schools should foster 
pro-social behaviors and provide students with a sense of belonging.[133] Reinforced by advice and support 
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from local partners, this can result in real lifestyle changes.[134] A multiagency approach, combined with close 
interaction between police and educators, is recommended to bring about good results.[135] Such collabora-
tion between stakeholders is also helpful when it comes to bringing about reintegration into society for those 
who have served a prison sentence.[136]

Vocational Achievement

Stable employment can divert an individual from deviant behavior and crime.[137] Unemployment can ex-
acerbate grievances and thus become an influencing factor when it comes to turning to terrorism.[138] Indi-
viduals without permanent employment are more likely to be attracted by violent extremism.[139] Research 
findings underpin a positive relationship between unemployment and domestic terrorism.[140] It is, however, 
considered to be only one of many factors that can lead to extremism.[141]

High rates of unemployment have been observed among lone actors. More specifically, compared to single-is-
sue and Islamist terrorists, there are more right-wing attackers without a paid job.[142] In the case of the five 
terrorists, however, only one was without employment, while three had some form of employment (no infor-
mation was available on the fifth perpetrator).

Omar el-Hussein was released from jail two weeks prior to his shooting attack. In those 14 days, he was un-
employed and homeless.[143] After leaving school, Abdel Malik Petitjean worked, until April 2016, as a bag-
gage handler at Chambéry Airport.[144] Ibrahim Issaoui worked as a motorcycle mechanic in Tunisia prior 
to migrating to Europe.[145] Upon arriving in Lampedusa, Italy, he worked for six weeks in an olive grove in 
Italy. Then he was told he would have better chances of getting a permanent job in France and decided to travel 
there.[146] Pavlo Lapshyn was a PhD student,[147] and, as a chemical engineer, had “a longstanding interest 
in pyrotechnics.”[148] While residing temporarily—for a year—in the United Kingdom on a visa, he was em-
ployed by the Delcan software company.[149] No information was available about the employment status of 
Adel Kermiche.

Having a permanent job tends to create a sense of belonging and lead to greater social cohesion. Where such 
connectedness is missing, outdoor, extracurricular activities might fill this void.[150] Young people can devel-
op important social and interpersonal competencies through interactions with others. Sport as a remedial can 
compensate for deficit in socio-economic circumstances and provide new opportunities.[151]

Living Area

Individuals residing in vulnerable residential areas are more exposed to negative social influences. Weak social 
networks in poor communities make them less able to solve problems. When there is a high level of crime, 
youth violence is not far away.[152]

Three out of the five offenders examined here were living in disadvantaged suburbs. Already before Omar 
el-Hussein’s conviction, he was well known in the low-rise Mjølnerparken estate in north-west Copenhagen. 
Most families living on this estate have immigrant roots.[153] The area has been notorious for gang activities. 
When el-Hussein was around 15 years old, there were turf wars between various immigrant groups and mo-
torcycle gangs about control over local cannabis markets. The availability of weapons and the presence of gang 
violence may have provided el-Hussein with fighting experience.[154] It is, however, not documented whether 
or not el-Hussein was himself involved in gang fights. Local sources told media that he was rejected by gangs 
as being one of those whom gang leaders could not control.[155] Abdel Malik Petitjean lived in Aix-les-Bains 
with his mother in a social housing complex.[156] In Tunisia, Ibrahim Issaoui lived with modest means in a 
working-class neighborhood on the outskirts of Sfax city.[157] He had no permanent residence after his mi-
gration to Europe.[158]

Social housing projects may keep newly arrived migrants off the streets. Threat assessments ought to be made 
to localize the residential areas that are most affected by crime and unrest.[159] The objective should be to pro-
mote social cohesion and reach out to marginalized youth. Frontline practitioners should be given guidance on 
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how to detect and report worrisome indicators as well as on options on how to exit from radicalization.[160]

Associates

There is much evidence to suggest that both online and offline associates can play a crucial role in engaging in 
extremism.[161] Via these interactions individuals can be more easily convinced about the righteous nature of 
their activities.[162] There are also numerous instances where individuals had no physical interventions, but 
affiliated themselves with like-minded peers and started to feel related to an online community.[163] Radical 
online content played a crucial role in three out of the five cases examined here. 

Kinship or friendship ties played a role in Ibrahim Issaoui’s case. His family told authorities that he turned to 
religion after being arrested for violence with a knife, taking drugs and drinking alcohol in his teenage years.
[164] He was released from prison because, at 17, he was still a minor.[165] 

Omar el-Hussein’s conduct on February 15, 2015 shows several similarities with the Charlie Hebdo shooting 
in Paris a month earlier.[166] First, the Paris assailants also had parental immigrant roots but were born in 
Europe. Second, El-Hussein also targeted a cartoonist who had depicted Mohammed as well as members of the 
Jewish community. The Charlie Hebdo attackers were linked to Yemen’s al Qaeda affiliate.[167] If the Copen-
hagen shooting was indeed a copycat crime, el-Hussein would have followed the Paris attacks while in a Dan-
ish prison, as he was serving a two-year sentence for stabbing a 19-year-old man on Copenhagen’s inner-city 
railway. El-Hussein was released from prison only two weeks prior to the Copenhagen attack.[168] The April 
edition of Islamic State’s Dabiq covered el-Hussein’s attack in its pages, but did not take direct responsibility for 
his actions. “The magazine called him Abu Ramadan Al-Muhajir, and linked him to a Facebook page with that 
name and a picture of a bare-fanged white wolf as its profile photo.”[169] It is still not clear whether el-Hussein 
acted alone or was a part of a wider group.[170] Two other men were also arrested on February 15, 2015. They 
were charged with helping el-Hussein to evade police and get rid of his weapon.[171]

