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SPECIAL ISSUE ARTICLE

Strain theory, resilience, and far-right extremism: the impact 
of gender, life experiences and the internet
Joshua Skoczylis and Sam Andrews

School of Social and Political Sciences, University of Lincoln, Lincoln, UK

ABSTRACT
There has been a notable increase in support for far-right ideologies 
across the West. The seriousness of this threat has been acknowl-
edged by the UK government which has banned certain far-right 
groups using terrorism legislation. While criminological theories 
have been useful in explaining general criminality, they have been 
under-utilised in explaining extremism and terrorism. Agnew’s 
General Strain Theory, which hypothesises that negative life events 
increase the chance of a turn to criminality, is explored in this article 
alongside Control Theory. Based on a survey (N 1,138) conducted 
on Facebook in late 2019, we explore how strain and resilience 
based on participants’ gender, economic situations, life events and 
their use of the internet impacts individuals’ far-right extremist 
attitudes and behaviours. We use regression analysis to investigate 
the impact that strain and resilience, individuals’ gender, economic 
situations, individual life experiences, and their use of the internet 
have on their propensity to associate, engage, and support far-right 
ideologies and linked violence. While strain is not found to be 
significant, resilience, gender and the use of the internet are.

KEYWORDS 
Far-right; extremism; life 
experiences; strain; 
resilience; gender

“Life is a succession of lessons which must be lived to be understood.” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Introduction

In 2019, there were 116 far-right terror attacks, four of which were fatal. Most of these 
attacks occurred in Europe, and were accompanied by a rise in far-right activism and politics 
(Aasland et al. 2020). Alongside this, in 2019/20 the police recorded over 100,000 hate 
crimes in England and Wales (Home Office 2020a). Although some of these offences are not 
motivated by far-right ideologies, many are, with correlations found between hate crimes 
and the spreading of far-right ideologies (Adamczyk et al. 2014). This has been acknowl-
edged by the Metropolitan Police’s Assistant Commissioner, Neil Basu, and others who 
argue that far-right extremism is the fastest-growing terrorism threat in the UK (Goodwin 
2021; Dodd and Grierson 2019). Many scholars have pointed to the role of the internet in 
spreading far-right ideologies (Conway 2017), while others have noted that worsening 
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socio-economic conditions have fuelled the grievances that can draw people towards 
extremism (Ljujic, van Prooijen, and Weerman 2017). That many of these grievances and 
ideologies are gendered also highlights the importance of exploring how men and women 
might differentially get involved in extremism (Blee 2020; Harteveld et al. 2015).

This study draws upon Berger’s definition of extremism and Agnew’s Strain theory as 
we explore the impact that gender, life experiences and the internet have on people’s 
extremist attitudes and behaviours (Berger 2018; Agnew 1999). Here, we focus particularly 
on far-right extremism. The links between the strain caused by life experiences and 
extremism are underexplored. We, therefore, seek to shed further light on this topic. 
Additionally, there is an assumption that extremism is a male problem; much of the 
literature on both terrorism and extremism focuses on men (Phelan 2020; Fangen and 
Skjelsbæk 2020). However, many of these studies do not explore this assumption, and 
thus ignore both women and the impact of gender within the study. Here, we include 
gender as a variable to explore this more.

This study draws on a survey conducted on Facebook in late 2019 with 2,696 participants 
living in the UK using volunteer sampling (Skoczylis 2021). In this article, we are particularly 
interested in how gender, life experiences and the internet affect extremist attitudes and 
behaviours on the right of the political spectrum. Given the article’s focus on right-wing 
extremism, participants with left-of-centre political views were filtered out, reducing the 
dataset to 1,138 responses. The survey questioned participants at some length about their 
socio-economic situation, life experiences, use of the internet, political affiliations, and 
political engagement. Using regression analysis, we explore what impact gender, strain, 
resilience, and the use of the internet have on people’s extremist attitudes and behaviours.

Extremism, strain, and control

Extremism is a rising problem across the West. The UK government has been targeting 
recruiters and those considered vulnerable to extremism (Walker 2018). In parallel, there is 
a growing literature on extremism, studying both typologies and causes. Despite many 
efforts, no conclusive definition of extremism nor what causes its growth exists (Mudde 
1996; Mammone, Godin, and Jenkins 2012; Neumann 2013). Much of the problem arises 
from the fact that extremism is largely a relational phenomenon, with the extremes only 
existing when contrasted with a socially constructed centre (Tyrer 2013). This makes it 
somewhat a floating or empty signifier, and thus exists without a stable conceptual 
apparatus (Onursal and Kirkpatrick 2019). It is because of this that those with high 
discursive power can populate the norm with their own ideas and cast a myriad of actors 
into the extremes. Thus groups like Extinction Rebellion, which uses non-violent civil 
disobedience, can appear on lists of extremist groups next to genocidal neo-Nazis 
(Counter Terrorism Policing South East 2019).

While there might be an epistemological problem with the terminology, it cannot be 
denied that extremism exists and causes problems, and the material effects demand 
something should be done (Lettow 2017). However, without an adequate definition, it is 
difficult to study extremism using quantitative methodologies. It is with this in mind that 
this study uses Berger’s (2018) definition of extremism as its baseline
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Extremism refers to the belief that an in-group’s success or survival can never be separated 
from the need for hostile action against an out-group. The hostile action must be part of the 
in-group’s definition of success. Hostile acts can range from verbal attacks and diminishment 
to discriminatory behaviour, violence, and even genocide (Berger 2018, 65).

This definition encompasses some of the relational aspects of extremism that have 
previously haunted definitions, positioning extremism as an in-out group phenomenon 
rather than a centre-periphery phenomenon. This definition is not without criticism, 
however; it does not answer the moral questions of what an extremist is, for example 
(O’Keefe and Coady 2002), thus raising the possibility of including radical feminist move-
ments as extremists (Escalante 2016; Enszer 2016). It also does not incorporate some 
nihilistic or separatist groups which do not relate themselves to out-groups, in that they 
either devalue the social world entirely or concentrate on the self as the site of extreme 
political change. Nonetheless, it provides a framework that both can outline an extremist 
typology, and is in line with many other contemporary definitions of extremism (Bouhana 
2019; Midlarsky 2011; Marchi 2010; Zimmerman, Ryan, and Duriesmith 2018; Eatwell and 
Goodwin 2010; Ebner 2017).

