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Brief PointsWhat factors may induce support for 
terrorism? Addressing this puzzle 
is important, as such support helps 
to legitimize terrorist organizations. 
Supporters of terrorism also repre-
sent a source of potential recruits 
and can provide valuable funding. 
As such, it is imperative to look more 
closely at the factors associated with 
such support. This brief summa-
rizes the main results from a UNDP-
PRIO report that investigated what 
factors are associated with support 
for terrorism globally. Using survey 
data from 47 countries across the 
world, the results showed that rela-
tionships exist between support for 
terrorism and a range of political, 
demographic, and religious factors.

Who Is Likely to Support 
Terrorism?

Testing the assumptions behind Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE)
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• Individuals who justify political vio-
lence or domestic violence are more 
likely to support terrorism.

• Individuals who are younger and 
uneducated are more likely to justify 
terrorism.

• Individuals who identify as atheist or 
not religious are more likely to justify 
terrorism than individuals who are 
religious.

• Individuals who believe living in a de-
mocracy is of medium importance are 
more likely to support terrorism than 
those who feel strongly either way. No 
relationship was found between feel-
ings of alienation from society and 
support for terrorism.

• The significance of different factors 
varies by region; however, the impor-
tance of democracy and the impor-
tance of God had a similar and consis-
tent relationship across all regions.
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Introduction

Is there a connection between certain de-
mographic factors, political convictions, or 
religious beliefs and a person’s propensity for 
supporting and engaging in violent extrem-
ism? Conventional wisdom dictates that young, 
unemployed men are the most likely to support 
violent extremism. Another commonly held 
assumption is that religion is an important 
factor in explaining why some people support 
and join extremist networks, and that extremist 
beliefs, regardless of their ideology, are incom-
patible with a liberal democratic system. To 
varying degrees, such assumptions about the 
factors likely associated with support for terror-
ism underpin current policy and programming 
on efforts directed towards Preventing Violent 
Extremism (PVE). But do these conventional 
wisdoms hold when tested empirically?

In our newly released PRIO-UNDP report, we 
sought to test the factors most associated with 
violent extremism and terrorism. Specifically, 
we investigated demographic factors, the role 
of religion and factors relating to feelings of 
marginalization and trust in government. Im-
proving our understanding of what beliefs and 
life experiences may correlate with support for 
terrorism can help to inform the prevention ef-
forts of policymakers working on PVE.

This is important, as there are signs that sup-
port for terrorism is increasing and that the 
use of political violence is becoming more 
widely accepted. This is of particular concern 
following the spread of COVID-19. A report by 
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Figure 1: Countries included in the sample from the seventh wave of the World Values Survey

Included in survey
Not included in survey

Main Drivers

The UNDP-PRIO report focused on four cat-
egories of main drivers of terrorism, derived 
from previous literature and policy documents: 
the propensity to justify violence, including views 
on domestic and political violence; demography, 
including age, sex, education, employment sta-
tus, and income; the role of religion, including 
openness to other religions; and issues relating 
to government and marginalization, such as trust 
in government, views on democracy, feelings of 
alienation, pride in one’s nation, and tolerance to-
wards people of different races. Because assump-
tions about these factors have to varying degrees 
underpinned both policy and programming 
on PVE, the UNDP-PRIO report sought to test 
whether they are supported by evidence globally.

Figure 2 shows a coefficient plot of the logistic 
regression, containing the variables related to 
demography, religion, and government and mar-
ginalization. Variables that are located on the 
left-hand side of the vertical dotted line have a 
negative relationship with terrorism, while those 
located on the right-hand side have a positive re-
lationship. The variables which cross the vertical 
dotted line are not statistically significant.

