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Inequality and Radicalisation - Systematic Review of Quantitative 
Studies
Renata Franc and Tomislav Pavlović

Ivo Pilar Institute of Social Sciences, Zagreb, Croatia

ABSTRACT
This systematic review sought to synthesize and evaluate the quantitative 
findings regarding the inequality-radicalization relationship while consider-
ing their multidimensionality. The comprehensive search resulted in the 
screening of more than 5,000 items and the final inclusion of 141 publica-
tions. The findings of narrative synthesis suggested that socio-political 
inequality is more consistently positively related to terrorism/cognitive radi-
calization than economic inequality, which is more relevant for behavioral 
radicalization. The findings are discussed in terms of the importance of 
differentiating between dimensions, indicators, and levels of inequality and 
radicalization, complex relations, as well as shortcomings of existing evi-
dence base and opportunities for improvement.
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Introduction

Millions of refugees living in fear and poverty and billions of dollars spent on the war against terrorism 
represent only some of the destructive consequences of a phenomenon called radicalization. Despite 
having no common definition of “radicalization,”1 theorists agree on its conceptualization as the 
process by which individuals (or groups) come to embrace attitudes or engage in violent actions in the 
pursuit of extremist causes.2

The understanding of radicalization as a process implies that it occurs in some instances and 
phases, with specific contents, individuals, or groups, and is triggered by specific circumstances, which 
can reflect universal or context-related phenomena.3 Thus, radicalization as a process can display 
different manifestations, sources, and trajectories in different contexts. Manifestations of radicaliza-
tion can range from general ideological beliefs through specific attitudes and justifications of violence 
to one’s violent actions. Such beliefs and attitudes can, but do not necessarily, lead to violence and 
terrorism, both of which can be driven by distinct and different motives.4 This corresponds to the 
distinction between “cognitive” radicalization, focusing on extremist beliefs, and “behavioral” radica-
lization, which focuses on extremist behavior.5 To get insight into the nature of the radicalization, as 
well as its relationship with different potential causes or risk factors, the conclusions should be based 
on both the behavioral and attitudinal data.6

From the early social scientists like Marx and Engels7 and Tocqueville,8 through their integra-
tion in the 20th century in the form of the J-curve model9 to current times, inequality has been 
discussed or investigated as one of the root causes of radicalization,10 or the first step towards 
extremism.11 Inequality represents the objectively unequal or subjectively perceived unjust dis-
tribution of valued outcomes (such as resources and power) or the gaps in access to 
opportunities.12 In a more general sense, it represents the unavailability of the same quality or 
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quantity of economic, social, political, or other resources, opportunities, or outcomes for specific 
individuals or groups within a society. Four key characteristics of inequality should be emphasized. 
Firstly, inequality is multidimensional as it can exist in various forms (e.g., economic, political, 
cultural13). Secondly, each of these inequality forms can exist between different actors or entities 
such as individuals, households or countries, which also implies that inequalities can be measured 
on different levels: individual or micro level, group or meso-, and country or macro-level14). 
Thirdly, inequality has a moral, normative dimension and a relational dimension15: situations 
are estimated against internal norms, or against a specific criterion (i.e., we compare our income or 
social status with income or social status of another person or group), which both can lead to 
grievance if estimated as unjust.16 Thus, fourthly, inequality can be objective but also subjectively 
perceived, regardless of objective inequality. Namely, although objective inequality may exist, it 
subjectively does not represent a problem even if it is perceived, as long as it is not considered 
unjust or unfair.17 Generally, unfairness or injustice is aroused by perceptions of unfair outcomes 
or treatment on an inter-individual or inter-group level,18 similar to the case with personal or 
group relative deprivation (the subjective experience of unjust disadvantage19) as well as the 
“grievance” (feelings of personal or group frustration, or dissatisfaction with economic, social or 
political conditions20).

The empirical findings of the inequality-radicalization relationship are frequently inconsistent and 
inconclusive, just as existing syntheses of published work. Meierrieks21 noted inconclusive results 
regarding the economic determinants of terrorism, while Krieger and Meierrieks22 concluded that 
there is little evidence to indicate that poor economic conditions alone cause terrorism. Some authors 
stated that isolated aspects of inequality—e.g., un(der)employment—rather than individual poverty, 
play a role in radicalization.23 At the same time, some concluded that economic inequality and 
involvement in terrorism are not necessarily related and stressed the importance of subjective 
inequality (e.g., personal experience of discrimination) and its combination with its objective counter-
part (e.g., economic disparity).24

Until recently, systematic reviews (SRs) in the field of radicalization and terrorism were relatively 
rare.25 However, their number has grown in the last few years.26 Some reviews have a broad focus, 
covering different radicalization risk or protective factors or correlates.27 At the same time, a smaller 
number of studies concentrated on a specific group of factors, such as social cohesion,28 Internet or 
social media,29 or macro factors as covariates of non-suicide terrorism.30

Although none of the above-mentioned reviews focused on inequality, several identify incon-
sistent conclusions regarding the role of inequality. For example, Christmann31 concluded that 
relative deprivation and failed integration are probably “only, at best, a background or distal factor 
(the cause of the causes) in any process of radicalization.” Losel et al.32 identified potential risk 
(and protective) factors of radicalization, including employment status, perceived personal dis-
crimination, and subjective deprivation, although the low number of reviewed studies prevented 
them from any firm conclusions. The two reviews focused on terrorism and violence33 failed to 
find any firm conclusions, primarily due to the insufficient number of relevant studies, although 
Desmarais et al.34 indicate the importance of inequality (socioeconomic status, education, 
employment).

Given the inconclusiveness of the reviews published before the start of this review and the absence 
of any review focusing specifically on the inequality-radicalization relationship, this systematic review 
of quantitative findings aims to contribute to a better understanding of the relationship between 
inequality and radicalization. To achieve this aim and to acknowledge the complexity of inequality and 
radicalization, we adopted a broad notion of both inequality and radicalization. Regarding inequality, 
we differentiate between economic (e.g., poverty, income inequality) from social-political inequality 
(e.g., exclusion, marginalization), considering that inequality can be measured at different levels: 
individual or micro (e.g., poverty, discrimination); macro or social (e.g., poverty, discrimination, 
income inequality) and be of a more objective nature (e.g., socioeconomic status) or a more subjective 
(perceived) nature (e.g., perceived individual/group injustice). Regarding radicalization on an 
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individual level, we tried to differentiate between cognitive and behavioral radicalization and between 
radicalizations rooted in different ideologies, focusing on far-right and Islamist radicalization due to 
the cumulative effect one has on another.35 In terms of terrorism (thus on a social level), we 
differentiated between general terrorism, domestic and international terrorism.

