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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the role of higher education institutions in Norway 

in the efforts of fighting terrorism through preventing and countering radicalisation and 

violent extremism. The project is based on the Norwegian government’s initiative of January 

2017 to establish an advisory body for the higher education institutions, with one of its first 

tasks being to develop measures to counter radicalisation and violent extremism.  

Interviews with specialists and political and institutional top management in the fields of 

terrorism, radicalisation and higher education have been conducted, with the aim to identify 

which strategies could be appropriate for universities from a counter-radicalisation 

perspective. The interviews constitute the basis of this study, together with analyses of 

relevant literature. Two perspectives are incorporated in this: The universities’ role as 

knowledge builders for the society in general in the field of counter-radicalisation, and the 

role of the universities in preventing and countering radicalisation amongst their own students 

and on campus. 

The question of which role universities ought to take on in the current security policy context, 

relates to the discussion on how far security measures in academia can go without 

compromising core values of the academic institutions. The results of this study reveal that 

the complex and multifaceted field of counter-radicalisation and violent extremism in higher 

education and its shortage of empirical data, complicate the development of successful 

counter-radicalisation measures. Potential counter-productivity and possible breaches of 

democratic rights to free speech relating to counter-radicalisation measures at universities, are 

portrayed in the empirical findings of this thesis. However, the current terrorist threat 

situation and the expected threat development urge new means and measures to tackle violent 

extremism. The challenge of distinguishing potential violent extremists amongst the many 

people legally practicing their rights to free speech – on the internet or in society in general – 

is in this study suggested to be the most complex and fundamental matter in the discourse on 

the role of higher education institutions’ efforts to counter radicalisation and violent 

extremism. 
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1 Introduction 

"Preventing people from becoming radicalised is the most important and effective security 

measure against terrorism”, the Norwegian Prime Minister Erna Solberg said after the 

terrorist attack in Stockholm this spring (VG, 08.04., 2017). She was asked if Karl Johans 

gate, Oslo’s main street which stretches from the Royal Castle via the Parliament to Oslo 

Central Station, needs to be physically secured from vehicles to protect the citizens against 

terror. The Prime Minister explained that if targets are physically secured, terrorists are likely 

to move on to new and unsecured targets, which is why she calls for efforts to prevent 

radicalisation. 

The many terror attacks in Europe the recent years have drawn attention to how the civil 

society should counter terrorism and radicalisation. This is a matter of high concern and 

priority amongst policymakers and stakeholders across the continent. According to the 

European Commission, most of the attacks have been carried out by fellow citizens. "The 

majority of the terrorist suspects implicated in those attacks were European citizens, born and 

raised in Member States, who were radicalised and turned against their fellow citizens to 

commit atrocities” (EC COM, 2016). The attacks on children, men and women who 

coincidentally happen to be at the place where the terrorist hits, are even more 

incomprehensible when the attacker is, or seems to be, a member of our local community. 

The terrorist behind the massacre in Norway in 2011 and the terrorists who during the last 

year drove trucks into crowds of innocent people in France, Germany, Sweden and England, 

all rationalised their extreme violent actions with radical ideological, political or religious 

beliefs. The Norwegian Ministry of Justice and Public Security has issued an “Action plan 

against Radicalisation and Violent Extremism” where relevant challenges, preventive 

strategies and prioritised areas are addressed in order to ensure public security by countering 

radicalisation.  

Three challenges are pointed out as particularly demanding in the fight against radicalisation 

today: “One is the emergence of the Internet and social media as a virtual arena for 

radicalisation. The second is international circumstances, which have gained considerable 

influence on the threat situation. The third is the risk of increased polarisation between 

different groups in the society” (Ministry of Justice and Public Security, 2014: 9).  
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Recent research suggests that young people are particularly vulnerable to being recruited into 

radical and violent networks and groups (Nilan, 2017; Sewell & Hulusi, 2016; Spalek, 2016), 

and the education sector is one of many sectors of society which through the Norwegian 

government’s action plan is given concrete responsibilities in the collective work of 

preventing radicalisation. 

The public universities and university colleges in Norway are state-owned and the Ministry of 

Education and Research has the overall responsibility for the higher education institutions. In 

January 2017, the Ministry initiated the establishment of a national advisory body on safety 

and security in the higher education sector, consisting of and run by the higher education 

institutions themselves (Regjeringen, 2017). One of the first tasks given by the Ministry to the 

advisory body is to establish measures for preventing radicalisation and violent extremism in 

Norwegian universities and university colleges.  

Based on this government initiative, this thesis aims to investigate the role of higher education 

institutions in Norway in the efforts of fighting terrorism through preventing and countering 

radicalisation and violent extremism. 

With the Norwegian universities being regarded as open institutions that advocate academic 

freedom and free speech as fundamental values, the balance between openness and safety is of 

particular relevance in this context. The 22nd of July terror attacks in Norway and the situation 

of numerous attacks carried out in Europe the last years by extremists supporting Jihadist 

militant groups, affect the security policy debate and measures. The discourse and call for 

action on a broad societal level to fight terrorism, nationally and internationally, also include 

the institutions of higher education.  

The issue of which role universities should take on in the current security policy context, 

relates to the discussion on how far security measures in academia can go without 

compromising core values of the academic institutions. Two perspectives are incorporated in 

this matter: The universities’ role as knowledge builders for the society in general in the field 

of counter-radicalisation, and the role of the universities in preventing and countering 

radicalisation amongst their own students and on campus. Both aspects will be present in the 

analysis and discussion of this thesis. 
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1.1 Research problem and research questions 

The research problem of this thesis derives from the circumstances presented in the section 

above and seeks to explore the role of Norwegian higher education institutions in the national 

efforts of preventing and countering radicalisation and violent extremism, and is formulated 

as follows: 

What role(s) can be identified for higher education institutions in Norway in countering 

radicalisation and violent extremism in society in general and in their own institutional 

context in particular? 

In order to specify the subject matter of the research problem and attempt to ensure a more 

explicit intended outcome, the following research questions are generated: 

I. What causes radicalisation? 

II. How can higher education institutions detect students who, from a radicalisation 

perspective, are "at risk"?   

III. Which preventive strategies can higher education institutions develop and implement 

in their efforts to counter radicalisation and violent extremism?  

IV. How do counter-radicalisation efforts at universities conflict with academic freedom 

and free speech rights of students and staff?  

These research questions will guide the data selection and the overall analysis. With the 

establishment of the advisory body being at a very early stage and with collective measures 

for preventing radicalisation in higher education in Norway at present being non-existent, 

answers to the questions above cannot be found by looking at current institutional practices 

alone. Through interviews with specialists and political and institutional top management in 

the fields of terrorism, radicalisation and higher education, answers to the research questions 

will be pursued, together with analyses of relevant literature. 
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1.2 Significance  

The government initiative of assigning the Norwegian higher education institutions a defined 

role in the national efforts of countering radicalisation and violent extremism is new 

(Regjeringen, 2017) and practices in this relation are not yet implemented nor extensively 

studied. The findings presented in this thesis aim to shed light on aspects of counter-

radicalisation in higher education that may benefit further actions in this field. 

The core analysis of the thesis will be made based on an assembly of key opinion leaders 

(Rogers & Cartano, 1962) in the Norwegian setting of counter-radicalisation work in higher 

education, studying differences and similarities in their emphasis on what can be prioritised 

counter-radicalisation efforts for the sector. The aim is that their perspectives and the analyses 

of related policy documents and research literature in this thesis, will contribute to an 

understanding of the current discourse on appropriate and effective counter-radicalisation 

measures for Norwegian universities and university colleges. 

