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Families of ISIS militants walk near the village of Baghouz, Syria, after the group surrendered 
to Syrian Democratic Forces in March 2019. (Photo by Issam Abdallah/Reuters)

Summary 
• Communities in dozens of coun-

tries face the challenge of repat-
riating, rehabilitating, and reinte-
grating thousands of people who 
traveled to join ISIS.

• This challenge requires an ap-
proach that draws on preventing 
and countering violent extremism, 
peacebuilding, and public health 
practices to address the social, 
structural, and cognitive drivers of 
violent extremism.

• Prosecution, though often the pre-
ferred response, may not be pos-
sible or prudent. Motivations vary 
dramatically, evidence is difficult 
to obtain, and many returning per-
sons may be victims.

• Children are victims who require 
developmentally appropriate psy-
chosocial and other forms of sup-
port to address their trauma and 
resocialize them.

• Violent extremism uniquely affects 
women and sexual and gender 
minorities. Rehabilitation and rein-
tegration need to be tailored to re-
flect their unique experiences, mo-
tivations, and challenges without 
categorically treating women—or 
people of any gender—based on 
biases or assumptions.

• Rehabilitation and reintegration 
strategies help minimize the risk 
of recidivism. Sustained, positive, 
inclusive community engagement 

is needed to address cognitive 
perceptions of marginalization 
and dehumanization, which can 
contribute to violent radicalization 
and recidivism.

• Rehabilitation has focused primari-
ly on individuals, but the inherently 
social component to reintegra-
tion requires building capacity for 
families and communities to ab-
sorb inclusively returning persons. 
Opening spaces for prosocial 
engagement between them and 
community members can foster 
social learning and reconcilia-
tion, build social cohesion, and 
strengthen resilience. 
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Introduction: A Paradigm Shift
Communities worldwide are facing the challenge of what to do with people returning from liv-
ing or fighting with the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Since 2011, more than fifty thousand 
people from 120 countries have traveled to join ISIS.1 International success in dismantling ISIS’s 
territorial caliphate has cued up a new challenge as thousands of people formerly affiliated with 
ISIS attempt to return home or relocate elsewhere; over eight thousand have already done so.2 
Recent media reporting from the liberated areas of Syria bear out that estimate with anecdotal 
evidence.3 People exiting violent extremist conflict are not only those who actively engaged in 
violence: up to 12 percent of the people who traveled to Iraq and Syria were children, who must 
be considered victims who traveled without agency, and an additional 13 percent were women.4 
While most men and women who traveled to live with ISIS willingly engaged in violence and 
therefore should be prosecuted and held accountable for their actions, the motivations and 
activities of those who joined ISIS are diverse. ISIS propaganda was masterful at harnessing 
neurobiological instincts for recruiting and targeted women and families by promising them they 
could build a life in what was advertised as an Islamic utopian alternative to decadent Western 
society.5 Families lured under false pretenses, women and children taken without agency, chil-
dren born or adopted in the conflict zone, and people captured or trafficked all present complex 
challenges and generate an urgent need for rehabilitation and reintegration options, as well as 
alternatives to detention and incarceration.

Women load their belongings into a truck after being deported from al-Hol refugee camp in northeastern Syria. 
(Photo by Ahmed Mardnli/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock)
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For many decades, postconflict reintegration has been approached primarily through the demo-
bilization, disarmament, and reintegration (DDR) framework. Indeed, efforts to reintegrate people 
exiting violent extremist conflict into local communities can draw important lessons and strategies 
from the extensive DDR experience. Such lessons include the importance of community partici-
pation, social networks, institutions, and families; the need to involve credible local interlocutors 
and former combatants to lend legitimacy to programs that are most effective when voluntary in 
nature; a specific need for gender-informed and child-specific programming; and recognition of 
the limitations of reintegration in the absence of broader social, economic, and political reforms.

Still, violent extremism in many ways stretches the paradigm for reintegration. In addition to 
some of the same challenges around the need to address trauma, stigma, gender dynamics, 
child development, justice and reconciliation, and disengagement from violence, reintegration of 
those formerly associated with violent extremism presents unique challenges of its own. DDR pro-
grams often are guided by a formal and widely accepted agreement, relocate former combatants 
into cleared or postconflict communities, and enjoy support from significant and focused interna-
tional assistance. Conversely, people disengaging from violent extremism generally enjoy none 
of these structural supports. Violent extremism is generally a crime in the context of international 
and domestic law; thus, those who have participated in violent extremist conflict are often subject 
to criminal justice responses. Furthermore, DDR programs are primarily designed for the narrow 
category of people who were directly involved in armed conflict; however, rehabilitation and rein-
tegration in the context of ISIS must address an entire society, including not only fighters but 
also spouses, children, the elderly, and functionaries such as teachers and health care workers. 
Fundamentally, DDR is approached as a peacebuilding process conducted at the level of group 
behavior and dynamics, incentivizing cooperation by removing fear of punishment, whereas pre-
venting and countering violent extremism (P/CVE) programming tends to be approached as a 
security measure focused on the behavior of individuals.6 Rehabilitation and reintegration for peo-
ple exiting violent extremist conflicts must encompass both approaches.

People exiting violent extremist conflict have transformed the nature of both the P/CVE and the 
DDR challenges: neither demobilization nor individual deradicalization will be sufficient. Rehabilitation 
and reintegration operate at a level of social complexity that demands a peacebuilding approach, and 
effective responses require hybrid interventions drawn from both DDR and P/CVE frameworks. Such 
complexity is compounded in contexts like those faced in Iraq and Syria, where ISIS was not just an 
insurgent force but also a society with its own system of governance, laws, and norms. Indeed, politi-
cal and social institutions are sticky, a foundational concept of political development initially observed 
by political scientist Stephen Krasner: “Institutional structures do not respond in any rapid or fluid way 
to alterations in the domestic or international environment. Change is difficult.”7  Moreover, they are 
not merely an aggregation of individual choices; rather, they themselves exert a strong influence on 
the norms absorbed by those who interact with them. Not only are institutions sticky in a physical 
sense, they are also sticky in that the norms they inculcate are not easily overwritten.8 

Resocializing those who have internalized the norms of life under ISIS to a different set of political 
and social institutions and behavioral standards requires long-term engagement. Navigating appro-
priate responses to their diverse motivations will require the application of tools from several distinct 
but related areas of research and practice to balance justice and reconciliation with rehabilitation 
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imperatives. These areas include (but are not 
limited to) criminal justice, social work, and pub-
lic health. Efforts focused on recovery to min-
imize risk and foster long-term sustainability 
must draw lessons from DDR and conflict res-
olution processes while also harnessing reha-
bilitation and reintegration efforts both in and 
out of detention settings and acknowledging 
human rights obligations—all while ensuring 
the safety and security of local communities.

The requirement for multistakeholder responses is only one reason why reintegrating those exiting 
violent extremist conflicts can be complex, however. The reintegration of people exiting such con-
texts is likely also to be spread among an array of local communities, each with unique ecosystems of 
social, economic, and political dynamics and institutional capacities. Though armed groups in many 
conflicts directly involve local communities, and civilians are rarely spared trauma and violence in any 
form of violent conflict, the explicit targeting of civilians by violent extremist actors demands a greater 
focus on risk management and security sector involvement than traditional DDR programs typically 
call for, in addition to mechanisms for achieving restorative justice and reconciliation. 