Whether hate crimes constitute extremism is contested. Both are, however, motivated 
by a dislike/hatred of other races, gender, sexual identities and identities (for a more 
detailed discussion about the role of misogyny, see Gentry 2022, this issue). Many hate 
crimes are motivated by extremist attitudes and ideologies and the belief that hostile 
action against the out-group is required to secure the survival of the in-group. Others, 
Berger calls pedestrian hate crimes which acts that are motivated by “the simply dislike of 
people who are different” (Berger 2018, 31). Further research and clarifications are 
needed, but it is widely acknowledged that many hate crimes (not all) are seen as a 
violent solution that are espoused by extremists (Jacobs and Potter 2000).

The study of extremism has long been the domain of political science and psychology, 
to the neglect of criminological theory. Freilich and LaFree (2015) argue that this is an area 
that should be better developed. Criminological insights into deviance and the causes of 
antisocial behaviours have much to offer in terms of rich and encompassing theoretical 
frameworks. Since Freilich and Lafree’s call to develop criminological perspectives on 
extremism, several studies have begun to develop criminological perspectives on extre-
mism (Nivette, Eisner, and Ribeaud 2017). Considering the value of quantitative studies 
and risk perspectives to the study of extremism, this article looks to test General Strain 
Theory as a possible explanatory framework for extremism.

General Strain Theory, as developed by Agnew (1999), provides a framework for 
explaining criminality in relation to negative life experiences. Drawing on Merton’s 
(1938) classic Strain Theory, Agnew argues that strain is an accumulation of negative 
life experiences which result in a negative effect on life. These strains arise from several 
sources. Goal blockages, which includes both the blockage of financial and social goals, is 
a common source of strain (Agnew 1999). Other strains arise from the loss of positive 
stimuli and exposure to negative stimuli (Agnew 2001). The stress that results from this, 
and a desire to avoid further stress or to achieve certain social goals, can lead to 
criminality. This is increasingly likely where there are few options for dealing with this 
strain in a legal manner, and where there are few controls placed on personal behaviour 
(Giordano, Schroeder, and Cernkovich 2007).
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Agnew also argues that strain is cumulative. The greater the strain, the more likely it is 
that an individual will turn to illicit means, such as criminality, to deal with and mitigate 
the strain (Agnew 2001). Since Agnew’s introduction of the idea of General Strain Theory, 
this framework has become a popular framework for understanding criminality, recently 
providing explanations for a diversity of criminological subjects including drug misuse in 
the military (Mowen, Tolles, and Schroeder 2020), cyberbullying (Yildiz Durak and 
Saritepeci 2020), delinquency (Cho and Galehan 2020) and gang violence (Lauger, 
Densley, and Moule 2020).

Most people will, however, not turn to illicit means and find ways of mitigating the 
strain that come from negative life experiences. In the General Strain Theory model, self- 
control and links with wider society are included as factors that will prevent a turn to 
crime. Thus, most turns to crime are not only in the face of strain, but also associated with 
situations of low social control (Agnew 2001). This draws on Hirschi’s Control Theory 
(2002), where uncontrolled behaviour occurs in persons who lack the institutional con-
straints that might limit their behaviour (Levin and Madfis 2009). Things such as having a 
steady job, being part of a stable family unit, being in a stable relationship, holding a 
position of influence in a community, or owning a house can be mitigating factors (Uggen 
2000; Laub, Nagin, and Sampson 1998; Grasmick et al. 1993; Wikström and Treiber 2007). 
Thus, control becomes an important factor alongside strain in understanding the turn to 
illicit behaviour and action.

Few studies have looked at the role of strain in developing extremist attitudes. There 
exists some evidence that this might be a useful theory to explore. The insight that the 
failure to achieve masculinity goals might lead to criminality (Agnew 2001) chimes with 
the observation that some forms of extremism are hyper-masculine (Ging 2017; Bairner 
1999). This is most associated with violent extremism, but overlooks those women who 
get involved in extremism, both violent and non-violent. Increasingly, studies are finding 
that women are important to extremist groups in varying roles, including leadership, 
propaganda, and recruitment (Ali 2006; Alison 2004; Blee 2020). Thus, more nuance is 
needed in exploring gendered pathways to extremism.

Echoing Doosje et al. (2012), Agnew also points to the fact that strains experienced 
collectively can result in political violence, and considers this to be causal in terrorism 
(Agnew 2010). Strains experienced in childhood are also considered to be influential in 
causing criminal behaviour (Agnew 2001; Uggen 2000; Mann et al. 2014). The extremism 
literature suggests that youths can be vulnerable to extremism. Harpviken (2020), for instance, 
notes that extremism can develop in youth as a reaction to social stress and/or because of 
negative childhood experiences such as a family breakdown. Likewise, many of the factors 
explored in the risk literature, such as a search for personal significance (Kruglanski et al. 2014; 
Jasko, LaFree, and Kruglanski 2017), prior behaviour (Kebbell and Porter 2012), mental health 
problems and substance abuse (Gill et al. 2021; Koehler and Popella 2019) and extremist peers 
(Van Brunt, Murphy, and Zedginidze 2017) show similarities with many factors considered as 
strain in the General Strain Theory literature (Sigfusdottir, Kristjansson, and Agnew 2012; 
Agnew 2001). It, therefore, shows promise as a criminological theory that can bridge the gap 
between the study of extremism and criminology.

