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The present Analytical Brief was prepared by CTED in accordance with Security Council 

resolution 2617 (2021), in which it directs CTED to conduct analytical work on emerging 

issues, trends, and developments and to make its analytical products available throughout the 

United Nations system. This Analytical Brief was prepared in close consultation with the 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), which has led a technical assistance 

project on this topic in Kazakhstan, Tunisia, and Uganda. The project funded by the European 

Union, the Netherlands, and the United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism (UNOCT), has 

been implemented by UNODC with the support of CTED and the United Nations Counter-

Terrorism Centre (UNCCT) of UNOCT. 

 

CTED Analytical Briefs are intended
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https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/Handbook_on_VEPs.pdf
http://www.cps.gov.uk/crime-info/terrorism/counter-terrorism-division-crown-prosecution-service-cps-successful-prosecutions-2016
http://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-events/main-reports/eu-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report#fndtn-tabs-0-bottom-2
http://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-events/main-reports/eu-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report#fndtn-tabs-0-bottom-2
http://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/d/7/444838.pdf
http://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/d/7/444838.pdf
http://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/d/7/444838.pdf


https://issafrica.org/pscreport/psc-insights/terrorism-and-violent-extremism-expand-despite-au-efforts
http://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-09-25/secretary-generals-remarks-high-level-meeting-mali-and-the-sahel-bilingual-delivered
https://unicri.it/news/Violent-Estremist-Offenders-Article
https://unicri.it/news/Violent-Estremist-Offenders-Article
/securitycouncil/ctc/sites/www.un.org.securitycouncil.ctc/files/files/documents/2021/Jan/cted-trends-report-march-2018.pdf
https://icct.nl/app/uploads/2016/03/ICCT-Report_Foreign-Fighters-Phenomenon-in-the-EU_1-April-2016_including-AnnexesLinks.pdf
https://icct.nl/app/uploads/2016/03/ICCT-Report_Foreign-Fighters-Phenomenon-in-the-EU_1-April-2016_including-AnnexesLinks.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/621811/EPRS_STU(2018)621811_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/621811/EPRS_STU(2018)621811_EN.pdf
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publication-events/main-reports/european-union-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report-2021-te-sat
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https://www.europol.europa.eu/publication-events/main-reports/european-union-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report-2021-te-sat
/securitycouncil/ctc/sites/www.un.org.securitycouncil.ctc/files/files/documents/2021/Jan/cted_trends_alert_extreme_right-wing_terrorism.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/d/7/444838.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/d/7/444838.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/168047c5ea
https://rm.coe.int/168047c5ea
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Improving understanding of the phenomenon 

The lack of systematic data collection and analysis regarding VEPs impedes understanding of 

how radicalization to violence occurs and spreads within prisons. It also affects understanding 

of other relevant issues such as levels of recidivism20 and efficacy of rehabilitation 

programmes, among other knowledge gaps.21 Although some studies suggest that the rate of 

recidivism for VEPs could be between 5 and 8 per cent, compared to rates of 40 to 60 per cent 

for ñregular offendersò,22 the issue of recidivism among terrorist offenders remains difficult to 

unpack, partly because the quality and quantity of the data are so limited.23 

 

The lack of up-to-date and rigorously collected information on VEPs also leaves room for 

anecdotal interpretations of the phenomenon. For example, cases of some high-profile 

offenders, such as Richard Reid (known as ñthe shoe bomberò) or Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the 

former leader of Daôesh, who were alleged to have been radicalized in prison, may have led to 

a perception that radicalization to violence in prisons in more widespread than it really is. 

Although research has begun to challenge the idea that violent extremist ideologies are a virus 

that can spread without barriers in prison, the issue of radicalization to violence among 

prisoners appears to be possibly overestimated and not entirely supported by empirical 

evidence.24 

 

Finally, inter-agency and multilateral cooperation can also be affected by the fact that different 

actors, including within and among States, use different definitions of ñviolent extremist 

prisonersò, and the exchange of knowledge, related good practices, and challenges that are 

encountered may be made more difficult by the lack of a shared frame of reference. 

