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Deradicalization has emerged as a pivotal soft-power strategy in response to the global
proliferation of violence perpetrated by non-state actors, extremist ideologies, and
terrorist networks. Designed to counter radical thought and enable the reintegration of
affected individuals into society, deradicalization initiatives have been implemented
in diverse forms across countries such as Yemen, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia. This
study adopts qualitative methodologies and comparative analysis to critically examine
the national programs, such as violent extremist measures (CVE) with efforts to gain
public support through the “hearts and minds” approach which were mainly framed
within the context of religious radicalization, explicitly focusing on tackling the rise
of Islamic extremism through what was called a “battle of ideas” with particular focus
on deradicalization efforts in Yemen, Indonesia, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
(KSA) and identifies best practices, essential components, and inherent limitations..
The findings demonstrate that no universal model of deradicalization exists; rather,
each program is firmly embedded within its distinct cultural, political, and social
milieu. Nonetheless, certain commonalities emerge across cases, including the use of
psychological counseling, vocational training, and constructive engagement by state
authorities. These shared elements highlight core principles that can inform the design
of tailored, context-sensitive deradicalization frameworks .

Keywords: deradicalization, radicalization, reintegration, extremism, correctional
facilities

In recent decades, the phenomena of radicalization, deradicalization, and reintegration (RDR) have become
crucial areas of scholarly research (Grip & Kotajoki, 2019). The post-9/11 surge in violent extremism and terrorism has
introduced new challenges and threats to global peace and security (Afzal et al., 2012; Gunaratna, 2005; Mahsud, 2024).
In response, significant efforts have been made to address the rising violence and emerging threats. The effort led by the
United States, which is considered a major strategic shift, moving from primarily targeting terrorist groups like Al-Qaeda
leadership to a broad-based approach. This new strategy combines countering violent extremist measures (CVE) with
efforts to gain public support through winning the “hearts and minds” approach (Glasser, 2005). These policies were
mainly framed within the context of religious radicalization, explicitly focusing on tackling the rise of Islamic extremism
through what was called a “battle of ideas” (Payne, 2009; Perry, 2018). Consequently, this strategic shift in countering
violent extremism (CVE) has stimulated scholarly interest in diverse correctional models, with particular attention to their
approaches and methodologies in addressing radicalization and implementing countermeasures such as deradicalization.

In the aftermath of 9/11, efforts to counter terrorism and violent extremism mostly relied on kinetic operations (Shah et
al., 2024), which led to the voluntary surrender or mass arrest. This, in turn, raised a critical question regarding the long-
term management and rehabilitation of detained radicals. Equally pressing is the concern whether genuine reformation
and rehabilitation is achievable within deradicalization facilities (Ali et al., 2024).

Over time, such questions have spurred extensive scholarly inquiry, shaping contemporary understandings of
deradicalization and motivating a range of global initiatives. Consequently, many countries have adopted policies that
employ tailored soft approaches through specialized correctional facilities. Each model has offered unique insights into
the processes of radicalization and counter-radicalization, contributing both notable successes and identifiable limitations.
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Upal (2015) states that the development of diverse deradicalization programs reflects the need to combat radicalization
and has prompted numerous government efforts.

This research aims to analyze, in a comparative fashion, the main deradicalization initiatives implemented by
various countries, focusing on approaches, shared components, contextual differences, lessons learned, and evaluating
their effectiveness and success. For this purpose, this study explored deradicalization efforts in Yemen, Indonesia, and the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA).While literature and secondary data informed the analysis of all three contexts, the KSA
case holds particular significance due to an in-person visit to the Rehabilitation Center. This direct engagement offered a
deeper, firsthand understanding of the program’s operational framework, thereby enabling a more nuanced comparison
with other cases. The following section outlines the conceptual foundations of radicalization, deradicalization and
disengagement as analytical frameworks, extensively examined in existing literature.

Radicalization and Deradicalization: A Conceptual Framework
Scholars from various academic fields with an interdisciplinary lens have analyzed the phenomenon and process

of radicalization. A common explanation describes it as a growing social and psychological dedication to extremist beliefs,
along with the formation of attitudes or behaviors that endorse violence (Horgan, 2009; Neumann & Kleinmann, 2013).
Likewise, Allen (2007) characterizes it as “the process of adopting an extremist belief system, including the willingness
to use, support, or facilitate violence as a method to effect societal change” (p. 4). Rabasa et al., (2010) and Mahsud
(2018; 2019) describe radicalization as a process that promotes extremist beliefs and worldviews, including the
willingness to employ, support, or deploy violence to bring about societal change. Dar (2023) offers a detailed definition,
describing radicalization as: “A state of mind wherein an individual lacks the sense of acceptability for the peaceful
coexistence of people with diverse political, ideological, religious, and socio-cultural beliefs and seeks to impose their
views on others through coercive means” (p.27). Therefore, radicalization is the first step in which individuals adopt
extremist behavior or engage in violent activity.

In contrast, deradicalization by some analysts is often viewed as the antithesis of radicalization. According to
Dechesne (2011), it aims “to prevent further escalation of violence” and “create the conditions conducive to dialogue”
(p. 287). El-Said (2015) elaborates on this concept, defining deradicalization as: “ a package of policies and measures
designed and implemented by authorities to normalize and convince groups and individuals who have already become
radicalized or violent extremists to repent and disengage from violence” (p. 10). Similarly, Rabasa et al., (2010)
characterize it as a process in which extremists not only reject their previous worldviews but also renounce violence as a
means of achieving social change. Likewise, Horgan and Braddock (2010) define deradicalization as a “socio-
psychological process” intended to diminish an individual’s commitment to and involvement in violent radical activities.
Thus, deradicalization fundamentally entails the renunciation of radical beliefs.