Similarly, control variables appear important in studies of extremism, in much the 
same way as in General Strain Theory. Frequently this appears as resilience. These 
factors allow a person to resist a turn to extremism even in the case of strong pull 
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and push factors (Edwards 2019; Coaffee and Rogers 2008; Ryan, Ioannou, and Parmak 
2018). In many studies, these factors are found to be an important controlling factor, 
with variables such as marriage and student status (Pritchett and Moeller 2021), and 
families and schools (Hagan, Merkens, and Boehnke 1995; Cragin 2014), found to be 
negatively associated with extremism. Conversely, a lack of personal self-control and 
weak moral rules were found to be positively associated with extremism (Perry, 
Wikström, and Roman 2018). Again, whether there are gendered outcomes needs to 
be explored. Due to the different roles that women and men are socialised to with 
regards to family, marriage, study, and work (Cooper 2017), it would be expected that 
these factors hold different weights between genders. While age plays an important 
role, with younger people being more at risk of not being able to cope with strain, 
young age is also the time where social control is at its strongest. Social control 
weakens with emerging adulthood, in that social institutions have weaker holds over 
individuals, peer groups shift, and identity is formed and reformed. Carlsson et al. (2020) 
find this to be the moment when people are most likely to support extremist 
ideologies.

However, Silver, Horgan, and Gill (2019) note that it is difficult to know whether 
some of the control factors, that are seen as positive, such as marriage and strong 
family support are actually positive influences by individuals. Being in a relationship or 
in a family where criminality or extremism are part of the lifestyle raises the possibility 
that these supporting factors become a strain (van San 2018; Sikkens et al. 2017). 
Domestic violence, for example, also occurs within the family setting and can cause 
considerable strain, and is a further reason why gendered differences can be expected 
(Katz 2019). It is also possible that the community that one is embedded within feels 
marginalised, excluded, and treated unjustly. This strengthens the in-group identity 
and dictates the level of engagement and feelings towards the out-group (Skoczylis 
2017). The loss of respect and a feeling of being excluded can become a strong 
motivator for resistance and violence against the out-group to regain self and commu-
nity respect (Agnew 2010; Fairweather, McDonough, and McFadyean 1984; de Cremer 
2002).

While strain theory shows some commonality with the literature on extremism, it also 
adds to areas of ongoing debate. Strain theory posits that our stresses, such as poverty 
and the loss of a job, lead individuals to criminality and engagement in illicit behaviour. 
Thus, it argues that increased deprivation in communities is likely to lead to increased 
experiences of strain, and fewer opportunities to deal with that strain in meaningful ways 
(Agnew 1999). As such,

communities characterized as highly disadvantaged create strain and anger by blocking 
community members’ abilities to achieve positive goals, creating a loss of positive stimuli, 
exposing members to negative stimuli, and increasing overall relative deprivation. (Cochran, 
Wareham, and Sellers 2005, 119).

This insight speaks to an ongoing debate within the literature on the relationship 
between deprivation and extremism. Some authors posit a relationship between extre-
mism and deprivation (Kunst and Obaidi 2020; Obaidi et al. 2019), while others have 
shown that many violent and non-violent extremists, including leaders of terrorist groups 
and ideologues, are in fact quite wealthy (Krueger and Malečková 2003; Lee 2011; 

CRITICAL STUDIES ON TERRORISM 5



Gambetta and Hertog 2016). Bolet’s (2021) recent paper also points to the complexity of 
extremism, challenging the deprivation hypothesis and instead argues that it is the loss of 
community spaces that causes extremist voting.

Debates are also ongoing as to whether strain is a workable framework for explaining 
extremism. The marriage hypothesis, where being married is considered a robust predictor 
of desistance (Laub, Nagin, and Sampson 1998), does not necessarily function as a 
predictor of political violence (Lafree et al. 2018). Likewise, McCauley and Moskalenko 
(2008) found that strain only functions as a predictor of extremism when existing in 
concert with several other unrelated variables. Pritchett and Moeller find limited evidence 
for strain theory, noting that only criminal histories and radical peers are reliable pre-
dictors of violent extremism (Pritchett and Moeller 2021). Conversely, Pisoiu (2015) found 
no support for strain theory in extremism at all and instead looks to subcultural theory as 
an explanation for extremist mobilisation. In a study of the actions of domestic extremists 
in Bristol, Robinson, Marchment, and Gill (2019) found those studied did not act as 
criminology theory would expect at all, calling into question whether criminology theory 
can be applied to political crimes.

Some studies however, find support for strain, seeing it as a factor in a cognitive opening, 
where a person becomes susceptible to extremist messaging. This can also be linked with 
poor social ties, exacerbating strains and leading to a sense of powerlessness (Schils and 
Pauwels 2016; Hagan, Merkens, and Boehnke 1995). Strain in the form of significant loss is 
also posited as being a powerful motivator for extremist action (Becker et al. 2020; Jasko, 
LaFree, and Kruglanski 2017). Ljujic et al.’s (2017) study of European jihadists also found that 
many of them experienced some form of strain before engaging in terrorist activity, and that 
collective strain, as described by Agnew, was influential in the adoption of extremist 
ideologies. Thus, the adoption of ideology is considered to be a management of strain:

Extremists subculturally adapt to . . . strain. Their lives are given meaning by adopting an 
alternative worldview first and then taking action against scapegoats through violence to 
demonstrate and confirm their commitment to their ideology and as a way to achieve 
identity. (Chermak and Gruenewald 2015).

Similarly, strain can tie an individual more tightly to a political leader, making them “more 
willing to violently fight people who this leader had identified as threats” (Kunst and 
Obaidi 2020, 57). What is evident is that strain has some role, but that this role is 
contested. The complexity of extremism, including the definitional problem identified 
at the outset, clearly makes identifying causal connections difficult. As such, Nivette et al.’s 
study (2017) found that while collective strain is associated with a small rise in support for 
violent extremism, this association disappeared when controlling for other significant 
variables. Although not using the term strain, Skoczylis and Andrews (2020) argue that the 
impact of neoliberalism causes the very vulnerabilities just mentioned.