 

Gathering and analysing information is critical to guide evidence-based, comprehensive, and 

effective approaches to VEPs management, including rehabilitation and reintegration, as well 

as to preventing the spread of radicalization to terrorist violence in prisons. In this regard, 

UNOCT/UNCCT and UNICRI recently launched a joint project, the ñEstablishment of a 

system for the generation and collection of data on violent extremist prisonersò. The aim is to 

support the generation and collection of harmonized and comparable data on the extent of the 

VEP population worldwide.25 The methodology has been developed in a flexible manner that 

can be adapted to different legal and operational contexts.26 

 
 
 

20 By way of example, in 2015, the Council of Europe opened for signature the Additional Protocol to the Council of Europe 

Convention on the Prevention of Terrorism, in which a range of ancillary offences, including participating in a group for the purpose 

of terrorism, receiving training for terrorism, and funding or facilitating travel abroad for terrorism, are criminalized. Twenty-five 

States within the Council of Europe have since 20 Examples of studies on recidivism include Thomas Renard, ñOverblown: exploring 

the gap between the fear of terrorism recidivism and the evidenceò, CTC Sentinel, vol. 13, issue 4 (April 2020); and Mary Beth Altier, 

Emma Leonard Boyle, and John Horgan, ñReturning to the fight: an empirical analysis of terrorist reengagement and recidivismò, 

Terrorism & Political Violence, vol. 33, no. 4 (2021). 
21 UNODC, Handbook on the Management of Violent Extremist Prisoners and the Prevention of Radicalization to Violence 

https://rm.coe.int/168047c5ea
https://rm.coe.int/168047c5ea
/counterterrorism/sites/www.un.org.counterterrorism/files/20211206_uncct_q2_2021_hr.pdf
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=E%2FCN.15%2F2022%2F8&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
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Developing tailored risk assessment protocols 

Proper risk assessment of prisoners is a fundamental component of good prison management, 

since it enables prisons to use resources effectively, tailor sentences, protect the public to the 

maximum extent possible, and uphold the human rights of prisoners. The adoption of risk 

assessment protocols for radicalization and violent extremism conducive to terrorism in prison 

is essential for assessing and managing the risks of terrorist acts, as well as detecting 

vulnerability to recruitment.27 Furthermore, information collected through risk assessments can 

guide the management of VEPs in different phases of the detention process, from initial 

classification decisions to rehabilitation programmes and release plans, enabling prison 

administrations to use resources more effectively. 

 

Risk assessment can support prison administrations in making deliberate decisions in terms of 

accommodation and allocation. Prison administrations take different approaches in different 

States. Violent extremist prisoners may be dispersed across different prisons, either in isolation 

or in concentration. There is no single ñrightò model for housing VEPs. On the contrary, 

different approaches can coexist within the same prison system depending on the assessment 

carried out by relevant authorities, and allocation models can change over time when 

appropriate or necessary. 

 

Conducting risk assessments regularly can help prison administrators to know if intervention 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/Nelson_Mandela_Rules-E-ebook.pdf
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Although risk assessment is not a novelty in the penal context, the development of tailored risk 

assessment protocols for VEPs is a relatively new practice. Since research suggests that VEPs 

might present different risk indicators to those of ñordinaryò violent offenders, ad hoc tools 

have been developed over the past decade or so.29 The most well-known VEP risk assessment 

tools, such as VERA-2R and ERG22+, utilize structured professional judgment. This approach 

is empirically guided and aims for consistency, as each assessor is encouraged to consider the 

same set of risk assessment factors (indicators) for each person they assess. These assessments 

are reproducible and transparent, as it should be clear why risk factors have been identified as 

relevant. The factors measured by existing risk assessment tools generally include indicators 

related to attitudes, beliefs, and ideology; social context and intention; history and capability; 

https://crestresearch.ac.uk/resources/protective-factors-for-violent-extremism-and-terrorism-rapid-evidence-assessment/


 

 
9 

Ensuring approaches to address the distinct needs of women 

Although still a minority within the broader category of VEPs, the number of women among 

VEPs has been increasing for different reasons, including their deeper engagement in terrorist 

acts and increasing representation among returnees. Womenôs involvement in violent 

extremism conducive to terrorism has reportedly tripled in the past decade, and women, 

together with children, represent the majority of those now seeking repatriation from conflict 

