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Abstract: This paper examines how state institutions, civil society organizations, the media and 
international organizations in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) perceive and deal with the threat 
of radicalization and violent extremism. Drawing on the theory of institutional norms, rules, 
and practices, the paper explores the interactions and priorities of actors in different types of 
institutions in defining the drivers of radicalization. The paper provides a detailed analysis of 
the institutional context of BiH and the patterns of institutional interaction in the prevention 
of radicalism and violent extremism. The findings reveal that the concept of radicalisation and 
its drivers are understood differently by different institutions in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Some 
institutions focus on political ideologies or radical religious interpretations, while others em-
phasise socio-economic factors or transnational influences. This shows that there is no consen-
sus on which factors are most important. These results highlight the importance of considering 
specific drivers of radicalization and their interactions when developing strategies to counter 
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and prevent violent extremism. The research is based on semi-structured interviews with in-
dividuals working in relevant institutions, including state institutions, civil society, media, and 
international organizations, as well as analysis of secondary and primary sources.

Keywords: radicalisation, Bosnia and Herzegovina, institutions, countering and preventing vio-
lent extremism, new institutionalism

Introduction

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), a society emerging from conflict and characterized by 
ethno-political divisions and complex institutions, has continuously grappled with issues 
of radicalization and violent extremism (Perry 2016; Azinović and Jusić 2016; Atlantic 
Initiative 2018; Bećirević 2018). From 2012, several hundred citizens from BiH joined 
factions in Syria, Iraq, and Ukraine, while far-right groups gained momentum domesti-
cally (Hirkić, Kapidžić, and Turčalo 2022). Despite these vulnerabilities, the institutional 
framework responsible for countering and preventing violent extremism (C/PVE) remains 
under-researched. Most research on radicalization has focused primarily on micro-level 
factors, such as individual pathways to radicalization, or macro-level policy frameworks, 
leaving a significant theoretical gap in understanding the influence of institutional norms 
and interactions on C/PVE strategies. This paper aims to fill that gap by employing the 
lens of new institutionalism, which asserts that institutions are influenced by normative 
structures and power relations. By applying this framework to BiH’s fragmented gover-
nance, the study transcends a simple case analysis and reveals how the multiplicity of 
institutions and conflicting priorities influence coherent C/PVE initiatives. Thus, the re-
search problem revolves around examining the relationship between institutional behav-
iour and efforts to mitigate radicalization in a landscape marked by state fragility.

A fair amount of academic literature deals with radicalization in BiH, which looks at the 
factors and actors that contribute to radicalization and violent extremism in the country 
(Kapidžić et al. 2020, 3). What is missing is an analysis of the way in which state institu-
tions and organizations in BiH perceive the threat and interact in their efforts to combat 
radicalization. The principal question guiding this paper is: How do the various state insti-
tutions and organizations in BiH perceive the phenomenon of radicalization and violent 
extremism and are some drivers of radicalization and violent extremism considered more 
relevant than others by the various Bosnian-Herzegovinian institutions and organiza-
tions? By examining the practices of different types of actors, the paper aims to distin-
guish the specific roles of institutions and organizations in the process of C/PVE and the 
ways in which they cooperate, communicate, and interact. This is particularly relevant to 
better understand institutional policy choices, identify institutions that dominantly shape 
overall strategic priorities, and address the choice of future strategic initiatives of BiH 
actors directly involved in C/PVE. Additionally, country-specific contextualization and 
analysis of drivers could improve institutional responses and enhance our understanding 



51

Hirkić et al.: Institutions in Bosnia and Herzegovina:  
Friends or Foes in the Prevention of Radicalization and Violent Extremism?

of the processes of radicalization. However, it is important to emphasize that this is an 
academic paper, not a policy document.

This paper’s theoretical approach views organizations as independent actors in their own 
right, with a prominent emphasis on institutional norms, rules, and practices that are the 
outcome of individual actions and discourse. This institutional perspective enables a new 
contribution to the study of radicalization and resilience and helps to understand the ef-
fectiveness of C/PVE strategies. The paper does not aim to map out institutional actors in 
detail, as has already been done in several publications (for an overview, see Kapidžić et al. 
2020, 3–5), but rather to look at institutional interactions between individuals represent-
ing them and the priorities in defining the drivers of radicalization. This focus on institu-
tions corresponds to a macro-level perspective in which the level of analysis encompasses 
institutions present within an entire country. In this sense, this paper serves to establish a 
cartography of the institutional contexts of radicalization and violent extremism.

This research was conducted within the CONNEKT Project which aims to explore the 
drivers of radicalization and violent extremism. The project identified seven potential 
drivers of radicalization, and these drivers could be relevant in the context of the Balkans 
and MENA regions (Kapidžić, Hirkić, and Turčalo 2025). These include territorial in-
equalities, economic deprivation, political ideas, cultural factors, religion, digital literacy, 
and transnational dynamics. The analysis is focused on the three levels of analysis: the 
institutional (macro), community (meso), and individual (micro) levels (Torrekens and de 
le Vingne 2020, 15). Analysis of the institutional or macro level in BiH provides context 
and framing of radicalization and violent extremism and existing processes and interac-
tions to counter it. This will be linked to the community and individual levels of analysis, 
thus providing a structural understanding for future research within the project. The fo-
cus is on the institutions and organizations in BiH that are most relevant for the design of  
C/PVE strategies and are actively working in this area. This includes a broad selection of 
different categories of actors that encompass various state institutions, civil society, me-
dia, and international institutions present in BiH. The research is based on a series of 16 
semi-structured interviews with individuals working in these institutions.1

The paper is structured as follows. The following section provides an overview of the 
theoretical framework and literature on radicalization in BiH. The third section maps the 
relevant institutions in BiH that deal with the issues of radicalization and violent extrem-
ism. Section four introduces the research methodology. Section five provides a detailed 
analysis of the institutional context in BiH, with a special focus on institutional percep-
tions and recent changes in the norms and behaviours of institutions towards C/PVE; 
this is portrayed with examples of institutional practice, forms of cooperation between 
institutions from BiH and abroad, and communication-related activities. Section six gives 
an overview of the seven drivers of violent extremism and explores their perceptions and 

1   The interview transcripts are stored on encrypted external drives and protected by password, in 
accordance with the data management protocols of the CONNEKT project. 



52

Journal of Regional Security Vol. 20  № 1  2025

relevance within institutional practice in the BiH context. The final section concludes 
with findings concerning institutional perceptions, practices, norms, and behaviours, as 
well as the contextualization of radicalization drivers in BiH.