A common thread in these studies is that while strain is a promising variable, it cannot 
account for extremism alone, and requires further explanation. As Pauwels and Schils 
(2016) note, strain is an attractive concept to explore for its explanatory power and 
simplicity, but one which also does not explain everything. According to their research, 
an integrated model of strain is required to further develop the theory (Lieven Pauwels 
and Schils 2016). This is the point at which we begin this study, noting that strain is a 
useful but undeveloped framework for studying extremism.
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The mediating role of the internet

One factor that should be added to that of strain in the study of violent extremism is internet 
use. The advent of the internet has provided several opportunities to extremists, allowing 
them to more easily spread propaganda, coordinate, recruit individuals and infiltrate com-
munities (Conway 2017). Cases studies of radicalised individuals show that radicalisation 
online is possible (Pearson 2016; Reynolds 2012) and that extreme communities can coalesce 
around fringe issues, providing support for perspectives that might otherwise be marginal or 
socially rejected. The capture of fringe beliefs by extreme online groups is also thought to be 
one way that people become radicalised (Ging and Siapera 2018; Massanari 2015; Ging 2017; 
Nagle 2017; O’Callaghan et al. 2015). Online extremism and radicalisation have thus become 
a policy concern and several proposals have been floated by academics and governments 
on how to combat it, reflecting its importance (Bilazarian 2019; Braddock and Morrison 2020; 
Smith, Barton, and Birdwell 2015; Andrews 2020).

This is important to the study of strain because extremism is a political phenomenon. 
While it is true that involvement in extremist or terrorist groups can happen prior to the 
development of an extremist ideology (Horgan 2014), establishing the role of strain in the 
development of extreme ideologies requires a recognition of the role that ideology itself 
does play during the radicalisation process. The exposure to extreme ideology is some-
thing which is recognised as a possible radicalising influence prima facie, in that persons 
can recognise a cause for their grievances within that ideology, and the recognition of this 
ideology, therefore, justifies otherwise immoral behaviour and shapes future behaviour 
(Hatemi, Crabtree, and Smith 2019; Parkin, Freilich, and Chermak 2015). Nevertheless, it is 
worth pointing out that individuals must either seek out such content online, be exposed 
to it via social media or be exposed to it in the real world.

The adoption of an ideology also begins to frame other information inputs, so that new 
knowledge is subsumed into an already existing ideological system in a way that does not 
challenge it (Hart 2014). Schils and Verhage (2017); however, note that the direction of this 
relationship moves from discontent to ideology, and not the other way round. Thus, 
exposure to ideology on the internet is a mediating variable and not a causal one in and of 
itself. However, evidence also suggests that someone aggrieved and in search of informa-
tion can within a few clicks land themselves within an extremist bubble (O’Callaghan et al. 
2015). Hence, while much of the literature recognises that extremist peers are one of the 
primary risk factors in developing an extremist mindset, the fringe nature of these beliefs 
also means that exposure to in-person extremism is a rare event (Vergani et al. 2018). The 
ubiquity of the internet and the ease of access to extremist content, and the low barriers 
to entering an extremist community, means that it is worth considering that exposure to 
extreme media online. Indeed research has shown the importance of exploring extremist 
media online, as well as noting that this should not be considered the cause of the 
development of extreme beliefs (Pauwels et al. 2014).

The far-right

While extremism can come in many forms, this study looks at how strain and control work 
in the context of the far-right. As with extremism in general, challenges appear when 
studying ideological categories of the extreme. While within the far-right, scholars have 
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distinguished between the illiberal but democratic radical right and the anti-democratic 
and sometimes violent extreme right, crossovers and alliances between the two typolo-
gies can make classification difficult (Immerzeel, Coffe, and van der Lippe 2015; Bötticher 
2017). Mudde (1996) notes that in this sense, while it is difficult to settle on an exact 
definition, family attributes run clearly throughout much of the overall far-right. In these 
attributes, the far right is considered to be nationalistic, xenophobic, racist, illiberal, and 
values a strong state. This typically translates into a “criticism of 3rd world immigration, 
multiculturalism, corruption of political elites, excessive tax, over-regulation, suspicion of 
EU integration” (Kopecek 2007, 280), usually accompanied by nationalism and 
traditionalism.

These positions can encompass the broad range of what we might intuitively under-
stand far-right movements today to be. For instance, Fascists – who are generally 
recognised as being far-right (Renton 1999) – see the nation as a natural unit of social 
and state organisation, around which they built their agenda (Meleagrou-Hitchens and 
Brun 2013). Of course, not all nationalists are Fascists, and some nationalists would baulk 
at the programme of extreme violence mandated by fascist ideology (Garau 2013). 
However, many on the far right would nonetheless recognise the nation as a key 
organising principle of politics and thus understand nationalism as being primary to 
any political work (Winlow, Hall, and Treadwell 2017). Thus, a crossover is made between 
Fascists and other far-right movements, and opportunistic groups or political parties can 
form alliances around certain crossover issues – an example can be seen in the rise of the 
Fratelli d’Italia, the heir of the neo-Fascist Movimento Sociale Italiano whose rise was 
facilitated by electoral alliances with more mainstream right-wing parties (Pasquino 2021).

Similarly, racism is equally important to many far-right movements, and in equally 
differing ways. Some far-right movements will look to “classic” theories of race and 
organise politically along the lines of skin colour and supposed genetic heritage (Lay 
2004). Other movements will downplay skin colour and instead build an idea of what 
Modood (2005) terms cultural racism, wherein immutable attributes are assigned to cul-
tural, instead of racial, groups (Kassimeris and Jackson 2015). The effect of this is to create 
an impression of race that is organised around culture, with similar results that groups will 
attempt to ensure purity through exclusion and the denial of rights (Plenel 2016).

Despite the importance of race to far-right movements, there have been efforts to 
ignore, minimise and/or erase references to white supremacy and linked violence on a 
local and even policy level (Dixit and Miller 2022). Meier (2022) argues that counter-
terrorism policy in the US is shaped by its historic treatment of Black resistance groups 
entrenching xenophobia and islamophobia. Similar trends can be observed in the UK, 
where Prevent actively encourages ethnonationalism and an us vs. them thinking (James 
2022). Thus, although extreme far-right movements are targeted by the state, the threat is 
not prioritised, nor are dominant narratives around racism and nationalism challenged 
and addressed as they continue to remain in the realm of normality (Fernández de 
Mosteyrín and Martini 2022). Thus, while these broad categories make working definitions 
difficult, there are commonalities that we can draw on in understanding what the far right 
is, and what it is not.