Additionally, in reviewing the studies and discussing findings, we focused also on plausible, more 
complex forms of relations between inequality and radicalization/terrorism, as well as existing 
evidence gaps and shortcomings of analyzed studies as two potential sources of detected inconsisten-
cies in the evidence base. Finally, after finishing this review,36 multiple new empirical studies, reviews, 
or synthesis work covering, inter alia, inequality and radicalization relationship, have been published. 
Therefore, we also discuss our results in the context of these new contributions to the available 
literature.

Method

This systematic review focused on quantitative studies addressing the relationship between inequality 
and radicalization. The first part of the search process, however, was conducted to retrieve qualitative 
studies as well, analyzed in another study.37 The search process was conducted according to a review 
protocol designed in advance and amended slightly following a pilot search to reduce the number of 
databases and narrow the concrete search string. More details about the method are presented 
elsewhere.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Only studies that were empirical (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-method) and relevant to both key 
concepts (inequality and radicalization), published in English, in the form of a journal article, book/ 
book chapter,38 or report between 1 January 2001 and 31 December 2017 were included in the review. 
Starting date reflects the point at which the concept of “radicalization” became popular in the 
literature.39 Empirical studies were included regardless of employing primary or secondary data, 
their research design, data collection method, applied analyses, geographical scope, or context. No 
restrictions regarding age, gender, ethnicity, and nationality of participants were introduced. 
Additionally, alongside individuals, relevant populations included radicalized or terrorist groups, 
states, or other aggregate units.

A search strategy was focused on empirical studies at the individual and social level, the cognitive 
and behavioral Islamist and right-wing radicalization, terrorism, and multiple dimensions of inequal-
ity. The search terms reflected the previously described understanding of the critical concepts of 
inequality and radicalization and included the terms frequently found in the literature addressing 
radicalization, as well as previous systematic reviews related to inequality.40 The final database search, 
conducted on 20 March 2018, encompassed 17 search strings (including the final with data limiters for 
date of publication, type of publication, and English language) developed after consultation with 
a library science expert (see Appendix 1).

The search process encompassed searching seven electronic databases (Web of Science Core 
Collection—excluding Chemical Indexes, SCOPUS, Current Contents Connect—Social & 
Behavioral Sciences, SocINDEX with full text, PsycINFO, EconLit—EBSCO, MEDLINE®), hand 
searching of two journals not indexed in databases (Journal for Deradicalisation 2014/15–2017 and 
Perspectives on Terrorism 2007–2017) and grey literature (limited to reports, excluding dissertations 
and conference abstracts or papers and based on web sources of relevant institutions, networks, and 
projects, see author reference). The search process resulted in 132 selected publications, with nine 
additional publications selected for inclusion during the extraction phase based on cross-referencing 
(Figure 1). Altogether, 141 publications with quantitative findings are analyzed in this review.
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The extraction process was focused on nine groups of study characteristic: 1. general (first author’s 
discipline, geographical context, ideological base/type of radicalization, level of investigation), 2. type of 
study and data collection method, 3. radicalization variables (concept, operationalization, sources, 
strengths, limitations), 4. inequality variables (concept, operationalization, sources, strengths, 
limitations), 5. data analyses (type, name, strengths, limitations), 6. main results (regarding the 
inequality-radicalization relationship, type of relationship tested, moderators and mediators), 7. 
study methodological limitations and strengths (regarding design, operationalizations, data ana-
lyses, data sources), 8. evaluation of the general quality of study and 9. additional relevant 
comments (including additional references based on cross-referencing). In the study selection 
process, quality criteria were not applied as their application would have resulted in a much 
smaller number of included studies, while all these studies are often cited in practice. Thus, 
instead of excluding them, we extracted their characteristics related to methodological limitations 

Figure 1. Flow chart of the literature search for both syntheses (systematic review of quantitative findings and meta-ethnographic 
synthesis). Adapted from Moher, D. Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., Altman, D.G. (2009) “Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses: The PRISMA Statement,” PLoS Med, 6(6): e1000097.
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and strengths and general quality, and integrated this information in the interpretation of 
outcomes of this review and comments of the methodological aspects and evidence gaps of 
the existing literature.

We assign selected studies to one of three categories: studies based on survey data on non- 
radicalized individuals, studies based on biographical evidence on radicalized individuals, and 
macro-level studies focused on predicting terrorist attacks (Table 1). While these groups are far 
from homogenous, this categorization is based on several key study characteristics: main research 
design, the level of investigation and operationalization of relevant variables, type of individuals 
investigated/type of data sources. The final coding and narrative synthesis, and overview of 
findings referring to a specific group of the studies, was adapted to each group to exhibit the 
most relevant information. Standard meta-analytical tools were not applied in order to avoid the 
common error of mixing qualitatively and methodologically different constructs into a single 
category.41

To test the reliability of coding, both researchers coded 70 studies, focusing on information on data 
sources (or samples), relevant variables, and outcomes. If both coded the content identically (e.g., 
extracted the same variables and results), one was assigned to the cell describing a specific 

Table 1. Selected main characteristics of the analysed publications/studies according to three main study groups.

Main characteristic
Survey evidence—non-radicalised 

individuals
Biographical evidence—radicalised 

individuals
Macro level determinants of 

terrorism

Discipline
Criminology 4 1 2
Economics 1 3 39
Political science 19 6 33
Psychology 8 - -
Sociology 4 - 7
Security 1 - 1
Medicine 5 - -
Unknown/other - 5 2

Study type
Descriptive case study 1 15 0
Cross-sectional** 40 6 84
Survey experiment* 1 - 0

Source of radicalisation data
Primary 20 1 0
Secondary 22 14 84

Type of radicalisation**
Islamist 36 14 5
Religious - - 3
Far-right 6 - 5
Separatist - 1 3
General 1 - 72

Inequality level
Individual 39 13 -
Social (macro) 1 - 84
Individual and macro 2 2 -

Geographical and social context
Dominantly Muslim 

countries
24 8 18

U.S. 3 - 5
Western Europe 16 7 1
Asia/Eurasia 1 - 4
Worldwide - - 56

Total 42 15 84

*One additional study (Blair et al., 2013) used elements of experiment for operationalisation of radicalisation (i.e. endorsement 
experiment). However, since inequality as explanatory variable is measured without manipulation, we included this study in the 
category with other cross-sectional studies. **The total number is higher than the total number of analysed studies since one study 
can cover multiple radicalisation measures (different types of radicalisation or terrorism) or different types of analyses.
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characteristic of a study, while inconsistent judgments were marked with zeros. The average of cells 
was equal to .958, with 88.6 percent of all studies having all the characteristics coded identically by two 
researchers. Mismatches were resolved by reinspection of articles.

