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The first series of international online 
workshops on the ‘Multi-dimensional Role of 
Former Extremists in Prevention, Intervention 
and Countering of Violent Extremism’ was 
launched on 25 and 29 May, and 2 and 5 June. 
 

The workshop brought together 21 front-line 
practitioners (including exit and law 
enforcement practitioners), policy-makers and 
academics from Finland, Norway, Sweden, 
Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, the United 
Kingdom, Northern Ireland, Canada, Australia 
and Lebanon.  
 

 

In the current context of returning foreign 
terrorist fighters (and their families) and the 
release in some European countries of convicted 
violent extremists who have reached or are 
nearing the end of their prison sentence, the 
question of better understanding the current 
(and potential) role that former extremists can 
play in the prevention, intervention and 
countering of violent extremism has become a 
critical one.  
 

Workshop convenors, Dr VVirginie Andre and 
Onni Sarvela (former Exit Finland mentor) 
explain that ‘this is even more significant in the 
present context of an increasing global polarised 
political and xenophobic environment, which is 
enabling a dangerously fertile milieu for violent 
extremist groups recruitment’. In addition, the 
coronavirus pandemic has also created 
opportunities for extremists to spread fake 
news, strengthened their narratives and further 
polarised communities and young individuals. 
The risk of reciprocal radicalisation is real and 
the propensity for it to move from marginal 
groups to society is equally tangible and 
dangerous.  
 

Hence the role of former extremists in the 
prevention, intervention and countering of 
violent extremism is not to be underestimated, 
particularly as potential agents of counter-
polarization and community bridge-building. 
 

The workshop addressed several key 
questions:  
 
i� Based on former extremists’ experiences, 

how can the process of disengagement be 
understood? 

ONCE AN EXTREMIST, 
ALWAYS AN EXTREMIST? 
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i� How should former extremists be engaged 
in the prevention, intervention and 
countering of violent extremism? 

i� What benefits and challenges can be 
expected from working with former 
extremists? 

 

Canadian practitioners TTony McAleer and BBrad 
Galloway offered a perspective of two 
generations of violent far right on the leaving and 
combatting of violent extremism. Their personal 
journeys in and out of violent far right extremism 
highlighted some of the deciding factors that 
contributed to their disengagement. As MMcAleer 
explained: ‘It was all bullshit. The reality didn’t 
match the great fantasy that was offered to draw 
me in.’ The disillusionment towards the 
extremist group can be a first step towards 
disengagement. Furthermore, GGalloway 
described how ‘the violence started to become 
exhausting’, and how ‘the lifestyle was 
uncertain’. Physical and emotional exhaustion 
from taking part in the dysfunctional, unhealthy 
and often violent extremist environments can 
further contribute to leaving extremist groups. 
McAleer and GGalloway’s  experiences also 
showed how social relationships and positive 
encounters could be significant factors in the 
disengagement process.  

The workshop also gave the participants the 
opportunity to experience firsthand the Canadian 
Hexagon model of introspection into self-
assessment of individual disengagement 

process from violent extremism. MMargaux 
Bennardi and RRoxane Martel-Peron of the 
Quebec Centre for the Prevention of 
Radicalisation Leading to Violence (CPRLV) 
provided participants with a case study of 
disengagement from violent extremism, which 
they had to examine and assess with the support 
of the Hexagon model.  A small number of 
practitioner participants are already using this 
model in their front-line work and others are 
now exploring how this new tool might be added 
to their toolbox and research in countering 
violent extremism. 
 

The workshop offered the opportunity for policy
-makers and law enforcement officers to share 
the difficulties and challenges they meet in 
wanting to involve, or actually involving formers 
in their intervention work preventing and 
combatting violent extremism.  Some of the 
challenges revolved around how to correctly 
identify suitable former extremists to engage in 

“PREVIOUS STORIES ON THE WORK OF DR 
VIRGINIE ANDRE: “CHANGE OF STORY: 
SHARE YOUR STORY”, MARCH 2019; “MEDIA 
REPORTS OF TERRORISM”, APRIL 2020 