Two Faces of Justice: 
Criminal and Social
Justice and reconciliation are important facets of the reintegration process, especially for communi-
ties affected by violent extremism. Though in many DDR contexts, amnesty is the primary response 
for former combatants, UN Security Council resolutions have made clear that in a violent extremist 
context, prosecution should be a primary response. Just as important, the conventional wisdom 
that people exiting violent extremist conflict pose an outsized threat owing to their operational 
experience and extremist networks steeps public opinion in fear, anger, and a desire to stigma-
tize—despite empirical evidence that this is not the case.9 Harsh security measures, stigmatizing 
public discourse, and the revocation of citizenship are politically popular measures, and for this 
reason those who traveled to join ISIS are primarily processed within a criminal justice paradigm.10

Criminal justice for people exiting violent extremist conflict, however, often is fraught with chal-
lenges. Prosecution will not always be the preferred option or even possible. In many cases, legal 
barriers to prosecution may exist. While many countries passed legislation to criminalize travel to 
a foreign country to support or affiliate with a terrorist group after passage of UN Security Council 
Resolution 2178 in 2014, many people had already traveled before there were legal impediments 
to doing so.11 Moreover, gathering evidence from a conflict zone or using intelligence in such 
a way that upholds evidentiary standards while protecting intelligence sources and methods is 
exceptionally difficult. Military units operating in conflict zones are unsuited to conducting criminal 
investigations, and transborder information-sharing agreements often do not exist. Both conditions 

Efforts focused on recovery to minimize risk 

and foster long-term sustainability must draw 

lessons from DDR and conflict resolution 

processes while also harnessing rehabilitation 

and reintegration efforts both in and out of 

detention settings and acknowledging human 

rights obligations—all while ensuring the 

safety and security of local communities.
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hinder investigations and prosecutions. Even 
when prosecution is pursued, factors such as 
lack of evidence or gender biases that assume 
women take more passive roles—when in fact 
women play a variety of roles and often are as 
committed to extremist violence as men are—

may result in judges handing down lenient sentences with little or no prison time involved. And 
when convictions are won, prison sentences rarely last a lifetime. In Indonesia, for example, 144 
people, including four who had traveled to Syria and three more who were detained on their way 
to Syria, have been released or are scheduled for release between 2017 and 2019.12 Moreover, 
the capacity to investigate, prosecute, and detain the sheer numbers of people exiting violent 
extremist conflict may not exist in countries such as Tunisia, where the nearly one thousand peo-
ple expected to return could overwhelm the justice system.13 It is clear, then, that while prosecution 
may be the preferred response, the logistical, legal, and structural obstacles to law enforcement 
mean that a criminal justice response alone will not suffice.

The politically expedient solution has been to revoke citizenship for those returning from the 
so-called caliphate to avoid the responsibility of repatriating them. While such actions may yield 
short-term political gains, they trade away long-term security and the ability to provide justice, 
and the moral and human rights dimensions are complex. The UN’s Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights guarantees a person’s right to nationality and prohibits the arbitrary revocation 
of citizenship, and the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness recognizes only a 
narrow set of circumstances in which the deprivation of citizenship can lead to statelessness. 
Revoking citizenship for terrorist offenses—even when such an action will render a person state-
less—may be considered legally permissible, even if not always prudent.14 

Already, many thousands of people who traveled to live or fight with ISIS have been rendered 
effectively stateless, amounting to an additional level of trauma on top of an already enormous 
humanitarian crisis. With their identification and travel documents destroyed or confiscated by 
ISIS, many thousands of people—including those who were lured, coerced, or forced to travel 
against their will, as well as those who willingly joined and participated—have been consigned 
to camps, prisons, makeshift settlements, and ad hoc communities. In fact, denying reentry to a 
citizen returning from violent extremist conflict simply relocates the problem at best. At worst, it 
sets the problem aside to address at a later date, when it may have become more dangerous. 

Justice is foundational to the rule of law, and it is a fundamental democratic principle that citizens 
accused of crimes should be tried in a court of law by a jury of their peers. However, camps housing 
refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) lack the capacity and structures to provide this kind 
of justice.15 This is particularly the case in Syria, where such camps in ISIS-liberated areas are under 
the jurisdiction of a nonstate actor, the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces. States that lack the 
capacity or will to identify their nationals and facilitate their return deny their citizens basic services 
necessary to access justice and to facilitate their rehabilitation and eventual reintegration.16 Security 
too is foundational to the rule of law, and some people returning from life with ISIS pose real risks 
or harbor violent intentions. But here, too, refugee and IDP camps and ad hoc communities almost 
certainly lack the capacity to monitor or rehabilitate people to minimize those risks. Without the 
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capacity to regulate activities, the closed social environments of detention, refugee, and IDP camps 
risk becoming incubators for uninhibited violent radicalization of a transnational cohort of people.

Australia, the United Kingdom, and many other states rationalize denationalization by exercising 
that option only in the cases of persons with dual citizenship. Such a policy faces its own challenges, 
however. Because those with dual citizenship likely are immigrants or children of immigrants, the 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights notes, it risks perpetuating perceptions of marginalization 
that may have contributed to violent radicalization to begin with.17 Moreover, considerations should 
include ensuring the individual in question retains at least one nationality to uphold his or her fun-
damental human rights. Thus, implementing such a policy requires cooperation with the country of 
shared citizenship. States should consider the context in the other country to avoid overwhelming 
the capacity of the person’s ultimate destination or contributing to the violation of other human 
rights, such as occurs with torture or other inhumane and degrading treatment.18 This is an espe-
cially acute concern because the definition of terrorism is inconsistent and varies across countries; 
in some countries its definition can be used as a political tool to justify circumventing the rights 
that citizenship would otherwise protect.19 Denying repatriation fails to address the problem and 
is more likely to consign individuals at risk of perpetrating extremist violence to conditions where 
the capacity to rehabilitate or monitor them is lacking. Worse, it may subject them to the grievous 
human rights abuses practiced by some countries under the guise of counterterrorism. Because of 
the justice, security, and globally interconnected humanitarian issues at stake, stripping citizenship 
favors short-term domestic political gain that, in the long term, leads to a counterproductive policy.

Implications for Policy and Practice
• States whose nationals have traveled to fight or live with ISIS should pro-

actively engage with NGOs operating in the region, detention centers, and 
refugee camps to identify citizens and provide support for repatriation.

• In light of the challenges inherent in prosecuting many people exiting vio-
lent extremist conflict, national and local authorities should develop mecha-
nisms for achieving restorative justice and programs for reconciliation.

VICTIMS NOT TIME BOMBS: CHILDHOOD RESOCIALIZATION
The pathology of those who lived or fought with ISIS is complex. Indeed, owing to the genocidal 
and terrorist nature of ISIS, even those who traveled against their will may have carried out  
atrocities and crimes.20 It is unlikely that many individuals will fall neatly into a binary victim-or- 
perpetrator category, and responses will struggle to reflect that victim and perpetrator may 
coexist in the same person. Despite the activities they may have participated in while in conflict 
zones, children exiting violent extremist conflict are children first. Indeed, children could be 
victims of violations of international law prohibiting their recruitment into armed groups, as well 
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as victims of human trafficking, violence, and trauma. In accordance with the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, and because they are victims without agency, their best interests should 
form the foundation for responding to their return.