Acknowledging the inherent subjectivity of definitions, Porges (2011) concludes that no universal model of
deradicalization exists; rather, processes and approaches vary according to context, region, and the specific ideologies
under consideration. In their exploration of deradicalization programs, Porta and LaFree (2012) categorize the process
into two components: the first focuses on “the deradicalization of attitudes and beliefs,” while the second involves
“disengagement from violent behavior and the process of leaving violent groups to reintegrate into other social groups”
(p. 7).

Synthesising the various understandings of scholars mentioned above, this research primarily relies on Horgan’s
distinct ideas on deradicalization and disengagement. As Horgan (2009) argued that individuals may disengage
operationally from terrorism, terminating their active involvement in violent acts, without necessarily abandoning the
ideological frameworks that initially motivated their behavior. Disengagement, therefore, should be viewed as a
behavioral shift that may or may not be accompanied by a cognitive or ideological change. This distinction is crucial, as
deradicalization involves a more profound transformation, whereas disengagement may be a temporary or strategic
withdrawal from violence. Individuals in the disengagement phase are in critical transition mode, where they may either
progress toward full deradicalization or conversely, relapse into violent extremism. According to Horgan (2014), the
motivations for disengagement are not uniform; instead, they exhibit significant variation across individuals, reflecting
idiosyncratic trajectories, personal experiences, and situational contexts. This conceptual difference is crucial, as research
shows that behavioral change is often more achievable, measurable, and sustainable in the short to medium term than
deep-rooted belief change (Horgan & Braddock, 2010; El-Said, 2015). Therefore, within the broader framework of
Countering Violent Extremism (CVE), disengagement and deradicalization function as complementary processes.
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At present, there is no consensus on the criteria for determining success in reforming individuals associated with
terrorism, nor is there clarity regarding what “reform” entails in this context. Moreover, evaluating the implications and
outcomes of programs that claim to deradicalize terrorists remains a significant challenge (Horgan & Braddock, 2010).
To date, no program has successfully established valid and reliable indicators of effective deradicalization or
disengagement, whether framed in cultural, psychological, or alternative terms. Consequently, efforts to assess the
efficacy of such initiatives are confronted with numerous challenges that are both conceptual and practical in nature.

Given that this research seeks a comparative examination of the approaches and models adopted by Yemen,
Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia. It highlights their approaches, shared components, contextual differences, lessons learned,
and evaluating their effectiveness and success critically.

Method
This study employs a qualitative research design with a comparative orientation to examine diverse international

approaches to deradicalization programs. Both primary and secondary data sources were utilized. Primary data collection
included a field visit to the Rehabilitation Center in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on May 14, 2025. During this visit, the first
author conducted semi-structured interviews, engaged in informal discussions, and carried out participant observation.
Ethical considerations were considered, and verbal consent was obtained from respondents. In-depth sessions were held
with Center administrators and faculty members responsible for psycho-social support, religious instruction, health care,
and sports activities. This primary fieldwork offers a grounded perspective that enriches the comparative analysis of
international approaches to deradicalization.

During the fieldwork, interviewees were asked about the functioning of the correctional facility, with particular
focus on how it implements deradicalization, the factors contributing to its effectiveness, and its distinctive contributions
to the field. Drawing on more than 25 years of law enforcement experience in Pakistan and abroad—including substantial
familiarity with the Pakistani prison system and its deradicalization initiatives through repeated visits and participant
observation—the first author was well positioned to grasp the dynamics of rehabilitation in Saudi Arabia. This background
proved invaluable in comprehending the nuances of the Kingdom’s deradicalization environment. The second author, an
academic from a conflict zone, provided firsthand contextual understanding and scholarly expertise as the reflexivity in
the study that significantly enhanced the study. While the third author, an early-career researcher, contributed analytical
rigor and research skills that significantly enhanced the study. Data obtained from primary sources were triangulated with
secondary materials and co-authors to ensure credibility. Interviews were discontinued once response saturation was
achieved.

Secondary sources included peer-reviewed journal articles, policy documents, and published evaluations of
deradicalization initiatives implemented across diverse national contexts. Programs were selected for analysis based on
their prominence in academic literature and their value as representative cases reflecting different cultural, religious, and
socio-political settings. The comparative analysis seeks to identify approaches, shared components, contextual
differences, lessons learned, and evaluate their effectiveness and success across these programs, thereby generating
insights to inform future policy and practice.

Rationale for Case Selection: Yemen, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia:
This research employs a ‘most different systems design’ in undertaking the comparative study of Saudi Arabia,

Indonesia and Yemen for a host of reasons.
 These countries have diverse political and governance structures. Yemen is an authoritarian state where authority is

fiercely contested between various factions like the Houthis, the internationally recognized government, and the
Southern Transitional Council. Indonesia is a democratic republic with multi-party elections and a decentralized
governance system. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia is a monarchy which has emerged a key state in the region.

 On the socio-economic front, these countries present stark contrasts: Yemen is a conflict-ridden, war-torn economy
struggling due to infighting and chronic issues of weak institutions. Indonesia, the largest Islamic country by
population, is a middle-income emerging economy. In contrast, Saudi Arabia is a high-income, oil-rich nation that is
undergoing rapid development under its Vision 2030.