 

1.3 Limitations 

Literature and data are selected with attention to the aspects of radicalisation which are 

relevant in the understanding of higher education institutions’ role in countering it, meaning 

that this thesis will not represent an in-depth analysis of the phenomenon of radicalisation as 

such. The vast fields of terrorism and security policy will only be discussed briefly, since the 

focus of this master’s thesis is on higher education institutions and their role in counter-

radicalisation. The scope is to investigate the situation for the universities and university 

colleges in Norway in this context. Consequently, international relations in the area of 

counter-radicalisation in higher education will be referred to as a means to better understand 

the circumstances – with counter-radicalisation and counter-terrorism being transnational 

matters – and not be subject to an extensive investigation per se.  

Further methodological limitations will be described in section 4.6, and conclusive remarks 

on the limitations of the study will be presented in section 7.2. 
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1.4 Structure 

This thesis is organised as follows: 

Chapter 2: Counter-terrorism and higher education – an introductory outline. Aiming to 

understand the thesis’ topic in the current security policy context, this chapter introduces 

today’s terrorist threat situation in Norway and the expected threat development, including the 

higher education sector’s role in this context up to now.  

Chapter 3: Literature review and analytical framework. Chapter 3 describes the employed 

literature on radicalisation and violent extremism related to the higher education sector. The 

second part of the chapter provides an analytical framework for the thesis based on 

institutional theory. 

Chapter 4: Methodology. The thesis’ methodology is presented in the fourth chapter, with 

explanations for how and why the methodological choices were made. 

Chapter 5: Results. The empirical findings are elaborated in this chapter, analysed in a 

framework of institutional theory. 

Chapter 6: Discussion. This chapter discusses the results by returning to the research 

questions. 

Chapter 7: Conclusions. The final chapter concludes the thesis and sums up the key 

discoveries. Finally, it comments on limitations and suggests possible future research. 
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2  Counter-terrorism and higher 

education – an introductory outline 

In order to understand the conditions in which stakeholders and policymakers of security and 

of higher education operate, the following two sections will give a brief overview of the 

current state of affairs regarding these topics. The focus will be on Norwegian concerns, but 

with terrorism being a transnational challenge, international references will be made.  

 

2.1 Current security policy context 

The latest annual threat assessment issued by the Norwegian Police Security Service (PST) 

presents a complex security policy situation related to terrorism in Europe (PST, 2017). 

Terrorism linked to the extreme Islamist organisations ISIL (the Islamic State of Iraq and the 

Levant) and al-Qaida are regarded to pose the most serious threat to Norway and Norwegian 

interests today. However, the occurrence of organised extreme Islamist groups in Norway, 

who reached a peak in recruiting and radicalising young people in 2013/14, has declined. One 

of the biggest challenges today is linked to the new strategy of ISIL, where they urge their 

followers to carry out terrorist attacks independently and not directly coordinated with the 

organisation (PST, 2017). The many lone terrorist attacks in Europe recently is a result of this 

and complicates counter-terrorism and intelligence operations even further.  

Terrorist attacks carried out by right-wing extremists are considered unlikely in 2017, but PST 

do expect increased activity of and recruitment to organised groups sympathising with right-

wing ideology. Terrorist attacks by left-wing extremists are considered very unlikely (PST, 

2017). 

The estimated probability level of politically motivated violence is under continuous 

evaluation, as seen in April 2017 when PST raised the probability of a terrorist attack in 

Norway from “possible” to “likely” (these equal level 3 and 4 on a scale where 5, “very 

likely”, is the highest) after the terrorist attack in Stockholm and an incident of a self-made 

explosive devise found on a young man in Oslo (NRK, 09.04., 2017).  
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There has been an historically high number of violent Islamist activity in Europe the last years 

and the situation may continue to increase with even more and worse attacks in the coming 

ten-year period, according to terrorism researcher Thomas Hegghammer (2016). He presents 

four macro-trends that policymakers should pay attention to in order to prevent this 

development: 1) expected growth in the number of economically underperforming Muslim 

youth, 2) expected growth in the number of available jihadi entrepreneurs, 3) persistent 

conflict in the Muslim world, and 4) continued operational freedom for clandestine actors on 

the internet. 

The terrorist threat situation in Norway, as in other European countries, is strongly connected 

to geopolitical factors as the ones referred to by Hegghammer (2016). While the police and 

intelligence services are responsible for protecting the citizens against terrorism, several 

sectors of the society share the responsibility of preventing people from becoming radicalised 

and committing extreme violent actions. The European Commission has highlighted 

prevention of radicalisation as a crucial factor in the fight against terrorism. Violent 

radicalisation is described as "a complex phenomenon that calls for an in-depth knowledge 

and a multi-faceted response" (EC COM, 2016).  

 

The Commission has launched several projects on radicalisation and has included research 

topics on radicalisation and inclusion under the Horizon 2020 research and innovation 

programme. Concrete actions are set out by the commission for all member states, 

emphasising that "it is only in a joint effort by all stakeholders at national, EU and 

international level that the challenge of violent radicalisation can be effectively overcome". 

Supporting research, evidence building, monitoring and networking, countering terrorist 

propaganda and promoting inclusive education are among the listed focus areas for the work 

of the member states (EC COM, 2016). The focus areas involve numerous societal sectors and 

institutions - with the ones whose tasks are to educate youths as key participants in the work 

to prevent radicalisation.  

 

2.2 Security measures in academia 

Norwegian higher education institutions are regarded as open institutions, both in terms of 

admission, access and academic freedom. Education is state-financed and freedom of speech 
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is an established value in society. University campuses accommodate large amounts of people 

gathered in areas with low or no access control, and students and organisations have the rights 

to – and are encouraged to – initiate and participate in ideological, political and religious 

debates. Students and staff have the right to express ideas, share knowledge and develop 

research without fear of censorship and sanctions. The principle of academic freedom is 

incorporated in the Act of Higher Education, but can be challenged by "(unintentional) side-

effects of general social or political conditions" (NOU, 2006: 19), such as the national and 

international security policy context that higher education institutions are a part of today.  

In the UK, the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act of 2015 and Home Office's Prevent Duty 

Guidance for higher education institutions in England and Wales state that universities have 

“due regard to the need to prevent people being drawn into terrorism. […] Universities will be 

expected to carry out a risk assessment for their institution which assesses where and how 

their students might be at risk of being drawn into terrorism. This includes not just violent 

extremism but also non-violent extremism, which can create an atmosphere conducive to 

terrorism and can popularise views which terrorists exploit” (HM Government, 2015: 2-5). 

The Prevent Guidance says further that university staff may detect radicalised students by 

“changes in behaviour and outlook”. Universities are also prohibited from allowing radical 

speakers on the campuses unless the universities can “fully mitigate” that the student audience 

will be drawn into terrorism. UK's Prevent strategy has caused much debate and has raised 

questions on how higher education institutions can detect students who are in danger of being 

radicalised and at the same time promote and protect the values of academic freedom and 

freedom of speech. 

In other European countries, who have not (yet) implemented concrete legal obligations 

and/or measures for higher education institutions in the fight against radicalisation, the topic 

is being increasingly discussed in academic fora and amongst policymakers. Norway, and 

several other European countries, have established national measures and guidelines to 

prevent radicalisation directed at many societal institutions, including the educational sector. 

Until now, this has been the case for institutions below the higher education level in Norway. 

