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Studies in Conflict & Terrorism

The Role of Socioeconomic Marginalization in the 
Radicalization of Jihadi Foreign Fighters from Europe

Eylem Kanol 

Migration, Integration, Transnationalization Research Unit, WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Berlin, 
Germany

ABSTRACT
Is socioeconomic marginalization associated with the radicalization 
of European foreign fighters? I analyze biographical data on 1019 
foreign fighters from France, Germany, and the United Kingdom and 
compare their level of education and unemployment rate with those 
of the population most at risk of radicalization, namely the young 
male Muslim population within the respective country. Overall, the 
results indicate that compared to the population at the highest risk 
of radicalization, foreign fighters do not appear to be disproportion-
ately socioeconomically deprived. An analysis of survey data on sup-
port for foreign fighters conducted among the Muslim minority in 
Germany further underlines these findings.

Various authors have highlighted problems related to the socioeconomic integration 
of Muslims in the European context, identifying these as the major root cause behind 
violent radicalization.1 For instance, discussing Islamist radicalism among Muslim 
minorities in Britain, Abbas argues that “it is the nature of social disintegration and 
economic polarities which fuels conflict and discontent among […] poor disaffected 
alienated young minorities.”2 Similarly, numerous studies on European foreign fighters 
reviewed by Dawson and Amarasingam “conclude that those leaving appear to be 
mainly marginalized individuals with limited economic and social prospects, who are 
experiencing various kinds of frustration in their lives.”3 These observations are echoed 
by journalists and politicians alike.4 For instance, John Kerry declared in 2014 that 
the United States had a vast interest in combating poverty, since poverty was consid-
ered to be the primary driver for terrorism.5 Security agencies across Europe have also 
identified socioeconomic deficits as major barriers to deradicalization and 
counter-terrorism efforts and thus urgently called for proactive improvement.6 This 
study contributes to these debates by investigating whether and to what extent socio-
economic marginalization is associated with the radicalization of European foreign fighters.

There is strong evidence that European Muslims with immigrant backgrounds indeed 
face disadvantages in education, access to the labor market, and occupational attain-
ment.7 However, empirical inquiries into the relationship between economic conditions 
and radical behavior have so far failed to deliver conclusive and robust evidence.8 
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Early studies assessing the biographical characteristics of perpetrators found that par-
ticipation in terrorist activities is largely independent of economic conditions.9 In 
contrast, recent scholarship based on European cases suggests an association between 
both low educational levels and weak labor market integration of European Muslims, 
and participation in political violence.10 However, this body of literature is characterized 
by a number of limitations.

First and most importantly, comparisons with a relevant control group are largely 
absent in these studies. When investigating the socioeconomic characteristics of foreign 
fighters, previous studies have generally only reported the distribution within their 
sample or compared their findings with trends in the general population.11 They 
highlight differences between their sample and the general population across these 
variables and conclude that these deficits are associated with radicalization. However, 
I argue that more meaningful results can be obtained by considering a comparison 
with trends among the population with the highest risk of radicalization, namely men 
aged 18 to 30 with a migration background from a Muslim-majority country. Without 
a relevant comparison group, it is not possible to determine whether the observed 
discrepancies simply reflect trends of socioeconomic marginalization among the Muslim 
migrant population, or whether the sampled foreign fighters are in fact over-represented 
within the economically disadvantaged segments of the relevant control group.

Second, these studies have not taken Wiktorowicz’s observations into account, which 
suggest that, in some cases, individuals may be economically marginalized because of 
their religious activism and not the other way around.12 Arguably, these cases can bias 
the findings and lead to an overestimation of the share of those without employment 
or educational qualifications. Third and finally, these studies draw their conclusions 
from small samples and case studies. To date, the largest sample can be found in a 
report published by the German security agencies, studying 784 foreign fighters from 
Germany. This is followed by a study investigating the characteristics of a total number 
of 370 Belgian and Dutch foreign fighters. Moreover, existing studies consider a max-
imum of two country cases only.13 These issues raise questions about the generalizability 
of their findings. In this study, I analyze biographies of over 1000 foreign fighters 
from three different countries, making it the largest sample of its kind to date. Moreover, 
I draw on original survey data from Germany to further examine whether socioeco-
nomic determinants are associated with support for foreign fighters among Muslim 
respondents within a West European context. To my knowledge, so far, no study has 
explored attitudes toward foreign fighters using survey data.

To investigate the role of socioeconomic integration in Jihadi radicalization, I use 
original biographical data on foreign fighters from three European countries. I focus 
on France, Germany, and the U.K., since these countries were the top three European 
countries of origin of foreign fighters active in Syria and Iraq.14 It is estimated that 
more than 1000 foreign fighters have left France to fight for or otherwise support 
militant Islamist groups in Syria and Iraq, while more than 700 fighters departed 
from Germany and the U.K. each.15 These numbers illustrate how these countries 
were especially affected by Islamist mobilization in Europe. Accordingly, questions 
regarding the drivers behind this mobilization have been central in public debates 
and policy discussions within these countries.16 I complement the biographical data 
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with findings from a survey study conducted among German Muslims in 2016 
(n = 516). Survey data enables researchers to grasp the mobilization potential of certain 
movements –in this case the Jihadi foreign fighter movement– among a reference 
population i.e. the Muslim population in Germany.17 Those who take a positive stance 
regarding the goals of the Jihadi foreign fighter movement are also more likely to 
become actively engaged in activities of this movement. By conducting regression 
analyses of the survey data, I investigate the effect of the socioeconomic variables on 
support for foreign fighters, while controlling for a range of demographic variables.