 Regarding the religio-cultural domain, there are pronounced dissimilarities. Yemen has a large Zaidi Shia population,
leading to a sharp divide between Shia and Sunni communities. Indonesia is a predominantly Sunni Muslim country
following the Shafi school of thought; and it also recognizes five other religions. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia is a
staunch follower of a Wahhabi/Salafi interpretation of Sunni Islam.
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 Similarly, the cases show varying Human Development Insights, with Yemen having the lowest HDI of less than
0.47. Indonesia has HDI of 0.72. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia has the highest HDI among them, reaching 0.9 (UNDP,
2025).

 Militarily, they have different capabilities. The Global FirePower (2025) Index, which uses over 60 factors to
determine a country’s firepower, ranks Yemen at 74th globally in 2025, Indonesia at 13th, and Saudi Arabia at 24th.

 Considering the systemic differences in terms of political, economic, and cultural domains, these countries have
suffered from religiously motivated terrorism and continue to face challenges of radicalization. For instance, Al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) was the leading terrorist organization wreaking havoc in both Saudi Arabia
and Yemen; in fact, it was formed through the merger of Al-Qaeda in Yemen and Al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia. In the
case of Indonesia, Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) emerged as an Al-Qaeda–inspired and affiliated network, with many of its
senior leaders having fought alongside Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and later receiving training and financial support
from it.

Initially, each of these countries adopted a stringent hard-power approach to combat terrorism, but eventually
realized that the use of force alone was insufficient to counter violent extremism effectively and adopted unique
deradicalization programs.

Deradicalization Programs as a Soft Approach to CVE
The emergence of a ‘soft approach’ within the framework of Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) reflects a

growing recognition that kinetic measures alone are insufficient to address terrorism. This realization underscored the
urgent need for well-designed and systematically developed non-kinetic strategies to complement military and security
efforts. Consequently, numerous countries initiated deradicalization programs with the primary aim of rehabilitation and
reintegration, thereby seeking to counter violent extremism through transformative, rather than purely coercive means.
(Aly, Balbi, & Jacques, 2015). Moreover, the soft approach to terrorism takes an integrative measure to address the root
causes of violent extremism and dissuade extremists from embracing violent extremist ideologies (Gunaratna, 2011, p.
67). The non-Kinetic approach is primarily based on the premise that violence cannot be effectively addressed by counter-
violence alone; instead, violence must be transformed by addressing its underlying causes and adopting rehabilitative
measures (Agastia et al., 2020).

Approaches andModels
Yemen’s Deradicalization Program
Context:
Yemen is considered the first country to launch a deradicalization program, followed by several other countries,

including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Iraq, Singapore, Jordan, Libya, Malaysia, the United Kingdom, Tajikistan, and the
Netherlands (Ashour, 2009). Likewise, Koehler and Horgan (2016) echoed that Yemen’s prison-based program is
perceived to be the oldest one in the Middle East, established in 2002.

The history of terrorism in Yemen is long and complicated. The rise of Al Qaida (AQ) in the 1990s resulted in a
significant threat to Yemen as well as American interests in Yemen in the late 20th century. From the 1992 hotel bombings
in Aden targeting USMarines to the attack on USS Cole, AQ emerged as a potent threat to Yemen and the broader region.
In the post 9/11 period, the Yemeni government launched a massive crackdown against the terrorists and arrested hundreds
of them. As the pressure from their families grew stronger, the government decided to release the individuals who had
not committed serious crimes after reforming their ideology through a religious dialogue (Dar, 2023).

Program Structure:
The deradicalization program was grounded in a religious dialogue that aimed to correct the detainees’ distorted

beliefs; it was primarily run by Judge Hamoud Al-Hitar, the key architect of the program and his three fellow clerics (Dar,
2023). The program, popularly known as the Al-Hitar rehabilitation program, is structured around three key components:
psychological, religious, and social rehabilitation (Aslam, 2020). The psychological component was aimed at addressing
the mental and emotional challenges of the detainees, which had contributed to their radicalization process. During the
regular interaction with detainees, psychologists provided counseling sessions to manage stress, anger, and other
emotional issues (Aslam, 2020). Alongside that, these sessions also allowed psychologists to explore and monitor the
detainees’ thought processes, identifying patterns of aggression or susceptibility to extremist ideologies.

The religious component was the mainstay of the program, which mainly focused on a moderate understanding
of Islam. Judge Hamoud Abdulhameed Al-Hitar explained in an interactive session with ICPVTR that their dialogue had
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never been confrontational and that they would give the detainees time to reflect on these ideas (International Centre for
Political Violence and Terrorism Research, 2010). He further explained that the Committee engaged with the detainees
on critical issues like whether Yemen is an Islamic state and whether the Yemeni system follows Islamic Shariah. The
positive and engaging response of detainees paved the way for a structured dialogue to follow. Apart from the religious
aspects, the model also addressed the social component of reintegrating detainees into society after their release. This
component was designed to improve detainees’ social competencies, thereby reducing the risk of recidivism.

Nevertheless, like all other deradicalization programs, the Hitar program faced criticism and resistance from
different segments of society, including security forces. This fact was acknowledged by Judge Hitar, who also faced
assassination attempts (ICPVTR, 2010).