Exploring Radicalization and Violent Extremism in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina: From Theory to Institutions

Research on institutional approaches to C/PVE builds on an institutionalist perspective 
(Kapidžić et al. 2021). It is loosely connected to new institutionalism, which regards in-
stitutions as actors in their own rights, shaped by collective norms, identities, rational 
behavior, and historical path dependency. It looks beyond institutional structures and 
identifies sets of rules and norms as well as practices and relationships that shape the way 
institutions act (Cairney 2012, 69). This creates patterns of behaviour that are repeated 
within the same institutional framework, while the institutions themselves are viewed 
as organized social structures that impact the behaviour of their members. Emphasizing 
the relevance of this approach, March and Olsen (2008, 9) argue that it is more rational 
to rely on established institutional criteria to emphasize the individual level and give a 
common character to political behaviour. Institutions and their members are guided by 
rules, practices, definitions, and regulations (March and Olsen 2008, 10). This, in turn, 
influences the development of new routines that shape the nature of the organization. The 
basis of behaviour within institutions, or more precisely organizations within the scope of 
this research, is normative, meaning that members are affected by values just as much as 
by formally established rules. 

Norm diffusion is equally relevant for a context where a diverse set of international ac-
tors can influence the appropriateness of values within a national system through insti-
tutional cooperation at all levels (Avant, Finnemore, and Sell 2010, 200). Depending on 
the individual country’s context, international norms can be promoted or diffused by or-
ganizations that are local, international, or a hybrid combination of both. International 
interdependence is a substantial driver of domestic institutional change. An institutional-
ist perspective is helpful in analysing how the everyday engagement of individuals repre-
senting organizations creates and shapes macro-level perceptions of institutions, mutual 
interactions, the norm diffusion, patterns of cooperation, and international interdepen-
dence between institutions at the macro level. An operationalization of this theoretical 
framework specifically focuses on individuals as agents of their respective organizations 
who create, embrace, and convey institutional norms and practices. This gives us insights 
into the specific role of organizations in C/PVE processes and how their practices empha-
size different drivers of violent extremism.

Within the existing body of literature on radicalization and violent extremism in BiH, 
there is a conspicuous lack of empirical studies examining the institutional interactions 
and conceptions of C/PVE. Only a few authors have touched on the issue of mapping 
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interactions of drivers of violent extremism, which represents a significant gap in radical-
ization research on the BiH. This literature is published broadly as research reports, policy 
papers, news articles, critical analyses, and other descriptive literature, and only a small 
segment is published in academic publications. The most relevant research deals with 
the issue of foreign fighters, radicalized Bosnians who fought for the Islamic State and 
in Syria, and their subsequent reintegration. Examples are “The New Lure of the Syrian 
War: The foreign fighters’ Bosnian contingent” by Azinović and Jusić (2016), who analyse 
the phenomenon of foreign fighters in more detail, looking into informal Islamist groups 
that encouraged radicalization. In their contribution to “Returning from Violence: How to 
Tackle the Foreign Fighters’ Problem in the Western Balkans?” Hamidičević and Plevljak 
(2018) give unofficial estimates that put the figure at around 330 citizens and provide an 
overview of their demographics and fate.

More general research that maps extremism research and institutions include two pub-
lications by Bećirević “Salafism vs. Moderate Islam: A Rhetorical Fight for the Hearts 
and Minds of Bosnian Muslims” (2016), and “Extremism Research Forum Bosnia and 
Herzegovina Report” (2018), as well as “Western Balkans Extremism Research Forum” 
by Bećirević, Halilović and Azinović (2017). These publications emphasize that research 
needs to be more cautious when making the link between radicalization and violent ex-
tremism, and that the process of reciprocal radicalization, in which mutual forms of ex-
tremism cross-fertilize each other, needs to be recognized. This is especially relevant in a 
country still shaped by the consequences of war, including social mistrust and insecurity. 
Research by Oruč and Obradović (2020), “Drivers of Radicalisation of Youth in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina,” looks at youth radicalization and assesses the impact of demographic 
characteristics, migration experience, and social behaviour by relying on survey data and 
an index of radicalization. However, this research does not adopt a societally embedded 
understanding of drivers and focuses only on individual-level (micro) expression, where 
drivers can impact radicalization. Similarly, Hasić, Mehmedović and Sijamija (2020), in 
their study “Perception about radicalization by young people in the Western Balkans Re-
gion – Country report: Bosnia and Herzegovina” investigate causes and effects of radi-
calization in BiH, and highlight systemic weaknesses in institutional responses, therefore 
recommending improvement of education, media literacy, and coordinated prevention 
efforts to build resilience against radicalization among youth. Research by Richardson, 
Berlouis, and Cameron (2017), “Radicalisation of Young Adults in the Balkan States,” ex-
plores why young adults join extremist organizations, including some of the drivers that 
are part of this research, and discusses potential measures. “The Role of Civil Society in 
Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism and Radicalization that Lead to Terror-
ism: A Guidebook for South-Eastern Europe,” published by OSCE in 2019, explores the 
supportive role civil society can have in helping to identify and address drivers that make 
individuals more susceptible to violent extremism. 

In the chapter titled “Building Resilience or Increasing Vulnerability to Extremism in 
Communities: Different Perspectives on the Role of Religious Actors in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina,” Hirkić and Turčalo examine the dual role of religious actors in Bosnia and Her-
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zegovina, both as potential builders of community resilience and as sources of vulnerabil-
ity to extremism. Ahić (2022), in “Radicalism and Violent Extremism in Bosnia – ‘Circle of 
Lack of Knowledge and Islamophobia’”, explores how post-war societal fractures, political 
instability, and regional influences fuel radicalism and extremism and calls for de-radical-
ization efforts focused on education, youth engagement, and countering Islamophobic 
narratives. Metodieva (2021), in “The Radical Milieu and Radical Influencers of Bosnian 
Foreign Fighters,” investigates how charismatic local leaders institutionalized influence 
in radicalized communities and facilitated recruitment for conflicts in Syria and Iraq. 
Preljević (2017), in “Preventing Religious Radicalization in Bosnia and Herzegovina: The 
Role of the BiH Islamic Community,” assesses the Islamic Community’s efforts to curb the 
spread of unauthorized mosques often linked to radical interpretations of Islam. Further 
investigative research and reporting on C/PVE in BiH and various aspects of radicaliza-
tion have been published by the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN) in recent 
years.2 Overall, the existing body of literature on radicalization and violent extremism 
in BiH provides diverse insights into drivers, institutional interactions, and societal re-
sponses. While significant attention has been given to foreign fighters and their reinte-
gration, as well as youth radicalization, there remains a notable gap in empirical studies 
exploring institutional interactions and conceptions of C/PVE, which is what this paper 
aims to address.

The Institutional Framework for Addressing 
Radicalization in Bosnia and Herzegovina

In this paper, we distinguish between state institutions, societal institutions, and interna-
tional institutions that work on C/PVE in BiH. All three are broad categories that include 
a plethora of different types of institutions, organizations, and associations, some with 
more institutional independence and resources than others (Kapidžić et al. 2020). It is 
possible to observe and map interactions, synergies, and dependencies between differ-
ent institutions and categories of institutions, which will be discussed in the following 
sections.