Results

General characteristics of analyzed studies

The main characteristics of the analyzed studies are summarized in Table 1. The dominant 
disciplines42 were political science (n = 19) and psychology (n = 8) at the individual level, and political 
science (n = 33) and economics (n = 39) at the macro-level (Table 1). Data analyses are often 
conducted on secondary data and approached cross-sectionally. Studies at the individual level mostly 
focused on Islamist radicalization (n = 36), while far-right radicalization appears to had been of 
marginal interest to researchers. At the macro level, studies dominantly focused on the incidence of 
terrorism without specifying the underlying ideology (n = 72). Sources of data varied according to 
country/geopolitical region, but, generally, research has focused on dominantly Muslim countries 
(individual-level studies) or global data (macro-level studies).

The dominant type of applied statistical analysis was multiple regression analyses. Generally, 
relevant inequality variables were used either as bivariate correlates, predictors, or control factors in 
multivariate models. Thus, in reporting our findings, we noted whether the relationship was estab-
lished in a multivariable or bivariate context (Appendix 2). Regrading statistical significance of 
findings, in the case of studies/models with the larger samples (n > 1000), we used a p-value of 
1 percent instead of 5 percent as the significance threshold.

In a narrative synthesis of the reviewed studies, we firstly present and discuss the results of 
individual-level studies, followed by the results of macro-level studies.

Individual-level findings

A summary of all 57 publications with findings of inequality and radicalization/terrorism relationship 
on the individual level are presented in Appendix 2, references 1–57 (data about samples, operatio-
nalizations of radicalization/terrorism and inequality variables, main multivariate and bivariate find-
ings of the inequality-radicalization relationship).

Survey evidence—non-radicalized individuals
Out of 42 publications based on survey data collected among non-radicalized individuals (Appendix 2, 
references 1–42) majority focused on Islamist radicalization (in non-European and dominantly 
Muslim countries,43 European,44 and U.S.45 context), while only five focused on far-right radicaliza-
tion (in specific European countries46 and Israel47).

Islamist radicalization in the European context is analyzed in 13 publications, based on eight 
independent samples. The findings mostly refer to cognitive radicalization (e.g., different attitudes 
from support for suicide bombing or violence and justification of terrorist attack to more general 
measures of fundamentalism or radical beliefs) while rarely refers to self-reported measures of 
behavioral radicalization: (violent) behavioral intentions48 or previous behavior.49

Out of individual characteristics relevant as indicators of objective inequality, education level is most 
frequently investigated.50 The findings are inconsistent, even within the same study with several 
dependent variables51 and/or analyses with samples from different countries.52 The analyses more 
frequently failed to find any consistent relationship53 than confirmed it.54 However, when the significant 
effect of education is established, its sign varied with respect to the country. Some of the studies included 
characteristics such as income,55 employment status,56 job status, and homeownership57 or social class.58 

Although the findings based on Pew data and Muslims in France, Germany, and U.K.59 were 
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inconsistent, other studies indicated the importance of inequality: unemployment, as well as lower job 
status and living in rented housing was related to higher support for fundamentalism, while British 
Muslims of lower social class were more likely to justify London 2005 terrorist attack.

Rare findings regarding more subjective measures relevant for economic inequality, such as 
unemployment worry or perceived family economic status, are inconsistent or speak in favor of 
a positive relation between fundamentalism and self-reported affluence.

Almost every study that included operationalizations of (subjective) socio-political inequality,60 

consistently or with a few of several analyzed samples,61 confirmed positive relations between 
perceived injustice,62 perceived economic dominance, and individual and/or collective deprivation63 

and radicalization. However, the effect of perceived discrimination is partially confirmed only in one64 

of five publications,65 with two publications being based on the same data.66 Altogether, these findings 
provide more support for the role of subjective (socio-political) inequality (in terms of perceived 
injustice and especially collective deprivation) in Islamist extremism in Europe compared to more 
objective (economic) inequality indicators. However, it should be noted that these studies, in principle, 
are based on multi-item measures and used more advanced statistical analyses.

Out of six studies with survey findings of far-right radicalization, five were conducted in the 
context of specific European countries,67 one in Israel.68 Three of them69 investigated some more 
objective indicators of (individual or neighborhood) inequality (income, unemployment, educa-
tion, occupational prestige, place of residence). Whereas the study in the German context failed to find 
any multivariate relationship of income and unemployment with right-wing extremism (although 
some indications were found for East Germany70), another study conducted on participants from 
Western European countries found that lower education and job status, but not homeownership, was 
related to higher fundamentalism among Christians. The third study, conducted in the Israeli context, 
indicated that higher objective inequality is indirectly, through higher prejudice and social identifica-
tion, related to right-wing extremism attitudes.

Two studies71 analyzed perceived economic inequality indicators (individual or collective eco-
nomic deprivation), and both revealed that higher perceived economic deprivation was predictive for 
right-wing extremism. Three studies72 analyzed perceived socio-political inequality (e.g., procedural 
injustice, individual or group relative deprivation, or perceived discrimination) using multi-item 
measures of own violent intentions or self-reported violence and attitudes related to right-wing 
extremism by more advanced statistical analyses. Although scarce in numbers, these studies have 
revealed that higher perceived socio-political inequality tends to be relatively consistently predictive of 
higher far-right radicalization in European countries.

Islamist radicalization in dominantly Muslim countries
Out of 23 publications (Appendix 2) referring to Islamist radicalization in dominantly Muslim 
countries, the majority is based on some of the PEW data sets73 and used one-item measures of 
cognitive radicalization (e.g., support for suicide bombing or other forms of violence against civilian 
targets to defend Islam (most PEW analyses74). Eight studies used multi-item operationalizations of 
relevant constructs,75 while only two used more advanced measurement of dependent variables in 
terms of endorsement experiment.76 Additionally, seven studies used more than one dependent 
variable relevant to cognitive radicalization.77

Out of individual characteristics relevant for objective inequality, education was most frequently 
investigated,78 whereas studies mostly did not confirm the existence of multivariate relation with single- 
item79 or multi-item measures80 of cognitive radicalization. Three studies indicate that cognitive 
radicalization is more characteristic for more educated individuals,81 negative relation is established 
in two studies,82 while some studies established the different direction of multivariate (or only bivariate) 
relation in different countries83 with different dependent variables.84 Therefore, no clear conclusion 
regarding education and Islamist cognitive radicalization relationship in dominantly Muslim countries 
could be drawn, especially if differences in the dependent variables and country context are considered.
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Ten studies investigated income and failed to confirm its consistent relationship with cognitive 
radicalization: three failed to find any relationship between Islamist extremism and income based on 
PEW data,85 in five studies the findings were not consistent between different dependent variables or 
samples86 or indicated possible interactive effect with education.87 Two endorsement experiment 
studies in the Pakistani context88 found that participants with low income were less supportive of 
terrorist organizations. Employment status was included in three studies,89 none of which confirmed 
its relationship with cognitive radicalization.