Successes:
According to the International Centre for Political Violence and Terrorism Research (2010), the program

received positive attention from the international community for its pioneering efforts, making the country the first in the
region to undertake deradicalization efforts in its prisons. While revising and refining an existing model is comparatively
easier, conceiving, planning, and implementing a new one is far more challenging. In this regard, the Yemeni model
deserves recognition for launching a pioneering initiative in the soft-power domain. The government claimed that the
program remained largely successful as after effective dialogue it released 364 detainees against a certificate signed by
them pledging that they had renounced their previous ideology (Birk, 2009). The Government further justified granting
amnesty to those who had renounced their previous ideology and had also undertaken not to revert to terrorism (Rabasa
et al., 2010)

Limitations
As the program's primary focus was on the religious dialogue, it offered only limited assistance for post-release

sustenance and livelihood jobs (Dar, 2023). This approach also drew criticism, with the Yemeni model widely regarded
as a failure due to a high recidivism rate among participants (El-Said, 2012). Moreover, scholars also pointed out some
fundamental errors, like focusing on religious dialogue alone while disregarding the individual’s psycho-social therapy
and psychoanalysis before reintegration. Likewise, the program lacked strong financial support and a sound rehabilitation
plan to keep the detainees away from potential extremist activities (Dar, 2023). Additionally, the program provided only
limited assistance for jobs and monitoring of beneficiaries for at least one year. Despite the limitations, it was observed
that the dialogue approach run by the Committee for Dialogue, if effectively undertaken, could serve as a significant
source of deradicalization and facilitate those who are willing to renounce their radical beliefs.

It is pertinent to mention that Yemen’s deradicalization initiatives have largely evolved within the context of
prolonged political instability, conflict, and weak institutional capacity. Early efforts were led by religious scholars who
sought to engage imprisoned militants through dialogue, emphasizing reinterpretations of religious texts to counter
extremist narratives. However, the absence of strong state structures, limited resources, and recurring waves of violence
severely constrained the sustainability of these programs. While they demonstrated some promise in fostering ideological
disengagement, the lack of systematic follow-up and reintegration support meant that long-term effectiveness remained
limited. Yemen’s experience underscores how fragile political environments and ongoing conflict can undermine the
success of deradicalization initiatives.

Indonesia’s Prison-based Deradicalization Program
Context
Indonesia has experienced severe terrorist attacks from various extremist organizations, including Jemaah

Islamiyah (JI), established in 1993, as well as Al-Qaeda, ISIS, and other militant factions. These groups have carried out
a series of attacks and fueled radicalization, highlighting the growing security threats faced by the country. Furthermore,
between 1999 and 2009, a total of 208 bombings were reported, highlighting the intensity of terrorism the country endured
(Ellie & Laiq, 2010). In response, the Indonesian government has undertaken significant measures to counter terrorism,
including the implementation of a comprehensive deradicalization program. For instance, when the GWOT was in full
swing, Indonesia enacted Anti-Terrorism Law No. 15/2003 to effectively combat terrorism, which led to the establishment
of Denus 88, an elite counter-terrorism force. This force quickly sprang into action and produced tangible results.
Indonesia suffered a series of deadly terrorist attacks in 2004-05, including an attack on the Australian Embassy (2004),
the Marriott Hotel (2004), and the bombing in Bali (2005). However, despite efforts to counter terrorism, the second
attack on the Marriott Hotel in 2009 showed that efforts in countering terrorism were inadequate (Wathan & Barthos,
2021).
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Program Structure
In 2010, a key development was made by establishing the National Counter-Terrorism Agency, also known as

Badan Nasional Penanggulangan Terrorisme (BNPT), under the Presidential Regulation No. 46/ 2010. The National
Counterterrorism Agency (BNPT) was designated to lead and coordinate Indonesia’s counterterrorism efforts in
collaboration with multiple stakeholders. Following an initial assessment of the threat landscape, BNPT issued a National
Blueprint on Counterterrorism, which articulated the overarching framework of Indonesia’s strategy. For the first time,
the Blueprint explicitly distinguished between deradicalization—targeted interventions with detained extremists—and
counter-radicalization—preventive efforts directed toward the broader public.

1. Identification: Collecting and gleaning information to develop the terrorist's profile to determine whether to
proceed with the next phase.

2. Rehabilitation: This phase seeks to ‘develop moderate understandings and attitudes to gradually facilitate
‘inclusive, peaceful, and tolerant behavior and mindset. Along with personality development, training and
nurturing with skill learning was also a main aspect of rehabilitation.

3. Re-education: This phase builds on the existing work and aims to transform the inmates ‘thoughts,
understanding, and attitudes.

4. Resocialization: This phase is the culmination of the program, which seeks to reintegrate the inmate back into
society effectively.

5. Monitoring: Participants are closely monitored after release to track their behavior and ensure reintegration.

Indonesia’s deradicalization program is prison-based and was carried out with collaboration of police primarily,
the Ministry of Religious Affairs, correctional institutions, the Coordinating Ministry for People’s Welfare (Kemenko
Kesra), civil society organizations and other institutions (Ulyana & Riyansyah, 2021). Moreover, instead of concentrating
only on religious re-education to alter ideological beliefs and religious legitimacy, the program focused more on the
disengagement from violence (Rabasa et al., 2010). One salient feature of the program was the utilization of the services
of ex terrorists to engage the detainees (Horgan & Braddock, 2010). Despite being aware of the risks involved, the
authorities went on to utilize the services of former extremists on the presumption that they were still considered part of
the ‘inner group’ and they still commanded respect from militants (Osman, 2014, p. 223). One such key ex-militant was
Nasir Bin Abbas, who played a tremendously important role in the disengagement of the Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) members,
besides efforts to counter radicalization (Horgan & Braddock, 2010). While explaining his methodology to re-educate
detained terrorists, Bin Abbas explained that he used to tell the inmates how they had misunderstood the Islamic struggle
and the meaning of Jihad and urged them to return to the right path of Islamic teaching. He further observed that the
inmates felt more comfortable talking to him and preferred him over the police (Cave, 2006). On the other hand, it was
also reported that he actively assisted Indonesian police in locating and apprehending former militants.

