


Yes, loss of meaning and significance is linked to greater radicalization susceptibility, but self-
esteem findings are mixed.

1. Introduction

Individuals experiencing a profound lack of personal meaning, humiliation, alienation, or social exclusion do appear more susceptible
to ideological radicalization and recruitment by extremist groups, but the evidence is stronger for significance loss, uncertainty,
alienation, and exclusion than for low self-esteem alone. Across large reviews, meta-analyses, experiments, and offender studies,
the most consistent pattern is that experiences such as humiliation, rejection, ostracism, trauma, discrimination, and identity
uncertainty can increase support for extremist ideas or violence, especially when extremist groups offer certainty, belonging, status,
and a path to restored significance (Webber et al., 2017; Gøtzsche-Astrup, 2018; Wolfowicz et al., 2021).

The strongest mechanistic literature comes from significance-quest and uncertainty models. Field and experimental work shows that
feelings of insignificance increase the appeal of extreme ideology through increased need for cognitive closure, and cross-cultural
studies show that social alienation can raise support for political violence and interest in joining radical groups (Webber et al., 2017;
Bélanger et al., 2019; Obaidi et al., 2023). Meta-analytic evidence in youth also finds small but significant associations for depression,
discrimination, and negative intergroup emotions, while finding no significant overall effect for self-esteem (Jahnke et al., 2021).

Are individuals experiencing psychological exhaustion, low self-esteem, or a profound lack of personal meaning significantly
more susceptible to ideological radicalization and recruitment by extremist groups?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Research consensus on psychological vulnerability and radicalization

The literature supports a qualified yes. Susceptibility rises most consistently with meaning loss, exclusion, humiliation, loneliness, and
uncertainty, but there is no evidence for a simple “low self-esteem causes radicalization” rule (Jahnke et al., 2021; Trimbur et al., 2021).

2. Methods

This deep search ran across more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, including Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and
other sources. The workflow began with the user’s exact question, expanded it into adjacent constructs such as significance loss,
identity crisis, loneliness, exclusion, insecurity, and self-esteem, then screened the retrieved literature for human studies directly
addressing radicalization, violent extremism, extremist attitudes, recruitment vulnerability, or related mechanisms.

A total of 133 unique papers passed relevance filtering after deduplication and screening, and the top 50 most relevant papers were
included for synthesis. Priority was given to systematic reviews, meta-analyses, experiments, longitudinal studies, and studies of
actual extremists or offenders, while single case reports and adjacent mental-health papers were used mainly to clarify mechanisms
or limitations.

Search Strategy

38.2M

Retrieved

21 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 21 searches and 1
citation graph use.

1.8K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search screening and inclusion flow

Searches combined direct radicalization terms with adjacent constructs including significance loss, exclusion, loneliness, self-esteem,
uncertainty, insecurity, and meaninglessness.
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3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

A small set of papers anchors this corpus because they combine stronger designs with directly relevant constructs. Webber et al.
provide field and experimental evidence that significance loss increases extremist appeal via need for closure, Jasko et al. test
significance-loss indicators in nearly 1,500 U.S. extremists, and Jahnke et al. supply meta-analytic estimates across 95 youth samples
(Webber et al., 2017; Jaśko et al., 2017; Jahnke et al., 2021).

Paper Summary

(Webber et al., 2017) Significance loss raises extremist appeal via closure (Webber et al., 2017)

(Troian et al., 2019) Social and economic loss predict violent extremism (Jaśko et al., 2017)

(Misiak et al., 2018) Depression small; self-esteem null in meta-analysis (Jahnke et al., 2021)

FIGURE 3  Foundational papers on vulnerability and radicalization

3.2 Meaning, Humiliation, and Alienation

The most replicated finding is that loss of significance matters. Humiliation, shame, rejection, abuse, and failure increase support for
extreme ideology or violent action by creating uncertainty and a drive to restore dignity or personal worth (Webber et al., 2017; Jaśko
et al., 2017; Bélanger et al., 2019).

Social alienation and exclusion show similar effects. In multiple cultural settings, higher social alienation predicted greater support for
political violence and desire to join radical groups, and experimental exclusion studies found that excluded individuals, especially
those high in rejection sensitivity, became more likely to identify with or endorse radical groups (Bélanger et al., 2019; Renström et al.,
2020).

Meaning-making after trauma can also feed radicalization. Interviews with bereaved radicalized individuals described ideology as a
“mission” integrated into self-identity, and French studies linked discrimination to violent intentions through anomia, defined by
meaninglessness, isolation, and powerlessness (Barak et al., 2024; Troian et al., 2019).