For the purpose of this study, I define “foreign fighters” as individuals who have 
traveled or attempted to travel to Syria, Iraq, or Afghanistan, or any other conflict 
region, and were motivated by an Islamist ideology. This broad definition includes 
individuals who were actively involved in armed combat, who have attended militant 
training camps, but also noncombatants, who, for instance, traveled with the aim of 
marrying a militant abroad (the so-called “Jihadi brides”). Accordingly, I identified 
and collected information on a total number of 565 foreign fighters, who traveled or 
attempted to travel to a conflict country between 2000 and 2016. I then generated 
profiles and coded detailed biographical and relational information on the foreign 
fighters using a codebook specifically designed for this research project. This data is 
presented in the Jihadist Radicalization in Europe (JRE) database. I identified another 
454 foreign fighters in Brandeis University’s Western Jihadism Project database who 
fit the sampling criteria and integrated them into the JRE database.18 The resulting 
dataset consists of 1019 foreign fighters.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

Following the events of September 11, 2001, the proposed relationship between socio-
economic marginalization and radicalization was addressed empirically and, crucially, 
widely refuted by the academic literature.19 However, with the rise of foreign fighters 
in the European context starting in 2012, it reemerged as a central explanatory factor 
and continues to dominate both the academic and the public discourses. A key element 
in this debate is the challenge of socioeconomic integration: European Muslims from 
migrant backgrounds face disadvantages in education, access to the labor market, and 
occupational attainment.20 These discrepancies are often highlighted and posited as 
the major root causes of Muslim radicalization in Europe. The two most central vari-
ables related to socioeconomic grievances are economic deprivation and educational 
attainment.

Economic Deprivation

Many public figures and government officials have asserted a causal link between 
economic deprivation and radicalization and have called for the eradication of poverty 
in order to combat terrorism.21 Traditional economic approaches suggest that individ-
uals who are economically well off are more likely to abide by the law and less likely 
to commit illegal or criminal activities.22 This is because such individuals with 
high-wages, “when choosing how to allocate their time between legal and illegal 
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activities to maximize their utility, will presumably find better (and less risky) alter-
natives.”23 Since they also have more at stake, they are less likely to engage in criminal 
activities. According to this line of thought, having a higher income or a well-paying 
job likely discourages support for violent action, “because those who are more satisfied 
with life do not believe that drastic measures are necessary to bring about change.”24 
Moreover, economic grievances are often characterized by the frustration of not being 
able to fulfill the culturally defined goals or widely accepted objectives of a given 
society. An example of which is the failure to properly integrate into the labor market, 
thereby violating an important societal expectation.25

Previous scholarship investigating the biographical characteristics of Jihadist perpe-
trators finds that participation in terrorist activities is mostly independent of economic 
conditions.26 For instance, Krueger and Malečková investigated the determinants of 
participation in Hezbollah militant activities and in Israeli Jewish terrorist groups, 
whereas Berrebi conducted an analysis of the perpetrators of Palestinian terrorist attacks 
in Israel.27 Both studies compared violent activists to a nonviolent control group and 
concluded that economic deficits alone cannot explain engagement in political violence.

Notwithstanding, with the rise of the phenomenon of foreign fighters in the European 
context, socioeconomic explanations for radicalization have reemerged. Numerous 
investigations of biographies of Western foreign fighters have stressed the low economic 
prospects as significant “push factors” for the mobilization and recruitment of young 
Jihadists.28 For instance, Neumann argues that “(i)n Germany, Belgium, France and 
Scandinavia, a large majority come from deprived backgrounds and have neither school 
qualifications, professional training nor any prospect of a decent job.”29 Despite acknowl-
edging that “socioeconomic characteristics alone do not explain the phenomenon of 
Jihadist foreign fighters,” Bakker and de Bont find that the disadvantaged societal 
position of young Belgian and Dutch Muslims holds significant explanatory value.30 
Drawing on insights from the Belgian case, Coolsaet discusses extensively the economic 
inequalities and lack of job prospects as important explanatory factors.31

However, studies of this kind are limited due to their sampling bias. Sampling only 
on the dependent variable, they lack a control group or a counterfactual. Reynolds 
and Hafez attempted to address this deficiency by comparing the unemployment rate 
of German foreign fighters with available statistics on the rates of unemployment 
among Germans with and without migrant backgrounds.32 Their results suggest that, 
compared to the general German population with and without migrant backgrounds, 
German foreign fighters indeed have a disproportionately high unemployment rate. 
However, previous research shows that it is not the migrant population, but the young 
male Muslim population that is most at risk of radicalization in Germany.33I argue 
that this group should therefore be the relevant comparison group. As age-disaggregated 
data on the Muslim population is unfortunately largely unavailable in Germany, I 
instead use data on the general Muslim population. Without a relevant comparison 
group, it is not possible to determine whether the observed high share of unemploy-
ment simply reflects unemployment trends in the Muslim population or whether the 
foreign fighters are in fact disproportionately likely to be unemployed. If trends con-
cerning certain characteristics of foreign fighters corresponded to the trends in the 
general Muslim population in Germany, then this would mean that foreign fighters 
are not substantially different from a random sample of that particular demographic 
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group.34 In this case, these characteristics would not suffice to explain why individuals 
in the sample engage in radical behavior, whereas other individuals from the same 
demographic group with similar characteristics did not.

At this point, it is important to note that the assumed direction of causality between 
unemployment and radicalization could also be in the reverse direction. As Wiktorowicz 
observed, some activists in the radical Islamist organization al-Muhajiroun quit their 
jobs to be able to devote all their time and energy to religious activism.35 These 
so-called dawah activities include proselytizing, distributing the Koran in the streets, 
organizing public sermons, or picketing. In many cases, the same individuals later 
became involved in terror-related activities such as propaganda, recruitment, and terror 
plots or attacks. None of the studies investigating profiles of foreign fighters has, so 
far, taken into account whether the individuals were unemployed as a result of their 
radicalization instead of the other way around. Despite these considerations, my hypoth-
esis mirrors those commonly stated in recent academic and public discourses, following 
the socioeconomic integration deficit theory:

Hypothesis 1: Compared to the population most at risk of radicalization, economically 
marginalized persons are over-represented among European foreign fighters.