Limitations
Horgan and Braddock (2010) observed the Indonesian program as ‘a loosely knit array of different soft-line

approaches.’ Several flaws in the BNPT program were highlighted after critical evaluation by independent bodies. It was
noticed that there was a lack of coordination between the BNPT and other relevant stakeholders, like the police, prisons,
relevant ministries, and regional governments. Also, the prison system had profound operational and structural difficulties
while running a deradicalization program in prisons (Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, 2016). Hwang (2018) also
discussed the issue of structural difficulties faced by BNPT and reported a few instances; for example, BNPT intended to
use a facility as a ‘de-radicalization showcase’, whereas conversely, the Directorate-General of Corrections preferred to
use the facility to isolate hardened extremists. Abuza (2008) also describes the program as ‘underfinanced, understaffed,
and not institutionalized.’

Like other deradicalization initiatives, the Indonesian model has faced persistent questions regarding its
effectiveness, particularly in light of instances of recidivism. A prominent example is Abdullah Sunata, once hailed as the
‘poster child’ of Indonesia’s deradicalization efforts; who despite rehabilitation, returned to militancy and emerged as one
of the country’s most-wanted terrorists. Such relapse, especially by a high-profile participant, raises serious concerns
about the program’s efficacy. Moreover, a host of infrastructural problems also adversely affected the performance of this
program; for instance, Horgan and Braddock (2010) mentioned that the infrastructural issues in prisons limited the scale
of these innovative efforts, which had tremendous potential to transform into a vibrant program. However, Rabasa et al.,
(2010), despite admitting and criticizing the shortcomings, contended that the Indonesian program achieved a certain
degree of success.
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Admittedly, these deradicalization efforts cannot be assessed in isolation; they must be situated within
Indonesia’s broader governance and security ecosystem. While the state sought to rehabilitate and reintegrate extremists,
terror networks were simultaneously expanding, exploiting social grievances; thereby undermining the overall
effectiveness of deradicalization initiatives. The official sources confirmed that 2,000 militants had received military
training in Afghanistan and the Philippines (Riyanta et al., 2021). Additionally, there were reports that around 3,000
members of Al-Qaeda and many ISIS supporters and sympathizers had settled in Indonesia. (Kfir, 2018). Ironically,
radical narratives were so strong that even police officers could not escape, exemplified by Brigadier Syahputra of
Batanghari Resort Police, who joined ISIS in Syria in 2015 (CNN Indonesia, 2015).

Successes
Despite these challenges, the Indonesian program is well known for utilizing the services of former terrorists in

a befitting way to the extent that they became champions of deradicalization efforts. Abuza (2008) endorsed this view for
two reasons: firstly, because of the tremendous level of insight into JI provided by the ex-militants; and secondly, because
the credibility and respect these individuals commanded played a crucial role in encouraging and facilitating the
disengagement of detainees. Horgan & Braddock (2010) also considered this program unique for its utilization of former
terrorists for disengaging militants. The credibility of the interlocutors for engaging the incarcerated terrorists has been
of paramount importance (Casptack, 2015). This was true for both the clerics involved and the former militants employed
by deradicalization authorities. Another important factor that paved the way for a smooth disengagement process – at
least in the first phase - is the humane treatment meted out by Detachment 88, which contributed to winning over the
inmates’ trust in government authorities (Hwang, 2018). Additionally, the logistic and financial support for prisoners,
including travel, accommodation, and educational expenses, also played an important role in cooperation (International
Crisis Group, 2007). The Indonesian deradicalization program began around 2000 and has taken time to mature. Its soft
approach focuses on religiously motivated radicals both in prisons and outside, offering preventative and rehabilitative
deradicalization efforts. A notable feature of this program was the use of former radicals as beneficiaries who then helped
in deradicalizing other inmates. The program employed a dialogue approach, allowing family members of detainees to
interact with them and providing incentives to the families. The use of interlocutors and trust-building through dialogue
proved effective in contributing to successful cases. However, despite these efforts, the program faced challenges such as
poor prison conditions, a lack of an inter-agency approach and legal framework for deradicalization, insufficiently trained
staff, and limited inmate participation. As a result, many detainees returned to radical groups after release.

Saudi Arabia's Rehabilitation &Deradicalization Program
Context
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has experienced serious security threats for many years and has taken appropriate

measures to counter them. However, in May 2003, a series of attacks on residential buildings in Riyadh shook the whole
nation, exposing the limitations of the Saudi counter terrorism strategy (Casptack, 2015; Al Jazeera, 2003). This attack
drastically changed the counter-terrorism scenario for the state, and the focus shifted to the home-grown enemy (Mumtaz,
2004). This led the Saudi Government to review its counter terrorism policy and augment it with a new ‘soft approach’,
thus focusing on the deradicalization (Boucek, 2008).