One study90 investigating poverty at the district level indicated that cognitive radicalization is 
more characteristic for Pakistani participants from poor districts. However, there was no systematic 
testing of the relationship between inequality and radicalization. Three studies investigated individual 
poverty (all three based on PEW data91): one92 revealed that different one item PEW 2002 operatio-
nalizations of poverty yield different results, while another93 using multi-item poverty indices failed to 
find any consistent relationship. Contrary to that, a study that analyzed perceived poverty induced by 
experimental manipulation94 found that support for militant groups was lowest among those who 
were induced to feel poor and simultaneously induced to perceive Pakistan as a relatively violent 
country. This shows that the perceived level of violence can increase the negative effect of perceived 
individual poverty on cognitive radicalization.

Out of seven studies that measured perceived economic inequality (e.g., perceived individual or 
country or regional economic status or income dissatisfaction95), five96 failed to exhibit a relationship 
with extremism, one97 indicated the effect of perceived economic inequality (economic expectations) 
in analyses on the pooled sample, but not when conducting separate country analyses, while one the 
study indicated that participants in Bangladesh who perceived themselves as wealthier were less 
supportive of suicide bombing.98 On the other hand, out of five studies that investigated perceived 
socio-political inequality (such as the perception of unfair treatment, interpersonal or group injustice 
or discrimination99) using multi-item measures and more advanced statistical analyses, all except 
one100 confirmed that higher perceived socio-political inequality is related to higher cognitive radi-
calization in different dominantly Muslim countries, with one study presenting this relationship in 
Pakistan, but not in Indonesia.101

According to available evidence, perceived injustice and discrimination or subjective socio-political 
inequality seem to play a more important role in Islamist extremism in dominantly Muslim countries 
than objective or perceived economic inequality indicators.

Three analyzed studies investigated Islamist cognitive radicalization in the U.S. context by one- 
item attitude measures based on Pew 2007 data sets102 or three data sets from Zogby Polls.103 Findings 
regarding the effect of education were inconsistent, even in cases when the same data set and the same 
radicalization variable were used.104 Findings regarding the effect of perceived inequality (e.g., personal 
or perceived group discrimination) were also not consistent, although when the effect was established, 
it indicated a positive relationship between perceived inequality and cognitive radicalization.

Biographical evidence—radicalized individuals
Out of 15 analyzed publications, 13 presented findings regarding characteristics that pertain to 
individual inequality (e.g., education, employment, socioeconomic status) and only two105 findings 
of inequality at the group level, based on district of residence. Fourteen studies were related to Islamist 
radicalization and one106 to separatist radicalization in the Turkish context. Eight studies107 referred to 
individuals or groups in dominantly Muslim countries, while seven studies108 referred to Islamist 
terrorists in the European context.

Regarding Islamist terrorists in the context of dominantly Muslim countries, two dominantly 
studied variables were education and poverty. Analyses of 129 members of Hezbollah’s military wing109 

found that neither education nor poverty significantly predicted participation in the extremist group. 
However, re-analyses110 of the same data revealed that extremists were slightly more educated than 
average. Moreover, highly educated individuals living in poverty had a higher likelihood of becoming 
radicalized. Two studies found that Palestinian terrorists were more educated111 and less likely to live 
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in poverty,112 while the third used an objective and more developed measure of poverty and found that 
Palestinian suicide terrorists more often lived in less affluent villages and towns than the general 
population.113 Two studies indicated that Pakistani terrorists114 are more educated than the general 
population but also more frequently unemployed or come from districts where the average level of 
education is low.115 Turkish separatists were also under more substantial economic strain compared to 
extremists who did not perform any violence and but were less educated than non-violent extremists— 
although no comparisons with the general population were made.

Seven analyzed publications with data on Islamist terrorists in the European context. Despite 
differences in concrete samples, type of analyses, and data quality (e.g., absence of control group116), 
the studies relatively consistently indicated that Islamist terrorist in or from Europe mostly came from 
the lower strata of society,117 had lower education, and are more likely unemployed118 or are more 
frequently from more deprived neighborhoods.119

The summary of findings based on individual-level predictors is presented in Figure 2.

Macro-level findings

The reviewed studies focused on the macro-level predictors of terrorism. The notion of macro-level 
indicators, such as GDP (gross domestic product per capita) or GINI coefficient of income inequality, 
implies that they are calculated specifically for each country every year (or more seldom). This, in turn, 
implies that lots of studies were based on overlapping datasets. Additionally, indicators relevant for 
inequality were dominantly used as controls in multiple models; thus, their more complex relation-
ships with terrorism were rarely studied. Figure 3 exhibits how many times the macro variables more 
related to economic or socio-political “inequality” appeared in the reviewed models focused on 
domestic terrorism, transnational, and both. The coding was done in two steps: firstly, the findings 
were denoted as significant or insignificant with respect to a p-value of 5 percent (uncorrected for 
multiple comparisons), while the significant results were further divided into two groups depending 
on the sign of the relationship. This yielded three categories of results: inconsistent, negative and 
positive (Figures 3 and 4). Summaries of each analyzed macro level are presented in Appendix 2 
(references 58–141).

Figure 2. The summary of findings of inequality and radicalisation/terrorism relationship on the individual level.
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As indicators reflecting the economic inequality, we focused on studies using GDP per capita, 
GINI, education level, adult literacy rates, human development, poverty, and unemployment 
(Figure 3). Studies in which terrorism was treated as a unique construct revealed somewhat incon-
sistent results on the level of correlations: in one study, per capita GDP shared approximately 
13 percent of the variance with the incidence of terrorist attacks (as noted in the Global Terrorism 
Database),120 and both unemployment and group-specific unemployment were correlated with 
terrorist attacks. However, another study revealed negligible correlations between per capita GDP 
and the number of victims and bombing, while education correlated only with Islamist terrorism.121

In terms of domestic terrorism, two studies122 found arguments in favor of the unemployment- 
terrorism relationship: the former in the context of suicide attacks in Palestine, while the latter in the 
context of the number of militant groups. Although the study conducted among Palestinians also 
found that lower income inequality was related to more attacks,123 this finding was not tested in any 
other study, nor was it consistent after adding covariates. One study failed to establish any relationship 
between concentrated disadvantages (constructed from the variables like % of housing below the 
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Figure 3. Number of studies that included macro-level inequality indicators in the regression of terrorism.
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poverty line, unemployment etc.) and terrorist attacks in the U.S.124 Another study presented the 
correlations between unemployment, education, and terrorism, but without signs of significance 
testing.125

The studies which employed regression models mostly did not reveal a consistent relationship 
between economic inequality indicators and the incidence of terrorist attacks. The exception was GDP 
per capita squared, which revealed a relatively consistent negative multivariable relationship with the 
incidence of domestic attacks indicating that the majority of attacks occurred in middle-income 
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Figure 4. Relationship between economic inequality indicators and terrorism.