This thesis seeks to investigate Norwegian universities and university colleges' newly 

assigned role as a contributor and participant in the national effort of preventing 

radicalisation. 
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3 Literature review and analytical 

framework 

Research and literature that cover higher education’s role and responsibility in countering 

radicalisation and violent extremism in Norway and the Nordic countries are scarce. The 

existing literature on radicalisation prevention in the education sector is predominantly related 

to institutions working with children and youths, such as kindergartens, primary and 

secondary education, and not the universities who accommodate young adults of the age of 18 

plus. However, there is considerable research on the phenomena of radicalisation and violent 

extremism as such, and parts of that knowledge will be discussed and reviewed in the next 

section. The second section in this chapter will discuss literature on institutional theory to set 

up an analytical framework which will systematise and help understand the thesis’ empirical 

findings through the characteristics of higher education institutions. 

 

3.1 Radicalisation and violent extremism 

The concept of radicalisation is mentioned and discussed daily by the media, policymakers 

and stakeholders, and many have strong opinions about both causes and cures. In order to 

prevent radicalisation or de-radicalise people who are characterised as being able to and 

willing to turn violent extremism – or even already have carried out violent actions – the 

phenomenon of radicalisation must be recognised and comprehended.  

The process of radicalisation is by the Norwegian Police Security Service (PST 2012) 

described as being in a tunnel, where the process starts when a person enters the tunnel. When 

the person exits the tunnel he or she is ready to commit violent actions to achieve his or her 

goals. The time period of being in the tunnel, i.e. in the process of radicalisation, varies 

greatly. Some pass through within weeks, others are there for years. Some turn around half 

way and go back to where they started, without becoming extremists. Others stay in the tunnel 

without exiting either ways, and can pose a severe threat by recruiting others to violent 

extremism.  
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The Norwegian government defines radicalisation and violent extremism based on PST’s 

descriptions and analyses, and these will also be the definitions employed in this thesis: 

“Radicalisation is understood here to be a process whereby a person increasingly 

accepts the use of violence to achieve political, ideological or religious goals. A 

process of radicalisation that results in violent extremism is characterised by: 

• a cognitive development toward a steadily more unilateral perception of reality, 

where there is no room for alternative perspectives. 

• thereafter, a further development where the perception of reality is experienced so 

acutely and seriously that violent actions appear necessary and just. 

Violent extremism is understood here to be activities of persons and groups that are 

willing to use violence in order to achieve their political, ideological or religious 

goals” (Ministry of Justice and Public Security 2014: 7). 

The recent years’ geopolitical environment in Europe of terrorists attacks on civil targets has 

raised an awareness of the need to counter radicalisation, followed by political initiatives and 

actions by implementing preventive programmes in municipal and state organisations and by 

being high on the agenda in transnational fora. After the 9/11 terror attacks in the US, several 

counter-terrorism and de-radicalisation programs have been implemented. Former CIA 

officer, forensic psychiatrist and counter-terrorism scholar Marc Sageman is critical to the 

effect and efficiency of the various de-radicalisation programmes that were set up in the 

aftermath of 9/11:  

"They are based on flawed lay understanding of radicalization: misinterpretation of 

Islam and potential terrorist vulnerability to them. The programs therefore combine 

attempts to correct misguided interpretations of Islam and social work for "at risk" 

individuals. But since scientists have not been involved in creating these programs, 

there has been no built-in control group for comparison in any of them. […] Simply 

put, in the absence of comparison with any control group, we have no idea whether the 

counter- or de-radicalization programs work or not" (Sageman, 2014: 569). 

The effects of counter-terrorism policies implemented after 9/11 are also examined by 

Durodié (2015), who questions whether the “securitation of education” seen in countries such 
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as the US and UK today leads to increased extreme radical ideology amongst students rather 

than the intended prevention and de-radicalisation objective. He argues that the inability of 

authorities to support absolute freedom of speech in academia contributes to the need for 

some students to search for an identity beyond mainstream.  

“Little wonder that a significant number of young people appear to be looking for 

something somewhat firmer to believe in beyond the mainstream. Inevitably, a few 

will find this in various bizarre and occasionally twisted avenues. […] [C]ontemporary 

forms of radicalisation and extremism (whatever those terms are held to mean) need 

have little to do with religion, race, politics and foreign policy […]” (Durodié, 2015: 

7-9). 

Others addressing the dilemmas of countering violent extremism (CVE) in Western nations, 

are Aly, A., Balbi, A-M. & Jacques, C. (2015). They call for a reconceptualization of the 

paradigm forming CVE, and emphasise the importance of a shift from a traditional and 

narrow focus on counter-terrorism (CT) to a broader, multidisciplinary approach 

incorporating grassroots citizens – merging “hard” and “soft” approaches:  

"By complementing current “hard power” strategies, such as military interventions 

into terrorist havens, with “soft power” approaches driven by grassroots initiatives the 

objective is not only to broaden the basis for CT and CVE policy-making but also to 

provide more legitimacy to current hard power approaches. This effective combination 

of soft and hard power components is the basis of a smart CVE approach" (Aly et al., 

2015: 10). 

The “smart prevention-oriented CVE approach” is illustrated and explained in the CVE 

pyramid (figure 1): 
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Figure 1 The Smart prevention oriented CVE approach (Aly, 2015: 9) 

Aly argues that when violent extremism is understood as a social phenomenon, as opposed to 

a security issue, CVI “is open to strategies, practices and actors that have previously been 

excluded or marginalised from CT." (Aly et al., 2015: 9).   

Based on his studies on jihadi radicalisation, Hegghammer (2016: 167) suggests that if the 

problem gets worse, “it may be worth considering radical new approaches, both of the soft 

and of the hard kind”. Stating that it is difficult to know exactly what will work, he claims that 

“[…] continuing as we do today, with small, incremental policy adjustments, arguably has a 

predictable outcome. It is a Europe with much larger intelligence services, an entrenched 

Muslim economic underclass, and more anti-Muslim sentiment”. 

A study on resilience to violent extremism among Somali Americans affirms that “there is no 

single risk factor for involvement in violent extremism. Rather multiple risk factors interact at 

the family, peer, community, global, state, and social levels” (Aly, A., Taylor, E. & 

Karnovsky, S., 2014: 374). Three levels of opportunity for involvement in violent extremism 

are identified based on the knowledge of the combination of risk factors: “youth’s 

uncountable times and unobserved places; the perceived social legitimacy of violent 

extremism and contact with recruiters and associates” (Weine, S. and Ahmed, O. (2012) in 

Aly et al., 2014: 374). 

Several counter-radicalisation and counter-extremism programs in the education sector are 

regarded to be based on an underlying misconception of youths’ vulnerability (Durodié, 2015; 
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Sageman, 2014; Aly et al., 2014). The limitation in the comprehension of causal and 

contributing factors is affecting the effectiveness and success of the programs. “[C]ountering 

violent extremism efforts continue to be driven by a single focus on individual and/or group 

vulnerability to extremist violence while grappling with or completely ignoring the broader 

psycho-sociological factors associated with the phenomenon” (Aly et al., 2014: 372). 

Arguments for how punitive counter-radicalisation measures can be counterproductive and 

actually result in suppressing the intended purpose, are also described by Dalgaard-Nielsen 

(2016):  

“[…] “strong” policies, designed to protect citizens of democratic states against 

violent extremism, might defeat their purpose. The variety and complexity of the 

factors that causes individuals to engage with or disengage from violent extremism are 

too great. Sanctions that makes some individuals back away from violent extremism 

could easily lead others to intensify their extremist engagement.” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 

2016). 

The variety and complexity in the causes of and reasons for why some people, and young 

people in particular, become radicalised and turn into violent extremists are fundamental in 

discussions on how to counter the phenomena. This will be elaborated further in the following 

chapters. 

 

3.2 Understanding higher education institutions – 

an analytical framework 

As pointed out in previous chapters, several bodies of society are involved in the work to 

prevent radicalisation and violent extremism. In order to identify measures that could be 

suitable for higher education institutions in this work, an understanding of the nature of higher 

education institutions is needed.  