Children who have been raised in conflict and socialized with violent extremist propaganda 
and norms present a particular and long-term risk, as socialization during developmental ages 
can inculcate behaviors and attitudes strongly. And whereas child soldiers in more traditional 
forms of conflict generally are prevented from accessing educational services, children who 
lived with ISIS have a vastly different experience. As a proto-state, ISIS provided its children with 
a religious education that doubled as a recruitment and indoctrination mechanism to engender 
a sense of pride in embracing ISIS ideals.21 Moreover, as the Global Counterterrorism Forum 
noted, children raised in violent extremist conflict “may have been exposed to violence, may 
have been victims of violence, and may have perpetrated violent acts, making trauma [a] par-
ticularly acute” concern as their trauma may manifest as unique behavioral challenges.22 ISIS 
forced children to participate in executions, combat training, and even frontline violence from 
an early age.23 Investments in psychosocial intervention and trauma first aid training for those 
with regular contact with returning children, can help prepare them to respond to behavioral 

Children look through holes in a tent at al-Hol refugee camp in northeastern Syria in April 2019.  
(Photo by Ali Hashisho/Reuters)
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and emotional expressions of traumatic expe-
riences.24 In Nigeria, for example, the NEEM 
Foundation provides psychological and men-
tal health services for children under the age 
of fourteen who have been affected by Boko 
Haram. The foundation provides mobile, com-
munity-based services to address trauma and 
train community members in counseling tech-

niques, and operates a training center to reach communities not serviced otherwise.25

Because of the character of socialization under ISIS, treatment is expected to be more effec-
tive—and more appropriate—when it reflects children’s mental and intellectual development 
rather than their age alone. Programs that consider and account for children’s developing cog-
nitive abilities, capacities, and vulnerabilities likely will be more successful at fostering prosocial 
behavior and could accelerate rehabilitation.26 Such programs might approach rehabilitation 
through the lens of resocialization rather than deradicalization, collaborating strongly with exist-
ing social work programs and focusing on developing critical thinking skills, social intelligence, 
and empathy.27 In Pakistan’s Swat Valley, the Sabaoon Rehabilitation Center provides psychoso-
cial support for the rehabilitation of adolescent males who had fought with the Tehrik-e-Taliban 
Pakistan. The model emphasizes prosocial activities with families and local communities and the 
acquisition of cognitive, social, and vocational skills that enable the youths to more easily adjust 
to society and replace their violent identities with new ones.28

Resocialization is particularly important for children exiting violent extremist conflict, as trauma 
healing is most effective once “normalcy” has been established. Educational systems have an 
important role to play in facilitating perceptions of a state of normalcy. Instruction that emphasizes 
and promotes an appreciation for diversity may be an effective means of resocializing returning 
children and of preventing stigma from being attached to them by providing prosocial interaction. 
Such experience in Croatia demonstrates the effectiveness of training teachers to implement psy-
chosocial programming and involving them in the rehabilitation process. The Nansen Dialogue 
Center and the Croatian Education and Teacher Training Agency partner to conduct joint activities 
and lessons with students in twenty-three predominantly Croat schools and children from other 
ethnicities. The model has proven successful at challenging exclusionary norms and socializ-
ing children to the value of diversity.29 Indeed, as the Global Counterterrorism Forum points out, 
“Education systems can instill values, skills, and tools necessary for resilient communities and indi-
viduals by shaping [self identity and] citizenship”—not only for children but for entire families.30 

Implications for Policy and Practice
• Emphasizing prosocial activities with community members and families, 

where appropriate, helps instill a sense of belonging.

Children’s programs might approach 

rehabilitation through the lens of 

resocialization rather than deradicalization, 

collaborating strongly with existing social work 

programs and focusing on developing critical 

thinking skills, social intelligence, and empathy. 
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(NOT JUST) BRIDES OF ISIS: GENDERED DYNAMICS
Violent extremism often follows strict gender norms, limiting the activities of women and sexual 
and gender minorities associated with such organizations. Many people who lived under the 
control of ISIS were denied basic human rights. Enslavement of women and girls was common, 
rape and physical abuse were sanctioned punishments even for young girls, social interac-
tions between foreign women and nonrelative men were severely controlled, privileges such 
as access to health care were rationed as rewards for women, and ISIS targeted men who had 
sex with men for execution.31 

These kinds of gender-based violence imposed trauma-related mental health and medical 
needs beyond those inherent in living in a conflict zone. They can also amplify the stigma they 
face. In fundamentalist societies with uncompromising attitudes toward gender issues, people 
who are victims of sexual violence may be blamed, shamed, and further stigmatized by fam-
ily and community members. Furthermore, in traditional communities, stigma may result from 
perceptions that women transgressed normative gender roles by participating in conflict. Not 
only will such stigma further alienate women, preventing prosocial community engagement to 

Global Counterterrorism Forum’s Good Practices

Responding to 
Returning Children
Approach child returnees in ac-
cordance with professional as-
sessments of each child’s devel-
opment and prioritize the child’s 
best interests.

Consider diversion mechanisms 
and alternatives to incarceration 
when prosecuting children.

Approach rehabilitation 
and reintegration programming 
for children through a lens of 
socialization and education to 
promote disengagement from 
violence and prosocial behavior.

Responding to Returning 
Women and Girls
Develop gender-informed re-
sponses and incorporate gender 
dynamics into rehabilitation and 
reintegration programming for 
women and girls.

Leverage the unique role of 
women as local community influ-
encers and family leaders in local 
programming.

The Roles of Families 
and Communities
 Involve local stakeholders to 
understand and take into account 
the unique context existing in 
local communities.

 Take proactive measures to build 
social cohesion and resilient lo-
cal communities with the capacity 
to absorb the reintegration of 
returnees. 

Recognize the diversity of return-
ing families and avoid identifying 
responses with any particular 
religion, culture, ethnic group, 
nationality, or race. These meas-
ures can help reduce the stigma 
attached to returning families.

Source: Global Counterterrorism Forum, “Good Practices on Addressing the Challenge of Returning Families of Foreign Terrorist Fighters,” 2018.
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challenge perceptions of marginalization that may have contributed to the original violent rad-
icalization, it can also impose outsized economic burdens on them.32 Though recent estimates 
indicate that approximately 16 percent of people who traveled to live or fight with ISIS have 
returned home or relocated elsewhere, only 8 percent of women who traveled have returned.33 
Much of this disparity might be attributed to women having given birth to children while in con-
flict zones; these mothers face obstacles to traveling and reentering their country of citizen-
ship with undocumented children. Many of these women are also widows who may need to 
become the primary income-earner for their family. The stigma against them in communities with 
restrictive gender roles, in addition to the trauma in communities that have experienced abusive 
behavior from security forces, may reduce their capacity to care for their families and preclude 
meaningful rehabilitation or social integration.34 The University of Indonesia’s Police Research 
Center offers an example of how to address these problems. A program intended to aid and 
empower the wives of people incarcerated for violent extremism–related offenses provides the 
women with the training needed to transform their existing income-generating activities into 
businesses that can sustain themselves and their families.35

However, women, girls, and sexual and gender minorities cannot be assumed to be victims. 
While in some cases they may have been trafficked into the conflict zone, forced or coerced 
to travel, in most cases their status cannot be reduced to the binary option of victim or per-
petrator. Those who were coerced to travel may have perpetrated violent crimes while in the 
conflict zone; those who joined ISIS of their own accord may have become disillusioned; even 
those who remain loyal to ISIS may be victims of violence themselves. Specifically, women 
should not be assumed to have played a passive or auxiliary role while in the conflict zone. In 
fact, women play diverse roles in violent extremist organizations.36 As their traditional roles in 
many communities include regular interaction with adolescents, women play a vital role in the 
violent radicalization process, both in local communities and online.37 Moreover, as ISIS began 
to reel from dwindling numbers, women took on more active and violent roles, policing ISIS 
norms of morality in all-female fighter brigades and even functioning as suicide bombers.38 Even 
when women traveled voluntarily into violent extremist conflict, however, they often did so with 
motivations distinct from people of other genders. Whereas ISIS targeted the recruitment of 
men primarily by appealing to violence and shame at not participating, recruitment propaganda 
aimed at women typically offered the potential for empowerment in situations where women 
could exercise agency inspired by “Islamic” ideals with other like-minded women.39 As Sanam 
Naraghi-Anderlini and Melinda Holmes have noted, ISIS offered “a sense of purpose, meaning 
and belonging that vulnerable women and girls [were] missing in their lives.”40 

Just as ISIS’s recruiting practices systematically focused on women, rehabilitation programs 
must address their separate motivations and experiences in ways that are designed specifi-
cally to align with gender dynamics and individual attitudes. Especially in conflict-affected com-
munities facing the integration of people exiting violent extremist conflict, it is important that 
rehabilitation programs address misogynistic behaviors, attitudes, and values associated with 
masculinity. Channeling masculine behaviors into more peaceful conceptions, or understanding 
the power dynamics involved in a person’s multitude of identities as a way to encourage proso-
cial roles, can ensure violence does not become normalized.41 Moreover, marginalizing militant 