Studies of the far-right indicate that, as with other forms of extremism, people do not 
join far-right movements for purely ideological reasons. As Blee (2007) notes, these 
reasons include a search for community, affirmation of masculinity, and personal loyalties. 
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What motivates someone to join an anti-immigrant group, for example, might – or might 
not – be animus towards immigrants. These attitudes are as likely to develop after joining 
a group as much as they are to be present at the time of joining. However, what is notable 
is that people begin the search for movements to join after experiencing some form of 
dissatisfaction with life. This is then exploited by recruiters (Caiani, Della Porta, and 
Wagemann 2012). Thus as Lucas in her interview with Shiraz Socialist argues, “the big 
strength of the fundamentalist far-right is that they understood very early that the state 
abandonment of its duties towards specific categories of citizens . . . created space for 
them . . . this . . . has been the fertile ground on which young men, and now young women 
too, become ‘radicalized’” (Shiraz Socialist 2015).

While there is diversity in the ways that people join these movements, some studies 
have pointed to commonalities in the personalities that get involved (Adorno et al. 2019; 
Altemeyer 1988). In these personalities,

three traits stand out as the most relevant: one trait, an emotional one, is the process to 
experience disgust; another trait, the most multifaceted of the three, involves a “strong need for 
cognitive closure”; the third, at once cognitive and emotional, is an urge to impose strict 
distinctions between in-group and out-group members. (Gambetta and Hertog 2016, 130)

Other studies point to the political or information climate within which the far-right 
thrives. This is one in which the in-group is consistently framed as superior, and the out- 
group is demonised (Cainkar and Selod 2018). The benefits accrued by in-groups in this 
scenario then point to a rational incentive for the exclusion of others, so that gains do 
not have to be shared (Wintrobe 2006). Similarly, Midlarsky (2011) points out that those 
who have made gains will have a rational reason to turn to extremism to protect them 
against possible loss. As such, while the far-right is an identifiable ideological space, it is 
not disconnected from wider political and social contexts. Those personalities identified 
by scholars as typical of the far-right still require a wider social context within which 
to act.

Gender is also increasingly important to the studies of extremism. Blee notes that “[o]n 
the most elementary level, it is clear that gender matters in the composition of the far 
right. Dozens of studies have documented significant numbers of women members, 
affiliates, allies and supporters in far-right parties, movements, scenes, networks and 
groups” (2020, 419). While there is an assumption that women are generally more left- 
leaning than men, and that men are more likely to support the far-right, women are 
increasingly involved in far-right extremism, and white and lower-class women were 
important cohorts in supporting Trump and le Pen in their respective presidential elec-
tions (Blee 2017, 2020). Far-right groups both play out and play on gender, with recruit-
ment taking advantage of gendered grievances such as “feelings of alienation and 
inadequacy and sentiments of disempowerment among especially young white men” 
(Agius, Rosamond, and Kinnvall 2020, 438), who often position themselves as protectors 
of women, arguing that only robust action against immigrants can protect them from 
sexual and physical assault by non-white migrants (Fangen 2020; Askanius 2021). Those 
within these groups might also act out traditional gender roles, with the men emphasis-
ing their masculinity through acts of competition, leadership and violence, and women 
highlighting their skills as carers and homemakers (Erel 2018).
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In the UK, there is already a growing concern with far-right movements and the 
threat that they pose to the social order. The Counter-Extremism Strategy provides a 
rather nebulous definition of extremism, describing it as “vocal or active opposition to 
our fundamental values, including democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and the 
mutual respect and tolerance of different faiths and beliefs”, and historically this has not 
translated into a full appreciation of far-right activity in the UK, sometimes resulting in 
the threat being downplayed (Skoczylis 2013). However, recently those working in the 
P/CVE space have noted a concerning growth in what they perceive to be far-right 
ideologies. The latest statistics released by the UK’s P/CVE programme Prevent show 
that far-right referrals are increasingly common (Home Office 2020b). This is compli-
cated, as pointed out by James (2022), as Prevent continues to promote in and out- 
groups of ethnonationalists. Whilst many referrals are male, women are becoming 
increasingly important to the strategy as both radicalised persons and potential sources 
of resilience (Andrews 2021). Local police forces are also producing guidance for 
spotting far-right ideologies, mirroring this concern (Counter Terrorism Policing South 
East 2019). Research by Hope Not Hate indicates that on the far right, these concerns 
relate to activities by Neo-Nazis, conspiracy theorists, and counter-jihad activists (Hope 
Not Hate 2021).

Research methodology

While a coherent understanding has not yet developed, several studies have pointed to 
certain risk factors that might increase the probability of the development of an extremist 
mindset (Knudsen 2018; Walklate and Mythen 2014; Aradau, Lobo-Guerrero, and Van 
Munster 2008; Lloyd and Dean 2015). This risk literature has recently grown in size and 
sophistication, with an increasing amount of empirical studies using quantitative meth-
ods to understand the likelihood of developing extremist outlooks depending on the 
presence of these risk factors (Clemmow et al. 2020; Gill et al. 2020). Indeed, as Gill et al. 
(2020) note, the value of these studies is their ability to better develop our understanding 
of a low-incidence phenomenon by accessing more people. This article looks to add to 
that literature. As outlined above, the starting point for this study is that gender, negative 
life experiences and the strain caused by these events, together with the use of the 
internet, increase the likelihood of individuals engaging with far-right attitudes and 
behaviours. Indeed, the purpose of this study is to explore this in some detail. The findings 
in this article are part of a wider exploratory study on how life experiences and the 
internet shape far-right extremism.

In this article, we focus on exploring the data collected through an online survey 
conducted in late 2019 which collected data on how gender, life experiences and the 
use of the internet shape extremist attitudes and behaviour. According to Toros, political 
change can only be achieved by really understanding of what drives individuals’ extremist 
behaviours and attitudes. It “requires accepting that we may have something to learn 
from the other and that the other always has the potential for emancipatory transforma-
tion” (Toros 2022, 6). Thus, here we hope to gain a better understanding and appreciation 
for the concerns that may drive people towards more extreme attitudes and behaviours. It 
is only by doing so that we can engage with such individuals and groups to tackle 
extremism at the root.
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The survey is based on a sample size of 2,696 (Skoczylis 2021). Given that we were 
particularly interested in the interaction between gender, life experiences and the inter-
net, using an online survey to collect the data was appropriate. Indeed, one of the 
advantages of online surveys is their speed, reach, ease of use, and flexibility (Callegaro, 
Manfreda, and Vehovar 2015). The lack of an interviewer reduces social desirability bias, 
something that was very important for this study, as we were trying to measure behaviour 
that deviates from the norm and so wanted participants to be as open and honest as 
possible (Larson 2019; Phillips and Clancy 1972).