TERRORISM AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE 11



countries compared to high-income and low income. The rate of primary education and human 
development index have also shown a consistent positive multivariate relationship with domestic 
terrorism. However, the low number of such models prevents any firm conclusion (Figure 4).

Several authors applied a more sophisticated research methodology to try to discern the causality in 
inequality-terrorism relationships. The study in Turkey126 failed to find any relationship between 
separatist terrorism and GDP growth, while one study127 found cointegration between GDP and 
terrorism in Pakistan, which was shown only when long-term and short-term effects were combined. 
Another study of terrorism incidence in Pakistan128 confirmed poverty (short-term effects) and GDP 
(short-term and long-term) as predictors but failed to confirm the importance of other inequality 
indicators (GINI, unemployment, adult literacy). On the other side, one study129 found only a long- 
term association between education and terrorism in Turkey, while no relationship with poverty was 
found. Conversely, another study130 found cointegration of terrorism incidence in South Asia with 
unemployment, inequality, poverty, and per capita GDP This led the authors to the conclusion that 
terrorism had intertwined causes in inequality. This was confirmed by a study that related terrorism 
and economic development and indicated that the relationship between inequality and terrorism 
seems to differ with respect to place and time.131 A study using ITERATE and fractional integration 
methodology found some arguments in favor of poverty and low economic freedom as predictors of 
attacks against Americans in African countries.132 Generally, although some cointegrations between 
inequality indicators and terrorism have been found, they imply the complexity of the inequality- 
terrorism network and do not confirm structural inequality as the root cause of terrorism.

As macro indicators relevant for socio-political inequality, we focused on studies analyzing: 
human rights (abuse and protection), political rights and civil liberties, democracy, minority-at-risk 
index (MAR), women’s rights, political discrimination, economic discrimination, and grievance 
(Figure 5).

Bivariate relationships of socio-political inequality and terrorism incidence were exhibited only in 
two studies: one found no significant relationship between the scores of the Global terrorism index 
(GTI) with civil liberties and political rights,133 while another provided some arguments in favor of the 
roles of democracy and political rights as correlates of political violence.134

However, studies that mostly used regression models with several inequality indicators exhibited 
a relatively consistent multivariate relationship with terrorism: the abuse of human rights, political 
discrimination, and economic discrimination, as well as the percentage of minorities-at-risk (intern-
ally displaced people), were related to more attacks, while protection of human rights was related to 
fewer attacks. Squared democracy, although less frequently investigated, appeared as a predictor of 
terrorism more consistently than their linear versions, indicating that the majority of attacks occurred 
in anocracies or incompletely developed democracies, which indicates the relevance of applying more 
complex statistical models in the prediction of terrorism (Figure 4). However, two studies that 
investigated variables related to socio-political inequality (e.g., political rights, political instability) 
by causal models failed to exhibit any firm supporting evidence of their role in terrorism.135

Discussion

Differentiating between types of radicalization, types of inequality, and the level of 
measurement

One of the main goals of this study was to assess the quantity, qualities, and differences between 
studies focusing on different types of radicalization, inequality, and various levels at which they could 
be measured while considering the ideological background and context of measurement.
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Objective economic inequality
We detected a low number of studies focused on the role of objective economic inequality on the 
individual level (e.g., educational level, individual income or poverty, employment status, social class) 
in far-right and Islamist cognitive radicalization in Western European or the U.S. context, and 
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Figure 5. Relationship between socio-political inequality indicators and terrorism.
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inconsistent findings in available studies, which prevented any firm conclusions. The relationships 
between individual-level objective economic inequality and Islamist cognitive radicalization in the 
context of predominantly Muslim countries were also inconsistent.

In contrast, analyzed studies, although not completely consistent, indicate the potential importance 
of objective individual economic inequality for Islamist behavioral radicalization, yet suggest different 
relationships in dominantly Muslim and Western European context. Reviewed studies suggest that 
participation in Islamist terrorist groups is more likely for more educated individuals in predomi-
nantly Muslim countries, while foreign fighters and jihadists tend from the West to come from 
somewhat deprived neighborhoods and are often deprived themselves. However, it should be stressed 
that findings of Islamist terrorists refer to a relatively narrow geographic area and thus may be 
representative of only a minor number of Islamist terrorist organizations. Moreover, their level of 
education may still be low compared to Western standards. Nevertheless, in the context of their 
countries and in interaction with poverty, it may foster the development of deprivations, subsequent 
anger, and attacks. At the same time, findings on European foreign fighters and jihadists may simply 
have reflected the general socioeconomic characteristics of Muslim immigrant communities in Europe 
and are made upon a smaller number of studies.

Analyzed terrorism studies regarding economic inequality (e.g., indicators related to poverty and 
income inequality and the country’s economic development: per capita GDP, HDI, adult literacy and 
education level, unemployment rates) indicate mostly an inconsistent pattern of relationships with 
terrorism. However, there are some exceptions: greater poverty is consistently related to a higher 
incidence of transnational terrorism; higher interregional inequality appears to be related to a higher 
incidence of domestic terrorism, countries with higher unemployment rates and lower education rates 
have a higher probability of general terrorist attacks, while in the case of domestic and transnational 
terrorism, there is an inconsistent tendency for a higher per capita GDP to be related to a higher 
incidence of attacks. However, the robustness of conclusions regarding some indicators of economic 
inequality and terrorism may be questionable due to the scarcity of findings. Also, the outcomes of 
some studies suggested that the relationship between terrorism and some of the economic inequality 
indicators (e.g., per capita GDP) are probably non-linear.