1 2 SPECIAL REPORT 452 USIP.ORG

conceptions of masculinity can encourage help-seeking behavior among men, which can help 
prevent the revictimization of those who were subjected to gender-based violence while in 
conflict, especially in communities that have experienced historical injustices and abuses by the 
security sector. Advocacy for Women in Peace and Security Africa is a Kenyan organization that 
builds trust between women and local law enforcement officers, including the perpetrators of 
gender-based violence. The organization involves community members and police officers in 
workshops on the role of women in P/CVE and women’s experiences with violence.42

Increasing the agency of women, girls, and sexual and gender minorities by addressing 
restrictive masculine gender norms can be an effective way to combat violent extremist recruit-
ment tactics that, in the words of Naraghi-Anderlini and Holmes, target the “injustice and deficit 
in dignity that women [and others] experience in their own societies.”43 Though women, girls, 
and sexual and gender minorities experience conflict and violent extremism differently from 
men and boys, and though ISIS tailored its appeals to women differently from its appeals to 
men, each individual, regardless of gender identity, will have personal experiences and moti-
vations. A gendered lens for conflict analysis is vital for understanding each individual’s unique 
experiences and motivations, to ensure that rehabilitation and reintegration programs informed 
by those are available. It is also vital to ensure that no group of people are bunched together 
and treated as a category but instead that individuals are treated in accordance with their own 
individual needs, experiences, and motivations.

Women should be viewed not just as victims and perpetrators but also as rescuers.44 Women 
are critical stakeholders in the reintegration of people disengaging from violent extremism, and 
mainstreaming gender and gender dynamics into policy and programming improves the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of those efforts. Involving female teachers, community and faith 
leaders, and women who have themselves disengaged from violent extremism can enhance 
the success of these efforts.45 Developing and promoting women’s networks to allow women 
to support women and expanding the role and support of women-led organizations and civil 
society actors have proven to be effective ways to increase the agency of local women in high-
lighting idiosyncratic dynamics, identifying solutions, and empowering other women influencers.

Implications for Policy and Practice
• While gender dynamics must be reflected, response plans should avoid 

treating women and sexual and gender minorities categorically or mono-
lithically. Gender-informed support should be layered upon the unique ex-
periences, motivations, and challenges of each individual. 

• Trust between women and authorities must be built, and misogynist norms 
addressed, to avoid the revictimization of women.
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Rehabilitation and Reintegration: 
Harm Reduction for Disengagement 
from Violent Extremism
Rehabilitation outside the criminal justice context must balance two, sometimes competing 
imperatives: minimizing the risks that people exiting violent extremist conflict might pose and 
providing the care they need to reintegrate as productive members of society. In this way, 
rehabilitation and reintegration programs draw from a similar logic as proven harm reduction 
approaches to highly stigmatized public health issues such as drug use, sex work, and alcohol 
consumption. Like harm reduction policies, community-based rehabilitation and reintegration 
programs support both those who have bypassed the criminal justice sector (or have com-
pleted their sentence) and the communities and environments in which they live. Such programs 
acknowledge that there is no perfect solution by offering pragmatic support to people disengag-
ing from violent extremism and building resilience in communities affected by them. Bottom-up, 
people-first approaches (rather than top-down policies) build bridges to and for those needing 
support, providing easy-to-access avenues for rehabilitation support and services to promote 
reintegration into local communities.46

PEOPLE FIRST: STRUCTURAL, SOCIAL, AND COGNITIVE DRIVERS
Such approaches reflect the idea that rehabilitation must transcend the more linear deradicali-
zation paradigm of ideological and theological reeducation by addressing the entire ecosystem 
that contributed to violent radicalization. Conventional deradicalization efforts engage religion 
for its ideological value to offer alternative interpretations of religious texts and doctrines to 
convince people to reject extremist views. While religious and ideological interpretations cer-
tainly can provide justification for violent extremism to some individuals, the driving factors of 
violent extremism in societies usually proceed in nonlinear, complex ways that involve the inter-
action of structural, social, and cognitive factors.47

Recent studies on the neuroscience of violent radicalization have shown that social exclu-
sion and marginalization can increase the salience of “sacred values” that members of an 
in-group are willing to fight and die for.48 When such values fail to align with the perceived 
values of a broader society, they can contribute to “othering,” framing different social groups 
as assaulting those values and generating a view wherein society is a threat to one’s identity. 
Neuroscience has also shown that perceived threats to group identity activate the same cog-
nitive reactions as threats to physical safety, dehumanizing the “other” and removing neurobi-
ological inhibitions to deploying violence.49

However, reducing violent radicalization to feelings of alienation and identity is deceptively 
simplistic, as numerous factors can contribute to social marginalization and identity crises. 
Victimization, trauma, and human needs for significance and respect that can increase percep-
tions of alienation interact with grievances such as relative deprivation, corruption, injustice, 
denial of agency, inequity, systemic discrimination and state predation, oppression, and poor 
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governance to form a narrative 
justifying the dehumanization of 
society, which is validated by a 
network of ideologically compat-
ible extremists.50 Violent radical-
ization occurs as the result of a 
complex system; it is multi factoral 
and contextually driven, including 
both the context of the individual 
and the context of the environ-
ment. Accordingly, a more com-
prehensive engagement that 

includes religious institutions for their social function as civil society leaders and influencers 
could be more effective at addressing the ecosystems that generate violent extremism.51 The 
Dutch approach explicitly targets “social polarization” as a key factor in violent radicalization, 
empowering local municipalities to address “social malfunction” by emphasizing cohesion. In 
Slotervaart, the local government engages local imams to highlight common interests and goals, 
organize interfaith activities, and facilitate greater social cohesion. The strategy in Rotterdam 
uses subsidies for community service organizations (CSOs) to sponsor events and activities 
that include municipal authorities and community members across faith divides to encourage 
integration.52

Rehabilitation and reintegration for those disengaging from violent extremism is a com-
plex psychosocial process that must address people first as unique individuals with unique 
needs across multiple dimensions. Designing such comprehensive programming tailored 
to the individual requires multiple levels of analysis by governments and stakeholders that 
merge technical expertise with local wisdom and capacity. The resulting strategies will often 
require a suite of support programs, including not only religious reeducation but also con-
tinued mental health and psychosocial support, skills building, basic education, health care, 
employment assistance, legal assistance, economic support, social support, local community 
dialogues and outreach, reconciliation and restorative justice mechanisms, and monitoring 
and evaluation to identify when a course correction is needed. In Denmark, the city of Aarhus 
developed a comprehensive system that institutionalizes partnerships among schools, social 
services, CSOs, and the police. As of 2017, this system had processed sixteen people return-
ing from violent extremist conflict in Syria. Participants undergo an initial risk assessment, fol-
lowed by an individually tailored rehabilitation process for the individual and his or her family 
that includes mentorship, housing and economic support, medical treatment, mental health 

Former Islamic State members play a 
game of chess at the Syrian Center for 
Combating Extremist Ideology in 
Marea, a town in the northeastern 
part of Syria. (Photo by Khalil 
Ashawi/Reuters)
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and psychosocial support, and periodic risk 
assessment. As of 2017, the program had not 
experienced a single case of recidivism.53

While such whole-of-society approaches 
have shown promise, they require a tremen-
dous amount of capacity and resources to 
implement effectively, and may be impossible 
to implement on a larger scale. In places such 

as Iraq, Syria, and Tunisia, for example, that are faced with responding to hundreds or thou-
sands—not dozens—of people exiting violent extremist conflict, such an approach may be an 
unachievable ideal. In these cases, early engagement to prepare communities and families to 
address the psychosocial needs of returning persons; build capacity, trust, resilience, and cohe-
sion to enable reconciliation and prosocial engagement; and empower CSOs and community 
leaders to work with the people returning is paramount.