The survey was promoted using paid-for Facebook ads. In 2019, Facebook reached 
almost 44% of the UK population daily (Bendix 2020). The advert was made available to 
Facebook users over the age of 16 who resided in the UK and had almost 130,000 
impressions. Using Facebook ads and relying on self-selection sampling, we were able to 
reach out to a large part of the UK population. That said, there is likely to be a degree of self- 
selection bias and which can lead to the samples not being representative of the population 
(Lavrakas 2008). After stripping out non-completions we ended up with a sample of 2,696 
participants from across the UK. The data suggest that our sample is not representative of 
the UK population. We are aware that this limitation means we need to be careful when 
generalising our findings (Bryman et al. 2015). In terms of ethics, we collected no personal 
information, and all participants were provided with information about the project before 
giving consent and could withdraw at any point (Lahman 2017).

The survey was split into five sections: demographics, media and internet use, extre-
mism, life experiences, and political attitudes. The media and internet section explored 
participants’ media consumption and how they used the internet to find out and dis-
seminate information. In the extremism section, participants were asked a series of 
questions about their place in the world as well as questions about whether violence is 
ever justified to defend and maintain the position and power of the in-group against 
threats from the out-group, drawing on Berger’s definition of extremism (Berger 2018). 
The life experiences section explored participants’ life experiences when they occurred 
and the impact they had on their life. In this study, we will not explore how the timing of 
events impacts attitudes as this requires a different quantitative analysis model. The final 
section explored participants political attitudes.

To allow us to measure extremism, nationalism, sense of self, political leaning and 
internet use we created several new variables. These variables allowed us to explore our 
research question in some depth. To create the desired variables, we used Reliability 
Analysis and Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA). These techniques allow data to be reduced 
and find out what a set of variables have “in common, producing smaller, more mean-
ingful conglomerations called factors” (Davis 2019, 110), or whether there are any latent 
variables that explain the variation in the underlying variables (Schumacker 2016). These 
variables were either standardised using z-scores or converted to a 0–10 scale (Armor 
1974; UCLA 2021).

As this article is interested in far-right extremism, we filtered out all responses that 
were left-of-centre on the political spectrum. This reduces the sample size down to 1,138 
participants as shown in Table 1.

Once the necessary variables had been created and the data filtered, we were able to 
test our hypothesis using a Binomial Logistic regression model.

CRITICAL STUDIES ON TERRORISM 11



Building our models

An EFA was used to create our dependent variable – the Extremism Score. Further variables 
that place participants on the political spectrum and measure their internet use were also 
created (more on this later). These variables will be used as predictor variables in a Logistic 
Regression model. The extremism score (0 not extreme to 10 extreme) measures the likelihood 
of a person justifying violence to support and protect the in-group and its ideology from the 
influence of the out-group. As the dataset used for this article filtered out individuals with left- 
of-centre political views, the extremism score indicates extremist attitudes that are right of 
centre. The extremism score is based on an EFA using the 10 questions listed in Table 2 to 
checked for latent factor(s) that could be used to measure extremism. Based on Eigenvalues 
above one, the EFA identified one factor, which we used as the extremism score. As noted in 
Table 2, all assumptions were met, with one factor explaining 65.33% of the variance.

To make the extremism score easier to interpret, it was further transformed to a score 

between 0 (not extreme) to 10 (extreme). Unfortunately, the extremism score does not meet 
the normality requirements for parametric tests or linear regression even after an attempted 
log transformation. A new nominal variable that measures whether someone was or was not 
extreme was created based on the extremism score. Taking the descriptive statistics into 
consideration (see Tables 3 and 4), it was decided that participants with an extremism score 
above one Standard Deviation away from the mean were classified as having extreme views.

This is an arbitrary cut off point and there is still variability within the extreme category. 
However, most cases are above the cut-off point, as one would expect.

Table 5 provides the breakdown of those classified as extreme – after the left-of-centre 
data was filtered out.

Table 1. Total number of participants divided by political leaning. total number of participants: 2,492 
(missing – 204).

Levels Counts % of Total Cumulative %

Right leaning 1138 45.7% 45.7%
Left Leaning 1354 54.3% 100.0%

Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)

Table 2. EFA – extremism – factor loadings and uniqueness scores.
Factor

Original Variables 1 Uniqueness

Violence effective to create a new society 0.762 0.419
Violence justified to create a new and better society. 0.743 0.448
Violence effective way to protect my views 0.828 0.314
Violence justified to protect my views 0.777 0.396
Violence effective way to advance a higher cause 0.763 0.418
Violence justified to advance a higher cause 0.797 0.365
Violence creates respect for views 0.881 0.223
Violence justified to create respect for my views 0.881 0.223
Violence effective for my views and opinions to heard 0.770 0.406
Violence is justified to promote my views 0.864 0.254

“Minimum residual” extraction method was used in combination with a “Promax” rotation. 
KMO Measures of Sampling Adequacy: >0.500. 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity: <.001. 
Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)
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Using an EFA we also created a Political Spectrum variable. The EFA identified one 
factor. Again the EFA resulted in one factor which we labelled – Political Spectrum. All 
assumptions were met. This is based on a series of questions about participants attitudes 
towards socio-economic and political issues (see, Table 6).

Negative outcomes denote support for right-of-centre beliefs and positive outcomes 
denote left of centre beliefs. The Political Spectrum variable was used to create a new 
nominal variable that measured whether a participant was either left or right-of-centre. To 
ensure our classification was correct, we use a Multinomial Logistic Regression to see 
whether political party support matches the participants’ left or right classification. A 
Multinominal Logistic Regression supported our left/right classification. For example, the 

Table 3. Extremism score (0–10) data plot (divided by gender).