Altogether, the findings on the relationship between objective economic inequality indicators and 
cognitive radicalization are dominantly inconsistent, and the more consistent relationships, formed 
with behavioral radicalization, seem to be context-dependent. Therefore, if it exists, the relationship 
between individual-level inequality indicators and cognitive radicalization probably depends on 
a combination of characteristics (e.g., a combination of higher education and poverty) or on specific 
contextual factors (e.g., the specific country or poverty/violence in a particular area). Therefore, 
focusing on objective inequality in combination with other relevant factors seems to be a more fruitful 
way forward in order to discern the role of objective inequality in radicalization.

Perceived economic inequality
The perceived economic inequality (e.g., income dissatisfaction, perceived individual poverty, 
unemployment worry, personal or family economic status, or perceived economic situation or 
prospects for country/area) is less frequently investigated than its objective counterpart. Our findings 
suggest it is not consistently related to cognitive Islamist radicalization in predominantly Muslim 
countries, while the number of studies in other contexts was too low. Although the findings on the 
relationship between far-right cognitive radicalization and perceived economic inequality were con-
sistent and implied that far-right extremists perceive their situation worse than average, the low 
number of studies this statement would be based on (n = 2) implies the need for more studies before 
making firm conclusions. No macro-level studies focused on the group or nation-level estimates of 
perceived economic inequality.
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Objective socio-political inequality
No individual-level study measured the objective ability of participants to access and use their rights, 
nor their experiences when trying to access or use them. However, various country-level indices of 
socio-political inequality at a social level (e.g., democracy, respect for physical integrity rights, 
gender equality, level of repression) seemed to be related to terrorism. However, the consistency, 
the strength, and the type of the relationship depended on the operationalization of terrorism 
incidence. For example, a small number of studies consistently indicate that a higher level of 
repression and lower respect for physical integrity, economic and political rights are related to 
a higher incidence of domestic terrorism. Thus, suppression and abuse of (physical integrity and 
socio-political) rights appear to be related to higher terrorism incidence. In contrast, findings on the 
relationship between the level of democracy and terrorism are inconsistent. Although it appears that 
a higher level of democracy is related to a higher incidence of domestic and transnational terrorist 
attacks, studies also indicate that the relationship between democracy and terrorism is probably not 
linear; there seems to be a higher incidence of terrorism in countries with a medium level of 
democracy.

Perceived socio-political inequality
Contrary to that, the findings regarding perceived socio-political inequality (like personal or group 
deprivation, unfair treatment, and injustice) are relatively consistent and suggest a positive relationship 
between perceived inequality and cognitive radicalization, regardless of the ideological orientation of 
radicalization (Islamist or far-right) and context (Western Europe or dominantly Islamic countries). 
No macro-level studies focused on the group or nation-level estimates of perceived economic 
inequality.

Economic versus socio-political inequality
Thus, on a more general level, the findings of this review based on simple linear relationships 
indicate that (perceived) socio-political inequality could be more important for understanding 
radicalization and terrorism than economic inequality. On a general level, these findings are in 
accordance with some of the previous reviews’ findings,136 as well as the most recent findings of 
a meta-analysis.137 Namely, Wolfowicz et al. revealed that variables we considered as relevant for 
objective economic inequality (e.g., being unemployed or welfare recipient) are in the group of 
risk factors with the smallest effects on radicalized attitudes and intentions, while in case of 
behaviors being a welfare recipient also had the smallest effect, and unemployment slightly larger. 
At the same time, experiencing discrimination, perceived injustice, and individual and collective 
relative deprivation (indicators relevant for perceived socio-political inequality) were confirmed as 
factors with slightly more substantial, although still minor, effects on radical attitudes and 
intentions.

Such a more important role of perceived inequality than objective economic inequality is also is in 
line with the major radicalization models that propose perception of inequality, or injustice, as the first 
step in radicalization138 and the recent approaches stressing the importance of grievance, relative 
deprivation, or perceived inequality for understanding radicalization, regardless of its context and 
ideological background.139

However, it should be stressed that reviewed findings on the effect of perceived socio-political 
inequality, in contrast to findings on economic inequality, are mainly based on multi-item (self-report) 
measures of inequality and radicalization with better psychometric properties and more advanced 
statistical analyses. This may explain why more consistent results were obtained. Moreover, as stressed 
before,140 perceived inequality in terms of relative deprivation or injustice is confirmed as a potential 
motivator of political or collective action in general in the social science literature. However, studies of 
radicalization still generally did not discriminate between violent and non-violent collective actions 
(i.e., among analyzed survey studies, only two employed a measure of non-radicalized political action 
beliefs alongside the radicalization measure). Similarly, studies which comparatively investigate 
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determinates of violent and non-violent forms of actions are also still rare in the collective action/ 
social movement literature. Thus, future studies on the individual level could further clarify the 
potential importance of several indicators of perceived inequality (as well as their similarities and 
differences) in the context of the differentiation of radicalization from other forms of political and 
collective actions.

Regarding the effect of socio-political inequality, relatively consistent patterns were also found on 
the macro level. Namely, where human rights (physical integrity rights) were upheld, the incidence of 
domestic terrorism was consistently lower, while repression was related to higher domestic terrorism 
incidence. Similarly, countries with transitioning political regimes seem to be targeted by terrorists 
more than stable autocratic or democratic regimes.

This review, besides indicating the probably more important role of (perceived) socio-political 
inequality than economic inequality for understanding radicalization and terrorism, also confirmed 
previously detected inconsistent findings. At the same time, the review findings indicate two potential 
groups of reasons for such inconsistency. The first group is related to already mentioned probably 
complex relations between inequality and radicalization and second to detected shortcomings of the 
existing evidence bases, which we further explore in the following sections.

Shortcomings of the existing evidence base and future directions

The review indicates several shortcomings of the existing evidence base. There are at least three 
plausible forms of the complex relations between inequality and radicalization. However, these were 
rarely tested in the available evidence base. The first is related to potential non-linear instead of linear 
relationships between inequality and terrorism. The second refers to the existence of conditional 
relations between inequality and radicalization/terrorism. In contrast, the third refers to the existence 
of indirect relations between inequality and cognitive radicalization. Finally, we discuss more general 
shortcomings of the evidence base related to the operationalization of crucial constructs and limita-
tions of the applied (and presented) statistical approaches.