Program Structure
Saudi Arabia’s deradicalization program was primarily conceived, designed, and implemented by Prince Naif

bin Abdul Aziz al-Saud, Minister of the Interior (Porges & Stem 2010). The program was well-financed and employed a
combination of strategies to ensure thriving results (Gendron, 2010). Keeping in view the local context, this program was
a combination of education, vocational training, religious dialogue, and post-release programs that help detainees
reintegrate into society (Porges & Stern, 2010). The program focused on changing the behavior as well as changing the
belief system or ideological rehabilitation of the detainees.

To ensure the effective implementation of the program, Saudi authorities enlisted a multidisciplinary team of
professionals, including prominent clerics, psychiatrists, psychotherapists, psychologists and researchers. Psychologists
working within the program were tasked with eliciting critical information from participants in order to assess their mental
and emotional states, provide diagnoses, and monitor shifts in behavior and cognition (Boucek, 2008). Clerics, by
contrast, engaged participants in personalized, one-on-one dialogue designed to probe their worldviews and religious
interpretations (El-Said, 2012). Conducted in a friendly and informal manner, these interactions sought to build rapport
and facilitate reconciliation. Importantly, such dialogues—centered on religious re-education and the contestation of
extremist ideologies—formed the cornerstone of the program (Faculty Member, personal communication, May 14, 2025).
The fact that the religious clerics whom the Center employed were highly qualified and well respected for their religious
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knowledge, juristic acumen and independent opinion had a far-reaching impact on the beneficiaries; as most of them
found themselves outwitted by the logic and reasoning (Faculty Member, personal communication, May 14, 2025).

To successfully graduate from the program, the participants must pass an exam demonstrating they have
renounced extremist views and no longer pose a security threat (Casptack, 2015). Upon passing the exam, they enter the
next phase, which spans about 8-12 weeks in a rehabilitation center, a boarding facility where participants live together,
cook food, and continue their rehabilitation journey (Boucek, 2008). During this phase, efforts are made to effectively
groom participants through various specialized courses to reintegrate them into society.

The Rehabilitation Center is housed is an expansive, state-of-the-art training complex. Where strenuous efforts
are made to train and groom the individuals through several tailored courses so that they can successfully reintegrate into
their societies. During the process, they undergo art therapy and various other vocational courses to help them acquire a
livelihood after reintegration into society (Head of the Saudi Rehabilitation Center, personal communication, May 14,
2025).

Furthermore, the academic infrastructure includes well-designed syndicate rooms tailored for both group
discussions and one-on-one mentorship sessions. The library is well equipped with an extensive collection of the latest
books, journals, and audio-visual resources to support in-depth research and learning. The hostel not only offers
comfortable living suites but also includes a dedicated family section, allowing beneficiaries to spend the night with
visiting spouses in a private environment. The purpose was to involve the families in the process for emotional support
during the rehabilitation phase and for support during the reintegration process (Faculty Member, personal
communication, May 14, 2025).

Limitations
Despite its ambitious framework, the program’s success rates remain contested. While Saudi authorities initially

claimed a 100 percent reintegration rate, they later acknowledged in 2009 that between 10 and 20 percent of former
detainees had re-engaged in violent activities following release (Porges, 2010; Horgan & Braddock, 2010). Official
sources suggest that 80–90 percent of participants were successfully rehabilitated, with failures attributed either to
participants who voluntarily withdrew from the program or were screened out for insincerity (Boucek, 2008). Other
scholars argue that the harsh treatment many participants endured in Guantanamo Bay contributed significantly to
recidivism, accounting for the higher relapse rate of approximately 20 percent among this subgroup, compared to the
program’s overall average of 9.5 percent (Porges & Stern, 2010; Coleman, 2013).While the Saudi program is highly
cherished in the world, some scholars argue that it involves huge money and therefore seems less practical for other
countries to emulate due to the paucity of resources (Dar, 2023). It is also argued that the program is based on Saudi
Arabia’s long history and culture of rehabilitation; therefore, this program is a “Saudi solution to a Saudi problem,” and
this program is not replicable elsewhere (Boucek, 2008).

Success
While analyzing the factors that led to the success of the Saudi initiative, some scholars argue that developing a

strong relationship between prisoners and program officials was a critical factor, as it developed a bond and increased the
chances of successful reintegration into society (Porges & Stern, 2010). A key feature of the Saudi program is providing
successful detainees with funding and life skills for seamless reintegration, leading to high success rates. (Rabasa et al.,
2010). Moreover, Saudi Arabia, as the custodian of Islam's two holiest sites with numerous scholars, is best suited to re-
educate convicted extremists (Casptack, 2015). This facilitated meaningful dialogue that challenged participants'
ideological beliefs. Counselling, especially its socio-psychological aspect with Western-educated experts analyzing
behavior and conducting therapy, was also key. (Boucek, 2008).

As highlighted by Capstack (2015), the Saudi program extended counselling and support well beyond the initial
rehabilitation stage, ensuring continuity after participants’ reintegration into society. Following an ‘individual approach,’
each participant’s social and financial circumstances were assessed, and personalized plans were developed to facilitate
their adjustment. Support was not limited to economic assistance but also extended to personal life arrangements, such as
facilitating marriages when deemed necessary. The post-reintegration phase further aimed to actively involve participants’
families to promote social stability and smooth reintegration, offering sustained social and financial support (Faculty
Member, personal communication, May 14, 2025). For this reason, the Saudi program is widely recognized for providing
extensive financial and material assistance not only to beneficiaries but also to their families (Johnston, 2009).
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The Saudi program is generally considered a success, with researchers citing different and diverse reasons.
Kruglanski (2019) regarded it as one of the most robust and extensive approaches, and it is considered to have shown
great success.