Extremism Score

Source: Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)

Table 4. Extremism score (0–10) descriptive data combined data for gender was used to create the 
cut-off point.

extremism_score10

N 1065
Mean 1.122
Std. error mean 0.050
Median 0.351
Standard deviation 1.628
Minimum 0.000
Maximum 9.000

Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)

Table 5. Contingency table of extremism (categorised) and gender – right-of-centre only missing 
values excluded.

Extremism Score (Cat)

Gender Extreme Not Extreme Total

Male % within row 33.3% 66.7% 100.0%
% within column 87.2% 70.8% 75.5%

Female % within row 15.1% 84.9% 100.0%
% within column 12.8% 29.2% 24.5%

Total % within row 28.8% 71.2% 100.0%
% within column 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

P-value: <.001. Phi-Coefficient: .173. 
Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)
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probability of a participant with a score of 1 Standard Deviation below the mean 
supporting Labour was .023 compared with a .371 for the Brexit Party. These trends are 
reversed for positive values as highlighted in Table 7.

A Reliability Analysis allowed us to combine data that measures related ideas and 
concepts using the same measuring scales. Individual data points were then summed up. 
The Cronbach’s α tells you how closely related a set of items relate as a group. We use this 
technique to create the general internet use (Cronbach’s α: 0.894) and the Resilience-Strain 
score (Cronbach’s α: 0.679). Scores of 0.7 or above are usually acceptable in the Social 
Sciences. Once created, the new variables were standardised using z-scores. The general 
internet use score is based on a series of questions about how often different social media 
platforms are used to read, follow, post, and share online content.

Table 6. EFA – political spectrum left to right – factor loadings and uniqueness scores.
Factor

1 Uniqueness

Immigration 0.805 0.353
Gender equality 0.658 0.567
Death penalty −0.735 0.459
Gay marriage 0.715 0.488
LGBT+ rights 0.771 0.405
Abortion 0.461 0.788
Premarital sex 0.363 0.868
Tax cuts −0.517 0.732
Military spending −0.640 0.591
Searches of people’s property without a warrant −0.367 0.865
Climate change action 0.710 0.496
Foreign aid 0.814 0.338
Obedience to authority −0.321 0.897
Compromising with enemies 0.481 0.768

“Minimum residual” extraction method was used in combination with a “Promax” rotation. 
KMO Measures of Sampling Adequacy: All above .50. 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity: <.001. 
Source: Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey – (Skoczylis 2021)

Table 7. Party support on the right based on political spectrum.

Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)
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Rather than assuming that certain life events cause strain or resilience, participants 
were asked to rate the impact of up to 54 different life events (8 of which were self- 
reported events that had an impact on the participant’s life) on a scale of Extremely 
Negative to Extremely Positive. The underlying assumption here is that an accumulation 
of negative events causes strain while the accumulation of positive events leads to 
increased resilience. Rather than categorising events ourselves, this approach allowed 
us to use the participants’ voices to determine their strain and resilience levels. The 
Resilience – Strain Cronbach’s α is just below the 0.7 cut-off point. Each of these events 
will be very different, so one would expect some additional variability despite each 
variable measuring the impact on the same scale. Hence, the slightly lower Cronbach’s 
α value was accepted. The Resilience – Strain score balances out strain and resilience as 
positive scores cancel out the negative scores. Although a useful scale, we also needed 
two variables that just measured Strain and Resilience. The Strain variable only measures 
the accumulative negative impact of events, while the Resilience variable only measures 
the accumulative positive impact of participants life events.

Results and discussion

The literature suggests there is a difference in extremism between genders, as does Table 3. 
It further suggests that fewer women are on the right of the political spectrum, which is 
reflected in Table 8. Our Hypothesis is:

● H0: There is no difference between the extremism score of men and women.
● Ha: There is a significant difference between the extremism score of men and women.

The contingency table (see Table 5) suggests that there is a significant difference between 
men and women with a p-value of <.001, suggesting there is a weak correlation between 
extremism and gender (Phi .0173). As this uses the categorical extremism variable 
(Extreme/Not Extreme), some detail is lost. We followed this up with Yuen’s robust 
t-test (see Table 8) using the continuous extremism score. Again, we get a significant 
result with a p-value of <0.001 and an effect size of .387 which suggest that there is a 
medium effect. We would expect the mean difference to lie somewhere between 0.533 
and 0.798.

Based on these tests above, we reject the null hypothesis and accept that there is a 
difference between genders.

Our binomial regression model will explore what impact gender, strain/resilience and 
internet use have on extremism on the right. Our Hypothesis is:

Table 8. Robust T-test extremism score (continuous) * gender.
95% Confidence Interval

p Mean diff Lower Upper ξ

Extremism Score 0–10 Yuen’s test < .001 0.666 0.533 0.798 0.387

Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)
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● H0: There is no correlation between gender, strain/resilience, the use of the internet 
and being extreme

● Ha: There is a positive correlation between gender, strain/resilience and the use of 
the internet and being extreme

Our initial model suggested that strain has no significant impact on whether a person has 
extremist attitudes with a p-value of .434 and odds ratio confidence intervals falling 
between 0.817 and 1.091. Therefore, the strain variable was removed from the final 
model, having no negative impact on the final outputs. Based on the output, we reject 
the null hypothesis in favour of our alternative hypothesis. The overall model has a 
p-value of <.001. Logistic regressions also provide some information on the predictive 
power of the models. If used as a predictive tool, our model would be poor as it only 
accurately predicts .631% (AUC score) of the cases correctly. However, for exploratory 
social science studies being able to predict roughly 63% is acceptable.