Education

Another variable explaining Islamist radicalization processes that is popular in the public 
sphere but contested among academics is lack of education. In the public discourse, edu-
cational deficiencies are often highlighted as a possible driver of radicalization. According 
to this argument, “terrorism is caused in part by ‘ignorance’ […] and ignorance is asso-
ciated with lack of education.”36 In line with this argumentation, various international 
organizations have promoted education programs as a means of tackling violent extremism.37 
For these organizations, education is an effective intervention in countering radicalization, 
as it promotes civic competencies, critical thinking, and empathy, which are skills that can 
make individuals resilient to radical ideologies. Yet, despite its popularity in the media 
and among policymakers, the available empirical evidence does not demonstrate a clear 
relationship. Observational studies investigating attitudes toward religious violence or reli-
gious militant groups have so far mostly delivered inconclusive findings.38

Findings from biographical research on terrorism offenders have differed according 
to the country of study. Studies focusing on countries outside the West have pointed 
toward an inverse relationship, where higher-educated individuals are overrepresented 
in terrorist groups. For instance, drawing on samples from the Palestinian territories 
and Lebanon, Krueger and Malečková found that perpetrators of terrorism were on 
average better educated.39 In line with these findings, higher levels of education were 
found to be positively associated with participation in the case of Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad.40 A prominent study by Sageman on global Salafi jihad also found that ignorance 
does not play a significant role in radicalization: 62% of his sample attended university 
and the majority of them studied technical subjects.41 This finding has been further 
stressed by Gambetta and Hertog who demonstrated how subjects such as science, 
engineering and medicine are strongly over-represented among the university degrees 
held by members of the Islamist movements across the Muslim world.42



6 E. KANOL

In contrast, recent studies focusing on European countries have found that Jihadists 
are often characterized by marked educational deficiencies and that these deficits play 
an important role in the radicalization process. For instance, Coolsaet identified the 
differences in educational attainment between young Belgian citizens with a non-European 
family background and the native population as a major risk factor for radicalization.43 
Bakker reported that only a trivial minority (6%) of European Jihadists in his sample 
finished higher education.44 Lindekilde et  al. identify the lack of competences and 
resources necessary for dealing with everyday tasks as the central driving force behind 
the radicalization of Danish foreign fighters.45 Reynolds and Hafez observed that 
German foreign fighters tended to perform below average in the German education 
system.46

Similarly, other authors have documented a large share of school or university 
dropouts among European foreign fighters.47 However, these accounts have not further 
explored why these individuals may have abandoned education. Paralleling the previ-
ously mentioned findings concerning employment status, some individuals may not 
have completed university degrees because they quit their studies to devote themselves 
to dawah activities. When comparing the average educational attainment of perpetrators 
with the average educational attainment of a reference group, such cases should be 
excluded from the analysis. However, the very few studies that have made such com-
parisons did not exclude these cases from their analyses. Considering these 
context-dependent differences, the lack of consideration for dropouts in previous 
analyses, and the prominence that the proposed association between education and 
radicalization enjoys in popular accounts, this relationship still requires further empir-
ical examination. Moreover, the question of how radicalized individuals perform in 
terms of their educational qualifications compared to the population at highest risk 
of radicalization remains open.

Considering that the more recent literature in the European context supports the 
socioeconomic integration deficit theory, I test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Compared to the population most at risk for radicalization, low educational 
qualifications are over-represented among European foreign fighters.

Bloc Recruitment

Arguably, Muslims with immigrant backgrounds living across different British, French, and 
German regions are similarly affected by socioeconomic deprivation and integration deficits. 
Therefore, if socioeconomic deprivation and integration deficits are an important factor 
in radicalization, then we should expect foreign fighter recruitment to be geographically 
dispersed –not clustered– across various regions.48 Moreover, if the socioeconomic deficit 
theory were true, the shares of foreign fighters stemming from different regions should 
differ proportionally with the shares of the Muslim populations residing in these regions. 
For instance, if 12% of the British Muslim population resides in Yorkshire and the Humber, 
then around 12% of the British foreign fighters should also originate from this region.

In contrast, the bloc recruitment theory contradicts the socioeconomic deficit hypoth-
esis and predicts that “mobilization does not occur through recruitment of large 
numbers of isolated and solitary individuals. It occurs as a result of recruiting blocs 
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of people who are already highly organized.”49 Particularly for high-risk/high-cost 
activism, e.g. terrorism, participants are expected to have a history of activism and to 
be integrated into activist and support networks, which act as the structural pull-factor 
that encourages individuals to take action.50

Previous research on the mobilization of terrorism offenders and foreign fighters 
from Europe generally confirms these observations made by social movement scholars. 
Most prominently, Sageman has extensively documented the importance of peer net-
works in the mobilization and recruitment processes of terrorism offenders.51 Similarly, 
Nesser has highlighted the crucial role of the Islamist extremist support networks in 
the strengthening of Jihadist militancy Europe.52 Concerning foreign fighters, Holman 
reported that two networks, the 19th and the Kari network, were responsible for sending 
the majority of the Belgian and French recruits to Iraq between the years 2003 and 
2005.53 More recently, Kanol has documented the continued relevance of interpersonal 
and organizational networks in the radicalization of foreign fighters and found that 
the majority of foreign fighters were linked within a single social network prior to 
their mobilization.54 Reynolds and Hafez specifically investigated the role of bloc 
recruitment to test whether individuals radicalized primarily online or through inter-
personal networks. They concluded that foreign fighters from Germany were geograph-
ically clustered, not diffused, and thus refuted the online radicalization hypothesis.55 
Despite these recent findings, I formulate and test a version of this hypothesis as the 
socioeconomic deficit theory would predict:

Hypothesis 3: Given socioeconomic deficits, foreign fighters are geographically diffused 
and recruited from regions in line with the proportion of the Muslim populations resid-
ing there.

Data and Methods

Biographical Data

I use data on foreign fighters and noncombatant members of militant groups from 
France, Germany, and the U.K. to test my hypotheses. The data is drawn from the 
Jihadi Radicalization in Europe and the Western Jihadism Project databases. Detailed 
information on the two databases as well as the data collection procedures, and data 
resources used to compile them can be found in the Online Appendix 1.

The sample for this study consists of 327 foreign fighters from France, 322 from 
Germany, and 370 from the U.K. (Table 1). Unless specified otherwise, I use the term 
“foreign fighters” to refer to combatants and noncombatants in conflict areas as well 
as to those who have attempted to travel to a conflict country. 84% of the sample 
succeeded in reaching their destination and becoming foreign fighters, whereas 16% 
failed to reach their destination. The majority of those who failed were prevented from 

Table 1. N umber of foreign fighters in the WJP- and JRE-databases across countries.
France Germany U.K. Total

WJP sample 158 99 197 454
JRED sample 169 223 173 565
Total sample 327 322 370 1019

https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2022.2153504
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departing by security agencies. Many individuals were arrested at the airport, whereas 
others were arrested abroad in countries such as Turkey or Pakistan, as they attempted 
to cross the border to a conflict country or region and were deported. Some individuals 
also traveled or attempted to travel to multiple conflict countries. Given both the sig-
nificant public attention shed on the most recent wave of foreign fighters active in Syria 
and Iraq and the centrality of this conflict in the academic literature, I analyze only 
the most recent travel attempt of those individuals who participated in multiple conflicts.