The KSA followed an individual approach focused on the personal development of detainees. It stands out
contextually for its strong state sponsorship, religious legitimacy, and extensive financial investment. The deradicalization
model was highly funded, and social and economic needs for each inmate were addressed to the extent that, in some
cases, marriages were facilitated. Qualified religious scholars, expert psychologists and vocational training played a
significant role in rehabilitation. Notably, the KSAmodel was highly tailored to meet its unique sociocultural and religious
needs; therefore, it is difficult to replicate in other parts of the world. Moreover, many detainees declined to participate
in the program and later showed recidivism.

Drawing on global best practices, the following key lessons emerge, forming the basis of the comparative
analysis.

Comparative Analysis
No One-Size-Fits-All Formula – Local Context and Drivers of Radicalization
Radicalization is a complex and multidimensional process, deeply shaped by local political, cultural, regional,

and economic contexts. Consequently, a program designed for one setting may not be transferable to another. The
development of effective deradicalization initiatives therefore requires a careful examination of local dynamics, conflict
drivers, and prevailing socio-economic conditions to ensure their integration into program design. Central to this effort is
an understanding of the specific factors that propel individuals toward radicalization. The literature widely identifies these
drivers as including socio-economic marginalization, political grievances, religious misinterpretation or manipulation,
personal trauma or desires for revenge, peer pressure, and ideological grooming within vulnerable environments.
Meaningful rehabilitation can only occur when programs are informed by these underlying causes; otherwise,
interventions risk addressing symptoms superficially rather than resolving the structural and psychological roots of
radicalization.

Common Components and Contextual Variations
A comparative analysis of different programs shows that there are a number of similarities among them. One

salient feature of these programs is the ideological foundation that attempts to de-legitimize “the use of violence against
the state, the society and the ‘other’” (Rabasa et al., 2010). Another common feature Neumann (2010) highlights are the
psychological component, which includes psychological counseling, religious debate, and dialogue through a select group
of clerics. Likewise, post-release monitoring and support were also reported to be in all programs, albeit with varying
degrees (Rabasa et al., 2010).

Moreover, it has been observed that major deradicalization programs often include not only socio-economic
support but also ensure vocational and entrepreneurial support for effective reintegration into society (Gunaratna &
Hussin, 2018). While comparing different programs, Koehler (2015) points out that, in contrast, Western de-radicalization
programs were focused on economic assistance and counseling and placed little emphasis on ideological concerns linked
to deradicalization; the Middle East programs “heavily rely on a theological component”. Similarly, while analyzing the
similarities between Western and Middle Eastern programs, Dalgaard-Nielsen (2013, p. 100) notes that one main
similarity was that “go-betweens” usually included “religious scholars, repentant terrorists, or family members” to
influence the participant’s moral grounds and facilitate reintegration.

It is also interesting to note that in the past two decades, alongside numerous government-run programs, a host
of civil-society-run programs have also sprung up. Highlighting the limitations of the government-run programs, some
scholars argue that government agencies might not be the right partners for deradicalization, as their interests could be
perceived as a bid to procure intelligence (Koehler, 2015). While acknowledging that there is no one-size-fits-all formula,
Rabasa et al., (2010) emphasize that the most effective programs are those that leverage local culture and values to achieve
their objectives, and that such strategies must be developed in alignment with the cultural context of each country.

Similarly, Dar (2023) notes a significant distinction between Western and non-Western models: in the former,
civil society—including NGOs and the private sector—plays an active role, whereas in the latter, civil society remains
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relatively marginal due to the dominant presence of state institutions. To enhance the development of such programs and
foster public trust, rigorous evaluation is essential to assess their actual effectiveness (Horgan &Altier, 2012). As Horgan
and Braddock (2010) argue, the credibility of these initiatives ultimately depends on their transparency of objectives,
clarity of evaluation criteria, and reliance on evidence-based claims of success. Therefore, for designing and implementing
a successful deradicalization and rehabilitation program, it is crucially important to adopt a holistic approach that is not
confined to punitive measures and strategies; instead, it makes strenuous efforts for reforming them from the inside and
altering their behavior.

Aslam (2017) found parallel patterns that align closely with this study. The following table shows a comparison
of deradicalization models across various national contexts.

Table 1
Comparison of deradicalization models of Yemen, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia
Country Ideological/

Religious
Psychological Finance Educational Family

engagement
Society

Yemen ✔ ✔ ✔
Indonesia ✔ ✔ ✔
Saudi
Arabia

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Ideological Rehabilitation, Vocational Support, and Post-Release Incentives
Understanding extremist narratives represents one of the most complex yet essential dimensions of

deradicalization programs. Credible religious scholars, equipped with deep knowledge of theological principles, play a
pivotal role in engaging individuals, challenging flawed interpretations, and correcting distorted religious worldviews
through sustained dialogue. Such ideological transformation is central in the broader contest of ideas, ensuring that
individuals not only renounce violent behaviour but also abandon the underlying violent worldview.