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-02/ran_paper_cross_cutting_event_prison_exit_continuum_06102021_en.pdf
https://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ICSR-Infographic-From-Daesh-to-%E2%80%98Diaspora%E2%80%99-II-The-Challenges-Posed-by-Women-and-Minors-After-the-Fall-of-the-Caliphate.pdf
https://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/ICSR-Infographic-From-Daesh-to-%E2%80%98Diaspora%E2%80%99-II-The-Challenges-Posed-by-Women-and-Minors-After-the-Fall-of-the-Caliphate.pdf
/securitycouncil/ctc/sites/www.un.org.securitycouncil.ctc/files/files/documents/2021/Jan/cted_analytical_brief_the_prosecution_of_isil-associated_women.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2021/02/syria-un-experts-urge-57-states-repatriate-women-and-children-squalid-camps
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2021/02/syria-un-experts-urge-57-states-repatriate-women-and-children-squalid-camps
http://www.cnews.fr/france/2022-10-05/revenants-du-jihad-129-personnes-dont-51-%20femmes-incarcerees-fin-septembre-evoque
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With the number of female VEPs growing, gender considerations need to be taken into account 

both in the prosecution process38 as well as in relation to the detention period.39 In the case of 

Daôesh-associated women, for example, it has so far been more difficult to prove their 

involvement in terrorist acts. This is also a result of the organizationôs reluctance to publish 

(online) propaganda material involving women. At the same time, some women have been 

convicted in some States on the basis of family relationships with (alleged) Daôesh fighters, 

without further consideration as to whether their association with Daôesh was voluntary or 

coerced.40 

 

In the prison context, 



/counterterrorism/sites/www.un.org.counterterrorism/files/key_principles-april_2019.pdf
/counterterrorism/sites/www.un.org.counterterrorism/files/key_principles-april_2019.pdf
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https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/series/24118273
https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/series/24118273
https://www.unodc.org/elearning/en/courses/public.html
https://rm.coe.int/16806f9aa9
https://rm.coe.int/16806f9aa9
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/radicalisation-awareness-network-ran/topics-and-working-groups/prisons-working-group-ran-prisons_en
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https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2019-12/ran_fre_factbook_20191205_en.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/escalating-terrorism-problem-united-states
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In the design and implementation of capacity-building for prison staff, further efforts could be 

devoted to raise awareness of the threats posed by all forms of violent extremism conducive to 

terrorism and of the diverse ideological frameworks that could underpin radicalization to 

violence. Also, good practices developed for the management of VEPs should apply to all 

categories of violent extremist prisoners. 

 

Prevention of radicalization to violence 

As UNODC has noted, while there is limited empirical evidence of significant levels of 

radicalization to violence in prisons, a number of factors and grievances (actual or perceived) 

unique to the prison context may render prisoners more susceptible to such radicalization.64 

The risks of radicalization to violence and recruitment are of particular concern for inmates in 

pretrial detention, because of their potential exposure to VEPs exploiting a (perceived) sense 

of injustice and frustration, combined with socioeconomic and psychological fragilities arising 

from being in detention.

https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/Summary-of-recommendations-on-VEPs.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/Summary-of-recommendations-on-VEPs.pdf
https://icct.nl/publication/the-impact-of-coronavirus-on-terrorism-in-the-sahel/
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COVID-19 has impacted VEPs by reducing the ability of disengagement experts to engage 

with them, especially in the first phases of the pandemic:66 therapists, religious leaders, 

educators, and other key actors have largely been restricted from in-person engagement. 

Similarly, specialized trainings for prison staff have also been delayed or have had to change 

modalities, such as switching from in-person to online. While States with sufficient resources 

and technological infrastructure may have been able to contend with these changes, the 

majority of States have struggled in doing so. This has likely caused delays in the 

implementation of rehabilitation and reintegration policies for many VEPs. 

 

More broadly, the management of the COVID-19 pandemic has imposed a reallocation of 

resources, negatively affecting the capacities of civil society organizations to conduct activities 

to prevent and counter violent extremism conducive to terrorism (P/CVE), including in prison 

settings and post-release contexts. Finally, COVID-19 has produced a significant economic 

impact and has exacerbated societal tensions, creating fertile ground for recruiting strategies to 

flourish both within and outside the prison settings.67 

 

Bridging the gap between prison and social reintegration 

The overwhelming majority of VEPs will eventually be released, and the detention period 

represents a unique opportunity to focus on their rehabilitation and prepare for their 

reintegration into society. 