Figure 1 depicts the number of departures between 2000 and 2016. There are three 
identifiable waves of mobilization. The first peak in 2001 was connected to the events 
surrounding September 11. Some of the perpetrators visited al-Qaeda affiliated camps 
in Waziristan, the border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan, whereas others 
traveled to Waziristan just before or shortly after September 11. Waziristan was likewise 
the most frequent destination for foreign fighters from the second wave in 2009. 
Encompassing the period between 2012 and 2016, the third wave concerned the civil 
war in Syria and was by far the largest.

The main destinations for foreign fighters in the sample were Syria or Iraq (Levant).56 
714 foreign fighters (70% of the sample) traveled to the Levant region, followed by 
216 foreign fighters (21%) who traveled to Afghanistan or Pakistan (AFPAK). The 
insurgency in Somalia also attracted a small number of foreign fighters (43). Other 
conflict countries in this sample are, for instance, Mali, Libya, and Palestine.

Survey Data

A research company with local expertise was commissioned for the administration of 
the survey in Germany. A nationwide onomastic phone-book sample was used for 
computer-assisted-telephone-interviews by trained enumerators. Respondents had to 
be at least 18 years old to participate in the survey. Several quotas were used to ensure 
that different sociodemographic, ethnic, and denominational groups were adequately 

Figure 1.  Year of departure.
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represented in the sample. Further detailed information on the survey design, sampling 
procedure, and methods can be found in the online data repository.57 Religious group 
membership was determined based on the self-identification of the respondents by 
answering the question ‘To which religion do you belong?’. A total number of 516 
respondents identified as Muslim.

To measure respondents’ support for foreign fighters, they were asked to what extent 
they agreed with the statement: “Muslims who go to Syria and Iraq to fight to establish 
an Islamic State are heroes,” with the answer categories ranging from 1, completely 
agree, to 5, completely disagree. On average, respondents strongly disagreed with this 
statement (M = 4.3; SD = 1.0). I consider respondents whose answers were between one 
and three to be supportive of foreign fighters, the rest are considered not to be sup-
portive. Based on this understanding, I generate a dummy variable, where 1, indicates 
support. Only a small share of around 16% of the respondents expressed support. To 
measure the effect of unemployment, respondents were asked whether they had a paid 
job in which they worked more than 15 h a week. 254 respondents (50%) stated that 
they were employed, 23 respondents (5%) stated that they were unemployed, and 230 
respondents (45%) stated that they were not in the labor market (i.e. students, pen-
sioners, caretakers etc.). To measure the effect of education, I ask for the respondents’ 
highest level of education. I recoded the seven possible answer categories into three 
groups: none or low level of educational attainment (186 respondents, 36%), middle 
level of educational attainment (235 respondents, 46%), and high level of educational 
attainment (89 respondents, 17%).

In the regression models, I control for age, gender, marital status, and conversion. 
Sample characteristics and information on the control variables can be found in the 
Online Appendix.

Demographic Data

Foreign fighters in the sample were predominantly male (87%). Only a minority of 
the sample was female (13%).58 Compared to previous studies and other databases, 
women were slightly under-represented in the sample.59 This may be due to the fact 
that these studies mainly examined foreign fighters who traveled to Syria and Iraq. In 
contrast to other militant Islamist groups involved in previous conflicts, the Islamic 
State has mobilized a considerably larger number of women. Scholars have pointed 
out how “entire families whose aim it is to settle down permanently” have traveled to 
Syria.60 Within my sample, looking at foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq only, the share 
of women lies at 17%, which corresponds roughly to the shares of women presented 
in previous studies.

86% of the sample had a migration background, meaning at least one parent had 
origins outside the country of residence. In most cases, the press reports stated whether 
an individual had a migration background or not. In other cases, I was able to identify 
whether an individual had a migration background or not using his or her name and 
surname. By means of this process, I was able to determine whether or not an indi-
vidual had a migration background for 98% of the cases. The share of foreign fighters 
with a migration background was the highest in the U.K. (96%).
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209 individuals in the sample (21%) did not grow up in a Muslim family but con-
verted to Islam at a later stage of their life. There were marked differences between 
the three countries regarding the share of converts. The French sample had the highest 
share of converts, namely 27% of the sample having converted to Islam. In contrast, 
the share of converts in the British sample was significantly smaller (14%). Compared 
to results from previous studies and estimations by security agencies, there is an 
over-representation of converts in the sample. Although converts are only slightly 
over-represented in the French and the U.K. samples, the over-representation of con-
verts in the German sample is somewhat more marked.61

The difference between the U.K. sample and the other two samples in terms of 
their share of converts among foreign fighters is more pronounced once the migration 
background of the converts is taken into account. Converts without a migration back-
ground constitute only 4% of the British foreign fighters, whereas this number is 
around 15% for both France and Germany. These findings correspond to results of 
previous studies.62

Overall, the average age at the time of departure was 25, with a standard deviation 
of 7. At 11 years old, the youngest foreign fighters in the sample were Joe George 
Dixon from the U.K. and Rayan from France.63 Women in the sample were also on 
average 25 years old with a standard deviation of 7. Women were strongly 
over-represented in the youngest age bracket, ranging from 10 to 18 years old, (24% 
women vs. 5% men) and slightly over-represented in the oldest age bracket, ranging 
from 36 to 75 years old, (17% women vs. 13% men).64 This over-representation can 
be explained by marriage patterns. Many young women in the sample traveled to 
conflict regions to find a partner or were married to foreign fighters already. In 
general, older women were wives or widows of foreign fighters and were involved in 
recruitment activities, which involved grooming potential wives for other fighters. 
The vast majority of male foreign fighters (83%) were either in their twenties or early 
thirties.