In all cases, however, rehabilitation and reintegration will require cooperation among a broad 
cadre of partners. Nonetheless, there is no single model or universal constellation of partner-
ships that can be applied across all contexts. Including local stakeholders in the development of 
localized strategies can enable authorities to map the concerns present and approach commu-
nities with a plan tailored to the local dynamics, informed by local understanding of social norms, 
community relationships, and cultural traditions.

Some families and communities might be resistant to reintegration programs out of fear and 
stigma. Here it is important to understand the underlying causes of stigma and to engage with 
credible community leaders to encourage inclusive interactions and social learning to break 
down stigma and generate community buy-in. The use of people-first language could help 
shape perceptions and facilitate an environment that is welcoming of a shift in identity away 
from violence, but longer-term grassroots outreach will still be necessary to change attitudes.54 
Others may hesitate to engage with authorities out of fear that such engagement will result in 
legal action against a returning family member. Training programs to increase the capacity and 
knowledge of families who are receiving returning family members can help assuage these con-
cerns and prepare families for what they might encounter. Such training could include how to 
transform the interpersonal conflicts they might face, as people exiting violent extremist conflict 
will almost certainly be different from when they left.

Still other families and communities, especially those in conflict-affected societies, may not 
have interest in or the capacity for rehabilitation. In such cases, broader violence prevention 
efforts may be needed. Among the practices recommended by the Global Counterterrorism 
Forum are adopting conflict mitigation strategies, encouraging nonviolent alternatives, and 
building the capacity of political institutions, the inclusivity of governance, and the accountability 
of authorities to address the grievances that have driven violent radicalization.55 Contextually 
specific engagement with local communities using conflict management tools and approaches 
can change attitudes, relationships, and structures to build resilience to violent extremism.56 

Rehabilitation and reintegration 

for those disengaging from violent 

extremism is a complex psychosocial 

process that must address people 

first as unique individuals with unique 

needs across multiple dimensions.
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Implications for Policy and Practice
• Communities should invest in trauma literacy training in communities faced 

with significant numbers of returnees to encourage help-seeking and 
prosocial behavior among people exiting violent extremist conflict.

• In communities where people exiting violent extremist conflict are concen-
trated, safe and trusted locations should be established where access to 
training and mental health and psychosocial support can be provided to 
those who do not enter the formal education or employment sectors.

IT TAKES A VILLAGE: TRUST, STIGMA, AND RESILIENCE
Because of the broad array of community outreach efforts and the extensive community partic-
ipation needed for communities to reintegrate people disengaging from violent extremism, an 
approach focused on the individual is necessary but insufficient: rehabilitation and reintegration 
programs are most effective when they are right-sized for each community. Outreach efforts 
should begin well before people exiting violent extremist conflict return home. Communities 
that have been affected by extremist violence, particularly those in the conflict zone that are 
struggling to design appropriate responses for their people detained in camps, may require the 
development of restorative justice and reconciliation mechanisms. 

A sense of belonging and social support are key ingredients of any rehabilitation program. 
Collaboration between local communities and detention, refugee, and IDP camps in the con-
flict zone is vital to beginning the rehabilitation process for people who are detained but may 
eventually return to their home communities. As communities try to design effective programs, 
they will need to avoid perceptions of rewarding people exiting violent extremist conflict for their 
behavior. In some communities in Somalia, employing people disengaging from violent extrem-
ism to repair infrastructure that had been damaged by al Shabaab has shown to be effective at 
mitigating resentment.57 Effective programming for reintegration and rehabilitation must be, as 
Naraghi-Anderlini and Holmes write, “anchored, owned and beneficial to the wider community.”58

Regardless of the distinctions that exist among a diverse range of local contexts, the active partici-
pation of key community actors and family members is key to rehabilitation and reintegration. Family 
members are often the first point of contact for people exiting violent extremist conflict. Programs 
should thus engage families directly to provide them with support and prepare them to handle the 
behavioral and social challenges associated with caring for a person who has experienced severe 
trauma, potentially both as a victim and as a perpetrator of violence. Reintegration presents many 
challenges. A major problem is that people exiting violent extremist conflict might eschew formal 
support mechanisms designed to be sensitive and responsive to trauma. In such cases, families 
can provide a social network and economic support that could ease the rehabilitation process. In 
Germany, the Hayat program supported by the German Federal Office for Immigration and Refugee 
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Affairs positions itself as a “shield” between people exiting violent extremist conflict, on the one 
hand, and their families and the authorities on the other.59 Hayat works directly with families of peo-
ple disengaging from violent extremism, providing counseling, advice, training, and other support 
to foster prosocial engagement with returning persons to ease the process of reintegration.60 At 
the same time, while reconnecting returning people with their families may be beneficial to the 
rehabilitation process, programs should not assume that the family and family environment will not 
present a source of ongoing violent radicalization. Furthermore, the capacity of many families to 
assist in rehabilitation may be limited because of the challenges they face in processing the stigma 
and shame that may be associated with having a family member linked to violent extremism.61

Still, family involvement absent broader community engagement is insufficient. This is espe-
cially true in fragile contexts, where local communities often must take a leading role when state 
capacity is lacking. Enlisting local communities to assist with rehabilitation and reintegration 
requires building bonds of trust and treating them as partners rather than as informants. This can 
be an extraordinarily difficult task in communities that have historically experienced injustices 
from security actors and state institutions, but it is nonetheless a vital task. In Nepal and else-
where, the US Institute of Peace’s Justice and Security Dialogue brought together an inclusive 
cohort of community members and local police to discuss human security concerns, promote 
cooperation, and “bridge the gulf of mistrust between the civilian police and local communi-
ties.”62 A similar process could be adapted for communities affected by people exiting violent 
extremist conflict to assure community members their security concerns are taken into account.

In cases where institutional capacity is low and social grievances against authorities run high, 
CSOs often have the trust of and contact with affected individuals and communities when gov-
ernment authorities do not. Thus, civil society often is the bridge for reintegration programs to 
access communities. In the central Sulawesi region of Indonesia, the Institute for Strengthening 
Civil Society provides an example of how local CSOs can “act as interlocutors in helping to change 
perceptions on rehabilitation and reintegration” by organizing workshops and discussions to edu-
cate communities about people exiting violent extremist conflict.63 Such a position is a precarious 
one for CSOs, however, as their effectiveness is tied to their perceived legitimacy in the commu-
nity. Perceptions of inappropriate CSO alliances with government authorities can undermine the 
CSOs’ position and alienate communities further. To effectively represent the community while 
also partnering with government, CSOs need independence, legal latitude, and policy space to 
interact with people who may have connections to those engaged with extremist violence.64

Of course, the onus of building trust with local communities cannot be placed entirely on CSOs. 
Governments at all levels, from national to municipal, can signal honesty by approaching communi-
ties with transparency about the roles and responsibilities expected from each partner, how infor-
mation will be used, and what information can and cannot be shared with community members. 
Government authorities must also demonstrate that engagement is not solely to monitor security 
threats but also to benefit communities for their own sake. It is vital in these efforts to avoid the instru-
mentalization or militarization of partners such as women, educators, religious leaders, or CSOs. 
By approaching them with sincere concern for their partners’ needs and those of the community, 
authorities can demonstrate sensitivity to the power dynamics and disparities involved and begin to 
foster the goodwill with communities necessary to support rehabilitation and reintegration programs.
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Not only will engaging communities for their own benefit build trust and empower them to 
provide direct services that the state cannot, it can also build social cohesion, which in turn can 
help generate a sense of belonging and address parts of the environment, and potentially some 
of the drivers, that gave root to a person’s initial radicalization. While environments that foster 
violent radicalization are complex systems, inclusive communities that are steeped in an appre-
ciation of diversity have the capacity to offer a sense of belonging without stigmatizing people 
who were formerly involved in extremist violence. In Indonesia, for example, the Institute for 
International Peace Building provides employment in restaurants for people disengaging from 
violent extremism. The work opportunity is designed to provide prosocial interactions with local 
community members and foster a sense of purpose and social belonging.65