At the same time, the socioeconomic marginalization of many recruits—often originating from impoverished or
disadvantaged backgrounds—underscores the need to complement ideological engagement with material support.
Effective reintegration, therefore, requires equipping individuals with marketable skills, vocational training, or formal
education, alongside mechanisms for generating sustainable livelihoods. Financial assistance, whether through stipends,
employment opportunities, or small-scale entrepreneurial support, reduces the risk of recidivism by diminishing the
appeal of militant networks. Continuous monitoring, counselling, and structured incentives reinforce peaceful
reintegration, signalling the state’s commitment to rehabilitation while discouraging re-engagement with extremist
groups.

Assessing Effectiveness and Measuring Success
The effectiveness of the deradicalization programs has been under constant scrutiny since the very beginning

from different perspectives. Some criticize these programs for cases of recidivism; while others point out the lack of
standardized benchmarks for determining the success of these programs. Several deradicalization efforts faced intense
criticism, with individuals committing terrorist acts, raising security concerns.

One such case is that of Said al-Shihri, who, after release from Guantanamo Bay in 2007, underwent and
qualified the Saudi program, but after the release re-joined al-Qaeda in Yemen and was said to have played an important
role in bombing the American embassy in Sana’a in 2008. Many policymakers and academics cite such cases to argue
that these programs have failed to fully deradicalize these beneficiaries.

One important aspect of deradicalization is how to define and measure ‘success’. Since these programs aim to
deradicalize deeply ingrained views – and the radical thoughts often remain hidden – it’s difficult to determine whether
the individual has got rid of these. Horgan and Braddock (2010) too observe that measuring attitudinal and psychological
change is difficult; and this makes the measurement a difficult task.

Amidst ongoing uncertainty and the absence of scholarly consensus, low recidivism rates are often cited as the
most widely accepted indicator of the effectiveness of deradicalization programs. Recidivism is defined as ‘a tendency to
relapse into a previous condition or mode of behavior, especially relapse into criminal behavior’ (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).
However, evaluating the success of such programs remains highly complex. Most initiatives operate under considerable
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secrecy, and the scarcity of publicly available data significantly constrains opportunities for systematic and scientific
evaluation (Johnston, 2009). On one level, this lack of data poses a substantial barrier to rigorous analysis; and on another,
it raises questions about the reliability of recidivism as a metric for program assessment. Indeed, scholars continue to
debate whether recidivism rates, though convenient, are the most appropriate measure of program success (Porges &
Stern, 2010; Johnston, 2009). Boucek (2008) similarly argues that recidivism, by itself, does not adequately capture the
broader and more nuanced dimensions of rehabilitation and reintegration outcomes.

Despite challenges, deradicalization programs still symbolize a truly creative and reformative approach to
counterterrorism efforts as these ‘offer benefits far beyond those originally envisaged’ (Horgan & Altier, 2012). Many
countries have officially devised and developed ambitious deradicalization programs, resulting in varying degrees of
success and failure (Rabasa et al., 2010).

Discussion
As discussed above, the key elements of nearly all programs include ideological reorientation, psychological counselling,
and successful reintegration into society. Ideological dialogue is crucial for challenging and correcting extremist
worldviews. Psychological rehabilitation is equally important for two reasons: first, to address trauma, frustration, and
aggression; and second, to determine the level of radicalization, thus facilitating the reintegration decision. Additionally,
for effective reintegration, it is imperative to include vocational training, education, and employment opportunities to
facilitate the post-reintegration life.

On the other hand, while designing the program, it is crucial to consider the indigenous drivers of the conflict
(socio-cultural, political, or ideological) that caused radicalization. The design must be sensitive to context, and the
program should be tailored to meet the local setting. Moreover, it is equally important that the program is backed up with
strong political will and a whole-of-government approach. Deradicalization is a long-term commitment, not merely a
course of 6-8 months, and it is quite resource intensive. Therefore, when designing a program, this must be taken into
account. Likewise, interlocutors—whether they are religious scholars, former militants, or psychologists—must be
credible and experienced to engage with them skilfully.

In a similar vein, Aslam (2018) identified the following components for effective deradicalization, which were
also present to some extent in the cases of Yemen, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia.

Conclusion
A comparative analysis of these programs highlights that there is no single criterion for a successful model that

fits in all contexts. Each country has tailored its CVE approach to local conditions, available resources, and the nature of
the threat. The main approaches followed in these case studies include ideological and religious re-education,
psychological counseling, vocational training, family and community support, and post-reintegration monitoring.
However, the extent and quality of implementation vary from country to country.
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In all three countries, ideological and psychological components emerge as the most common and essential
features of the deradicalization process; though implementation varies considerably. However, each country has clear
contextual differences in how it designed and implemented its programs. The Saudi model emphasizes post-reintegration
welfare, providing financial and employment support to help participants rebuild their lives—something that was
relatively weaker in Yemen’s program. The Indonesian model, on the other hand, made effective use of former militants
who became peace advocates and worked closely with the government—an approach not fully replicated elsewhere.
Additionally, the scale of funding and institutional support provided by the Saudi government was far greater than in the
other two countries.

Therefore, a successful deradicalization program requires a whole-of-government approach, where all state
institutions collaborate toward this shared goal. Yemen’s pioneering initiative ultimately failed to sustain itself because
of internal political divisions and a lack of unified support within the government. Despite challenges, deradicalization
programs are gaining traction, and more countries are adopting them. Clearly, soft power is making imprints by offering
an alternative that changes minds, focusing on reintegration rather than elimination.
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