Since the establishments of the first European universities of Bologna, Paris (later referred to 

as Sorbonne) and Oxford almost a thousand years ago, the universities have played a central 

role in our society. Manuel Castells (2001) distinguishes four major functions of the 

universities as institutions in the society throughout history: Generation and transmission of 
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ideology, selection and formation of dominant elites, production and application of 

knowledge and the training of skilled labour force.  

The functions of the universities are many and broad, covering vast areas of our society. The 

universities’ main function and purpose, in the view of theorists and of what policymakers 

prioritise, will depend on which disciplinary field they relate to. An economist and a 

philosopher might emphasise different goals for the university, and a politician might 

prioritise other actions and incentives than the university management would. National 

differences related to variations in state policies also apply (Bovens et al., 2001). Scott (2014) 

presents an institutional theory which can be applied to the complexity of higher education 

institutions. In his theoretical approach, institutions can be observed and analysed through 

three interdependent and mutually reinforcing basic features which he calls the three pillars of 

institutions: The regulative pillar, the normative pillar and the cultural-cognitive pillar. Scott’s 

“[…] approach to bringing some order into the discussion is to propose a broad definition of 

institutions that can encompass a variety of arguments, and then attempt to identify key 

analytic elements that give rise to the most important differences observed and debates 

encountered” (Scott, 2014: 56).  

The three pillars most often work in combination, but they are categorised through the 

different features depending on which of the characteristics of the institutions that are being 

emphasised, as shown in table 1: 
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Table 1 Three pillars of institutions. Table extracted from Scott (2014: 60). 

Scott further explains that “Institutions comprise regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive 

elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning 

to social life” (Scott, 2014: 56). With these three elements recognised as the pillars of 

institutions, this thesis will implement Scott’s analytical framework in an attempt to identify 

differences and commonalities in the discourse on higher education institutions’ role in 

preventing radicalisation and violent extremism.  

 



16 

 

4 Methodology 

The operationalisation of the study is conducted through a selection of methods which aim to 

facilitate and ensure quality in the pursuit of answers to the research questions. The 

methodology incorporated in this thesis will be described below under the respective sections 

of qualitative methods, data, analysis, reliability and validity and finally of methodological 

limitations. 

 

4.1 Qualitative methods 

The basis of this thesis is the Norwegian government’s initiative to establish measures to 

counter radicalisation and violent extremism in higher education. The novelty of the initiative 

and the circumstances of the lack of current common practices on the matter in the sector 

(Regjeringen, 2017), call for an explorative study (Denscombe, 2014) based on qualitative 

data gathered from interviews, policy documents and research literature on radicalisation and 

on higher education. This may give new insights into which role higher education institutions 

can take on in the counter-radicalisation combat.  

Characteristics describing qualitative research and its nature in contrasts to quantitative 

research, are referred to by Bryman (2016: 401) as – amongst others – to consist of words 

instead of numbers, entail the points of view of participants, being process oriented and 

unstructured as well as providing contextual understanding and rich, deep data. The details of 

the qualitative research method used in this thesis study, will be presented in the following. 

 

4.2 Data 

The data that are being analysed and employed in this study, consist of a combination of 

research literature, policy documents and interview accounts. By using this approach of 

triangulation, the aim is to achieve greater confidence in the findings (Bryman, 2016). Yet, 

triangulation is not just about validation of the research results. It is also about deepening and 

widening the understanding of the research topic by employing sources and methods from 
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multiple perspectives (Denzin (1978: 291), which is valuable when approaching the 

complexity of the research topic of this thesis. 

The methodological approaches to the respective data sources will be described in the 

following subdivisions. 

4.2.1 Research literature 

Research literature has been selected based on recommendations, internet searches and 

references in relevant research papers. The research literature that constitute the basis of this 

thesis, is predominantly found in the work developed by Aly et al. (2014; 2015), Castells 

(2001), Dalgaard-Nielsen (2016), Durodié (2015), Hegghammer (2016), Sageman (2014) and 

Scott (2016). 

With the focus of the thesis being higher education institutions, an analytical framework 

based on institutional theory has been employed in order to systematise and explore the 

empirical data through aspects applicable to the nature of higher education institutions; 

regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive (Scott, 2016).  

4.2.2 Policy documents 

Policy documents related to the topic were selected and analysed by using J. Scott’s four 

criteria of authenticity, credibility, representativeness and meaning for assessing the quality of 

documents (J. Scott, 1990 in Bryman, 2016). The policy documents employed in this thesis 

are mainly official documents deriving from the state and official multi-national bodies, and 

consequently the criteria of authenticity can be assumed of being met to a great extent. The 

criterion of meaning is also highly present, as the policies presented in these documents 

constitute central parts of the purpose of the study. According to Bryman (2016: 553), the 

“question of credibility raises the question of whether the documentary source is biased”. 

Potential political agendas might in this matter affect the content of the policy documents. 

The uniqueness of the documents in question (Bryman, 2016), makes the criterion of 

representativeness particularly relevant. 
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4.2.3 Interview sampling 

Six leading specialists in the field that the thesis is investigating were selected for the 

interviews, defined as opinion leaders (Rogers & Cartano, 1962). An opinion leader is “a 

person who exerts influence on the opinions of others” (Hellevik & Bjørklund, 1991: 158). 

Criteria for selecting the interviewees were therefore based on the following: 

• Who has relevant information about the topic investigated? 

• Who exerts influence in the area investigated? 

• Who is available? 

• Who is willing and able to give relevant information? 

Based on the criteria above, the following sample of opinion leaders was selected: 

- Minister of Education and Research (Torbjørn Røe Isaksen, The Norwegian Minister 

of Education and Research) 

- University Rector (Ole Petter Ottersen, MD, PhD and Rector at the University of 

Oslo) 

- Police Security Service official (Michael Cruz, senior adviser at the Norwegian Police 

Security Service (PST))  

- Extremism researcher (Tore Bjørgo, Professor at the University of Oslo and Director 

at the Center for Research on Extremism (C‑REX)) 

- Terrorism researcher (Petter Nesser, senior researcher at the Terrorism Research 

Group at Norwegian Defence Research Establishment (FFI)) 

- Radicalisation specialist and social anthropologist (Linda Noor, Head of the minority 

policy think tank Minotenk) 

This sample consists of persons that have key inside information about the higher education 

sector and persons that have deep insights about radicalisation and terrorism. Their 

knowledge is being incorporated in the study to substantiate the purpose of this thesis. 
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The subjects in this sample were engaged via email and telephone in the period from February 

to March 2017. A seventh interview respondent was also attempted to be included in the 

sample, but he was unable to attend. The six respondents in the sample all replied promptly 

and positively to the interview requests, and arranged time for meetings in their very busy 

schedules. 

4.2.4 Interview process and framework 

The interviews were conducted in the period from February to April 2017 in Oslo, Norway. 

Four interviews were face-to-face and two interviews were conducted via telephone due to the 

interviewees’ shortage of time. The interviews lasted from 20 minutes to 1.5 hours. Only two 

of the interviews were recorded, as most of the interviewees expressed that they would speak 

more freely without a recording device. Extensive notes were written down during and 

immediately after the non-recorded interviews in order to achieve as detailed data material as 

possible for the purposes of analysis.   

The interviews took place in office locations, providing quiet environments for the meetings 

and room to focus on the interview accounts without any outside disturbances. The locations 

were suggested by the interviewees themselves.  

The interview questions were based on the thesis’ four research questions, and an interview 

guide suited for semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2016) was developed. Some of the 

interview questions were adjusted according to the field specialisation of the interviewees. 