State institutions include ministries, agencies, and other institutions at multiple levels of 
governance. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Ministry of Security is a pivotal state-level insti-
tution for C/PVE initiatives (Ministry of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina n.d.). The 
Ministry has been implementing the new Strategy for the Prevention and Combating of 
Terrorism 2021–2026, encompassing various forms of extremism, including right-wing, 
religious, and far-left extremism. Other state institutions, ranging from those concerned 
with the early detection of the phenomena to those concerned with causal effects, include 
the Intelligence and Security Agency, the State Investigation and Protection Agency, the 
Prosecutor’s Office of BiH, and subnational ministries of the interior. It is also relevant 

2   Balkan Investigative Reporting Network’s websites: https://birn.eu.com/ and https://balkanin-
sight.com/. 
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to mention that subnational and local level ministries of education and centres for so-
cial work play an important role, particularly in prevention and repatriation processes 
(Kapidžić et al. 2020).

Societal institutions include various actors. Civil society organizations (CSOs) dealing 
with radicalization and violent extremism can be divided into two groups: those dealing 
with prevention and those dealing with research. The first group includes the PRONI 
Youth Development Center, Transkulturna psihosocijalna obrazovna fondacija – TPO 
Foundation, Global Analitika, Youth Resource Center Tuzla, Humanity in Action, and 
Hope and Homes for Children.3 As for the second group, which primarily focused on 
research, the work of the Atlantic Initiative, the Democratization Policy Council (DPC), 
the International Republican Institute (IRI), GEA – Centar za istraživanja i studije, and 
ProEduca stands out (Perry 2016).

Regarding religious institutions, there are four legally recognized religious communities 
in BiH. These are the Islamic Community in BiH, the Bishops’ Conference of BiH, the 
Serbian Orthodox Church in BiH, and the Jewish Community of BiH. They cooperate 
and work together through the mechanisms of the Interreligious Council, which is a non-
governmental organization that has been active since 1997. The Islamic Community is a 
historically confirmed authoritative body that regulates questions of religious life, reli-
gious training, and appointments, and is independent of the government in its manage-
ment and decision-making. Since 2016, the Islamic Community has adopted a strategy 
concerning C/PVE and organized a significant number of activities aimed at combating 
all forms of violent interpretations of religion. The Bishops’ Conference is an institution 
of the Catholic Church in BiH established in 1994. In addition to religious education, the 
Bishops’ Conference organizes and oversees humanitarian and educational institutions, 
but its engagement lacks noteworthy programs on topics of violent extremism. Likewise, 
the Serbian Orthodox Church, as an institution that brings together Orthodox Christian 
believers in BiH, did not conduct any C/PVE-related activities (Hirkić and Turčalo 2023).

We include the media as a third segment of civic organizations that shape public per-
ceptions of radicalization and are also engaged in investigative reporting. Some of the 
more renowned media outlets active on C/PVE topics include the Balkan Investigative 
Reporting Network (BIRN) with its websites Balkan Insight and Detektor.ba, Al Jazeera 
Balkans, and Preporod, which is managed by the Islamic Community. BIRN is the most 
active media outlet dealing with the phenomena of radicalization and violent extremism 
through investigative journalism, focusing on reports about the criminal trials of return-
ees accused of terrorism, violent fan groups, and how the Strategy is implemented.

3   For instance, PRONI emphasizes working with young people as a factor of prevention and resil-
ience in larger and smaller communities in BiH, while the TPO Foundation’s aim is to encour-
age critical thinking and understanding within wider topics of peacebuilding, intercultural, and 
interreligious dialogue. 
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The third category includes international institutions that have a large presence in BiH. 
International engagement in C/PVE activities is strong in terms of policy priorities and 
funding and therefore provides significant financial support for most research and pre-
vention projects. In addition to traditional partners in a global C/PVE arena, such as the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the International Orga-
nization for Migration (IOM), the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), significant support for 
C/PVE in BiH is provided by the Regional Cooperation Council and national embassies of 
Norway, the United States, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Italy. As an orga-
nization that has been engaged in BiH since the war, the OSCE’s support includes a wide 
range of political, military, economic, and human security dimension efforts working with 
state and civic institutions (Perry 2016, 30). USAID’s Office of Transition Initiatives over-
sees small grant pilots and research with the aim of understanding radicalization and 
supporting positive voices such as youth activists. IOM emphasizes the prevention of 
violent extremism through cooperation with state institutions, more recently focusing on 
returnees from Syria and their repatriation process.

Methodology

This research is based on interviews with representatives of institutions and organiza-
tions active in the field of C/PVE in BiH. A non-exclusive list of institutions was identified 
based on previous research (Kapidžić et al. 2020), and some were mentioned in the previ-
ous section. These include formal state institutions, civil society, a broad variety of civic 
institutions and organizations, media, and international institutions. The research team 
sent official requests, followed by inquiries via email and telephone. In total, 16 semi-
structured interviews were conducted online and in person from December 2020 to Feb-
ruary 2021, where all in-person interviews were held in Sarajevo.4 It is crucial to highlight 
that the study concentrates on the state institutions in Sarajevo and other Sarajevo-based 
actors that have a significant outreach in the entire BiH. Additionally, the empirical phase 
was predominantly carried out in 2020, predating the adoption of the new Strategy of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina for Prevention and Combating Terrorism (2021–2026).

Given the sensitive topic and nature of the work of some institutions, the research was 
guided by the principle of confidentiality, and consent was collected from each participant 
prior to the interviews. The interviews were recorded and transcribed after permission 
was granted. Alternatively, notes were taken separately by the interviewer and assistant 
and, consequently, joined. The collected interview data were pseudonymized to conform 

4  The questionnaire consisted of 14 questions grouped into three sections. The first asked about 
institutional views, norms, and interpretations of concepts of radicalization and violent extrem-
ism, as well as the work which the institution does in this field (practices). The second section 
asked about support, communication, and cooperation with other institutions that work in the 
field. The third section asked about institutional perspectives and practices regarding each of the 
seven potential drivers of radicalization.
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to the EU’s General Regulation on Data Protection (GDPR), relevant BiH legislation, and 
CONNEKT Project’s ethics regulations.5

Institutional Norms and Practices in Addressing 
Radicalization and C/PVE in BiH

Institutional Perception of C/PVE

The macro-level analysis discussed in this paper takes a broader view of institutions. 
Several institutions have dedicated departments, teams, or trained individuals dealing 
specifically with C/PVE issues, in addition to various action plans, informal networks 
and working groups. One example of institutional C/PVE practice is the establishment 
of the NGO Relations Department within the Islamic Community in 2015, which dem-
onstrates the importance of the civil society sector in addressing notions of pluralism 
that may affect the institutional practices and normative values of the Islamic community. 
Research shows that intensified work on preventive C/PVE actions is a common aspect 
of all institutions.