The two 19-year-old attackers Adel Kermiche and Abdel Malik Petitjean got to know each other only four days 
prior to their attack; they were communicating via the encrypted application Telegram. Investigators suggest-
ed that an Islamic State affiliate may have introduced them to each other.[172] Petitjean’s cousin, 30-year-old 
Farid K. was also arrested on the night of the attack. Police charged him with being a member of a terrorist 
association and claimed that Farid had been familiar with Petitjean’s plans, except for the exact date and time 
of the church attack.[173] One of Kermiche’s schoolmates told authorities that he started to embrace radical 
ideologies after al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula claimed the Charlie Hebdo attacks in Paris in January 2015.
[174] This was a turning point in his relationships; he broke away from friends and started to reach out to ex-
tremists on the Internet.[175]

It has not yet been revealed how Pavlo Lapshyn became radicalized. Investigators could not identify any group 
affiliations. Lapshyn was reportedly not a member of any wider group; he acted as a “loner”.[176] He grew 
up in Dnipropetrovsk in Ukraine, while in the United Kingdom he lived in an apartment above his place of 
work in Birmingham.[177] When searching his apartment, police found chemicals and other bomb-making 
equipment.[178] No fewer than 98 videos with bomb-making tutorials were discovered at his place. His cam-
era also included shots documenting his attempts to make a bomb.[179] Lapshyn had a video game called 
“Ethnic Cleansing” on his computer.[180] It is known that he prepared the explosions, repeatedly visiting the 
surroundings of several mosques and also studied their web pages.[181] In court he admitted that he wanted 
“to increase racial conflict.”[182] When he was asked why he targeted mosques, he replied “because they are 
not white—and I am white.”[183] He did not show any remorse or regret for what he had done.[184]

Substance Abuse

Alcohol or substance abuse can also play a role as a driver for both criminal and ideologically motivated vio-
lence.[185] Individuals prone to use drugs are arguably more vulnerable to radical influences.[186] Alcohol 
and drugs can serve as coping mechanisms when engaging in extremist activities.[187] Substance abuse and 
alcohol were present in three of the five examined cases. Omar el-Hussein admitted that he had been suffering 
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from anxiety and had used cannabis.[188] Ibrahim Issaoui had been arrested for taking drugs and drinking al-
cohol in his teenage years.[189] CCTV cameras recorded Pavlo Lapshyn buying a bottle of wine after planting 
the explosive device at Walsall Mosque.[190]

Similar factors may play a role in a person’s decision to turn to harmful substances and extremist ideologies.
[191] Generally speaking, both may be a way to seek to cope with difficult life circumstances.[192] Drug abuse 
prevention and extremism prevention might find some common ground.[193] Local communities in their 
efforts to increase social resilience might wish to focus their efforts on both in new ways.[194]

Conclusion
The present Research Note, although based on a very small sample of cases, reaffirms the viewpoint that there 
is no such thing as a ‘typical extremist’. Those involved in violent extremism come from a range of backgrounds 
and have had nonuniform experiences. Radicalization has multiple drivers. It is the complexity and diversity 
[195] of these driving forces that need to be better understood. The root causes of violent extremism are multi-
faceted but intertwined. Hence, countermeasures need to be taken and combined across various domains.[196] 
As there is no single pathway into or away from radicalization, responses need to be tailored on a case-by-case 
basis. 

Radicalization is a multidimensional phenomenon. We should remember Weine et al.’s words “If we really want 
to identify and support resilience in communities under threat, we cannot do so from a distance. We need to 
listen and observe its residents and learn about its history, culture, social structure, values, needs, resources and 
daily experiences, in order to determine precisely what resilience means for them.”[197] Bottom-up approach-
es address violent extremism at a local level. Good programs increase the engagement of stakeholders and raise 
awareness of community-specific risk factors of radicalization. Well-designed initiatives motivate local actors, 
strengthen community relations with local authorities and advance the involvement of youth and women in 
efforts of preventing violent extremism. Their ultimate goal should be to build resilient communities.[198]

Radicalization should be examined and countered not only at the “micro-level of vulnerable individuals”[199] 
but also in the context of the “meso-level radical milieu”[200] as well as the “macro-level of radicalizing public 
opinion and political parties.”[201] We need to raise awareness in our communities about early warning signs 
of extreme behavior.[202] The first line of defense are families that may require support from outside when 
their children go astray. Maintaining a consistent relationship with vulnerable families can facilitate identi-
fying their concerns early on and helping them.[203] Engaging with them in informal community meetings 
can help build trust while also avoiding possible stigmatization resulting from direct contact with authorities.
[204] Specific risks should be assessed against the background of individual circumstances.[205] On the other 
end, social workers and others who have been tasked with monitoring vulnerable individuals should be given 
appropriate guidelines and be well trained.[206]

One finding that emerges from the five cases discussed here is that all offenders were searching for purposes 
and bonds in their lives. Seeking meaning, discovering one’s identity [207] and striving for significance are hu-
man needs and if not guided into the right direction can become drivers of extremism.[208] Mental health care 
should therefore also include the development of skills for “meaning-making”.[209] That can both be taught 
and learned.[210] People may also endorse extreme beliefs because of a need for belonging.[211] Prevention 
programs should build more strongly on strengthening social connections that can satisfy the human need for 
belonging.

Each criterion in the matrix used for this Research Note points to one way of detecting signs of extremism.
[212] This also points to the need for comprehensive prevention strategies based on a multiagency approach 
that should include police, social and health care services, the education domain, youth work and relevant civil 
society stakeholders. Regular mechanisms and forums should facilitate the exchange of information between 
them.[213] It is important to stress that establishing working arrangements in a holistic network takes time.[214]
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