3.3 Comparative Evidence

Dimension
Meaning loss /
alienation Low self-esteem

Psychological distress /
exhaustion Citations

Overall
support

Repeatedly
associated

Mixed to null overall Mixed and subgroup-
specific

(Gøtzsche-Astrup, 2018;
Jahnke et al., 2021;
Trimbur et al., 2021)

Strongest
designs

Experiments, meta-
analyses, offender
data

Mostly indirect or
intervention data

Systematic reviews,
autobiographies, subgroup
studies

(Obaidi et al., 2023;
Feddes et al., 2015;
Corner & Gill, 2019)

Typical
mechanism

Closure, certainty,
restored dignity

Possibly indirect via
agency or
defensiveness

Distress interacts with
grievances and networks

(Webber et al., 2017; Trip
et al., 2019; Sarma et al.,
2022)

Recruitment
relevance

Groups offer
belonging and
purpose

Not consistently
demonstrated

More plausible in
vulnerable subgroups

(Bélanger et al., 2019;
Jahnke et al., 2021;
Trimbur et al., 2021)
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Dimension
Meaning loss /
alienation Low self-esteem

Psychological distress /
exhaustion Citations

Main caveat Not sufficient on its
own

Meta-analysis found
no significant effect

No single mental-illness
profile

(Jensen et al., 2020;
Jahnke et al., 2021;
Andrade et al., 2026)

FIGURE 4  Comparison of major psychological vulnerability constructs

The clearest contrast is that meaning loss and alienation have more direct evidence than low self-esteem. Distress and exhaustion
seem relevant mainly when combined with trauma, grievance, weak resilience, or exposure to radical networks (Corner & Gill, 2019;
Andrade et al., 2026).

3.4 Distress, Self-Esteem, and Boundaries

Evidence for depression or psychological distress is real but modest. A meta-analysis found a small association between depression
and political violence outcomes, while systematic reviews concluded that psychiatric disorders overall do not show a robust general
association with radicalization, despite elevated rates in some subgroups such as lone actors (Jahnke et al., 2021; Trimbur et al., 2021;
Misiak et al., 2018).

Self-esteem is the weakest of the three target constructs. The youth meta-analysis found no significant effect for self-esteem, and
one population survey found no association between anxiety/depression and sympathies for violent protest or terrorism (Jahnke et al.,
2021; Bhui et al., 2014). Still, some intervention and theory papers suggest that improving agency, self-esteem, and empathy can
reduce violent attitudes, or that marginalization can operate through lowered self-worth (Feddes et al., 2015; Bélanger et al., 2019).

Results Timeline

Radicalization research has moved from broad theory to cross-cultural testing and then to evidence synthesis.

FIGURE 5  Timeline of radicalization studies; larger markers indicate more citations

The field began with identity and uncertainty theories, then added significance-loss experiments and offender studies, and more
recently shifted toward meta-analyses and systematic reviews that separate stronger findings from overgeneralized claims (Marcia,
1966; Webber et al., 2017; Wolfowicz et al., 2021).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author A. Kruglanski [ff11b31e20be52ef915d60a6146c932c][2478a7490bb858e78b508df5c43f6726]
[21d08846308c5029a15c593b2e7a970d]
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Type Name Papers

Author J. Bélanger [ff11b31e20be52ef915d60a6146c932c][b8a7866352a95a82b663a3193985c0c0]
[de373b65404f548a8b931717e48acaa5]

Author Katarzyna Jaśko [2478a7490bb858e78b508df5c43f6726][21d08846308c5029a15c593b2e7a970d]

Journal Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology

[ff11b31e20be52ef915d60a6146c932c][2478a7490bb858e78b508df5c43f6726]
[4c380152ac6853f6a7ec231ea34a800b]

Journal Political Psychology [21d08846308c5029a15c593b2e7a970d][e25309d0d3f35ede9065ea7d7b59f8b2]
[af06225d09b8559e86b8badb42b7b188]

Journal Frontiers in Psychiatry [b8a7866352a95a82b663a3193985c0c0][9b62627559ef56d196d3ed1148a9d946]
[2596898190e15aeb9c38f9b6f29a7f22]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals most frequent in corpus

4. Discussion

The best-supported answer is that lack of personal meaning, insignificance, exclusion, and alienation increase vulnerability to
radicalization, but they do so as part of multicausal pathways rather than as stand-alone causes. Reviews of radicalization
mechanisms consistently describe negative life experiences, uncertainty, and loss of significance as convergent factors, while
pathway analyses show that multiple emotional, group, and cognitive variables must combine before violent outcomes emerge
(Gøtzsche-Astrup, 2018; Jensen et al., 2020).