IMAGE: SCREENSHOT OF HEXAGON TOOL 
PRESENTATION BY CPRLV, AND PARTICIPANTS FABIAN 
WICHMANN (EXIT GERMANY), DR VIRGINIE ANDRE 
(VICTORIA UNIVERSITY), ROXANE MARTEL_PERON 
(CPRLV), MARGAUX BENNARDI (CRLV), AND DR JULIE 
NORMAN (UNIVERSITY COLLEGE LONDON). [SOURCE: 
DR VIRGINIE ANDRE]  
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this sensitive area of work; how storylines of 
individuals involved overseas can be verified 
(false or fabricated stories); and, lastly, how 
to have a sensible process that takes into 
consideration and properly address the 
needs of former extremists engaging in this 
work and the needs of government and 
security agencies. In some countries, as 
pointed out by several participants, the 
decision by certain agencies and 
governments, whether to involve or not 
former extremists, is highly politicised, and 
often reactive.  Moreover, an emphasis was 
made by all participants around the 
importance of the notion of duty of care 
towards involving former extremists in this 
field. 
 

Belgian MP and former Vilvoorde city 
deradicalisation officer JJessika Soors 
explained how a former returnee who 
expressed interest in engaging in exit work 
approached her. Her first question to him 
was ‘How would this impact on your new 
life?’ (need of the ‘former’). Secondly, ‘How 
would this influence your relationship with 
security agencies?’ (need of security 
agencies). Additionally, MP SSoors pointed 
out that there currently are no structures or 
exit programs in place to do this type of work 
in Belgium. Finally, she questioned how the 
public should be informed of such programs. 

This denotes a clear need to balance the 
needs of ‘formers’, governments and other 
stakeholders when involving formers in 
prevention and countering of violent 
extremism and counter terrorism efforts. 
 

In addition to the issue of rehabilitation of 
former extremists in society, the visibility of 
former extremists work in the public space 
brings an important aspect of discussion 
around managing and understanding the 
perception of communities of former 
extremists. While there exists a positive (but 
very fragile) public perception of formers 
(which carries the idea that change is 
possible), community perception of former 
extremists is predominantly (if not solely) 
built on media portrayals of these 
individuals. Participants warned against the 
danger of problematic media archetypes of 
formers.  
 

Communities are also often reluctant to 
welcome back former extremists. Hence the 
work of former extremists in the public 
space can help showing the process of 
transformation of former extremists, which 
can then assist with reducing the social 
stigma and social validation of the extremist 
label and help the former in his/her 
reintegration. Community preparedness and 
readiness of accepting former extremists 
reintegrating into their communities/society 
is an important factor in the successful and 
sustainable disengagement of former 
extremists. 
 

“COMMUNITIES ARE OFTEN 
RELUCTANT TO WELCOME 
BACK FORMER EXTREMISTS”  
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While it was agreed that only a small number 
of former extremists may be suitable to work in 
the field of prevention, intervention and 
countering of violent extremism in different 
capacities and under certain conditions, the 
benefits of working with former extremists 
were many. To only name a few, the work of 
former extremists in this field can offer insights 
into extremist environments and narratives; 
inform the intervention methodology of exit 
programs; or be positive role models for 
individuals who want to disengage from violent 
extremism. 
 

 

 

Participants commended the workshop for its 
timely relevance, content, quality of the 
participants, interactivity and holistic approach 
to the issue. A participant noted: ‘The topic is 
very relevant to my own field of work and 
provided me with a great input and possibilities 
to reflect and possibly re-asses my own work’. 
 

Dr VVirginie Andre will be convening a second 
and a third series of workshops respectively in 
September and December 2020 which will 
specifically address the work of former 
extremists in this field in relation to security 
agencies and communities. An international 
working group under the stewardship of Dr 
Andre is also in the process of being set up to 
further address this particular field of practice 
and research.    

IMAGE: SCREENSHOT OF BELGIAN MP JESSIKA SOORS 
SPEAKING ABOUT FORMER EXTREMIST INVOLVEMENT IN 
EXIT WORK, AND PARTICIPANTS DR VIRGINIE ANDRE 
(VICTORIA UNIVERSITY), FABIAN WICHMANN (EXIT 
GERMANY), TONY MCALEER (CO-FOUNDER LIFE AFTER 
HATE), ROXANE MARTEL-PERON (CPRLV), MARGAUX 
BENNARDI (CRLV), PHILIPPE MASSAY (CAPREV, BELGIUM) 
[SOURCE: DR VIRGINIE ANDRE] 
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