Propensity to Justify Violence

We found that an individual’s propensity to 
justify domestic violence is positively related 
with support for terrorism. In other words, hos-
tile sexist attitudes toward women, combined 
with support for violence against women, are 
strongly associated with support for violent ex-

the United Nations Institute for Training and 
Research (UNITAR) highlights that violent 
extremist groups across the whole ideological 
spectrum have aimed to exploit the pandemic 
by spreading conspiracy theories and disinfor-
mation in order to undermine confidence in 
government and reinforce extremist narratives, 
while also trying to increase their support base. 
While it is too early to see the impact of the 
pandemic on support for terrorism, it is clear 
that violent extremist and terrorist groups are 
exploiting the pandemic to their advantage.

Although violent extremism and terrorism con-
tinue to receive widespread attention in both ac-
ademic and political circles, the reasons behind 
why people support terrorism and engage with 
terrorist movements are still a matter of conten-
tion. It has also been questioned whether the 
assumptions made are valid on a global scale. 
Can some general tendencies be found regard-
ing those with violent extremist beliefs?

Methodology

To investigate what factors are associated with 
support for terrorism, this study used the sev-
enth wave of the World Value Survey. The sam-
ple includes 47 countries (see Figure 1) and had 
a total of 65,603 respondents. The sample in the 
seventh wave is representative of the popula-
tion aged 18 and older residing within private 
households in each country, and the minimum 
sample size in most countries was 1,200. To 
examine support for terrorism, several logistic 
regression analyses were conducted, in addition 
to a correlation analysis.
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tremism. Available research shows that domes-
tic violence has increased during COVID-19, 
and thus the relationship between this form 
of violence and support for terrorism requires 
urgent attention.

Further, we found a positive correlation between 
an individual’s propensity to justify other forms 
of violence, such as political violence or violence 
towards children, and support for terrorism.

Demography

Policymakers and researchers have often as-
sumed that demographic factors such as age, 
sex, education, employment status and income 
can affect why some individuals support terror-
ism. Our results support some, but not all of 
these claims.

We found that demographic factors such as age 
and education are related to support for terror-
ism. The older the individual, the less likely 
that the respondent justifies the use of terror-
ism. Further, individuals who have some sort of 
higher education (for instance, a Bachelor’s de-
gree, Master’s degree or similar) are less likely 
to support terrorism compared to those with 
only primary or secondary education. The im-
pact of COVID-19 on young people’s access to 
education should therefore be of particular con-
cern, as widespread temporary school closures 
have affected most students worldwide. The 
number of young people engaging in unsu-
pervised internet usage may also offer terrorist 
groups an opportunity to expose them to their 
ideas and forge new connections online.

all related to support for terrorism. Contrary 
to commonly held assumptions, we found that 
individuals with confidence in government 
are more prone to justifying terrorism than 
individuals with less trust in government. This 
finding goes against expectations and thus war-
rants further investigation.

The data also shows that national pride is 
negatively related to support for terrorism: 
respondents who are proud of their nationality 
are less likely to justify terrorism, compared to 
individuals who are not proud of their national-
ity. Moreover, because right-wing extremism 
often invokes xenophobia and racism, the re-
lationship between support for terrorism and 
tolerance of others warranted investigation. 
The results suggest a general trend among 
supporters of violent extremism: individuals 
who do not want people of a different race as 
neighbours are more likely to justify terrorism. 
Based on these results, it seems that efforts to 
increase tolerance and foster cohesive societies 
can function as a tool for preventing support 
for terrorism. The results suggested that feel-
ing alienated from society does not have a clear 
relationship with support for terrorism.

Regional Overview

The root causes of terrorism are often said to 
be complex, multifaceted and intertwined. 
Due to the contextual nature of terrorism, the 
report also sought to uncover potential regional 
variations in support for terrorist actions across 
Africa, Asia and Oceania, the Americas, and 
Europe.

Further, our results indicated that income has a 
curvilinear relationship with support for terror-
ism: individuals who report being on the middle 
of the income scale are the most likely to sup-
port terrorism, rather than the poorest respon-
dents, which previous research has suggested.

Unemployment status and sex rendered insig-
nificant results in this analysis, and we found 
no clear relationship between support for ter-
rorism and these factors.