The evidence is strongest where the literature moves beyond speculation. That includes experiments linking exclusion, threat, or
significance loss to extremist attitudes through need for closure or anomia, cross-cultural replications of social alienation effects, and
meta-analyses showing small but reliable effects for depression, discrimination, and negative intergroup emotions (Troian et al., 2019;
Obaidi et al., 2023; Jahnke et al., 2021). These effects are usually small to moderate, which argues against any deterministic reading.

The biggest limitation is that much of the field remains cross-sectional, heterogeneous, and methodologically uneven. Systematic
reviews of psychiatric disorders and radicalization repeatedly warn that evidence quality is poor, prevalence varies widely across
samples, and “mental health difficulties” should not be treated as a generic risk marker (Trimbur et al., 2021; Misiak et al., 2018; Sarma
et al., 2022). This matters especially for psychological exhaustion: there is strong adjacent evidence that ostracism and bullying can
produce emotional exhaustion and deviant behavior, but direct evidence linking exhaustion itself to extremist recruitment is sparse
(Jiang et al., 2020; Anasori et al., 2020).

What emerges is a layered model. Distress, trauma, or low resilience can make people more vulnerable, but extremist recruitment
typically succeeds when those vulnerabilities meet a compelling ideology, a reinforcing network, and a social context that offers
belonging, clarity, and status (Sarma et al., 2022; Saleh et al., 2021; Youngblood, 2020).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Loss of personal meaning, humiliation,
and alienation increase radicalization
susceptibility.

Strong

Supported by experiments, offender
studies, and reviews across settings.

(Webber et al., 2017;
Bélanger et al., 2019;
Gøtzsche-Astrup, 2018)

Social exclusion and loneliness can
increase openness to extremist groups,
especially among vulnerable youth.

Moderate

Experimental and youth studies
support this, though samples are
often nonclinical.

(Renström et al., 2020;
Marković et al., 2021)
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Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Depression and psychological distress
have small or subgroup-specific links to
radicalization.

Moderate

Meta-analytic effect exists, but
systematic reviews find
heterogeneity and contradiction.

(Jahnke et al., 2021;
Trimbur et al., 2021;
Corner & Gill, 2019)

Low self-esteem alone is not a robust
general predictor of radicalization.

Weak

Best quantitative synthesis found no
significant overall effect.

(Jahnke et al., 2021)

Psychological exhaustion specifically
drives extremist recruitment.

Weak

Mechanistically plausible, but direct
radicalization evidence is thin and
mostly indirect.

(Rolling et al., 2022; Jiang
et al., 2020; Ahmed et al.,
2024)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and supporting evidence across papers

5. Conclusion

The literature answers the question with a qualified yes: people experiencing meaning loss, humiliation, alienation, exclusion, or
identity uncertainty are more susceptible to ideological radicalization and extremist recruitment, especially when groups offer
purpose, certainty, and belonging. The same literature does not support a simple claim that low self-esteem or mental illness by
themselves strongly predict radicalization (Andrade et al., 2026; Jahnke et al., 2021).

Research Gaps

The clearest gaps concern direct tests of psychological exhaustion, longitudinal sequencing, and underrepresented populations
outside Western youth and offender samples.

Topic/Outcome Distress Self-esteem Longitudinal data Recruitment processes

Meaning loss and significance quest 10 4 3 6

Social exclusion and loneliness 7 2 2 4

Psychiatric disorders 9 1 2 3

Psychological exhaustion / burnout 2 GAP GAP 1

Women and non-Western community samples 3 1 1 2

Open Research Questions

Future work should test temporal ordering more directly and distinguish general distress from radicalization-specific pathways.

Question Why

Does psychological exhaustion independently predict later
extremist recruitment after controlling for exclusion, trauma,
and prior ideology?

Current evidence is mostly indirect, leaving unclear whether
exhaustion is causal or just correlated with broader psychosocial
strain.

Why does low self-esteem show null meta-analytic effects
while significance loss and alienation show stronger
associations?

These constructs overlap conceptually, so better measurement
could clarify whether null findings reflect theory failure or poor
operationalization.
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Question Why

Which protective interventions best replace extremist
meaning, belonging, and status in high-risk youth?

Prevention studies are few, but existing interventions suggest
empowerment and empathy may reduce violent attitudes if
targeted well.

In sum, individuals facing psychological meaning loss and social alienation do seem more susceptible to radicalization, whereas low
self-esteem and psychological exhaustion alone are not established as strong general predictors.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright holders’
consent.
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