Testing non-linear relationships
Part of the inconsistency in findings regarding the relationship between particular inequality indica-
tors (e.g., per capita GDP, GINI, democracy) and terrorism may be attributable to the tendency to test 
only linear relationships. In fact, some findings suggest that non-linear relationships between 
terrorism and several macro-level inequality indicators (e.g., GDP, democracy) are more plausible 
than linear relationships. For example, regarding the effect of GDP, the most consistent finding, robust 
across an adequate number of studies, indicate a non-linear (negative and squared) relationship 
between GDP per capita and domestic terrorism, indicating that countries with a high and those 
with a low per capita GDP tend to experience fewer terrorist attacks than countries with an average per 
capita GDP. Similarly, regarding the effect of democracy as an indicator relevant for socio-political 
inequality, terrorism rates were found to be higher in anocracies and weak democracies than in both 
developed democracies and autocracies; again, suggesting a non-linear relationship between democ-
racy and terrorism. Thus, together with the argument on squared per capita GDP, this may imply that 
developing countries, not those that are stable at the bottom or the top of the list, have higher odds of 
attack incidence, possibly due to changes and restructuring that are taking place or societies with 
unstable economic or political systems, where some groups may suffer on behalf of others, tend to be 
the targets of terrorism. However, as terrorist attacks did not occur in every country that ever passed 
through this transition, the transition per se does not seem to be a sufficient “root cause” of terrorism. 
In any case, the non-linear relationships between inequality and terrorism have been rarely investi-
gated, so this could potentially be an important direction for future terrorism studies. This can also be 
applied to studies based on surveys as among analyzed studies, as this possibility was not at all 
addressed.
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Testing interactions/moderations
Inconsistencies among presented findings also highlight the possibility that the relationship between 
inequality and radicalization is conditional on the additional individual or contextual factors. 
Many models of radicalization hypothesize about these interactions. For instance, McGregor et al.141 

discussed three groups of factors that contribute to (aggressive religious) radicalization: individual 
dispositions (e.g., personality traits that often lead to conflicts), perceived threats (e.g., deprivations, 
alienation, discrimination), and affordances (e.g., proviolent and/or conspirational narratives, violent 
peers). According to them, individuals with specific personality traits, when exposed to threats and 
environment that legitimizes the use of political violence, have the highest likelihood of becoming 
radicalized. King and Taylor142 also pointed out the relevance of testing more complex relationships 
that could explain why only a small subgroup of those exposed to unfavorable conditions becomes 
radicalized. In their discussion, they identified social identities, relative deprivation, and personality 
represent as some of the main contributions of psychology can give to radicalization studies and 
concluded that these three broad groups of factors would probably explain radicalization more 
successfully when combined. Finally, Borum143 discussed the role of multiple vulnerabilities and 
propensities that, under a specific “psychological climate,” lead to radicalization. Although this review 
is too short to describe all the relevant models of radicalization, the presented ones reflect the main 
point of many others: radicalization is a complex phenomenon with multiple potential protective and 
risk factors. Therefore, in order to gain deeper insights, one has to go beyond testing simple linear 
effects and apply a methodology that allows testing the effects of multiple factors, as well as their 
combinations, simultaneously.

However, only a few analyzed studies investigated such more complex relations, or their findings 
indicate some interactive effects. Some indicated the potential importance of the combined effect of 
poverty and educational level for cognitive and behavioral radicalization and terrorism, as well as the 
combined effect of repression and literacy level on terrorism,144 at least in some contexts.145 Generally, 
it seems like the “big fish in small ponds”146 are most likely to become extremists, at least in the context 
of dominantly Muslim countries. Besides, these results provide indirect support for the importance of 
inequality since higher education seems to be related more frequently to radicalization/terrorism in 
contexts where educated individuals do not have the opportunity to reach their full potential, 
regardless of whether this is individual or macro level poverty.

Some survey and experimental findings among non-radicalized individuals also indicated that the 
role of poverty could depend on other macro characteristics such as urban context or violence 
level.147 Several terrorism studies indicated the importance of the combined effect of economic and 
socio-political inequality, such as the combined effect of economic/human development or economic 
changes or income with minority discrimination or level of democracy.148 Thus, although evidence 
is still relatively scarce, these findings suggest that economic and political contexts can, in unfavor-
able combinations, be related to terrorism incidence. Moreover, even the two-way interactions may 
not be sufficient, as studies found that prediction of terrorism can also depend on the specified time 
frame,149 continent,150 access of extremist organizations to resources,151 target,152 and terror 
severity.153

Altogether, investigation of the combined effect of different inequalities, as well as the conditional 
effect of inequalities with other individual and contextual characteristics, on cognitive and behavioral 
radicalization and terrorism seems to be another important direction for future studies (for similar 
argument regarding perceived injustice, see van den Bos, while as an example of research of such more 
complex relations, see Obaidi et al.154).

Testing direct and indirect relationships
The reviewed studies also suggest that the effect of perceived socio-political inequality on Islamist or 
far-right radicalization is frequently indirect and mediated by some psychological entity such as 
group emotions, social, ideological/religious and group beliefs, attitudes and identities, or active 
exposure to radical content.155 For instance, a review of processual models of radicalization156 
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highlighted multiple stages through which individuals pass when becoming radicalized. While passing 
through these stages, individual experiences get transformed and incorporated into the new worldview 
that supports the use of violence for political goals. Similarly, the experience of inequality can also be 
transformed into relative deprivations and unpleasant emotions, which may serve as a motivation to 
participate in collective actions.

Some findings of this review indicate that the effect of more objective and economic inequality on 
radicalization could also be indirect, in line with the understanding of inequality as a more distal 
determinant of radicalization, and variables related to emotions, identities, ingroup and group beliefs 
as mediators and at the same time more proximal determinants of radicalization. Similarly, a recent 
meta-analysis revealed that these hypothesized mediator variables generally have a larger effect size on 
different radicalization measures than inequality variables. However, it should be stressed that the 
number of studies investigating indirect relationships between perceived inequality and radicalization 
is still relatively small and that existing studies are based on similar methodology and more advanced 
statistical procedures, which also could have contributed to more consistent findings.

Therefore, the third way forward we suggest would be to test how different forms of inequality 
translate into collective actions using mediations or equivalent procedures. As this kind of analysis 
usually presumes causality, researchers following this direction might find themselves facing the 
complex task of developing research designs that allow causal conclusions. Nevertheless, the 
findings of such approaches are crucial in understanding the process of radicalization, which is 
inevitable for the development of more effective prevention programs and deradicalization 
interventions.

A careful approach to measurement and analyses of inequality and radicalization
Since radicalization represents a process, it is presumable that its different points or phases could have 
different determinants, as it was demonstrated for terrorism.157 However, we did not find any long-
itudinal individual-level studies, while only rare studies simultaneously investigated different types of 
dependent variables corresponding to different possible phases of radicalization, or to cognitive and 
behavioral radicalization,158 despite theoretical and empirical arguments that cognitive and behavioral 
radicalization can have different predictors.159

All this is further complicated by the questionable metric properties of available self-report 
instruments that measure radicalization and extremism.160 In our evidence base, only two studies 
attempted to lower the social desirability bias (thus enhancing the validity of findings) by using 
endorsement experiments to measure radicalization, while only rare studies used multi-item, thus 
more reliable operationalizations of radicalization.