The format of a semi-structured interview allows flexibility in the respondents replies at the 

same time as a coverage of the key topics is ensured (Bryman, 2016). In the pursuit of 

answers to this thesis research problem, semi-structured interviews were used in order to 

achieve an in-depth understanding of each of the selected opinion leaders’ perspectives and 

opinions on higher education institutions’ role in countering radicalisation and violent 

extremism. 

Concerning privacy and ethics, all interviewees approved of being identified by name, and 

received the text segments where they are referred to or quoted for review before publication 

of the thesis.  
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As mentioned above, the interviewees are leading figures in their respective fields and possess 

in-depth knowledge on the subject matter this thesis is exploring. Due to their significant roles 

in the foundation of the discourse on counter-radicalisation in higher education, direct 

quotations from the interviews are being employed to a large extent in this thesis.  

 

4.3 Analysis 

For the analyses of the data set from the in-depth interviews, a thematic analysis was 

employed, which is a widely used qualitative analytic method (Roulston, 2001). Thematic 

analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). 

An analytical framework developed by Scott (2014) was used, describing three institutional 

aspects - regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive. These aspects guided the thematic 

analysis of the data, aiming to understand the challenges of counter-radicalisation in the 

framework of the institutional characters of universities. Hence, the data were grouped 

according to these three overarching themes outlined in Scott's theoretical framework. The 

aim is that this approach can benefit a needed understanding of the challenges of counter-

radicalisation in the framework of the institutional characters of universities. 

 

4.4 Reliability and validity  

Establishing and assessing the quality of qualitative research is argued by many to require a 

different approach than in quantitative research, due to the differences in the nature of the two 

research methods (Bryman, 2016; Denscombe, 2014). Alternative criteria for evaluating 

qualitative research developed by Guba and Lincoln (in Bryman, 2016) are employed in this 

thesis analysis, as they argue that an application of the traditional standards of reliability and 

validity in qualitative studies “presuppose[s] that a single absolute account of social reality is 

feasible” (Bryman 2016: 384).  

 



21 

 

4.4.1 Trustworthiness and authenticity 

Guba and Lincoln’s two primary criteria for assessing qualitative studies are those of 

trustworthiness and authenticity (Bryman, 2016). Under the criterion of trustworthiness, lies 

the aspect of credibility, which can be seen as a parallel to the issue of internal validity 

(Bryman, 2016). As mentioned in section 4.2, the method of triangulation is applied in order 

to meet this criterion. Also, the technique of respondent validation is partly employed, by 

having the interview respondents reviewing their respective text segments of the thesis before 

publication. The aim is also that the in-depth interviews will provide transferability, which 

parallels to external validity, through the detailed, thick descriptions in order for others to 

make “judgements about the possible transferability of findings to other milieux” (Bryman, 

2016: 384). Other aspects of trustworthiness are dependability and confirmability, 

respectively corresponding to reliability and objectivity. An audit approach as described as a 

means to meet the aspect of dependability (Bryman, 2016), has not been employed in this 

study, but the concern of confirmability is attempted to be attended through limiting 

subjective influences from the researcher to the extent of it being possible in a qualitative 

study “while recognizing that complete objectivity is impossible” (Bryman, 2016: 386).  

An emphasis on practical outcomes of the study is incorporated in the criterion of authenticity 

(Bryman, 2016). This is linked to “issues concerning the broader political impact of research” 

(Bryman, 2016: 386), which in some ways can be reflected in the thesis’ intention to shed 

light on perspectives in the ongoing discourse on policy developments related to counter-

radicalisation measures for Norwegian higher education institutions. 

 

4.5 Limitations 

By sorting and analysing the data through an analytical framework based on Scott’s (2016) 

three thematic institutional aspects (regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive), the results 

can be presented more distinctively, but there is also a risk of nuances being lost due to the 

overlapping aspects in some of the results. Chapter 6 attempts to mitigate this through a 

discussion on the results as a whole.  
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The interviews have been conducted in Norwegian and parts of other references being used 

are also originally in Norwegian. This implies a risk of nuances lost or added in the 

translations from Norwegian to English in the interview quotations and in examples extracted 

from Norwegian media. With regards to the interview data, this issue is attempted to be 

alleviated through final reviews made by the interviewees on their respective text segments in 

the thesis.  

Radicalisation in the context of Norwegian higher education institutions is the focus of this 

thesis. Literature and data are therefore primarily referring to Norwegian higher education 

concerns. International matters are occasionally referred to, with the intention to shed light on 

and enhance the comprehension of the topic’s broad and transnational character. 

Conclusive remarks on the limitations of the thesis will be presented in section 7.2. 
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5  Results 

In this chapter, the main findings that emerged from the data collected for this study are 

presented. The data consists of interview reports, research literature and relevant policy 

documents, which will be elaborated in the next sections using Scott’s (2014) three thematic 

areas or pillars of institutions as analytical tools. The findings are expected to represent new 

insights into which measures could be suitable for universities in a counter-radicalisation 

context. Interviews have been conducted with six specialists from different fields – together 

covering a sizable area in the intersection of radicalisation, counter-terrorism and higher 

education in Norway.  

By using Scott’s (2014) regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive pillars in the analysis, 

the intention is not to establish rigid lines between the three thematic areas, as many of the 

arguments will have overlapping characteristics. But rather to look at which aspects are being 

emphasised in the considerations and reasons for how the higher education sector can counter 

radicalisation and violent extremism.  

The following section will begin with an outline of the findings related to the regulative 

aspects, followed by the normative aspects and finally the cultural-cognitive aspects. Relevant 

quotes from the respondents will be presented to exemplify the views gathered from the 

interviews. Further, this chapter will demonstrate how these findings are related to the current 

literature in the field. 

 

5.1 Regulative aspects 

First, indicators of regulative aspects of institutions are typically characterised by 

instrumentality, rules, laws and sanctions (Scott, 2014). In this setting, higher education 

institutions can be seen as instruments for achieving certain national policies or strategic 

goals. The Prevent Duty Guidance for higher education institutions in England and Wales 

mentioned in the introductory chapters, shows how sanctions can be used to urge universities 

to comply with the law. The higher education institutions’ ability to monitor students “at risk” 

will be assessed by a body appointed by the Secretary of State and may face sanctions if they 

fail to comply (HM Government, 2015). None of the six interviewees in this thesis are in 
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strong favour of a similar practice in Norway, as there are many national and situational 

differences between UK and Norway. However, the proposal for regulations, procedures and 

rules – formal and informal – for higher education institutions’ role in countering 

radicalisation are also first and foremost of a regulative nature. 

The Norwegian Minister of Education and Research, Torbjørn Røe Isaksen, recently initiated 

the establishment of the advisory body that is to develop measures for the higher education 

sector to prevent radicalisation and violent extremism. In the interview, he explains the 

reasons behind the need for counter-radicalisation measures in higher education institutions 

although none of the identified radicalised extremists in Norway today have higher education 

backgrounds:  

“We need to be aware of the grey areas in this context; the people connected to 

networks that are not directly involved in violent actions or in terrorism recruitment, 

but might be in the intersection between radical ideology and criminal extremist 

actions. Once a person is caught in violent extremist actions, it is too late. We need to 

be proactive, as in the Dembra project in Norwegian schools, and include all pupils 

and students in ideological discussions and debates.”  

He says further that the battle of which values we want in our society is fundamental, and that 

the Norwegian society is based on openness, democracy and freedom of speech, which are the 

very values that also give you the right to utter radical extremist views.  