Efforts to build social cohesion and foster reconciliation take time to gain traction, however, 
especially in communities with significant grievances or that have been affected by extremist vio-
lence. In many communities, the stigmatizing of people who have participated in extremist vio-
lence can be severe. While the atrocities committed by terrorists are well known, stigma is often 
driven more by fear and anger stoked by politicians and the media. In many cases, such as in com-
munities in Tunisia and across the Western Balkans, stigma is felt not only by returning persons but 
also by family members who remained in their home countries. In such environments, remedial 
measures, such as antidiscrimination training, masculinity programming, increasing inclusivity on 
the part of social and political institutions, and demonstrations of prosocial behavior, may gradu-
ally reduce stigma. In Indonesia, the group Civil Society Against Violent Extremism has found that 
engagement with local media outlets has been successful at reducing stigma by sharing return-
ees’ perspectives and giving community members the opportunity to ask questions.66

Local CSOs and partners involved in developing the reintegration program can help deter-
mine the most relevant means of socializing local communities to the need for reintegration to 
reduce the stigma borne by those associated with and affected by violent extremism. They can 
identify respected and trusted local community leaders sensitive to the legitimate concerns of 
the community—including how security will be maintained—to communicate with the community, 
impart legitimacy, and reduce stigma. Encouraging participation across the entire community 
in programs (while excluding from involvement ethnocentric groups) can raise awareness and 
foster interactions to enable social learning. Community dialogue channels can bridge complex 
social identities to facilitate the acknowledgment of common ground, and restorative justice 
mechanisms can begin to reconcile social divides by giving voice to victims and communities. 
Such efforts at creating common ground and restorative justice are vital to enabling communi-
ties to open themselves up to the reintegration of people disengaging from violent extremism.67
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Implications for Policy and Practice
• Conflict analysis and community-based research can help map local eco-

systems to ensure programs are tailored to existing social dynamics and 
risk environments. 

• Efforts to reduce stigma can generate open spaces for prosocial engage-
ment, facilitate social learning, and foster reconciliation.

• Community buy-in can be generated and stigma reduced by engaging com-
munity leaders, public dialogue institutions, and media outlets to socialize the 
need for rehabilitation and reintegration programs to minimize risks.

Flipping the Script: A Focus on 
Communities
Most responses to people exiting violent extremist conflict have focused on the individuals 
themselves, but the challenge is more systemic than that. Violent extremism is shaped by “risk 
environments” in which individuals, social dynamics, and political structures interact nonlinearly 
to increase or mitigate the chances of violent radicalization. When people exiting violent extrem-
ist conflict return to the very milieu in which they were initially radicalized to violence, P/CVE, 
peacebuilding, and public health efforts merge. Framed in such a way, rehabilitation programs 
that borrow from harm reduction approaches to minimize risk and build community capacity shift 
“the focus for change from individuals alone to the social situations and structures in which they 
find themselves. . . . They draw attention to [violent extremism] as the manifestation of system 
rather than aggregated individual-level effects.”68

Traditional deradicalization programs tend to draw from a more parsimonious “push-pull” para-
digm of violent radicalization that neatly organizes drivers of violent radicalization into categories. 
Such a conception fails to take into account how events at different levels imbricated in risk contexts 
affect one another. By reconceptualizing violent radicalization as a product of lived experience in 
a particular environment, rehabilitation programs can target the structural and social conditions, as 
well as the individual cognitive factors, to cultivate community resilience to violent extremism by 
generating “social capital, informal support, solidarity and belonging.”69 Shifting the burden from 
deradicalization of the individual to systemic rehabilitation by localizing and targeting some of the 
social and structural drivers can minimize the risk of recidivism for people exiting violent extrem-
ist conflict by challenging cognitive perceptions used to justify violent extremism.70 Rehabilitation 
programs undertaken without a broader effort to address the ecosystem that contributes to violent 
radicalization is unsustainable. Community resilience and social cohesion are nonnegotiable to 
successfully rehabilitate and inclusively reintegrate people exiting violent extremist conflicts.



20 SPECIAL REPORT 452 USIP.ORG

Notes
The author would like to thank Desmond Jordan, Mike Darden, Leanne Erdberg, Georgia Holmer, and two anonymous reviewers for 
comments and suggestions that dramatically improved this report.

1. Joana Cook and Gina Vale, “From Daesh to ‘Diaspora’ II: The Challenges Posed by Women and Minors After the Fall of the 
Caliphate,” CTC Sentinel 12, no. 6 (July 2019): 31; and Radicalisation Awareness Network Centre of Excellence, Responses to 
Returnees: Foreign Terrorist Fighters and Their Families (Brussels: European Commission, July 2017), 6.

2. Cook and Vale, “From Daesh to ‘Diaspora’ II,” 31.
3. From February through April 2019, over a dozen such articles appeared in the New York Times, Washington Post, Guardian, 

Australian, Independent (UK), and other periodical publications. For example, see Robin Wright, “The Dangerous Dregs of ISIS,” 
New Yorker, April 16, 2019, www.newyorker.com/news/dispatch/the-dangerous-dregs-of-isis.

4. Figures are cited in Joana Cook and Gina Vale, From Daesh to Diaspora: Tracing the Women and Minors of the Islamic State 
(London: International Centre of the Study of Radicalisation, 2018), 4.

This report uses the term “violent extremist conflict” to highlight the unique nature of the conflict in Iraq and Syria, but it also 
applies to conflicts elsewhere. These conflicts infuse traditional sectarian conflict with violent extremist features. Resolving such 
hybrid conflicts requires an approach that fuses a peacebuilding ethos to address social drivers with security and stabilization 
measures, a public health approach to community risk environments and individual rehabilitation, and law enforcement policies 
to provide justice for the criminal nature of violent extremism.

Given the contributions of identity, alienation, and dehumanization in violent radicalization; the role of prosocial behavior in 
rehabilitation; and the neurological power of language to shape perceptions, this report is deliberate in its use of language to 
avoid further stigmatization and encourage an open space for social learning. Borrowing from public health, social work, and 
criminal justice practices to address stigma, this report places the person before the label—such as people disengaging from 
violent extremism—to avoid reinforcing identities steeped in past acts of violence for both individuals and communities while 
acknowledging the action to facilitate reconciliation.

5. Mia Bloom, “Weaponizing the Weak: The Role of Children in Terrorist Groups (January 2019),” in Research Handbook on Child 
Soldiers, ed. Mark A. Drumbl and Jastine C. Barrett (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar, forthcoming).

6. Naureen Chowdhury Fink, “The Blue Flag in the Grey Zones: Exploring the Relationships between Countering Violent Extrem-
ism (CVE) and Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) in UN Field Operations,” in UN DDR in an Era of Violent 
Extremism: Is It Fit for Purpose?, ed. James Cockayne and Siobhan O’Neil (New York: United Nations University, 2015), 67.

7. Stephen D. Krasner, “Approaches to the State: Alternative Conceptions and Historical Dynamics,” Comparative Politics 16, no. 2 
(January 1984): 234.

8. Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell, “Introduction,” in The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis, ed. Walter W.  
Powell and Paul J. DiMaggio (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 2, 84.

9. See Thomas Hegghammer and Petter Nesser, “Assessing the Islamic State’s Commitment to Attacking the West,” Perspec-
tives on Terrorism 9, no. 4 (August 2015): 14–30; and David Malet and Rachel Hayes, “Foreign Fighter Returnees: An Indefinite 
Threat?” Terrorism and Political Violence (July 2018): 1–19.

