
PRACTITIONERS’ PAMPHLET

What are the outcomes 
of primary and secondary 
prevention programs 
in the field of violent 
radicalization? 
A systematic review



Over the past decade, there has been a rise in concerns re-
garding attacks, hate crimes, and hate incidents attributed 
to extremist organizations and “lone actors.” These con-
cerns have prompted governments to invest massive sums 
of money in preventing and countering violent extremism 
(PVE/CVE). 

The rapid deployment of prevention programs can be use-
ful in times where urgent responses are needed. To date, 
however, the effectiveness of these programs in reduc-
ing vulnerability and risk factors related to attacks, hate 
crimes, and hate incidents remains unknown. 

As such, investing large sums of money in prevention pro-
grams whose impact remains unconfirmed poses signifi-
cant social, scientific, and ethical problems. 

Context

To address the above-mentioned limitation in the field of 
PVE/CVE, CPN-PREV’s latest systematic review critically 
analyzed the current state of knowledge on the effective-
ness of primary and secondary PVE programs. 

The systematic review examined the literature on 
prevention programs, specifically looking at:

a) Programs targeting right-wing, extreme-left, and religiously 
inspired radicalization;
b) Outcomes of both primary and secondary programs; and
c) Benefits/harms, costs, transferability, and community-related 
implementation issues.

CPN-PREV’s  Systematic Review  



Violent radicalization: A non-linear process by which an 
individual, a group, or a State undergoes behavioral, so-
cial, economic, psychological/systemic, and/or ideologi-
cal transformations that lead them to delegitimize the 
status-quo, and which necessarily includes a plan to resort 
to, support, or facilitate the use of violence to bring about 
changes in society.

Primary prevention: Initiatives directed towards the 
general population. 

Targeted primary prevention: Initiatives intended for mem-
bers of a specific community, regardless of whether or not 
they have been identified as “at risk.”
 
Secondary prevention: Initiatives directed towards individuals 
considered vulnerable to violent radicalization and extremism.

Tertiary prevention: Initiatives targeting individuals who 
are already on a path towards radicalization, have com-
mitted acts of political violence, or have joined a violent 
extremist group. They are also called intervention, disen-
gagement, or deradicalization programs.

Key Definitions

Tertiary 
prevention

Secondary 
prevention

Primary 
prevention

Persons with extremist/violent behavior 
(security and specialized clinical teams)
Objective: reduce sequalae

Persons with at-risk pre-clinical and/or pre-criminal behaviors 
(health social services, education, and communities)
Objective: reduce prevalence

General public
(education, community spaces)
Objective: reduce incidence

Target population, stakeholders and objective



Key Findings
for Practitioners

◊ Prevention programs that target a specific minority group 
or focus on surveillance-based methods (e.g., monitoring 
and control) lead to negative side effects (e.g., stigmatiza-
tion and suspiciousness) and seem to have only a limited 
number of positive outcomes. 

◊ Primary and secondary prevention programs are effec-
tive in fostering personal and/or interpersonal charac-
teristics considered as protective factors against violent 
radicalization. These include integrative complexity, vo-
cational skills, education, empathy, conflict management 
skills, openness towards others, and improved under-
standing of radicalization and extremism. However, we 
cannot assume that possessing such characteristics will 
ultimately reduce the risk of violence or engagement in a 
path towards violent radicalization.

◊ The evidence on the outcomes of counternarrative pro-
grams is limited. While evaluation studies for this type of 
program reported mostly positive results, only a few were 
found. In addition, these studies did not directly measure 
the impact of counternarrative campaigns on violent radi-
cal attitudes and behaviors, therefore limiting the positive 
conclusions of these studies.



Recommendations
for Practitioners

◊ Reframe and inform the population’s perceptions, as well 
as those of program developers and funders you work with, 
that the objective of primary and secondary prevention 
programs is to reduce vulnerability and risk of violent radi-
calization in the medium- to long- term. In other words, the 
programs do not aim to stop an attack from happening. 

◊  Keep in mind that the trust relationship with your clients 
may be harmed when programs conflate surveillance and 
assistance. Be transparent with your clients about wheth-
er your program contains surveillance aspects and clearly 
explain the limits of your confidentiality commitments, as 
dictated by your professional code of conduct. 

◊ Promote primary and secondary prevention programs 
that do not arbitrarily target a cultural, ethnic, or religious 
group as this can result in stigmatization of the targeted 
group. While tailoring programs to specific audiences 
(e.g., according to age) is recommended, this should be 
done with the involvement and support of the audience 
group and based on scientific evidence.

◊  The generalizability of PVE programs appears to be limited. 
Therefore, refrain from transplanting a program “as is” from 
one context to another. Opt instead to adapt and tailor pro-
grams to local contexts.

◊  When looking for program funding, explain to your poten-
tial funders why it is necessary to have the means to de-
sign an evaluation model at the onset of the project. Ideally, 
this evaluation model should keep conflicts of interest at a 
minimum by having an independent team take care of the 
project’s evaluation.

◊  Practitioners should be adequately trained to deal with 
the complex issues primary and secondary prevention work 
involves. Practitioners should seek to reinforce key capaci-
ties such as case management and follow-up (including 
risk assessment), cultural sensitivity, and the supervision of 
group dynamics in group-based programs.



Useful Links

What is a Systematic Review?
To read the full Systematic Review Report

Follow us in:

f t l y

https://cpnprev.ca/research-overview/
https://cpnprev.ca/systematic-review-2/
https://www.facebook.com/rpcprev
https://twitter.com/CpnPrev
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cpnprev
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCN7oc11bSU9v_k0l8mY1g2w/videos

