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This document provides step-by-step suggestions for practitioners who are looking for ways to 
make use of findings from the behavioural sciences to address violent extremism —particularly 
through the strengthening of preventative measures. These suggestions are based on the 
experiences of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) applying behavioural 
methods to prevent violent extremism (PVE) in Sudan and Yemen. 

There is no universally accepted definition of the term Violent Extremism (VE), and attempting 
to define it remains a challenging task for both academics and practitioners.1 UNDP notes 
that whether based on religious, ethnic or political grounds, extremist ideologies glorify the 
supremacy of a particular group, and oppose a more tolerant and inclusive society.2 Violent 
extremists are willing to support or wield violence to achieve ideological, political, religious, 
social, or economic goals.3 This may occur with isolated individuals or through organized 
groups. 

As has been well documented by researchers in this area, our understanding of the 
mechanisms that lead into and out of violent extremism is limited and nascent.4 The fraction of 
any population that engages in violent extremism is extremely small. Even in contexts where 
social cohesion is strained, and governments are repressive or negligent, engaging with violent 
extremism is rare.5 As such, it is difficult to understand the protective factors, risk factors, and 
specifically behavioural factors associated directly with engagement in violent extremism. 
Also, the scarcity of the phenomenon means that PVE programmes, even when focusing on 
populations at risk, need to reach large populations to have a better chance of being effective. 
It is commonly understood that a confluence of multiple factors including structural, personal, 
and social drivers need to come together to lead to engagement in VE.6

INTRODUCTION
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This document is primarily focused on how behavioural insights can support policies, 
programmes and projects that assist in building resilience by helping individuals engage in 
positive behaviours that could be used to address some of these drivers (especially individual 
and social ones) thus contributing to the prevention of violent extremism.7

In this document, when we speak about PVE, we have in mind a variety of efforts that can 
further be divided into primary prevention designed to enhance prevention among the broader 
population, secondary prevention tailored for specific at-risk groups of individuals, and tertiary 
prevention designed to help those who have been involved in violent extremism to disengage 
and remain disengaged, thus preventing recidivism into future violent extremism.8
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BI is most effective 
targeting at-risk individuals 
before or during the early 
stages of VE engagement
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