10. United Nations Security Council, Security Council Resolution 2396 (2017), S/RES/2396 (December 21, 2017).
11. United Nations Security Council, Security Council Resolution 2178 (2014), S/RES/2178 (September 24, 2014).
12. Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, “Recent and Planned Releases of Indonesian Extremists: An Update,” IPAC Report no. 49, 

August 10, 2018, http://file.understandingconflict.org/file/2018/08/IPAC_Report_49.pdf.
13. Tim Meko, “Now That the Islamic State Has Fallen in Iraq and Syria, Where Are All Its Fighters Going?” Washington Post,  

February 22, 2018, www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/world/isis-returning-fighters.
14. See, among others, Sandra Mantu, “‘Terrorist’ Citizens and the Human Right to Nationality,” Journal of Contemporary European 

Studies 26, no. 1 (April 2018): 28–41; and Andrew Macklin and Rainer Baubock, eds., “The Return of Banishment: Do the New 
Denationalization Policies Weaken Citizenship?” Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies Research Paper RSCAS 2015/14 
(Florence: European University Institute, 2015). 

15. Chris C. Bosley and Leanne Erdberg, “Bring Hoda Muthana and Other ISIS Members Home—But for Trial,” The Hill, February 27, 
2019, www.thehill.com/opinion/national-security/431479-bring-hoda-muthana-and-other-isis-members-home-but-for-trial.

16. Eric Schmitt, “Defeated in Syria, ISIS Fighters Held in Camps Still Pose a Threat,” New York Times, January 24, 2018,  
www.nytimes.com/2018/01/24/world/middleeast/isis-syria-militants-kurds.html.



SPECIAL REPORT 452USIP.ORG 21

17. United Nations General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of Racism, Racial Discrimination, 
Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance, A/HRC/383/52 (April 25, 2018); and H. A. Hellyer, “Britain’s Decision to Revoke Shamima 
Begum’s Citizenship Is Wrong and Smacks of Racism,” Washington Post, February 20, 2019, www.washingtonpost.com/opinions 
/2019/02/20/britains-decision-revoke-shamima-begums-citizenship-is-wrong-smacks-racism.

18. Global Counterterrorism Forum, “Good Practices on Addressing the Challenge of Returning Families of Foreign Terrorist Fight-
ers,” 2018, www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Framework%20Documents/C/GCTF-Good-Practices-on-Returning-Families-of 
-FTFs_ENG.pdf.

19. Lana Baydas and Shannon N. Green, “Counterterrorism Measures: Pretext for Closing the Space for Civil Society,” Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, March 24, 2017, www.csis.org/analysis/counterterrorism-measures-pretext-closing-space 
-civil-society.

20. Bosley and Erdberg, “Bring Hoda Muthana and Other ISIS Members Home.”
21. Bloom, “Weaponizing the Weak,” 9.
22. Global Counterterrorism Forum, “Good Practices.” 
23. Bloom, “Weaponizing the Weak,” 7.
24. Global Counterterrorism Forum, “Good Practices.”
25. Sanam Naraghi Anderlini and Melinda Holmes, Invisible Women: Gendered Dimensions of Return, Rehabilitation, and Reintegra-

tion from Violent Extremism (New York: International Civil Society Action Network and United Nations Development Programme, 
2019), 101. For more information, see the NEEM Foundation website at www.neemfoundation.org.ng.

26. Coined in the 1970s, prosocial has been commonly used in the social psychology and public health literatures as an antonym to 
antisocial. In this report, it is used to describe sustained, positive, and socially inclusive interactions between people disengag-
ing from violent extremism and community members and institutions.

27. Global Counterterrorism Forum, “Good Practices.”
28. Raafia Raees Khan and Feriha Peracha, “Deradicalizing, Rehabilitating, and Reintegrating Violent Extremists,” PeaceBrief no. 

238, US Institute of Peace, November 6, 2017, www.usip.org/publications/2017/11/deradicalizing-rehabilitating-and-reintegrating 
-violent-extremists; and US Institute of Peace, “USIP Local Funding for Peace in Pakistan,” www.usip.org/index.php/programs 
/usip-local-funding-peace-pakistan.

29. Peter R. Neumann, “Countering Violent Extremism and Radicalisation That Lead to Terrorism: Ideas, Recommendations, and 
Good Practices from the OSCE Region” (Vienna: Organization for Security and Co-operaton in Europe, 2017), 59.

30. Global Counterterrorism Forum, “Good Practices.”
31. See reports by the Counter Extremism Project: “ISIS’s Persecution of Women” (July 2017) and “ISIS’s Persecution of Gay People” 

(May 2017).
32. Anderlini and Holmes, Invisible Women, 43.
33. Cook and Vale, “From Daesh to ‘Diaspora’ II,” 32.
34. Anderlini and Holmes, Invisible Women, 9, 31.
35. Christina Nemr et al., “It Takes a Village: An Action Agenda on the Role of Civil Society in the Rehabilitation and Reintegration of 

Those Associated with and Affected by Violent Extremism,” Global Center on Cooperative Security and the International Centre 
for Counter-terrorism, 2018, https://icct.nl/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/GC_It-Takes-a-Village_WEB.pdf.

36. Sadaf Lakhani and Belquis Ahmadi, “Women in Extremist Movements: Not Just Passive Victims,” US Institute of Peace, Novem-
ber 30, 2016, www.usip.org/blog/2016/11/women-extremist-movements-not-just-passive-victims.

37. Frida Ghitis, “In Bitter Irony, Jihadi Women Serve as Useful Propaganda,” World Politics Review, January 15, 2015, www.world 
politicsreview.com/articles/14860/in-bitter-irony-jihadi-women-serve-as-useful-propaganda; and Katie Zavadski, “Meet the Female 
Recruiters of ISIS,” New York, September 4, 2014, http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2014/09/meet-the-female-recruiters-of-isis.html.

38. Charlie Winter, “ISIS, Women and Jihad: Breaking with Convention,” Tony Blair Institute for Global Change, September 13, 2018, 
https://institute.global/sites/default/files/articles/ISIS-Women-and-Jihad-Breaking-With-Convention.pdf. 39. Carter Center, “The 
Women of Daesh: Deconstructing Complex Gender Dynamics in Daesh Recruitment Propaganda,” May 2018, www.cartercenter 
.org/resources/pdfs/peace/conflict_resolution/countering-isis/women-in-daesh.pdf.

40. Anderlini and Holmes, Invisible Women, 13.
41. Kuehnast and Robertson, “Gender Inclusive Framework and Theory,” US Institute of Peace, August 23, 2018, www.usip.org 

/publications/2018/08/gender-inclusive-framework-and-theory.
42. Anderlini and Holmes, Invisible Women, 72–75.
43. Anderlini and Holmes, Invisible Women, 13.



22 SPECIAL REPORT 452 USIP.ORG

44. “#GenderInConflict: Women As Rescuers (Part 1 of 7),” YouTube video, 1:15, CIVIC Center for Civilians in Conflict, April 12, 2019, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Ty0z3rkARg.

45. Fauziya Abdi Ali, “Women Preventing Violent Extremism: Broadening the Binary Lens of ‘Mothers and Wives,’” Women in Interna-
tional Security–Horn of Africa, February 14, 2017, www.wiisglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/Mothers-and-Wives-3-14-17.pdf.