The Omnibus Likelihood Ratio Test indicates that our model outperforms the null 
model with a p-value below <.05 (Gender: <.001; Resilience: <.016; Internet use: <.007) 
for all three variables. As expected, gender was both a significant and powerful explana-
tory variable with a p-value of <.001 and a z-statistic of −5.297 (see Table 10). Based on 
this, gender is the strongest predictor within our model. Our model further suggests that 
females are between 63.5% and 75.4% less likely to hold extreme views than males (odds 
ratio between 0.365 and 0.252). While this functions as a control variable in our study, we 
would, however, advise caution in using this to strengthen the argument that men are far 
more likely to be extremists than women. Many of the questions that created the 
extremism scale focused on the use of violence. Men are more socially conditioned to 
be comfortable with violence. Other studies have shown that women display certain other 
extremist attitudes more than men, such as nativism (Rippenyoung 2007). That this study 
relies on such a scale to understand extremism is thus a limitation, albeit a necessary one, 
as gendered socialisation is inevitable and inescapable. Hence, the inclusion of gender 
here should be taken with a pinch of salt.

The above model demonstrates some useful findings in the study of strain and 
extremism. In the first instance, it brings into question whether strain is a useful variable 
in understanding the development of extremist attitudes. As mentioned, it was removed 
from the final model. As the strain theory suggests, the turn to criminality is in fact an 

Table 9. Binomial logistic regression model – dependent variable – extreme Yes/No.
95% Confidence Interval

Predictor Estimate SE Z p Odds ratio Lower Upper

Intercept −0.714 0.076 −9.402 < .001 0.490 0.422 0.568
Resilience −0.171 0.072 −2.365 0.018 0.843 0.731 0.971
Internet use (general) 0.178 0.066 2.696 0.007 1.195 1.050 1.359
Gender:
Female – Male* −1.007 0.190 −5.297 < .001 0.365 0.252 0.530

Estimates represent the log odds of “Extreme Yes/No = Yes” vs. “Extreme Yes/No = No”. 
* Reference level. 
Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)
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attempt to rectify adverse conditions, it would make sense that strain itself does, there-
fore, not explain extremism. While joining an extremist group might rectify some strains, 
such as those related to social capital and the need for supportive groups, it does not 
necessarily provide an immediate material reward. In addition, joining an extremist group 
or developing an extremist mindset is likely to result in a more immediate loss of social 
capital, as views espoused become less socially acceptable.

It is also worth noting that this study uses a novel measurement of strain, creating a 
factor from self-reported strain and resilience impact, rather than simply summing a strain 
score from a simple binary measure of strain, or measuring impact via a measure of 
proximity. Thus, the study attempts to answer some of the challenges to strain theory, 
such as that of the marriage hypothesis. As noted, one can have a good marriage to a 
criminal, and thus not experience strain but also experience an increased motivation to 
criminality. By using the factor measurement, we were able to see whether events had a 
positive (resilience enabling) or negative (strain causing) impact on the life of a person. By 
using this measurement, we found that it is not general strain that contributed to 
extremism. Rather, it is resilience that is significant in preventing a turn to extremism. 
Resilience appears to be a better predictor of non-extremism with a p-value of <0.018. For 
each unit increase, an individual is between 2.9% and 26.9% less likely to have extreme 
attitudes (odds ratio between 0.731 and 0.971). The z-statistic is, however, on the low end 
suggesting that resilience is not necessarily a great predictor of extremism (see Table 10). 
Taken at face value, our final model suggests that for each unit of increase in resilience a 
participant’s odds in relation to a person changing from extreme to no extreme is reduced 
by 15.7% (odds ratio of 0.843). Thus, we find that both alone, and when controlling for 
internet use resilience is significant in preventing a turn to extremism.

As hypothesised, internet use also appears significant in our model with a p-value of 
<0.007. The z-statistic of 2.696, however, suggests that internet use is also not the best 
predictor. The type of usage does not seem to matter here; one can consume internet media 
passively, or actively take part in discussions. It is the overall use that is important. General 
use of the internet affects the probability of developing extremist attitudes by between 5% 
and 39.5% (odds ratio between 1.05 and 1.359). Thus, increased internet use is shown to 
increase the chance of turning to extremism, when controlling for all other variables in the 
model. That said, adding internet use into our model improved the explanatory power of 
resilience, demonstrating the complexity of a person developing extremist attitudes.

Table 10. Estimated marginal means plot – resilience* internet use* gender

Extremism, Life Experiences, and the Internet Survey (Skoczylis 2021)
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Finally, Table 10, a Marginal Means Plot, shows the impact of Resilience, general use of 
the internet and gender on the probability of being extreme. For both males and females, 
you can see that a higher resilience score reduces the risk of extremism. Heavy use of the 
internet (e.g., 1 standard deviation above the mean) can decrease the effect of resilience 
slightly, but the decrease becomes minimal the higher the resilience score becomes. At 
the same time, lower use of the internet (e.g., 1 standard deviation below the mean) 
combined with resilience reduces the probability even further.

Conclusion

While this study did not find strain to be a significant variable in predicting far-right 
extremism, it has however identified some interesting angles for future research and 
clarified some questions within the literature. While Agnew’s General Strain Theory is an 
interesting and powerful explanatory framework for criminality, this does not translate 
well to the study of extremism. Agnew’s theory acknowledges that despite high strain, 
most people still do not turn to crime. Similarly, people do not turn to far-right extremism 
so readily. When they do, it appears that this is not due to high strain, but rather to a lower 
level of resilience. It would be theoretically unlikely that a turn to extremism would do 
much to improve their lives, especially if they are social or material. Becoming an 
extremist is likely to shrink your social circle and can lead to loss of income.

Rather, we find that it is resilience – or a lack of it – that is a better predictor for far-right 
extremism. When there is little tying someone to the wider social body, it is then that they 
begin to develop extremist attitudes. Internet use compounds this, which is in line with 
other studies, as it provides an easy and fast way to get new moral and social codes. Thus, 
it is the latter part of strain theory, associated with control theory, that appears more 
important. Social control should thus be looked at more carefully in studies of extremism 
that use criminological frameworks. It is worth noting, that the UK government’s strategy 
to prevent extremism, Prevent, has a twin-track approach focusing on spotting signs of 
vulnerability (strain) and creating resilience amongst the target populations (Busher et al. 
2017; Skoczylis and Andrews 2020). Our findings suggest that an approach that increases 
resilience amongst the vulnerable rather than looking for signs of strain may be more 
successful in preventing extremism. That said, further in-depth research is needed to 
explore these issues further.
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