At the time of conducting interviews with participants, the Strategy for the Prevention 
and Combating of Terrorism 2015–2020 was still active, exhibiting certain shortcomings, 
primarily in the lack of separation between its preventive and security components. For 
instance, one interviewee confirmed the previously mentioned focus, noting that lately, 
his institution has been putting a lot more effort into the prevention-related strategic 
tasks and actions, while another interviewee revealed that her organization has lobbied 
to have a non-security sector included in the new Strategy of the Ministry of Security 
(Interview 1, January 2021; Interview 7, January 2021). The new Strategy does include re-
patriation, rehabilitation, and reintegration of individuals returning from foreign conflict 
zones, emphasizing collaboration between the security sector at all levels of government 
and representatives of civil society.

CSOs are mostly trying to fill the vacuum generated by government institutions. Previ-
ous research by Hamidičević and Plevljak (2018) showed that the activities of CSOs range 
from research and studies, assistance to state and lower governance level institutions, 
to working directly with youth, media, and religious communities in raising awareness 
(Hamdičević and Plevljak 2018, 59–60). The CSO of one interviewee tries to bridge the 
gap between the academic and activist worlds by connecting different institutions, but 
also by improving the competences of teachers in public schools (Interview 3, January 
2021). Others, highlighted by another interviewee, are trying to implement the projects 
that allow them to connect regional actors engaged in C/PVE (Interview 4, December 
2020). 

5  See CONNEKT Project’s website: www.h2020connekt.eu. 
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Although most media deal with visible and already manifest forms of violent extremism, 
some media have recently started to explore the causes of the phenomenon through in-
vestigative reporting and critical reflection. This can go beyond the usual causes identified 
by journalists. For instance, one interviewee stated that his media outlet provides a space 
for critical analysis of professors or theologians regarding the subject of violent extremism 
(Interview 5, January 2021).

The involvement of international organizations is manifested through multi-sectoral work 
with academics, individuals, informal community groups, centres for social work, and 
other actors linked to C/PVE, but also through the designation of specific departments 
and teams that deal exclusively with this phenomenon. The diversity of sector coverage 
within C/PVE is also confirmed by the statements of several interviewees, all employed 
in international organizations. One such organization is involved in the assistance in a 
process of repatriation of citizens from Syria, a second provides the support in the imple-
mentation and design of the Strategy, while a third is focused on a small grant pilot and 
research (Interview 6, December 2020; Interview 2, February 2021; Interview 7, January 
2021).

Changes in Norms and Behaviors of Institutions  
Toward C/PVE

Recently, there have been several important changes in the attitudes and work of state 
institutions toward C/PVE. First, global occurrences, such as the foreign fighter phenom-
enon, new actions of far-right groups, or the international partners’ perception of a threat, 
also dictate the design of practices within institutions. Secondly, the emergence of new, 
radicalized milieus leads to a change in behavior and subsequent adaptations, such as 
the implementation of analyses or the transition from the state to the local level. Thirdly, 
changes in the approach to violent extremism are a product and direct consequence of 
open discussions between the actors involved in the C/PVE. For instance, one of the in-
terviewees reveals how his institution attempts to connect communities and stakeholders 
both horizontally and vertically while trying to clarify that violent extremism is not some-
thing foreign that happens exclusively to others (Interview 1, January 2021). 

Furthermore, some actors, such as donors, have sought to adapt their practices over time. 
At the same time, their common stance on C/PVE was strengthened by the recurring and 
coherent views of the issue. One interviewee from an international organization reveals 
that the initial interest for the topic ensued because of the phenomenon of foreign fight-
ers, but also that the focus and strategy of his organization was changing accordingly in 
the last three years (Interview 7, January 2021). Nonetheless, several other interviewees 
from international organizations stated that in the last three years, the approach of secu-
rity institutions has changed since they take the issue more seriously and understand the 
importance of other sectors. Additionally, some organizations tried to move the debate 
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away from Islamic extremism and elucidate the sphere of hate crimes (Interview 6, De-
cember 2020; Interview 2, February 2021). 

In the C/PVE actions of civil society organizations, there has been a change in the per-
ception of what extremism is and who is responsible for it, meaning that it is now seldom 
presented as exclusively Islamic. An interviewee argues that, for instance, a recent ex-
tremism in the United States has also opened the floor for talking about extremism that is 
not exclusively Islamic, meaning that people will not be able to ignore it any further (In-
terview 3, January 2021). Additionally, another interviewee also stresses the importance 
of the shift from offline to online communication during the COVID pandemic, affirming 
her organization’s attempts to engage in more online-related C/PVE initiatives (Interview 
4, December 2020).  

One of the participants from the media believes that access to information has changed – 
while previously most of the information was obtained through conversation with people, 
presently those pieces of information could be available online (Interview 8, December 
2020). He also added that the media now wants to know some of the factors that lead to vi-
olent extremism, which was not the case before. In addition, a different participant argued 
that four factors led to a change in the way the issue of violent extremism is perceived. 
First, the defeat of ISIS and consequent disappointment within circles who supported this 
ideology. Second, there is increased interest in the topic of BiH institutions. Third, there 
was a change in the perception of the Islamic community – from the initial disregard to a 
public call to close parajamaats and reintegrate communities. Fourth, there was a change 
in the way the international public perceived this issue (Interview 5, January 2021).

C/PVE Examples from Institutional Practice

Instances from state institutions’ practices are permeated by the collectivization of norms, 
where employees are influenced by formal rules that are contained in strategic documents 
or other formal arrangements between institutions. One interviewee from the state in-
stitution that deals with both preventive and causal actions reveals that the way in which 
experts are engaged in her institution highlights a significant degree of systematization 
(Interview 9, February 2021). For instance, after studying the case at hand, there is a pro-
cess of selecting the relevant institution, where the police, health care services, psycho-
logical counseling, educational centers, and others may be involved. Another interviewee 
reveals that her institution has made significant progress, particularly in the prevention 
part, where they have planned a whole set of activities around C/PVE (Interview 10, Janu-
ary 201). Moreover, an interviewee from a religious institution speaks similarly about her 
institution, citing numerous educations for their own employees, aimed at prevention 
(Interview 11, January 2021). 

On the other hand, civil society organizations use different tactics during the implemen-
tation of the program, meaning that the final aim, as well as the target group, is different 
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for each organization. Some of these programs focus on peacebuilding, good governance, 
human rights, women’s rights, interfaith dialogue and conflict transformation, youth en-
gagement, and other topics (OSCE 2019b, 25). For instance, one respondent cites an at-
tempt to use ethical and normative values in educational institutions in a wide range of 
subjects, thus influencing the C/PVE as well (Interview 3, January 2021). On the other 
hand, another respondent reveals the attempt of her organization to influence the estab-
lished routines of local leaders through financial support and grants, but also through 
networking at the national and international levels (Interview 12, January 2021). 