 

In order to be effective, rehabilitation and reintegration initiatives must be anchored to 

empirical results. However, knowledge about VEPs is often limited, superficial, and anecdotal. 

Further efforts are needed to collect data to better understand how people become engaged in 

violent extremism conducive to terrorism, in order to address the root causes of the 

phenomenon. In addition, field research can help to identify realistic solutions within existing 

limitation in terms of infrastructure and lack of personnel. Rehabilitation and reintegration 

measures can take various forms, from general education to vocational training, as well as 

psychological counselling. 

 

Rehabilitation and reintegration do not follow a one-size-fits-all approach; while taking 

account of national and international legal frameworks, initiatives should be tailored to local 

conditions and culture.68 In particular, pre-release programmes could offer VEPs opportunities 

to learn new skills and coping mechanisms. In this regard, vocational training and capacity-

building initiatives can mitigate the drivers that lay behind engagement in terrorism in the first 

place. Improving the possibility of employment after release will limit the risks of recidivism 

while enhancing security for society at large. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

66 CTED, 

/securitycouncil/ctc/sites/www.un.org.securitycouncil.ctc/files/files/documents/2021/Jun/cted-paper-the-impact-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-counter-t_0.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2020-11/ran_spotlight_covid_en.pdf
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The transition from prison to living in the community is a challenging period, and re-entry can 

be even more difficult for some categories of VEPs, such as women VEPs, as a result of double 

stigmatization. Incorporating non-discriminatory, gender- and age-sensitive perspectives can 

contribute to the development of more efficient reintegration interventions.69 After assessment, 

many States bring diverse actors into the process, including family members, religious leaders, 

psychologists, and community-based organizations. Maintaining or re-establishing contact 

with their family during their time in custody, and in particular just prior to release, has been 

recognized as essential, as research suggests that family and friends can act to pull VEPs away 

from involvement in violent extremism conducive to terrorism.70 Non-governmental 

organizations can also play an active role, in collaboration with probation services, where they 

exist. 

 

A special category of VEPs consists of those awaiting trial. In general, pretrial populations re 

more transitory in nature. Consequently, planning rehabilitation and reintegration measures can 

be more difficult. In some countries, pretrial prison populations cannot participate in the same 

services and programmes offered to convicted prisoners because of legal or policy 

constraints.71 Although pretrial prison populations already account for a significant percentage 

of overall prison populations, pretrial VEPs may represent an even larger group in some 

regions.72 In addition, they may spend extended periods in detention awaiting trial, further 

fuelling frustrations and grievances that could expose them to a greater risk of radicalization. 

Pretrial detention, including for VEPs, should represent an exceptional measure rather than the 

norm, with alternatives fully considered, while at the same time ensuring an effective risk 

management strategy.73 
 

 

 

The tailored approach that is recommended by experts for managing VEPs can be costly. It 

requires resources for training of personnel who engage directly with VEPs, to ensure they are 

equipped to respond to their specific needs and also are able to assess and address unique risks, 

such as the risks of manipulation and recruitment. Within the framework of the 

UNODC/UNOCT/CTED joint project ñSupporting the management of violent extremist 

prisoners and the prevention of radicalization to violence in prisonsò, priorities in capacity-

building for prison staff have been identified and training curricula have been implemented, 

including at the Prison Staff Training Centre on Preventing Violent Extremism in Prisons in 

Kazakhstan and the Ugandan Prison Academy and Training School, where modules on 

preventing and countering violent extremism conducive to terrorism have been integrated into 

the basic training curricula. 

 

 

 
 

 

69 UNODC, Handbook on the Management of Violent Extremist Prisoners and the Prevention of Radicalization to Violence in Prisons. 
70 

file:///C:/Users/mattiassundholm/Downloads/www.penalreform.org/issues/pre-trialjustice/%20issue%23:~:text=Around%252030%2520percent%2520of%2520the,to%2520pay%2520a%2520bail%2520fee
file:///C:/Users/mattiassundholm/Downloads/www.penalreform.org/issues/pre-trialjustice/%20issue%23:~:text=Around%252030%2520percent%2520of%2520the,to%2520pay%2520a%2520bail%2520fee
https://www.cei.int/sites/default/files/2022-04/D4.2%204%20Factsheets.pdf
https://www.cei.int/sites/default/files/2022-04/D4.2%204%20Factsheets.pdf
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promote rehabilitation and reintegration of convicted terrorists, as well as to impede 

cooperation and transfer of skills and knowledge between terrorists and other criminals, 

while respecting international human rights lawò. 