There are clear differences between the school system and higher education in terms of 

factors such as age, lecture group sizes and teacher-student contact, and different measures are 

therefore required. The Minister of Education and Research states that it is also important to 

distinguish the different roles of the police authorities and of the universities:  

“It is not the task of the university to monitor students and keep records of those with 

radical views, and this is definitely not something we want for the future either. We 

have established the advisory body to help us find tools and strategies that will have a 

preventive effect and be appropriate for the universities.”  

The notion of instrumentality incorporated in such initiatives, entails a broad approach to the 

conception of institutions. The institutions’ capacity to control and constrain behaviour are 

typically being emphasised in this discourse, but according to Scott (2016: 58) “[…] it is 
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equally important to recognize that institutions also support and empower activities and 

actors. Institutions provide stimulus, guidelines, and resources for acting as well as 

prohibitions and constraint on action”. This is being reflected in the motives for the 

establishment of the abovementioned advisory body. The government leaves it to the sector to 

develop appropriate measures, but indicates through the very initiative that measures are 

needed in higher education. 

Professor Tore Bjørgo, Director at the Center for Research on Extremism (C‑REX), reports in 

the interview that radicalisation amongst higher education students is not an issue in Norway 

today, but that this naturally can be subject to change. He advises against actively searching 

for radicalised students. “I think that would lead to more problems than it would solve. It 

would create suspicion and most likely primarily be directed at conservative Muslims.” He 

says further that there is a possibility that one discovers students who are in a danger zone, 

and that it most likely would be fellow students who discover them. “We need knowledge 

about radicalisation in higher education, not the establishment of policies on this. Isolated it 

may sound reasonable, but the possible unintentional side-effects must be acknowledged.”  

Bjørgo’s observation on the Prevent strategy in the UK, where universities are met with 

sanctions if they do not report students who may be linked to radical extremism – violent and 

non-violent – is that the policy is an indication of the national differences: “This is a sign of 

undermined trust, organised snitching. In Norway we have a high level of trust: Parents and 

friends have such a high degree of trust in police and authorities that they are not afraid of 

contacting them. Most people see the police and public authorities as being on their side.” The 

various national policy styles in Europe affect the success and failures of government 

initiatives (Bovens et al., 2001). Treating the differences between UK and Norway according 

to Bovens’ comparative study, UK’s expected national policy style is recognised as 

moderately reactive and moderately imposed, whereas the expected national policy style of 

Norway can be seen as strongly proactive and strongly consensual, as demonstrated in the 

examples of Røe Isaksen and Bjørgo.    

During his 8 years as Rector at the University of Oslo, Ole Petter Ottersen has advocated a 

policy of the university as an open institution, and has not banned any political, ideological or 

religious activities on campus except when in obvious violation of extant rules and 

regulations: 
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 “We have rather been criticised for being too open, by hosting controversial people 

such as Henry Kissinger. Our conviction is that these voices must not be suppressed, 

but met with counterarguments. Because to every opinion and speech lies the freedom 

to counter-speech.”  

Ottersen believes it is important to be clear about the distribution of roles in society, and that 

it is not the role of a university to be a surveillance authority. He also refers to PST’s threat 

assessment saying that there might be radicalisation happening in networks that are harder to 

discover because they are equipped with more resources than the traditional radical extremists 

in Norway, and says that the university is aware that this could apply in student populations. 

A similar view of the university’s role is demonstrated by Durodié (2015: 7), who has 

examined the relationship between security and education: “[…] [T]o impose restrictions on 

free speech and to monitor presumed perpetrators – undermines the very role of the 

University, which ought to be where robust engagement with unpalatable ideas is most 

expected". This raises an important question and a dilemma of how universities can operate in 

relation to the formal legal frameworks of both security and of freedom of speech.  

Violent extremism is, as mentioned in the introduction, understood as "activities of persons 

and groups that are willing to use violence in order to achieve their political, ideological or 

religious goals” (Ministry of Justice and Public Security, 2014: 7). Norway has little 

experience of these activities happening in the context of, or being planned in the context of, 

networks inside a university. The UK is an example of a nation with such experiences though 

(PM’s Extremism Taskforce, 2015), and also an example of a nation with a common legal 

framework directed at the universities’ counter-radicalisation efforts (HM Government, 

2015). Whether UK’s policy ease or worsen the radicalisation issue, constitute an example of 

a key dilemma in this discourse. 

According to senior researcher at the Terrorism Research Group at Norwegian Defence 

Research Establishment (FFI), Petter Nesser, there have never before been more European 

youths in jihadist conflict zones than today. Historically, the people involved in similar 

conflicts have played central roles in establishing new networks when they return to Europe. 

He says in the interview that it is crucial to have a good overview of what is going on in the 

student societies, in order to find out if there are people entering with extreme missionary 

activity. “It is key to prevent these extreme networks from occurring. It must be made 
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difficult for people to establish such networks. With the high number of Europeans joining the 

battles in conflict zones today, we need to be on alert and hinder new networks from rising.”  

Scott (2016) suggests that regulatory systems are those that demonstrate high value on the 

dimensions of obligation, precision and delegation. “A stable system of rules, whether formal 

or informal, backed by surveillance and sanctioning power affecting actors’ interests that is 

accompanied by feelings of guilt or innocence” (Scott, 2016: 64) describes the regulative 

aspects of the universities’ role. Many of the interviewees express opposition to the regulative 

emphasis of the discourse. However, regulations for wearing niqab are mentioned by all 

interviewees as a concrete example of the challenges higher education is facing.  

Norwegian higher education institutions are currently not operating with a common set of 

regulations regarding niqab, and the institutions have consequently mainly been discussing 

and deciding this internally. “We have had many discussions on the issue, but the University 

of Oslo has not been amongst the institutions advocating legal restrictions on wearing niqab”, 

says Ottersen. Røe Isaksen confirms that niqab regulations is a topic that is highly debated 

across the sector, but as of May 2017 there are no common regulations on these practices in 

the higher education institutions. The situation is similar in many other European countries, 

while some countries have taken action to ban niqab, such as France and Belgium. France was 

in April 2011 the first country in Europe to ban face veils in public places (BBC, 31.01., 

2017). 

One of the arguments against legal restrictions on niqab, is that there is only a minor group of 

women who is wearing it and that a ban may generate an increased interest in wearing niqab, 

as an expression of protecting religious freedom. Social anthropologist Linda Noor at 

Minotenk adds an argument especially relevant to the higher education sector: “These are 

women who need education to become familiar with critical thinking and diversity. If they are 

not allowed to wear niqab when they study, they will most likely quit the studies, not the 

niqab.” 

Bjørgo at C-REX says in the interview that the wearing of face veils is a disturbance to our 

communication platform. It challenges our foundation of trust, as showing your face is a 

statement of trust and covering your face is a sign of the opposite. He is therefore in favour of 

regulations banning the wearing of niqab at universities. The reasoning behind his argument is 
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of normative character, which is the analytical perspective that will be elaborated further in 

the next section. 

 

5.2 Normative aspects 

Social obligations, moral duties and notions of which social norms are adhered to when 

referring to higher education institutions’ role in countering radicalisation, are all central 

elements in one of the dimensions incorporated in Scott’s normative pillar, appropriateness. It 

applies to the notions of what is regarded as appropriate for the universities to develop or to 

do in order to counter radicalisation. This can be illustrated by Durodié’s studies on security 

measures in education, where he points out how “governments increasingly act, not out of 

conviction, but in order to be seen to be doing something. Equally, Universities and others, 

where the proposed measures have been discussed and, in many instances, understood to be 

both unnecessary and unlikely to work will, regardless, introduce new procedures and audits 

to be seen to be in compliance” (Durodié, 2015: 6). 