The OSCE’s Guide on Reporting on Violent Extremism and Terrorism pays special atten-
tion to the media’s reporting practices regarding VE, particularly the accuracy of informa-
tion, impartiality, accountability, and transparency (OSCE 2019a). One of the interviewed 
media outlets confirmed active engagement with young journalists through the organi-
zation of training and instruction on how to correctly report on the topic of C/PVE. On 
the other hand, when doing their own research and trying to get verified information, an 
interviewee reveals that she must go first to the police, municipality, or centers for social 
work, and then move up toward the state level (Interview 13, December 2020). Never-
theless, most of the state institutions that she turns to still refer her to the Ministry of 
Security. 

In international organizations’ approaches, there has been a degree of standardization 
regarding the target groups. For instance, there was a noticeable shift in focus towards 
young community leaders and positive youth voices. According to one of the respon-
dents, in addition to working with young people, the focus remains quite wide and in-
cludes training for trainers within the repatriation process, research, and initiatives with 
religious communities (Interview 2, February 2021). Nonetheless, another respondent 
added that her organization has sought to improve inter-institutional cooperation in BiH 
through a specifically designed program (Interview 6, December 2020). 

Forms of Interaction and Institutional Support from the State 
and from Abroad

The state institutions have developed solid relations with all relevant international actors, 
such as the OSCE, the IOM, the Council of Europe, the UNDP and others. This synergy 
provides all kinds of mutual assistance in C/PVE efforts. The extent to which a significant 
portion of government regulations is heavily influenced by foreign expertise coming from 
abroad (Kapidžić et al. 2020, 7–8). For instance, one interviewee from an international 
organization claims that his organization was active in developing a communication strat-
egy for the Ministry of Security, but its implementation still did not materialize (Interview 
7, January 2021). In addition to foreign organizations, state institutions have developed 
a system of cooperation between their own sectors involved in C/PVE. An interviewee 
from a state institution reveals that several actions initiated by her institution included 
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various departments such as education, health, security, and the police (Interview 9, Feb-
ruary 2021).

CSOs receive the most financial assistance from foreign governments and organizations, 
primarily the United States government, the OSCE, the IOM, the United Nations, and 
others. For instance, previous research indicates that a careful look at these programs and 
projects reveals that many civil society organizations have relied on international partners 
to carry out C/PVE work within the country (Soufan Center 2020, 41). In addition to 
‘traditional’ partners, one of the interviewees asserts that there is also developed coopera-
tion between her organization and foreign universities and foreign CSOs (Interview 12, 
January 2021). 

The central partner in international organization’s work is the Ministry of Security, with 
whom, according to an interviewee from an international organization, they sometimes 
have a “difficult relationship, for a number of reasons” (Interview 7, January 2021). For 
instance, one reason for slow changes in the routines of state institutions and the lack 
of personal connections can be linked with frequent institutional changes of leaders or 
entire teams, which makes the adoption of an initiative more difficult. In addition to the 
Ministry, international organizations cooperate with centers for social work, municipali-
ties, and CSOs. 

The normative framework, represented by various religious institutions, is adhered to 
within the cooperation mechanisms between religious institutions and foreign donors 
without attempting to influence the so-called “appropriateness” of existing rules and prac-
tices. For instance, one of the participants regarded the Islamic community as a positive 
example of C/PVE-related practices, where her organization and the Islamic community 
have successfully formalized their cooperation since 2015. Religious institutions, on the 
other hand, refuse to cooperate with non-governmental organizations on issues related 
to interpretation of religion that are seen as the sole purview of officially recognized reli-
gious institutions, in addition to upkeeping the “appropriateness” of traditional rules and 
practices.

Communication and Exchange between Institutions on C/PVE

An interviewee from a state institution argued that communication between state institu-
tions is efficient both online and in person. Another interviewee believes that communi-
cation between her colleagues and other institutions takes place continuously, but mostly 
after the problem arises (Interview 10, January 2021). According to one of the respon-
dents, the Ministry of Security is the focal point for most of the stakeholders involved 
in C/PVE and is a pivotal partner, while another one asserts that communication with 
the Ministry is much more formal, compared to communication with CSOs (Interview 
2, February 2021). Interviewees add that communication between international actors is 
easier, primarily because they try to synchronize their views and approaches in order to 
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make it easier to work with the Ministry. They note that communication between inter-
national partners is currently much better than that between 2015 and 2018. However, 
several interviewees from the media believed that they had very poor communication 
with the Ministry. They cite examples where it has failed to provide quick and easy access 
to its reports and non-classified information and urge it to request this information from 
other security institutions (Interview 8, December 2020). The media highlight that com-
munication with religious institutions is also not fruitful and that some topics are, as they 
describe, “an exhausted topic.”

Informal relationships between individuals, such as personal contacts, professional net-
works, and family ties, are present in communication between different institutions and 
categories of institutions. While such informal relationships can certainly enhance com-
munication, they are no substitute for formal exchanges. This is evident through a sys-
tematized way of sharing information, for instance, by signing a memorandum of under-
standing or other formal documents. One interviewee believed that communication and 
initiatives are two-way streets, where it is important to know the needs of the partners 
on a project. This can then become a mixture of formal communications and informal 
networking, coupled with personal connections (Interview 6, December 2020). Another 
interviewee stated that by looking into his own case of having close connections with rep-
resentatives of religious institutions, he can confirm that personal acquaintances can play 
an important role in institutional cooperation (Interview 1, January 2021).

This shows a complex and evolving relationship between institutions in BiH that deal 
with C/PVE. Although all institutions are aware of other actors in the field, openness is 
not always the preferred option. There can be some positioning or stance towards certain 
actors, such as media, or towards certain issues. When it comes to formal communica-
tion, there seems to often be a need to complement this with less formal and unofficial 
approaches. On sensitive topics, such as foreign fighters or radical interpretations of reli-
gion, we notice that one institution often takes the lead, and others have a supportive role. 
Nevertheless, the general impression is of cooperation both in communication and policy 
alignments, while retaining a sense of institutional distinctiveness, both in terms of aims 
and working culture.

Institutional Interpretations of Drivers of Radicalization

Territorial Inequalities

Although radicalization in BiH after the Dayton Agreement was primarily associated with 
isolated and often rural communities, which could be seen as a potential factor of radical-
ization in the context of territorial inequalities, the research suggests that this trend has 
changed in recent years. While some radical milieus may still seek a more specific and 
secluded community, many da’is or preachers choose to be present in urban centers and 
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no longer seek isolation. One interviewee believes that there is an evident trend of shifting 
from rural to suburban areas within these groups (Interview 1, January 2021). 