 

Other United Nations entities and bodies have also developed projects and guidelines relevant 

to this area: 

¶ In 2018, UNODC, UNOCT, and CTED launched the joint initiative ñSupporting the 

management of violent extremist prisoners (VEPs) and the prevention of radicalization 

to violence in prisonò. Further information can be found here. The Global Programme 

on Prosecution, Rehabilitation and Reintegration (PRR) supports the counter-terrorism 

efforts of Member States by providing guidance, coordination and capacity-building in 

PRR for terrorism suspects, including returning FTFs and their families. 

¶ The UNODC Handbook on the Management of Violent Extremist Prisoners and the 

Prevention of Radicalization 

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/justice-and-prison-reform/prison-gloz85-vep.html
/counterterrorism/cct/prosecution-rehabilitation-reintegration#:~:text=The%20Global%20Programme%20on%20PRR,returning%20FTFs%20and%20their%20families
/counterterrorism/cct/prosecution-rehabilitation-reintegration#:~:text=The%20Global%20Programme%20on%20PRR,returning%20FTFs%20and%20their%20families
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/Handbook_on_VEPs.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/Handbook_on_VEPs.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/HB_on_High_Risk_Prisoners_Ebook_appr.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Handbook_on_Dynamic_Security_and_Prison_Intelligence.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/dohadeclaration/Prisons/HandBookPrisonerClassification/20-01921_Classification_of_Prisoners_Ebook.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/terrorism/Publications/17-08887_HB_Gender_Criminal_Justice_E_ebook.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/terrorism/Publications/17-08887_HB_Gender_Criminal_Justice_E_ebook.pdf
/securitycouncil/ctc/content/cted-analytical-brief-%E2%80%93-prosecution-isil-associated-women
/securitycouncil/ctc/sites/www.un.org.securitycouncil.ctc/files/cted-analytical-brief-repatriation-of-women_0.pdf
https://www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Framework%20Documents/2016%20and%20before/GCTF-Rome-Memorandum-ENG.pdf?ver=2016-09-01-121309-677
https://www.thegctf.org/Portals/1/Documents/Framework%20Documents/2016%20and%20before/GCTF-Rome-Memorandum-ENG.pdf?ver=2016-09-01-121309-677
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Regional 

¶ RAN Policy Support was launched in January 2021 by the European Commission as a 

new strand of the Radicalization Awareness Network to support the Commission to 

facilitate exchanges among policymakers across the European Union. 

¶ The RAN Network (RAN Practitioners) connects front-line practitioners from across 

Europe with one another, to exchange knowledge, first-hand experiences, and 

approaches to preventing and countering violent extremism in all its forms. 

¶ The RAN Prisons Working Group brings together practitioners from the prison sector, 

including prison staff, governors, psychiatrists, chaplains, and more, to support these 

practitioners who have a role in preventing radicalization. The group exchanges ideas, 

best practices, contacts, and insights to formulate recommendations for policymaking. 

The RAN Rehabilitation Working Group aims to bring together practitioners under a 

rehabilitation road map. 

¶ ICSRôs Prisons and Terrorism: Extremist Offender Management in 10 European 

Countries contains a wide-ranging analysis of the role prisons can play in promoting as 

well as in stopping violent radicalization. 

¶ Between 2016 and 2021, UNICRI and ICCT developed and implemented various 

activities in Mali, in close collaboration with the national prison administration, to 

improve the management of VEPs and prevent violent radicalization at community-

level. 

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/ran-policy-support_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/radicalisation-awareness-network-ran_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/radicalisation-awareness-network-ran/topics-and-working-groups/prisons-working-group-ran-prisons_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/radicalisation-awareness-network-ran/topics-and-working-groups/rehabilitation-working-group-ran-rehabilitation_en
https://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/ICSR-Report-Prisons-and-Terrorism-Extremist-Offender-Management-in-10-European-Countries_V2.pdf
https://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/ICSR-Report-Prisons-and-Terrorism-Extremist-Offender-Management-in-10-European-Countries_V2.pdf