46. G. Alan Marlatt, “Harm Reduction: Come as You Are,” Addictive Behaviors 21, no. 6 (1996): 779–88.
47. Georgia Holmer and Adrian Shtuni, “Returning Foreign Fighters and the Reintegration Imperative,” Special Report no. 402, US 

Institute of Peace, March 22, 2017, www.usip.org/publications/2017/03/returning-foreign-fighters-and-reintegration-imperative.
48. Clara Pretus et al., “Neural and Behavioral Correlates of Sacred Values and Vulnerability to Violent Extremism,” Frontiers in  

Psychology 9 (December 21, 2018).
49. Michael Niconchuk, “Towards a Meaningful Integration of Brain Science Research in P/CVE Programming,” in Contemporary P/CVE Re-

search and Practice, ed. Lilah El Sayed and Jamal Barnes (Joondaloop, Australia: Hedayah and Edith Cowan University, 2017), 24–26.
50. Arie W. Kruglanski, Jocelyn J. Bélanger, and Rohan Gunaratna, The Three Pillars of Radicalization: Needs, Narratives, and  

Networks (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019): 35—65.
51. Peter Mandaville and Melissa Nozell, “Engaging Religion and Religious Actors in Countering Violent Extremism,” Special Report 

no. 413, US Institute of Peace, August 30, 2017, www.usip.org/publications/2017/08/engaging-religion-and-religious-actors 
-countering-violent-extremism.

52. Angel Rabasa et al., Deradicalizing Islamist Extremists (Santa Monica, CA: Rand, 2010), 143, 146, 149.
53. Neumann, “Countering Violent Extremism,” 76–77.
54. Chris Bosley, “To Truly Defeat ISIS, Describe Its Returnees as ‘People’: Rehabilitation of Those Exiting Violent Extremism Requires Strate-

gic Language,” US Institute of Peace, April 12, 2019, www.usip.org/publications/2019/04/truly-defeat-isis-describe-its-returnees-people.
55. Global Counterterrorism Forum, “Good Practices,” 13.
56. Maria J. Stephan and Leanne Erdberg, “To Defeat Terrorism, Use ‘People Power’: Nonviolent Citizens’ Movements Are the Miss-

ing Piece of a Global Strategy against Extremism,” US Institute of Peace, March 27, 2018, www.usip.org/publications/2018/03 
/defeat-terrorism-use-people-power.

57. Fatma Ahmed, “Programs for Monitoring and Evaluating Reintegrating,” presentation at the Initiative on Addressing the  
Challenge of Returning Families of Foreign Terrorist Fighters—First Regional Workshop, Global Counterterrorism Forum, Tunis, 
February 8–9, 2018.

58. Anderlini and Holmes, Invisible Women, 11.
59. Chris Vallance, “Syria: Can UK Learn from Deradicalisation Scheme?” BBC News, August 9, 2014. www.bbc.com/news/uk 

-28686930.
60. Asya Metodieva, “Balkan Fighters and Coming Back: What Should Be Done?” Strategic Policy Institute, January 2018,  

www.stratpol.sk/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Metodieva_Returnees_Western_Balkans_Stratpol_FINAL.pdf.
61. Adrian Cherney, “The Release and Community Supervision of Radicalised Offenders: Issues and Challenges That Can Influence 

Reintegration,” Terrorism and Political Violence (November 2018). 
62. Nigel Quinney, “Justice and Security Dialogue in Nepal: A New Approach to Sustainable Dialogue,” Building Peace no. 1, US 

Institute of Peace, June 22, 2011, www.usip.org/publications/2011/06/justice-and-security-dialogue-nepal.
63. Nemr et al., “It Takes a Village.”
64. Christina Nemr and Rafia Bhulai, “Civil Society’s Role in Rehabilitation and Reintegration Related to Violent Extremism,” Interna-

tional Peace Institute Global Observatory, June 25, 2018, www.theglobalobservatory.org/2018/06/civil-societys-role-rehabilitation 
-reintegration-violent-extremism.

65. Nemr et al., “It Takes a Village.”
66. Anderlini and Holmes, Invisible Women, 70.
67. Nemr and Bhulia, “Civil Society’s Role in Rehabilitation and Reintegration.”
68. Tim Rhodes, “Risk Environments and Drug Harms: A Social Science of Harm Reduction Approach,” International Journal of Drug 

Policy 20, no. 3 (May 2009): 194–95.
69. Brooke S. West et al., “Safe Havens and Rough Waters: Networks, Place, and the Navigation of Risk among Injection Drug– 

Using Malaysian Fishermen,” Internal Journal of Drug Policy 25, no. 3 (May 2014): 575–82.
70. Rhodes, “Risk Environments and Drug Harms,” 198.



SPECIAL REPORT 452USIP.ORG 23

The United States Institute of Peace is a national, 
nonpartisan, independent institute, founded by Congress 
and dedicated to the proposition that a world without 
violent conflict is possible, practical, and essential for US 
and global security. In conflict zones abroad, the Institute 
works with local partners to prevent, mitigate, and resolve 
violent conflict. To reduce future crises and the need 
for costly interventions, USIP works with governments 
and civil societies to help their countries solve their own 
problems peacefully. The Institute provides expertise, 
training, analysis, and support to those who are working 
to build a more peaceful, inclusive world.

ABOUT THE INSTITUTE

Stephen J. Hadley (Chair), Principal, RiceHadleyGates, LLC, Washington, DC • George E. 
Moose (Vice Chair), Adjunct Professor of Practice, The George Washington University, 
Washington, DC • Judy Ansley, Former Assistant to the President and Deputy National 
Security Advisor under George W. Bush, Washington, DC • Eric Edelman, Hertog Distinguished 
Practitioner in Residence, Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, 
Washington, DC • Joseph Eldridge, University Chaplain and Senior Adjunct Professorial 
Lecturer, School of International Service, American University, Washington, DC • Kerry 
Kennedy, President, Robert F. Kennedy Center for Justice and Human Rights, Washington, 
DC • Ikram U. Khan, President, Quality Care Consultants, LLC, Las Vegas, NV • Stephen D. 
Krasner, Graham H. Stuart Professor of International Relations at Stanford University, Palo 
Alto, CA • John A. Lancaster, Former Executive Director, International Council on Independent 
Living, Potsdam, NY • Jeremy A. Rabkin, Professor of Law, George Mason University, Fairfax, 
VA • J. Robinson West, Chairman, PFC Energy, Washington, DC • Nancy Zirkin, Executive Vice 
President, Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, Washington, DC

Members Ex Officio
Mike Pompeo, Secretary of State • Mark T. Esper, Secretary of Defense • Frederick J. Roegge, 
Vice Admiral, US Navy; President, National Defense University • Nancy Lindborg, President 
and CEO, United States Institute of Peace (nonvoting)

BOARD OF DIRECTORS



24 SPECIAL REPORT 452 USIP.ORG

2301 Constitution Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20037
(202) 457-1700
www.USIP.org

Since its inception in 1991, the United States Institute of Peace Press has published 
hundreds of influential books, reports, and briefs on the prevention, management, and 
peaceful resolution of international conflicts. All our books and reports arise from research 
and fieldwork sponsored by the Institute’s many programs, and the Press is committed to 
expanding the reach of the Institute’s work by continuing to publish significant and sustainable 
publications for practitioners, scholars, diplomats, and students. Each work undergoes 
thorough peer review by external subject experts to ensure that the research and conclusions 
are balanced, relevant, and sound.

OTHER USIP PUBLICATIONS

THE UNITED STATES INSTITUTE OF PEACE PRESS

• The Religious Landscape in South Sudan: Challenges and Opportunities for Engagement 
by Jacqueline Wilson (Peaceworks, June 2019)

• The Need for a New US Information Strategy for North Korea by Nat Kretchun (Special 
Report, June 2019)

• Exposure to Violence and Prejudice Reduction in Karachi, Pakistan by Mashail Malik and 
Niloufer Siddiqui (Special Report, June 2019)

• Perspectives on Peace from Areas under Taliban Influence and Control by Ashley 
Jackson (Special Report, May 2019)

• Ukrainian Activism for Transparency and Accountability: Two Steps Forward, One Step 
Back by Olena Tregub (Special Report, May 2019)


	Introduction: A Paradigm Shift
	Two Faces of Justice:
Criminal and Social
	Rehabilitation and Reintegration: Harm Reduction for Disengagement from Violent Extremism
	Flipping the Script: A Focus on Communities