According to an interviewee from a CSO, if territorial inequalities were relevant to the 
BiH context, she would need to consider ethnically homogenous spaces as more suscep-
tible to radicalization. On the other hand, a respondent from a state institution high-
lighted multi-ethnic environments as potential hotspots, primarily because of prevailing 
prejudices (Interview 4, December 2020). An interviewee from an international organi-
zation attempted to make a cause-and-effect relationship, marking the returnee space 
as a potentially fertile ground for radicalization, where war legacy and isolation became 
striking issues in the so-called “backwater areas” such as Prijedor, parts of Herzegovina, 
and the eastern parts of Republika Srpska. Post-war frustration, which particularly affects 
youth, was mentioned in previous research by Perry, who writes that, although without 
prior experience of the war, young people are often dissatisfied with the slow pace of post-
war change (Perry 2016, 27). Within such communities, there is a mindset of exclusion 
coupled with perceptions of neglect, marginalization, and injustice – both of a person 
and space. One of the interviewees believed that in some cases, it does not have to be an 
actual deprivation, but rather an individually perceived deprivation (Interview 15, Janu-
ary 2021). Therefore, rather than territory-exclusive inequality, the context of BiH shows 
that a more suitable driver is an individual’s perception of marginalization, injustice, and 
disenfranchisement of a particular territorial area.

Economic Deprivation

As Oruč and Obradović (2020) argue, radicalization among youth in BiH is the result 
of a complex interplay of various factors and not any of them in particular (Oruč and 
Obradović 2020, 2561). In relation to poverty, our research findings confirm this state-
ment. Most interviewees emphasized that poverty could only be observed as an indirect 
driver, working in combination with other drivers. One of the prominent factors that co-
incides with poverty is education, both of which represent a combination that can lead to 
easier indoctrination and manipulation. One of the interviewees believes that there is a 
direct link between poverty and education, while another one states that the lack of dig-
nity and lower education are a double package, either acting cumulatively or exacerbating 
one another (Interview 9, February 2021; Interview 14, January 2021). 

Several interviewees from the media, state institutions, a CSO and an international orga-
nization agree that marginalization and hopelessness are correlated with poverty (Inter-
view 1, January 2021; Interview 8, December 2020; Interview 12, January 2021; Interview 
2, February 2021). Dissatisfaction resulting from economic exclusion provides a strong 
incentive for people to adopt radical views more easily. Although poverty manifests it-
self more as an individual phenomenon than as a group phenomenon, it is necessary to 
consider the personal perception of poverty. Added to this is the individual perception 
of the lack of upward mobility, opportunities for career success, personal development 
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prospects and dignity, with radicalized groups acting as a protector of the disenfran-
chised or as the only alternative within a dysfunctional system. The OSCE’s Guide for 
the Prevention of Radicalization and Violent Extremism through the Educational Process 
highlights detachment, low self-esteem, and self-doubt as personality traits that can favor 
radicalization (OSCE 2019c, 11–12). Moreover, a recent study conducted by the Dialogue 
about Radicalization and Equality (DARE) project shows that the connection between 
inequality and radicalization is case-by-case dependent (DARE 2020), where the driver 
of perceived injustice can become a subjective reality of individuals and groups (Poli and 
Arun 2019, 68). 

On the other hand, the Atlantic Initiative’s (2018) research findings show that, in many 
cases, those most sympathetic to violent extremism are economically settled (Atlantic 
Initiative 2018). One interviewee believes that elites within radicalized communities are 
well-situated, even if their peers are struggling (Interview 5, January 2021). Azinović and 
Jusić (2016) made this assertion by describing it as dual morality (Azinović and Jusić 2016, 
56). While leaders preach to their followers about the absurdity of this secular, material 
life, they enjoy lives of luxury. These conflicting views indicate that while economic depri-
vation is perceived as a driver of radicalization, its effects manifest at the individual level 
rather than at a societal level.  It is assumed that relative and perceived deprivation have 
an influence on radicalization, but at the same time wealth (lack of perceived deprivation) 
does not prevent people from expressing violent extremism.

Political Ideas/Grievances

In the context of BiH, political ideas and grievances are primarily expressed in terms of 
ethnic politics and narratives propagated by ethnic entrepreneurial elites. One of the in-
terviewees believed that the perception of the conflict between the three ruling streams 
in BiH could facilitate the “us against them” mentality. Rhetoric that leads to polarization, 
political incentives and political goals manifested through political opportunity structures 
are, as one of the participants states, prevalent occurrences in the context of the Balkans 
(Interview 2, February 2021). Another participant adds that this, in turn, produces a space 
where everything is allowed (Interview 13, December 2020). Moreover, political ideas 
can propagate a narrative of vulnerability, leading to a state of fear or caution. Within the 
political arena, there could be an instrumentalist understanding of the issue of violent 
extremism, where narratives can be used for specific purposes. More precisely, they can 
become instruments for staying in power rather than an expression of conviction. One 
interviewee revealed that even some humanitarian organizations, using ethnic nationalist 
characteristics such as uniforms or symbols, are placed in the service of politics (Inter-
view 2, February 2021).

At the same time, radical groups represent interests and act as interest groups themselves 
that do not seek to be in power but strive to incorporate their values and ideas into poli-
cies. One of the interviewees believes there might be support in the future for political 
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projects that show understanding for such beliefs and ideas, while another one adds that 
such groups are anti-political, meaning that their interest lies in destroying the system, 
not changing it (Interview 4, January 2021; Interview 1, January 2021).

Cultural Factors

Through depiction of the cultural driver as a “way of life,” an interviewee argues that this 
driver is more of a form of perception than a factor of radicalization in the context of 
BiH. It is primarily manifested through subcultures and means of identification, such as 
uniforms, insignia, iconography, vocations within structures, and other forms of expres-
sion. These are mostly closed, social groups in which the omnipresent ‘us against them’ 
narrative exists, but as one interviewee states, without a clear perception whether radi-
calization had occurred prior to joining a group or after (Interview 11, January 2021). An 
interviewee from a state institution believed that contemporary society is dominated by 
an “Al Capone matrix of success,” where young people that are “excluded from social hap-
penings and often face a sense of hopelessness,” and this could lead them toward radical-
ized groups (Interview 10, January 2021).

One of the interviewees connected the issues of radicalization and violent extremism 
with the dominant patriarchal society of BiH and so-called “toxic masculinity,” believing 
that such behavior can harm both individuals and families (Interview 6, December 2020). 
Nikola Vučić, journalist of N1 television argues that “toxic masculinity, in its various nu-
ances, is what conservative thought protects and the far right glorifies” (Buka 2021).

A respondent from the media believes that there is still a palpable fear of change and “oth-
ers” in BiH society. For instance, a specific way of life in Salafist circles, such as separate 
cultural and sports facilities, agricultural holdings, patterns of behavior or eating habits, 
worries an interviewee from a CSO, who would not want to see a change in the social 
fabric of BiH (Interview 4, December 2020). Previous research on such circles notes that 
adherence to form can be one of the characteristics of the newly faithful dedicated to 
physical appearances, symbols, and customs (Azinović and Jusić 2016, 57).