Moreover, applied single-item operationalizations of terrorist attacks in studies on terrorism were 
often too general (e.g., the incidence of attacks in a country), despite the non-negligible limitations of 
each available terrorism database.161 Moreover, only some studies included lag in the prediction of 
terrorism: the macro-level indicators of one year were used to predict terrorism in the following year. 
Besides, most studies included a relatively long period to study terrorism, although some have 
provided arguments against such practice as predictors of terrorism may differ through time,162 

possibly due to changes among dominant terrorist groups.163

Additionally, incomplete reporting (in terms of omitting the calculation or presentation of bivariate 
correlations) was also noted. On the other hand, although bivariate correlations provide necessary 
information about relationships between only two variables, which is sometimes of central interest and 
also could indicate potential multicollinearity among predictors. Besides, studies frequently tested 
multiple models and hypotheses, which raises the probability of establishing a significant effect due to 
random covariations.164

Furthermore, the operationalizations of inequality are another limitation, where we noted 
a need for more nuanced conceptualizations and measurement, thus taking into account multiple 
dimensions, forms, and levels of inequality (for similar argument regarding the grievance, see Ajil), 
as well as relationships between different individual- and macro-level indicators of inequality.
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Altogether, an essential shortcoming of the existing evidence base is the general absence of 
studies on the effects of different aspects of inequality on different phases and types of radicalization, 
using previously validated scales that would allow a more direct comparison of findings. This 
shortcoming is further complicated by the questionable measurement properties of the applied 
operationalizations, as well as the lack of transparency reflected in the incomplete reporting of 
applied analyses. Therefore, to deepen insights into the inequality-radicalization relationship, it is 
inevitable to apply operationalizations of relevant constructs with evaluated and acceptable metric 
properties, as well as more specific measures that differentiate between different forms of radicaliza-
tion and inequality. This could also be extended to operationalizations of terrorism in macro-level 
studies. Although the researchers are in most cases limited by the availability of information present 
in the database, learning more about contextual factors contributing to radicalization requires more 
precise estimates than country-level variables and indices. Moreover, the data should be analyzed 
more transparently, without skipping some simpler steps that are crucial for interpreting more 
complex analyses. These recommendations can serve as a general future direction, regardless of the 
type of relationships researchers decide to study, and can be extended beyond the studies of 
inequality-radicalization relationships.

Limitations of this SR

In addition to these limitations of the evidence base, several limitations of this review must be 
acknowledged. Despite relatively comprehensive search in terms of the search strings, eligibility 
criteria, covered datasets, and grey literature, the corpus of analyzed studies certainly does not contain 
every possible relevant study, even among studies written in English and published in the analyzed 
period (2001–2017) on which we were focused. Additionally, although we demonstrated a near-perfect 
agreement between two reviewers regarding the coding of the study characteristics and main findings, 
independent double screening, extraction, and coding for all the analyzed studies would be preferred. 
At the same time, although both of us are well-trained in quantitative methodology, we are psychol-
ogists, which could have introduced some biases in the review of the heterogenic (in terms of 
disciplines) corpus of studies and may have limited the conclusions. Thus, a more interdisciplinary 
reviewers’ team would be preferred.

Additionally, although we integrated the methodological elements of studies in the review and tried 
to consider both quality (in terms of methodology and consistency) and quantity of findings, non- 
exclusion of studies based on quality could lead to biased results. Likewise, we were focused only on 
the consistency and direction of results relevant for the effect of inequality indicators, without 
explicitly considering the effect sizes and the effects of other correlates, risk, and protective factors 
of radicalization. Although standard meta-analytical approach would be generally preferred, due to the 
very small number of studies with the at least similar and comparable construct and their operatio-
nalization, we decided not to apply it to avoid the common error of mixing qualitatively and 
methodologically different constructs into the same categories, which undermines the construct 
validity and, consequently, the validity of conclusions. Thus, our findings speak only about the 
consistency and direction of the relationship between different inequality indicators and radicalization 
and do not enable any conclusions regarding the relative importance of inequality in the context of 
other radicalization correlates, risk, or protective factors. Notwithstanding the challenges of conduct-
ing a broad systematic review and limitations of the applied approach, however, we believe that the 
review resulted in a meaningful synthesis that reflects the current state of quantitative evidence about 
the inequality-radicalization relationship, including the limitations of the available evidence base, and 
indicates valuable directions and approaches for future research.
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Conclusions and recommendations

Our findings based on 141 analyzed publications with quantitative findings illustrate the potential 
complexity of the inequality-radicalization relationship, generally indicating that experiencing 
inequality is probably neither necessary nor sufficient for radicalization (nor terrorism). However, it 
seems that socio-political, moreover (perceived) socio-political inequality is probably positively related 
to (cognitive) radicalization. Besides, review findings indicate that the potential effect of inequality 
could be different for different dimensions and types of inequality (economic or social-political, 
objective or subjective inequality, and even the concrete indicator of inequality) and different forms 
of radicalization (cognitive and behavioral) or terrorism. Additionally, our findings indicate that the 
inequality-radicalization relationship could depend on the context (socio-political, demographic, 
geographical) and whether we focus on the individual or social level.

Due to detected shortcomings of the existing evidence base, as well as limitations of this review, our 
findings and conclusions do not provide a definitive answer to the question of the relationship between 
radicalization and inequality. However, it may serve as a starting point for future research. Next to 
identifying gaps in the literature and imperfections in methodological designs, we also identified 
multiple studies that used more complex research designs and statistical analyses that were able to 
provide more valid and consistent arguments regarding the inequality-radicalization relationship.165 

We hope this review will encourage new research that pays more attention to the complexity of 
radicalization and inequality, their relationships, as well as the detected gaps and methodological 
shortcomings in existing studies, in line with the positive examples we mentioned. Although we 
proposed multiple potential ways forward, the provided list is by no means exhaustive (nor exclusive) 
and is necessarily limited by our knowledge of statistics. Nevertheless, we believe that future studies 
and analyses more focused on potential interactions between relevant factors (moderations), discern-
ing between linear and non-linear effects, as well between direct and indirect effects (mediations) will 
fill the gaps in the existing evidence base and allow more precise estimation of the role of inequality in 
radicalization. Such studies would form a new evidence base, which could yield more consistent 
findings in future reviews and potentially serve as a stepping stone towards more effective preventive 
programs and deradicalization treatments.
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