40% of the sample is originally from or has at least one parent from the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) region. I categorize the following countries as belonging 
to the MENA region: Egypt, Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia, Bahrain, Iraq, Iran, 
Yemen, Jordan, Qatar, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and the United 
Arab Emirates. Almost 20% of foreign fighters had South-East Asian origins (AFPAK). 
The AFPAK region includes Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. The third most 
common region of origin, excluding the population without a migration background, 
was Sub-Saharan Africa (11%), followed by Turkey (9%). There was no information 
available on the country of origin in 88 cases.

There were notable differences between France, Germany, and the U.K. Two-thirds 
of the foreign fighters from France had MENA origins. Only 2% had a Turkish migra-
tion background, whereas none of the foreign fighters from France had origins in the 
AFPAK region. There was a small minority of foreign fighters who were born in or 
originated from the French overseas territories, such as Réunion. Both the German 
and the U.K. sample were more heterogeneous in terms of the countries/regions of 
origins represented. Like France, the majority of the foreign fighters from Germany 
had MENA origins (35%). However, the second largest group were individuals with a 
Turkish migration background (25%). In contrast, the largest group in the U.K. sample 
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had South Asian origins. MENA and Sub-Saharan African origin countries were equally 
represented, as one fifth of the sample had origins in these regions.

Results

Unemployment

The first hypothesis states that foreign fighters are disproportionately economically 
marginalized compared to the population at risk. I use a single measure of economic 
marginalization, namely the employment status prior to departure to a conflict country. 
The available sources revealed information on the employment status in 560 cases 
(55%). Almost half of the sample were employed (45%), around 23% were unemployed, 
and one third was still in education. If a person was unemployed, I additionally gath-
ered information on the causes of their unemployment. I found that one fifth of those 
who were unemployed quit their jobs voluntarily to devote themselves to radical 
activism (23%), whereas 25% of the unemployed individuals were involuntarily out of 
work. There was no information available on whether the remaining half of the unem-
ployed individuals (53%) were involuntarily unemployed or not. Discounting the 
individuals who were voluntarily unemployed due to their radicalization activities, the 
adjusted share of unemployed individuals lies at 18%.

To test my hypothesis, I focus on the employment status of foreign fighters across 
the three countries. I remove the small number of converts from the analysis, which 
enables me to make more meaningful comparisons with the population at the highest 
risk of radicalization. The results concerning the employment status of individuals 
who grew up in Muslim families (i.e. those who have not converted) are presented in 
Table 2. I will refer to the adjusted employment status, which excludes individuals who 
chose to be unemployed because of their radicalization, as a point of reference for the 
comparisons with the population at risk.

The results show that more than two-thirds of the French sample were employed 
(69%). In the French sample, the adjusted share of unemployed individuals was 18%. 
Unemployment statistics for the Muslim population in France are not available. 
According to OECD data, the unemployment rate of the foreign-born population in 
France ranged from 14% to 18% between the years 2010 and 2016.65 The annual 
statistics report published by the French National Institute of Statistics and Economic 

Table 2. E mployment status (excluding converts).
Employment Status Entire sample France Germany U.K.

Employed 193 (45%) 64 (62%) 45 (36%) 84 (41%)
Unemployed 97 (23%) 20 (19%) 45 (36%) 32 (16%)
In education 141 (33%) 20 (19%) 34 (27%) 87 (43%)
Reason of unemployment Entire sample France Germany U.K.
Radicalization 24 (23%) 3 (25%) 13 (24%) 8 (19%)
Involuntary 22 (25%) 5 (15%) 11 (29%) 6 (25%)
Missing 51 (53%) 12 (60%) 21 (47%) 18 (56%)
Adjusted employment status Entire Sample France Germany U.K.
Employed 193 (47%) 64 (69%) 45 (46%) 84 (43%)
Unemployed 73 (18%) 15 (18%) 34 (33%) 26 (12%)
In education 141 (34%) 12 (13%) 21 (21%) 87 (45%)
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Studies has shown that the share of immigrants looking for a job in France increased 
from 15.2% in 2009 to 18.4% in 2015.66 The unemployment rate of men with non-EU 
citizenship was even higher than the overall migrant population and was reported to 
be around 22.7% in 2014.67 Given these statistics, the adjusted unemployment rate of 
18% is not disproportionately high.

At 33%, the adjusted share of unemployed individuals is highest among the German 
sample. Data on the unemployment rate among the Muslim population in Germany 
is not available. However, available statistics suggest that young men with a migration 
background are particularly affected by high rates of unemployment in Germany. For 
instance, the unemployment rate among men with a migration background between 
the ages 15 and 25 was 18%.68 Moreover, adult populations with a Turkish (16%), 
Iraqi (28%), Syrian (25%), or Afghan (18%) migration background have a much higher 
rate of unemployment than Germans without a migration background (6%).69 The 
unemployment rate for non-German citizens is on average even higher than the unem-
ployment rate for people with a migration background: between the years 2010 and 
2014, the unemployment rate among Turkish citizens in Germany varied between 18% 
to 23%, while it was on average between 31% and 38% for citizens of Afghanistan, 
Eritrea, Iraq, Iran, Nigeria, Pakistan, Somalia, and Syria.70 Based on these statistics, 
an unemployment rate of 33% is only slightly above the unemployment rates for the 
demographic group corresponding to the sample.

The majority of foreign fighters from the U.K. were in education prior to their 
departure. Compared to the other two countries, U.K. had the lowest adjusted share 
of unemployed individuals (12%). A report published by the Women and Equalities 
Committee of the House of Commons documented that the unemployment rate among 
the Muslim population in the U.K. ranged between 17.2% in year 2011 to 12.8% in 
year 2015, whereas the overall unemployment rate ranged between 8.1% to 5.4% in 
the same time period.71 Compared to the general Muslim population, the foreign 
fighter sample from the U.K. is not disproportionately unemployed. Even if the unem-
ployment rate for the general population is taken as a point of comparison, the dif-
ference is not so substantial.

Overall, these findings suggest that the European foreign fighters were not dispro-
portionately unemployed compared to the general Muslim population in their respec-
tive countries. Only foreign fighters from Germany were slightly more affected by 
high unemployment rates, whereas the unemployment rate among the foreign fighters 
in British sample was even slightly below than that of the general British Muslim 
population. These findings are further confirmed by the results of the logistic regres-
sion analysis of the survey data. The findings presented in Table 3 indicate that 
unemployed respondents are not significantly more likely to express support for 
foreign fighters than employed respondents.72 These results lead me to reject 
Hypothesis 1.