Religion

Although Islam is thought to be the dominant factor in radicalization in BiH, our inter-
views did not confirm this assumption.  One of the interviewees states that in many cases, 
radicalized individuals received their first in-depth knowledge of religion within radical-
ized groups; they were not practicing believers before that. They often they sought a sense 
of belonging, which is consistent with the studies conducted previously (see: Richardson 
et al. 2017, 90). Moreover, another interviewee believes that the majority of extremists 
quickly went “from nothing to extreme.” 
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Interpretations of religion as a driver from officially recognized religious institutions 
can significantly differ from individual interpretations or those from informal religious 
groups. While official religious institutions do not justify violence, misinterpretation 
and abuse by individuals may occur. In her study, Bećirević (2018) revealed that a lack of 
institutional religious education limits the ability of individuals to think critically about 
extremist rhetoric or place it within an ideological context (Bećirević 2018, 23–24). How-
ever, one of the interviewees mentioned that her organization’s work with institutionally 
educated teachers of religious studies have shown them to have radical worldviews (Inter-
view 3, January 2021). On the other hand, another interviewee believed it is problematic 
to impose a precise interpretation of religion, which is a tactic often employed by C/PVE 
educational programs (Interview 14, January 2021). A respondent from an international 
organization asserted that her organization did not attempt to link violent extremism to 
any religion, when working on prevention. 

In most radicalized groups, prevailing narratives and existing knowledge are challenged 
to impose one’s worldview. Some unofficial religious leaders themselves may have ques-
tionable knowledge, but also a strong desire for building a “religious charisma.” Several 
interviewees highlighted the fact that religion is used to legitimize one’s own opinion, 
for example, by declaring another person an infidel, using extremist language, or through 
processes of “othering.” Such leaders usually have a sense of superiority and use religion 
as a powerful lever to give themselves legitimacy through reference to supreme author-
ity, which is essentially a tool used to prey on people’s emotions. One interviewee argued 
that places of worship that are turned into places of socialization could serve as the main 
points for absorption of the aforementioned radicalizing narratives (Interview 7, January 
2021). 

Digital Literacy

Paton (2020) believes that the internet and social media are both implicated in ideological 
radicalization and recruitment through what is termed “self-radicalization” (Paton 2020, 
4). Online spaces are a dominant driver for spreading radical ideas because of their ef-
fectiveness. Multiple virtual gathering places and communities can be considered poten-
tial sites of radicalization. One interviewee from a religious institution noted that, unlike 
traditional media such as TV or radio – which require permits and registration – online 
platforms allow individuals to disseminate messages freely without the need for prior au-
thorisation. This type of informing, organizing, and mobilization is cheaper and more 
efficient (Interview 11, January 2021). Bećirević et al. (2017) confirm the importance of 
peer-to-peer contact but also consider the importance of online interaction, suggesting 
that it remains unclear whether cases of radicalization have been driven purely by online 
interactions (Bećirević 2017, 25). One of our interviewees confirmed this idea by arguing 
that access itself is not an issue, but rather how the content is consumed (Interview 2, 
February 2021). 



67

Hirkić et al.: Institutions in Bosnia and Herzegovina:  
Friends or Foes in the Prevention of Radicalization and Violent Extremism?

Online spaces provide an opportunity to build a sense of community and offer an illusion 
of personal contact with charismatic leaders. The content produced by extremist groups 
is very sophisticated and professional in style, while the content ranges from mildly radi-
cal to extremist. One interviewee pointed out the expertise in producing online content 
tailored to young people and using the most modern marketing methods (Interview 4, 
December 2020). Furthermore, the existence of closed communication tools protected by 
encryption facilitates anonymity and communication. This makes it possible to share on-
line content that has been removed from platforms and their algorithms and also allows 
access to communication channels even when individuals accused of violent extremism 
are imprisoned. For instance, even when ISIS was defeated, it was not possible to end the 
dissemination of online content produced by them through social media (Balkan Insight 
2019a). Anonymity can play an important role in some cases due to secrecy and personal 
distance but is generally found in right-wing groups that tend to use forums and gam-
ing platforms. On the other hand, we can witness da’is (preachers) from Salafi circles 
that act as “superstars” or “digital influencers” and have a much greater reach than either 
traditional media or academia, as noted by an interviewee from the media. Their online 
profiles allow them much higher visibility in comparison to the official religious institu-
tion, which is an interesting and relevant sociological phenomenon, especially due to the 
youth's susceptibility to online content. Informal groups of the same character, although 
mostly operating independently, are often seen as part of one network, within which reli-
gious or national exclusivity can be promoted.

While some state institutions in BiH are working on early detection in the online space, 
one participant stated that it is still a largely unregulated field. The main institution in 
charge is the Communications Regulatory Agency (CRA) (Interview 8, December 2020). 
However, in previous years, the CRA made it clear that it was up to the police and judi-
ciary to tackle violent and terrorism-related content (Balkan Insight 2019b). Previous re-
search has shown that many online contributions fall under the radar of law enforcement 
or social media standards for removing hateful content from their platforms. Although 
hate speech and violent statements are a daily occurrence the online space in BiH’s, there 
is still no institutional solution for “blacklisting” websites with inappropriate content, 
which calls into question the functionality of established communication channels with 
the largest social networks.

Nevertheless, most interviewees stressed the importance of initiatives and educational 
programs that encourage critical thinking and media literacy. An interviewee from a CSO 
stated that her organization decided to work on media pedagogy, precisely in order to 
educate teachers, who in many cases are less advanced in media literacy than their stu-
dents (Interview 12, January 2021). An interviewee from a religious institution pointed 
out that her institution recognized media literacy as an important step forward, providing 
educational programs for their own employees (Interview 11, January 2021). 
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Transnational Dynamics

One interviewee argued that externally influenced extremism is primarily fostered 
through social and ethnic identification, as well as the narrative of “us against them” (In-
terview 15, January 2021). Calls from countries in the region, primarily Croatia and Ser-
bia, can mobilize BiH citizens to go to foreign battlefields such as Ukraine and Syria. In 
many cases, this happens through soft persuasion instruments such as lectures, images, 
and texts. Several interviewees suggested that there are groups actively working together 
and maintaining communication between countries in the Balkans, such as in the case 
of groups from Republika Srpska and Serbia, but the system hardly recognizes them as 
potentially dangerous (Interview 4, December 2020; Interview 13, December 2020; In-
terview 15, January 2021). One media participant believes that there is a direct link be-
tween football fan groups and Chetnik associations in BiH, Serbia, and Russia, with Russia 
clearly (financially) supporting these ideas (Interview 8, December 2020). This observa-
tion aligns with findings from recent research, which highlights how extremist ideologies 
and ethno-nationalist narratives are often propagated within football fan groups in BiH, 
serving as a platform for fostering division and violence (Testa 2022, 6). In that sense, 
formal institutions create an environment that enables informal groups to act. This is vis-
ible in both religious and far-right extremism. One interviewee added that official trans-
national influence does not intend to strategically advance radicalization but rather uses 
a divide-and-conquer strategy (Interview 7, January 2021). In some cases, assistance can 
be conditioned on different issues, particularly in an investment-dependent society where 
the process of influencing people’s ideas is straightforward. A respondent from an inter-
national organization considered that the influence of the diaspora should also not be 
ruled out in this context (Interview 2, February 2021).