Senior adviser Michael Cruz at the Norwegian Police Security Service’s (PST) preventive 

unit is working to minimize the terrorism threat. He says that the higher education sector 

should not see radicalisation and extremism as separate, isolated phenomena, but as universal 

phenomena that have to do with human nature. He thinks there is too much focus on this as a 

separate issue and that “everybody” is now working with radicalisation. Media and self-

appointed experts present an unrealistic impression of the situation, according to Cruz (see 

also: Sageman, 2014). When counter-radicalisation measures are established on this basis, the 

problem might escalate rather than diminish. With a biased and asymmetrical approach to the 

people that cause concern, their feeling of worthlessness and exclusion will be reinforced, 

which is why Cruz says it is important that the universities meet radical students in an open, 

non-critical manner: “Teachers can degrade students with critical remarks. The biases must be 

removed, we must see the person instead and not talk about “us” and “them”, even if their 

attitudes are extreme.” 

Social anthropologist Linda Noor has seen many examples of ad hoc solutions for the purpose 

of counter radicalisation that have had a minimum effect, such as conferences and seminars 

on the topic. These are often activities carried out in order to “check it off the list”, she says in 
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the interview. She says further that Norway has a well-developed preventive apparatus for 

catching those who fall outside, such as mentally ill, gang members and criminals. By 

strengthening these systems and adding expertise on the radicalisation phenomenon, our 

society can be better equipped to handle the challenges of radicalisation and violent 

extremism. There is no magic formula to counter radicalisation, Noor explains. She is in 

favour of strengthening the systems that already are in place instead of implementing new 

measures aimed at counter-radicalisation exclusively:  

“In Norway we see that the apparatus is working from kindergarten and onwards. The 

larger the amount of people falling outside of society, the larger the pool of possible 

recruitment for the extremists. Norway is prioritising preventive efforts. Many 

countries do not, as it does not give immediate and measurable results. Norway has a 

tradition of political focus on prevention and the civil society is included. So there is 

no need to create new systems for the purpose of counter-radicalisation”. 

Noor’s description of a broad societal approach to the issue, is also reflected in Dalgaard-

Nielsen’ studies (2016: 138), advocating a “network governance approach to counter violent 

extremism […] [as] the best chance at mobilizing the necessary resources, skills, and 

competencies to individualize interventions, counter the appeal of violent extremism, and 

induce individual disengagement from extremist networks”. 

How society is assessing an agreed upon role of higher education institution’s counter-

radicalisation efforts, can be interpreted from the perspective of Scott’s normative pillar. The 

conceptions of appropriate goals or objectives for the universities’ counter-radicalisation 

work, can be seen as prescriptions for how actors are supposed to behave. “Normative 

systems are typically viewed as imposing constraints on social behaviour, and so they do. But 

at the same time, they empower and enable social action. They confer rights as well as 

responsibilities, privileges as well as duties, licences as well as mandates” (Scott, 2016: 64).  

By facilitating an environment that allows expressions of controversial opinions, higher 

education institutions might function as a safety valve, according to terrorism researcher 

Nesser: “Political discontent needs to be permitted being expressed in political protests, as 

long as they are within a democratic and legal framework”. This is also in line with Durodié 

(2015), who warns that restrictions on students’ freedom of expression might lead to an 

escalation of radical extremist ideologies. However, the border between non-violent and 
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violent ideology is an intricate matter, as pointed out by all interviewees. Leaders of higher 

education institutions are therefore faced with a challenging development, where the question 

of whether common measures for the sector would ease or worsen the situation is substantial.  

Education and Research Minister Røe Isaksen distinguishes freedom of speech in society as a 

whole from freedom of speech in the individual higher education institutions, as he sees this 

as principally different matters: 

“Freedom of speech implies a right to say more or less whatever you want, but it does 

not automatically give you the right to be published in a newspaper or to demonstrate 

whatever you want wherever you want. The municipality of Oslo has for instance 

prohibited Nazi demonstrations outside the Parliament. The situation in higher 

education is particularly complex in this perspective, because of the issue of 

censorship. I am tentative to whether radical extremist organisations should be 

prohibited to hold meetings at the universities’ campus, and believe that this should be 

up to the institutions themselves to decide.” 

How much room to manoeuvre the higher education institutions are given in this context, is 

connected to the indicators of the institutions’ cultural-cognitive pillar, where sociological, 

psychological and cultural features are the most prominent (Scott, 2016). This is the focus of 

the following section. 

 

5.3 Cultural-cognitive aspects 

“Radicalisation happens in the heart and mind,” says Michael Cruz at PST’s preventive unit. 

An emphasis on cultural-cognitive aspects in this discourse, represents confidence in a 

common cognitive foundation of how radicalisation should be countered which higher 

education institutions should adhere to. 

According to Cruz, the process of radicalisation can start already in childhood, connected to 

parents’ divorce, loss of parents or other life changing situations, and the process can be a 

slippery slope. He refers to PST’s radicalisation tunnel (chapter 3.1) and says that there are no 

single answers to why and how people become radical extremists. People can walk the steps 

in the radicalisation tunnel from A to Z, go back and forth or stay in the tunnel for 20 years 
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without doing anything illegal. In Europe, there have been examples of the process taking 

only 3-4 weeks until the person has reached the critical phase, i.e. having the capacity and the 

intention to commit violent extremist actions. The ones who rush through the tunnel are 

typically people with a criminal record. This is also the group that is overrepresented in 

radicalised networks in Norway, Cruz explains in the interview: 

“They are fascinated by the violence, not the ideology. Some are ideologists from the 

start, but few are. The ideologists can be at the universities and are much harder to 

discover since they do not show any clear deviations from the societal systems. They 

are not involved in activities linking them to the police, they show calm behaviour, 

they slide through the systems and go through school in a satisfactory fashion, but they 

still live in a form of social exclusion. They might be out there without us being able 

to detect them.” 

Social exclusion is a common denominator for radical extremists in Norway, and loyalty is a 

key factor in the recruitment process. The transnational networks use strong and powerful 

propaganda that goes straight to the heart, making the content feel private and close, 

achieving a perception of having brothers and sisters with a mutual enemy. Cruz says further 

that there are many roads to radicalisation, but many have had relational issues. He refers to 

an African proverb to explain the causalities: “If the young are not initiated into the village, 

they will burn it down just to feel its warmth.” 

Petter Nesser at FFI is conducting research on jihadist network in Europe and on how violent 

networks in Western Europe occur. He says in the interview that there is a common historic 

pattern for violent extremists. Their connections to networks are often established through 

social bonds that have developed over many years. They are usually social misfits with a 

problematic history of crime, family incidents, loss of parents, victims of racism, etc., and 

they could end up anywhere – depending on who they meet. He emphasises that social 

interaction is key in this process, that networking with other extremists is always present: 

“Lone wolf is by far a myth. When you become that extreme, it is nearly always a result of a 

social process.” 

Although some cases can appear not to be religiously motivated, Nesser’s research indicates 

that the actions of jihadist extremists always are strongly shaped by extreme religion and 
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ideology once they have interacted with networks: “Some can appear non-religious before 

they are completely recruited, but once they are inside the maelstrom, it is all about religion.” 

Linda Noor has since her start as moderator for the webpage islam.no in 2006 and through her 

work at the minority policy think tank Minotenk, gained thorough knowledge of radical 

extremist networks in Norway. In the interview, she states that the boundary between violent 

and non-violent extremism is unclear, and that it is difficult to say whether non-violent radical 

networks are stumbling blocks or stepping stones. Non-violent radical groups’ ideology and 

social relations can trigger alienation and a feeling of social exclusion, which can cause 

hostile interpretations of the world and consequently substantiate polarisation. 