Educational Attainment

The second hypothesis states that individuals with low educational qualifications are 
over-represented among the foreign fighter population compared to the population at 
risk. There was information on educational qualification for 521 cases (51%). I 
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distinguished between having any form of professional qualification, such as a university 
degree, college diploma, vocational training, or apprenticeship, and having no profes-
sional qualification at all. If a person had no qualifications, I additionally gathered 
information on why this was the case. Those who quit their training to devote their 
time to dawah activities, who interrupted their training to travel to a conflict country, 
or who were arrested for terrorism-related activities before completing their training 
were coded as drop-out due to radicalization. Those who left university or dropped 
out of their training because of bad grades or other reasons not related to radicaliza-
tion were not included in this category. The adjusted qualification status is the resulting 
number of individuals without any professional qualification minus those who dropped 
out due to their radicalization.73 In the following, I discuss the professional qualifica-
tions of foreign fighters from each country and compare them to trends among the 
general Muslim population within each country.

Compared to the first- and second-generation migrant populations, French foreign 
fighters did not disproportionately lack professional qualifications (see Table 4): Around 
45% of the first-generation French population had either a vocational training or a 
university degree, while around 52% of the descendants of migrants had such a pro-
fessional qualification.74 The adjusted share of the French foreign fighter sample without 
a qualification (50%) corresponds to these numbers.

Without accounting for dropouts, the share of individuals in the German sample 
without any professional qualification is very high (78%). However, once drop-outs 
are considered, the share of those without any qualification falls to 52%. Compared 
to the proportion of the overall German population without any professional quali-
fications, this is a high number. However, compared to the population with a Turkish 
(64%) or Middle Eastern migration background (55%), those without any qualifications 
are, in fact, under-represented (see Table 4).75

One notable characteristic of the British sample is that many recruits were university 
students, either in the U.K. or abroad, and dropped out of university following their 
radicalization. Accordingly, the adjusted share of British foreign fighters without any 
professional qualification is 53%. Using this adjusted figure, the number is actually 

Table 3. R esults of the logistic regression analysis.
Dependent variable: Support for Foreign Fighters

Logit coefficient Odds ratio

Employment status 
(Reference: Employed)

Unemployed 0.424 (0.604) 1.528 (0.923)
Not in the labor force 0.385 (0.289) 1.470 (0.425)
Educational attainment 

(Reference: High-level degree)
Low-level degree 0.691 (0.443) 1.996 (0.883)
Mid-level degree 0.453 (0.427) 1.573 (0.672)
Age (standardized) −0.298* (0.151) 0.742* (0.112)
Male −0.714* (0.296) 0.490* (0.145)
Married 0.0120 (0.324) 1.012 (0.328)
Convert −1.373 (1.047) 0.253 (0.265)
Constant −1.961*** (0.475) 0.141*** (0.0669)
Observations 458 458

Note: Standard errors in parentheses *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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lower than the share of those without any qualifications within the general Muslim 
population (61%).76

In sum, these findings indicate that compared to the Muslim population in Europe, 
European foreign fighters are not, on average, less qualified than the reference popu-
lation. Concerning support for foreign fighters, the results of the regression analysis 
suggests that respondents with lower or mid-levels of education are not more likely 
to express support for foreign fighters than respondents with higher educational degrees. 
Therefore, I reject Hypothesis 2.

Additional Analyses

Previous research has identified four waves of foreign fighters and has shown how the 
characteristics of the Jihadis differed across the four waves.77 The foreign fighters of 
the first two waves were part of the al-Qaeda networks and active until the beginning 
of the 2000s. In terms of their demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, they 
were, on average, older, disproportionately from middle-class backgrounds, and much 
better educated than their successors. The third wave was boosted by the invasion of 
Iraq and was active until the 2010s, whereas the fourth wave emerged following the 
civil war in Syria. The literature suggests that, in contrast to the previous waves, foreign 
fighters of the fourth wave are mostly younger individuals from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds, who face a range of personal difficulties and lack perspectives.78

In this study, I have analyzed profiles of foreign fighters who departed to a conflict 
country between 2000 and 2016, which roughly corresponds to the most recent two 
waves of mobilization discussed in the literature. Arguably, the findings may be distorted 
due to the pooled sample consisting of Jihadists from two different waves. To investigate 
whether this is the case, I split the sample into two groups: those who were mobilized 
before 2011 and those who were mobilized after 2010. I then once again assessed the 
unemployment rates and the share of those with professional qualifications. The results 
of these analyses can be found in the Online Appendix Tables S5–S8.

The unemployment rates do not differ between the two waves. Both before and 
after 2011, the share of unemployed foreign fighters is around 18%, which is equal to 
the results of the pooled sample. In terms of education, however, there are marked 
differences between the two waves. Foreign fighters who were mobilized until 2011 
are more likely to have a qualification (54%) than foreign fighters who were mobilized 
after 2010 (44%). The differences are most pronounced in France, where 69% of the 
foreign fighters from the wave before 2011 had a qualification versus 42% of the 

Table 4.  Professional qualification status (excluding converts).
Professional qualification Entire sample France Germany U.K.

No qualification 287 (74%) 56 (65%) 94 (78%) 137 (76%)
Qualification 100 (26%) 30 (35%) 27 (22%) 43 (24%)
Reason of drop-out Entire sample France Germany U.K.
Radicalization 86 (30%) 13 (23%) 31 (33%) 42 (31%)
Involuntary 46 (16%) 17 (30%) 18 (19%) 11 (8%)
Missing 155 (54%) 26 (46%) 45 (48%) 84 (61%)
Adjusted qualification status Entire sample France Germany U.K.
No qualification 201 (52%) 43 (50%) 63 (52%) 95 (53%)
Qualification 186 (48%) 43 (50%) 58 (48%) 85 (47%)

https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2022.2153504
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foreign fighters from the wave after 2010. Interestingly, the opposite pattern is observed 
among the British sample: British foreign fighters who were mobilized before 2011 
are, in fact, on average, less educated (41%) than their successors (51%). One possible 
explanation for the differences among the pooled sample concerning the qualifications 
across the two waves is the age distribution (see Online Appendix Figure S4): Whereas 
around 60% of the foreign fighters who left after 2011 were below the age of 25, this 
share was only 45% among those who left before 2011. This age bracket corresponds 
to the period in life, in which individuals are most likely to obtain their educational 
qualifications. Overall, these findings provide further evidence against the explanatory 
role of socioeconomic integration deficits in the radicalization process of foreign 
fighters.