One interviewee believed that there must be a personal identification with global threats 
or occurrences in order to see its repercussions in BiH, such as with the Russian and 
ISIS channels that are currently relevant (Interview 1, January 2021). In his work, Jusić 
(2017) states that a silent battle for the “spirit of Islam” in BiH began during the war in 
the 1990s between different interpretations of religion (Jusić 2017, 44). Even nowadays, 
students from the Balkans leave for the Gulf States, where they are being educated in 
more conservative interpretations, and upon return, call for the “purification” of Islam 
(Bećirević 2017, 22). A respondent from the media argued that influences of states such 
as Kuwait, United Arab Emirates and Jordan are visible through scholarships schemes 
and training of a large number of contemporary lecturers, but at the same time that the 
established Salafi system in BiH is self-sustainable and does not have to rely on external 
financial support any longer (Interview 5, January 2021). According to a 2019 BIRN inves-
tigation, some Salafi preachers did not receive political and financial support from abroad 
but rather from local authorities (Balkan Insight 2019c).
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Conclusion 

This study enhances both theoretical and empirical insights into institutional behavior 
in C/PVE through three significant contributions. Firstly, it illustrates the value of new 
institutionalism in situations of state fragility, where competing institutional norms and 
practices complicate coordination efforts. The paper demonstrates the applicability of the 
theory by illustrating how institutions in BiH prioritize different factors of radicalization, 
including political grievances and global religious influences, thereby shedding light on 
policy fragmentation within divided societies. Secondly, it broadens the norm diffusion 
framework by emphasizing the conflict between internationally advocated C/PVE strate-
gies and domestically established institutional practices. Lastly, the findings make a case 
for a multi-level institutional analysis that connects macro-level policy frameworks with 
micro-level community engagement, going beyond current studies that focus solely on 
individual radicalization. These contributions offer a framework for examining C/PVE in 
other post-conflict environments, where institutional legacies and external interventions 
likewise influence counter-extremism efforts.

The aims of this paper were to analyze perspectives, norms, practices, and relations 
of institutions and organizations in BiH that deal with C/PVE and to assess the rel-
evance of seven predefined drivers of radicalization and their interconnectedness. The 
principal question guiding this paper was: How do different state institutions and or-
ganizations in BiH perceive the phenomenon of radicalization and violent extremism, 
and are some drivers of radicalization and violent extremism emphasized as more rel-
evant than others by different Bosnian Herzegovinian institutions and organizations? 
These BiH institutions are seen as individual actors in their own rights, with distinct 
views and forms of action. The  research covered a wide selection of state institutions, 
civic institutions that include civil society organizations, religious institutions and me-
dia, and international institutions. The analysis included a comprehensive overview of 
the complexity of C/PVE cooperation between different types of institutions, patterns 
of support from domestic and foreign actors, and the dynamics of establishing formal 
and informal communication channels. When analyzing the prevalence of drivers, the 
goal was to map institutional (macro) perceptions of the drivers of violent extremism 
and their interactions. These include drivers of territorial inequalities, economic depriva-
tion, political ideas, cultural factors, religion, digital literacy, and transnational dynamics. 

Regarding relations between institutions, the paper explored norms and practices and 
especially focused on examples from work on C/PVE. Most institutions show clear and 
specific forms of institutional practices. They place a special focus on the necessity of 
preventive C/PVE actions, and some have separate departments that specifically deal with 
this topic. CSOs try to fill the gaps in the work of state institutions, the media provide 
space for critical analysis of the consequences and causes of radicalization, and interna-
tional institutions usually adopt a multi-sectoral approach with a special focus on young 
leaders. The perception of threats by international organizations strongly affects behav-
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iors and institutional practices. Several changes in the last couple of years, such as the 
focus on the returning foreign fighter phenomenon, new activities of right-wing groups, 
emerging radical milieus, engaging local levels in C/PVE, and perceptions of extremism 
beyond religious Islam, have found their way in the programs and activities of most in-
stitutions. The Ministry of Security stands out as the central partner of most institutions, 
and the institutional cooperation nexus in BiH has its dynamics, with most financial and 
knowledge support coming from foreign partners. Lastly, the communication aspect of 
the collaboration proved to be complex, with pronounced limitations towards certain is-
sues or actors, such as the media.

Regarding the drivers of violent extremism, this research has shown that not all are con-
sidered equally relevant by institutions and organizations in BiH, even though there is no 
complete agreement. Territorial inequalities are largely seen as going hand in hand with 
individual perceptions of marginalization and injustice and are no longer linked to a ru-
ral-urban divide. This is not seen as an independent driving force. Likewise, economic de-
privation was described as an indirect driver manifested at the individual level, function-
ing in combination with other drivers such as education. As with territorial inequalities, 
individual perceptions, lack of perspective, professional success, and low self-esteem play 
important roles. The driver’s political ideas, which include expressions of nationalism, are 
primarily reflected through political polarization based on ethnic narratives and vulner-
ability. Research has shown that radical nationalist groups and organizations mostly do 
not engage in party politics. They do not aim to incorporate their values into the political 
system to produce change but rather seek to undermine or replace it. Cultural factors as 
a driver are primarily related to a “way of life,” which in the context of BiH can be seen 
through the prism of sub-cultures and forms of identification but also through the issue 
of toxic masculinity. Regarding the driver of religion, there is still a significant misuse to 
legitimize individual opinions and worldviews, foremost seen in the assumption of Islam 
as the dominant factor of radicalization. The research has repeatedly found this to be a 
false narrative in BiH, where moderate and official Islam can serve as a protective factor 
against radicalization. The digital literacy driver has proven to be instrumental in spread-
ing radical ideas simply and effectively. This represents a significant challenge for analysis 
because of the different ways individuals consume online content as well as the lack of 
institutional action to remove unwanted content from social networks. Finally, the last 
driver’s transnational dynamics are seen as significant and manifest, both through actions 
originating in the immediate neighborhood of the Balkans and from further abroad.

Institutions matter for they shape views towards societal issues, and the policies that they 
create are pivotal for any planned action at the community and individual levels. If in-
stitutional actors working on C/PVE share similar norms, values, and practices towards 
the complex societal issues they engage with, the impact of their work can be much more 
significant. Moreover, if their interactions can create synergies that build on each other 
rather than compete, this enables better and more strategic use of institutional resources.
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Our research on BiH has shown that institutions are largely able to fulfill this role, even 
though there are still many deficiencies. This paper also points to the following steps, both 
in policy and research, starting from the Ministry of Security. It also points to interna-
tional and civil society organizations that should strengthen their programs and capaci-
ties to carry out activities in vulnerable communities or centers for social work that deal 
with individuals.
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