Role of Religion

Religiosity is not significantly related to support 
for terrorism. The continued focus on religious 
belief as it relates to radicalization may detract 
attention from what this study finds: individu-
als who identify as either not religious or as 
atheist are more likely to support terrorism 
than religious individuals. Among those who 
are religious, it is neither the most nor the least 
religious who are most likely to justify terror-
ism, but rather those who report that God is 
only somewhat important in their lives (see 
Figure 3). Lastly, we found that individuals who 
accept other religions are less prone to justify-
ing terrorism. This suggests that what matters 
is not how religious an individual is, but the de-
gree to which they lack openness and tolerance 
towards other belief systems.

Government and Marginalization

Confidence in government, pride in one’s na-
tion, the perceived importance of democracy 
and openness to people of a different race are 
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Figure 2: Coefficient plot of the variables in the categories of demography, the role of religion and factors relating to government and marginalization
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THE PROJECT PRIO
The Conflict Trends project aims to answer 
questions relating to the causes, conse-
quences, and trends in conflict. The project 
contributes to new conflict analyses within 
areas of public interest, and works to produce 
thorough and high-quality analysis for the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This 
brief was also funded by the UNDP and the 
‘Costs of Contention’ project.

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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THE AUTHOR

The analysis revealed quite divergent results 
across regions. Age, for instance, is statistically 
significant in the European and American 
samples, but not in the African and Asian and 
Oceanian samples. Further, having higher 
education is associated with lower likelihood of 
justifying terrorism, but only in the Americas 
and in Asia and Oceania. Being proud of your 
nationality is only a significant factor in the 
African and European samples. Moreover, there 
were some regional variations in the direction 
of the results.

Whereas being religious was negatively associ-
ated with support for terrorism in the African, 
American, and Asian and Oceanian samples, 
the relationship was the reverse in the Euro-
pean sample. In other words, in Europe, the 
propensity to support terrorism is higher for 
individuals who say they are religious compared 
to those that claim they are atheists or not reli-
gious. These findings show the importance of 
understanding the factors driving terrorist sym-
pathies on a regional or national level.

Despite the complex and multifaceted nature of 
terrorism and associated support, two variables 
related to support for terrorism are in fact statisti-
cally significant across all four regions. Individuals 
who feel God is moderately important in their 
lives and individuals who are only somewhat 
committed to democracy are likely to support ter-
rorism across all regions. This demonstrates that 
although support for terrorism is contextual, and 
deviations between regional and global trends do 
exist, there are some global trends that should be 
further examined in order to be better understood.

Recommendations

• Pay more attention to violence prevention. 
A culture of violence, including domestic 
violence and political violence, can 
represent a gateway to extremism. 
Preventing all forms of violence will 
aid in preventing terrorism and violent 
extremism.

• Investigate the link between misogyny 
and support for terrorism. Hostile sexist 

attitudes are positively associated with 
support for terrorism. Addressing these 
attitudes may undercut support for violent 
extremists.

• Promote access to education. Because 
higher levels of education lower the 
likelihood of justifying terrorism, and 
young people are more prone to justifying 
terrorism than older individuals, access to 
education should be a priority.

• Avoid simplifying the relationship 
between religion and support for 
terrorism. Despite a public perception that 
terrorism is a religious issue, evidence 
supporting this assumption is limited and 
more complex. Emphasizing the role of 
religion may aggravate tensions between 
societies and peoples and incite fear.

• Increase efforts to build societal tolerance 
and cohesiveness. Overall, it seems 
like increasing tolerance and fostering 
cohesive societies can function as a tool 
for preventing support for terrorism. 
These core governance issues appear to 
provide an eco-system resistant to violent 
extremism.

• Prioritize more longitudinal survey data 
with broader geographical distribution. 
Only by investing in more data can we 
understand whether support for terrorism 
is changing over time. Such data is 
essential to deepening scholarly and 
policy understanding of the factors that 
influence support for terrorism, which 
in turn may lead to radicalization and 
involvement in violent extremist groups.  

Terrorism can be justifiedTerrorism can never be justified
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Figure 3: How the perceived importance of God relates to support for terrorism