Bloc Recruitment

According to the third hypothesis, foreign fighters should be geographically diffused 
and recruited from regions in proportion to the Muslim populations residing there. 
To test this hypothesis, I compared the number of foreign fighters from each sub-national 
region within each country with the estimated share of the overall Muslim population 
in that corresponding region. I use the highest tier of sub-national division within 
each country: For France, the 13 administrative regions (excluding the 5 overseas 
regions); for Germany, the 16 federal states; and for the U.K., the 9 regions of England 
plus Wales. I was able to identify the region of residence prior to mobilization in 986 
cases (97%).79

Table 5 shows the region of residence in France prior to mobilization and the 
estimated Muslim population in that region. Since there were no official statistics on 
the number of Muslims living within each region, I estimated the number of Muslims 
using the number of foreign nationals originating from Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, and 
Turkey reported in the 2016 French Census data.80 The findings clearly suggest a 
clustering of foreign fighters in certain regions. The vast majority of the sample was 
residing in a city or town in the Île-de-France region (44%). This may not be so 
surprising since Paris is situated within this region. However, despite hosting the 
majority of the Muslim population (36%), foreign fighters were still over-represented 
in this region (+8 percentage points). Foreign fighters were most disproportionately 
recruited from the Occitaine region, where there was a + 11percentage points difference. 
In contrast, they were under-represented in regions like Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur 
(-1 percentage points), Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes (-3 percentage points), or Grand Est 
(-5 percentage points) which host a considerable fraction of the French Muslim 
population.

Official statistics on the Muslim population was also not available in Germany. 
Therefore, I estimated the number of Muslims in each region based on the number 
of foreign nationals originating from Muslim-majority countries using the 2011 German 
Census data (Table 6). 34% of the sample was based in North Rhine-Westphalia, which 
is also the federal state with the largest estimated Muslim population (31%). Nevertheless, 
foreign fighters were slightly over-represented there (+3 percentage points). All three 
city-states, namely Hamburg (+8 percentage points), Berlin (+3 percentage points), 
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and Bremen (+3 percentage points), were major hubs of mobilization. On the other 
hand, foreign fighters from Baden-Württemberg and Bavaria were markedly 
under-represented (-10 and −9 percentage points, respectively). Together, these two 
federal states are home to the same number of Muslims as North Rhine-Westphalia. 

Table 6. F ederal state of residence of Foreign Fighters from Germany prior to mobilization and 
estimated Muslim population.

Federal state N Share
Total Muslim 

population
Share of Muslim 

population Difference

North Rhine-Westphalia 108 34% 694 817 31% +3
Hesse 45 14% 240 336 11% +3
Hamburg 37 12% 79 074 4% +8
Berlin 29 9% 132 108 6% +3
Lower Saxony 25 8% 143 729 7% +1
Baden-Württemberg 22 7% 376 960 17% −10
Bavaria 17 5% 315 019 14% −9
Bremen 13 4% 32 075 1% +3
Rhineland-Palatinate 5 2% 89 194 4% +1
Saarland 6 2% 17 912 1% +1
Saxony 5 2% 15 758 1% +1
Schleswig-Holstein 5 2% 43 518 2% 0
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 1 0% 5 207 0% 0
Saxony-Anhalt 1 0% 8 890 0% 0
Total 319 100% 2 208 829 100% –

Note: There are no official statistics on the number of Muslims living in Germany. The number of “Total Muslim” 
population reported here is an estimation based on the number of foreign nationals originating from 
Muslim-majority countries using the 2011 German Census data. These countries are: Afghanistan, Egypt, Albania, 
Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burkina Faso, Indonesia, Malaysia, Iraq, Iran, 
Yemen, Jordan, Qatar, Kazakhstan, Kirghizstan, Kosovo, Kuwait, Lebanon, Maldives, Mali, Morocco, Mauritania, 
Niger, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Senegal, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tajikistan, Chad, Tunisia, Uzbekistan, United 
Arab Emirates. It is possible that some of the people originating from these countries belong to another 
religious group. Nevertheless, these reported numbers are more likely to be an under-estimation since they 
exclude German nationals originating from these countries. More recent estimations do not include a distri-
bution of Muslims across the German federal states.84.

Table 5. R egion of residence of Foreign Fighters from France prior to mobilization and esti-
mated Muslim population.

Region N Share
Total Muslim 

population
Share of Muslim 

population Difference

Île-de-France 130  44%  750 175  36%  +8
Occitanie 56  19%  174 231  8%  +11
Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur 29  10%  234 015  11%  −1
Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 28  10%  274 217  13%  −3
Pays de la Loire 18  6%  39 763  2%  +4
Hauts-de-France 13  4%  137 120  7%  −3
Grand Est 9  3%  171 225  8%  −5
Normandy 6  2%  49 688  2%  0
Bourgogne-Franche-Comté 3  1%  71 772  3%  −2
Centre-Val de Loire 2  1%  58 836  3%  −2
Brittany 1  0%  24 593  1%  −1
Nouvelle-Aquitaine 1  0%  84 501  4%  −4
Corse 0  0%  13 718  1%  −1
Total 296  100%  2 083 854  100%  –

Note: There are no official statistics on the number of Muslims living in France. The number of “Total Muslim” 
population reported here is an estimation based on the number of foreign nationals originating from the four 
major non-EU countries of origin using the 2016 French Census data.86 These countries include Algeria, Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Turkey. It is possible that some of the people originating from these countries belong to another 
religious group. Nevertheless, these reported numbers are more likely to be an under-estimation since they 
exclude French nationals originating from these countries.
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Yet, recruits from these states make up only less than half of those originating from 
North Rhine-Westphalia.

In the U.K., the London region was the major hub of foreign fighter recruitment. 
Despite London hosting only over a third of the Muslim population, half of the British 
foreign fighters (+13 percentage points) originated from this city (Table 7). Foreign 
fighters were particularly under-represented in the regions North West (-5 percentage 
points) and Yorkshire and the Humber (-6 percentage points).

