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Why and How People Radicalize and Mobilize 

respect to Islam, meaning it was necessary for him to be more dedicated than individuals born 

into the religion. He came to view himself as a jihadi and considered himself to be part of a 

more elite group within the larger Islamic community, which appealed to him at the time and 

provided him with a sense of belonging. While in prison, a therapist told Frank he had an 

impulsive personality. Frank recognized he had a strong personality, which bordered on 

obsessive compulsive and when that aspect of him took over he wanted to see things through to 

the end. He believed some of his personality traits proved to be negatives with respect to his 

evolution into radical Islam. 

In another example, a self-described leader of an anarchist group, George, who was 

convicted on state and federal charges for vandalizing a variety of infrastructure-related 

properties and for illegally possessing a chemical weapon, provided the BAU with insight into 

his background. George dropped out of high school around ninth grade, viewing school as 

uninteresting and the curriculum beneath him. Additionally, he rejected the authority of his 

teachers. In adulthood, George admitted to being more anti-authority than anti-government or 

anti-establishment. He felt he was born that way, and held long-standing disdain for authority, 

viewing authority as always as the enemy. George claimed he followed the rules if he viewed 

them as useful. George described his relationship with law enforcement, as with all authority, as 

respectful but adversarial. He believed he had ended up in prison due to a "poor choice of 

associations." George admitted he might have felt some feeling of power associated with his 

criminal activities; however, he was driven primarily by a desire to be amused and entertained. 

During his "adventures," he used a police scanner to determine where the police were located 

and to assess the results of his efforts. 

FBI Behavioral Analysis Unit I 13 









































Why and How People Radicalize and Mobilize 

needed to maintain secrecy is key to conducting a successful attack. Would-be attackers are 

aware of the risk of detection by bystanders and law enforcement and will take steps, with 

varying levels of success, to keep their behaviors hidden. It is also important to note, planned 

attacks utilizing a bladed weapon or vehicle can dramatically lessen the training and acquisition 

requirements imposed on the individual. Additionally, those families with weapons already 

present in the home, whether purportedly locked away or not, increase the concern of the 

violent extremist using those weapons for an attack. Therefore, it is key for violence prevention 

practitioners to assess potential violent extremists' access to weapons within the home and from 

their social circle. 

Planned attacks utilizing a bladed weapon or 

vehicle can dramatically lessen the training and 

acquisition requirements imposed on the person. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL BARRIERS 

The BAU has found that a certain amount of confidence and capability is required to either 

join a FTO overseas or conduct a domestic attack. Factors such as age, life experience of the 

individual, and the method of support are significant factors that impact the likelihood of the 

individual being successful in their plans. As such, law enforcement and practitioners must pay 

attention to the violent extremist's personal attributes and characteristics, just as much as the 

their behavior, to delineate their trajectory. 

Psychological: Foreign Fighters 

From the BAU's perspective, the psychological barriers impacting the overt steps that need 

to be taken by a foreign fighter, even a juvenile, can be relatively low. Many violent extremists, 

to include juveniles, can acquire travel documentation and financial resources, head to the 

airport, and board a commercial aircraft with a low concern of being apprehended. While the 

aspirational foreign fighter has moved one step closer to committing the legal offense of 

material support by traveling to the airport with the intent of traveling overseas to join a FTO, 

their mindset is likely comforted by the plausible deniability of their true intent. They may 

perceive themselves shielded by the outward appearance of conducting legitimate travel activity 

like people do every day. Additionally, for someone who has experience traveling 
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Effective Interventions and Individualized Interactions 

Empathy is not Sympathy 

While both sympathy and empathy are appropriate behaviors, they are not the same, nor are 

they equal. In practice, sympathy is recognizing a person's experience or situation and 

acknowledging it. Empathy is taking the time to listen, to clarify what is not completely 

understood, and elicit details to help feel what another person feels or felt during a given 

moment. Empathy is work. 

The following scenario-based exercise, inspired by a case involving a violent extremist who 

conducted a mass attack, illustrates the differences between sympathy and empathy: 

You are a law enforcement officer investigating threats of violence and violent extremist 

groups. You receive a telephone call from a concerned mother (see page 73 for the 

significance of family reporting). She is worried about her teenage son. She tells you about 

her concerns and his personal history that includes his father committing suicide, his 

struggles to "fit in," his potential struggle with sexual identity, and obsession with guns. You 

speak with the mother and hear her out, you ask follow-up questions for clarification and 

determine that talking to her son is warranted. You arrange an in-person interview. Prior to 

the interview you do your due diligence and check to see if he has ever been in trouble and if 

you can identify any concerning online behavior. 

On the day of the interview, you prepare as you have for all past interviews: you are on 

time, dressed professionally, and ready to investigate. You speak with her son in his room. 

While you are speaking with him you notice some concerning materials on his computer 

screen and throughout his room. You tactfully ask about the materials, and the young man 

becomes defensive and denies any connection to the materials or belief in any extremist 

ideology. You can tell from the state of his room, the way he carries himself, and the way he 

communicates that he is a bit of an outcast, but other than the concerning materials and 

what the mom said, you do not see any criminal activity nor anything that leads you to 

believe he is a danger to himself or others. Throughout the interview, you maintain your 

professionalism and do your best to build rapport, however, the interview does not feel like it 

is the best you have ever done, and he does not seem to lower his defensive wall. You 

conclude the interview, leave him your card, and encourage him to call you if he has any 

further information or questions for you. You return to the office to write your report and 

share your findings with your team. You share what you learned and the concerns you do 

and do not have for the young man. What you did not realize is that during the interview the 

boy was much more uncomfortable and distressed by the interaction than you sensed. 
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