Overall, foreign fighters were markedly under-represented in certain regions and 
significantly over-represented in others across all three countries. The metropolitan 
regions, in which the largest share of the respective Muslim populations resided in, 
were also the regions with the highest share of foreign fighters (Île-de-France in France, 
North Rhine-Westphalia in Germany, and London in the U.K.). Nevertheless, foreign 
fighters were over-represented in all these regions. The largest clustering was observed 
in London in the U.K., where foreign fighters were over-represented by +13 percentage 
points, followed by the Occitaine region in France (+12 percentage points). In contrast, 
in every country there were also regions with large Muslim populations, in which 
foreign fighters were significantly under-represented. Germany constitutes a particularly 
notable case, as disproportionately few foreign fighters were mobilized in 
Baden-Württemberg (-10 percentage points) and in Bavaria (-9 percentage points). 
These findings strongly contradict Hypothesis 3.

Conclusions

The results presented in this study challenge previous popular and academic accounts 
which highlight educational deficiencies and economic hardships as major drivers of 
Islamist radicalization in Europe.81 There are three reasons behind these contrasting 
results. The first reason concerns the sample. Previous studies mostly relied on small 
sample sizes and primarily focused on individual countries. In contrast, I drew on 
a much larger sample including more than 1000 observations from three different 
countries. The sample used in this study is unique, as it consists of the largest avail-
able number of observations on European foreign fighters to date. By including 
foreign fighters from France, Germany, and the U.K., I have shown how the average 

Table 7. R egion of residence of Foreign Fighters from the U.K. prior to mobilization and 
estimated Muslim population.

Region N Share
Total Muslim 

population
Share of Muslim 

population Difference

London 180 50% 1 012 823 37% +13
West Midlands 51 14% 376 152 14% 0
South East 31 9% 201 651 7% +2
North West 28 8% 356 458 13% −5
Yorkshire and the Humber 22 6% 326 050 12% −6
East of England 20 6% 148 341 5% +1
East Midlands 12 3% 140 649 5% −2
Wales 10 3% 45 950 2% +1
North East 4 1% 46 764 2% −1
South West 1 0% 51 228 2% −2
Total 359 100% 2 706 066 100% –

Note: Data of the Muslim population is from the 2011 England and Wales Census.85.
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level of educational attainment of foreign fighters can differ between countries. 
Moreover, results from the U.K. show that above-average educational qualifications 
do not represent a sufficient remedy against radicalization. The second reason con-
cerns my operationalization of the socioeconomic variables. Instead of focusing only 
on foreign fighters’ employment status or their highest level of educational attainment, 
as implemented in previous research, I examined the biographies of individuals. This 
allowed me to identify whether they had dropped out of education or quit their jobs 
precisely because of their radicalization. The relevance of taking such cases into 
account becomes clear once they are omitted from the measure. In fact, the adjusted 
results differ strongly from those prior to adjustment regarding both, the share of 
foreign fighters who were unemployed and of those without any professional 
qualifications.

Finally, my analytical strategy also breaks with that employed by previous research. 
In general, prior studies only reported the characteristics of foreign fighters in their 
sample and highlight the discrepancies between their sample and the general popula-
tion. They then concluded that these integration deficits facilitated radicalization. In 
contrast, I compared my sample of foreign fighters to that of the population with the 
highest risk of radicalization, namely the young male Muslim population. When such 
data was not available, I drew on comparisons with the general Muslim population 
or with the population with a migration background. As I have shown, once the 
adjusted statistics are compared to the population most at risk of radicalization, the 
discrepancies tend to diminish. The average characteristics of foreign fighters in terms 
of employment status and educational attainment correspond to the average charac-
teristics of the respective Muslim population. To further underline the generalizability 
of the findings, I complement the biographical data analysis with regression analyses 
of original survey data on the Muslim population in Germany. The results indicated 
that unemployed or less educated respondents were not more likely to support foreign 
fighters than employed or more educated respondents. Moreover, the data on contexts 
of mobilization confirmed predictions from social movement theory regarding bloc 
recruitment: When compared with the share of the Muslim population living in certain 
cities or regions, foreign fighters were over-represented in some, but notably 
under-represented in other regions. Given this geographical concentration, the data 
suggests that socioeconomic factors are rather peripheral to foreign fighter recruitment 
in Europe. As a result, the findings presented here contest the prominent integration 
deficit theory.

Based on these results, counterterrorism and deradicalization efforts are more likely 
to be successful when they are directed toward other drivers of recruitment and 
mobilization. A rich body of literature points to the crucial role of interpersonal and 
organizational networks in radicalization processes of terrorism offenders.82 In line 
with this scholarship, a recent comparative analysis has identified mobilizing structures, 
such as Salafist mosques, as important contexts of radicalization of European foreign 
fighters.83 As Nesser argues, the most important steps that need to be taken to deal 
with Islamist extremism in Europe should involve intercepting charismatic and resource-
ful entrepreneurs, who enlist, socialize, and train recruits, as well as restraining both 
national and trans-national network connections between extremists.
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The main limitation of this study concerns the significant share of missing obser-
vations. Overall, information on employment status and professional qualifications was 
missing for around half of the cases. Similarly, for around half of the cases, no infor-
mation was available on the reason for unemployment or for lack of professional 
qualifications. Arguably, these missing observations may have biased the findings. 
However, given the large sample size and the similar findings across three different 
countries, I assume that this bias was minimal. To obtain more definite conclusions 
regarding the role of socioeconomic variables, future research should draw on court 
and police records, which provide more complete and in-depth information on these 
variables. Unfortunately, such records are generally classified and not easily accessible. 
Publicly available data could also be complemented with survey data gathered from 
returnees from conflict countries. Another limitation is the lack of available data on 
the share of unemployment and the levels of educational attainment of young Muslim 
men in European countries. Ideally, data on the socioeconomic characteristics of the 
relevant control group, namely the population most at risk for radicalization, would 
have enabled more precise and accurate comparisons. Another fruitful avenue worth 
exploring further is the triangulation of findings from biographical research with 
representative survey studies. While this study only relied on such data in the case of 
one Western European country, Germany, cross-sectional comparative survey studies 
across European countries could considerably improve our understanding of radical-
ization processes.
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