Right wing and Islamists extremists in Norway are by and large from deprived backgrounds 

and are unlikely to be at universities, according to Noor. But she believes we might see the 

same trend in Norway as the US is experiencing now, which the higher education sector 

should be aware of: 

“Extremism is increasingly becoming mainstream ideology. They do not wear 

uniforms, they increasingly include women in a larger extent and say tactically smarter 

things to the public in order to gain legitimacy. The police have succeeded in cracking 

down the ones who are recruiting visibly and openly – the extremists must now find 

new ways of recruitment.” 

All interviewees express the need for competence building in the field of radicalisation and 

extremism. “In order to prevent, you must understand”, Bjørgo says, the director of the C-

REX centre at the University of Oslo whose core task is to conduct research on right-wing 

extremism and hate crime. 

The University of Oslo sees the roles of producing and applying knowledge and of generating 

and transferring ideology as its key functions (Castells, 2001) in countering radicalisation. 

Ottersen, Rector at the University of Oslo, describes four main approaches to extremism that 

they have incorporated: 

1. The primary objective is the preventive effort; to stop people from entering the 

radicalisation tunnel. In addition to a responsibility for its own students, the University of 

Oslo also sees its role as having a responsibility for the society as such, and their Center 

for Research on Extremism (C-REX) is essential in this regard. “We need knowledge 
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about the motives and mechanisms for radicalisation – not only on campus but in the 

entire society”, says Ottersen. 

2. By being an open institution, the University of Oslo wants to expose people who are 

about to enter the radicalisation tunnel to open discussions on religion, extremism, politics 

and ideology. The aim is draw people out of their echo chambers and into open debates. 

3. A system for students and staff where actions and situations that causes concern can be 

reported, is incorporated as part of the university’s Health, Safety and Environment 

organisation. This “Speak Up” system is set up to intercept unwanted behaviour. 

Radicalisation is not distinguished as a separate issue here, as the university does not see 

that as appropriate, according to Ottersen. 

4. The University of Oslo is founded on a set of core values, with one of the key values 

being inclusion. “We must strive to ensure means of inclusion in society, and to close the 

gaps in society that drive people to violent extremism. Inclusion is a key value of ours and 

a central factor in the radicalisation debate”, says Ottersen. 

The University of Oslo’s four approaches to countering radicalisation and extremism 

constitute an example of how regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive aspects all can be 

underlying factors in an organisation’s choice of procedures, actions and ideological basis. It 

also demonstrates Scott’s (2016) accentuation of the three pillars of being interdependent and 

mutually reinforcing.  

 

5.4 Preliminary summary 

The Norwegian government has, as of January 2017, initiated the establishment of an 

advisory body for the higher education sector, with as one of its first tasks is to develop 

measures for the higher education institutions to prevent radicalisation and violent extremism. 

As documented in the background sections, there are no common measures for how 

Norwegian higher education institutions can counter radicalisation, and consequently little 

literature and practises referring to that topic.   
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The normative perspective is prominent in the interviewees’ approach to Norwegian higher 

education institutions’ role in countering radicalisation and violent extremism. Fundamental 

in the discourse, is the question of whether it is more important to prevent danger by 

implementing security measures than to fully embrace the liberal and democratic values in 

our society. The views opinion leaders have on society are reflected in the normative aspects. 

Faced with a complex threat scenario, the principal discussion relates to whether we must 

adjust core societal values in order to meet the new challenges or if a firm grip on established 

values in this context is more important than ever. Terrorism researchers and literature on 

terrorism appear to represent a view of the necessity of security measures, also if these in 

some instances should collide with openness and free speech, to a larger extent than the 

opinion leaders directly related to the higher education sector and the field of counter-

radicalisation. 

The need for a comprehensive knowledge foundation on radicalisation is stressed by all 

interviewees and in recent research on counter-radicalisation (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2016; 

Sageman, 2015). The cultural-cognitive aspect of what we know today and of what is still not 

identified as effective approaches in counter-radicalisation efforts, constitute a substantial 

element of the discourse. In order to distinguish violent radical individuals from the non-

violent, more knowledge on the matter is required. Also, for counter-radicalisation measures 

to be effective and serve the intended purpose, they must be based on a knowledge foundation 

of empirical research.   

There seems to be a general opposition in the interview responses to regulations and common 

restrictions for higher education institutions in the purpose of countering radicalisation. The 

starting point of the discussion is however of regulative nature, being the government 

initiative of establishing a body whose one of the first tasks is to develop measures for higher 

education institutions’ counter-radicalisation actions. In both the interview data and in the 

analysed literature in this thesis, there are recommendations of being cautious to 

implementations of punitive measures, as they might serve to escalate the very problem they 

are intended to reduce. 
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6 Discussion 

This chapter will discuss the central topics of the thesis, based on the empirical findings in the 

previous chapter and on the employed literature. The knowledge will be elaborated in four 

sections, in accordance with the four respective research questions (see page 3), followed by a 

summary of the main discoveries. 

 

6.1 Causes of radicalisation 

When studying how higher education institutions can contribute to prevent radicalisation, an 

understanding of what makes people becoming radicalised violent extremists is essential. The 

focus on the phenomenon of radicalisation in this thesis, is concentrated on aspects that could 

be of particular relevance to the higher education sector. 

There is no single risk factor identified as being the main contributor to radicalisation, and 

consequently no simple answers can be provided when it comes to identifying what leads a 

person to commit acts of violence to achieve religious, political or ideological goals. A 

combination of a broad set of psycho-sociological factors is emphasised in the explanations 

for why some persons end up becoming radicalised violent extremists. A common pattern 

seen amongst radicalised individuals in Norway, and to a large extent in Europe, is that most 

have had a challenging childhoods, often lacking the presence of a parent, and a record of 

criminal activity during adolescence or as young adults. The aspect most often being brought 

up in this context and which is being repeatedly emphasised by field specialists and in 

research literature, is social exclusion.   

From a radicalisation preventive perspective, it can be useful to understand which human 

needs the people who causes concern are searching for in inhumane ideologies and networks. 

According to one of the interviewees, social anthropologist Linda Noor, positive experiences 

of joy and friendship are found in these networks, by people who are searching for the brother 

or father they never had. In the interview she also points to the relatively new instances of 

young women from Norway and other European countries who are joining extremist groups’ 

fights in Syria, where a romanticised picture seems to be reflected in the girls’ own 

communication between each other and to their relatives at home. 
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A number of the interviewees stress the powerful combination of religion and politics in the 

Islamist extremist networks, where everything is interpreted into a divine plan. The ones 

being drawn into these networks and who end up committing brutal terrorist actions, are 

described as individuals who are emotionally damaged and with underdeveloped empathy. 

They are desperately searching for belonging and have nothing to lose, according to Noor, 

who calls social control the glue of society. Aly (2015) argues that when having an 

understanding of radicalisation as a social phenomenon instead of a security issue, the 

approach to the problem broadens and can be tackled more efficiently. 

There is discrepancy amongst terrorism researchers about existing knowledge on what makes 

people becoming radicalised violent extremists. Sageman (2014) argues that in spite of all the 

years of dedicated terrorism research we are still no closer to knowing what makes a person 

become a terrorist. Nesser, on the other hand, points in the interview to research results 

showing clear patterns in the European jihadist violent extremists he has been studying and 

sustains that research in this field has come a long way. However, he adds that there is still 

work that needs to be done in this field. Data is lacking on foreign fighters who joined ISIL 

the recent years. The dynamics of recruitment in social media is also an area that requires 

further research. 

 

6.2 Detecting students “at risk”  

The experiences from the Prevent strategy in the UK, are by many seen as unwelcome 

examples of the universities having to take on a role as a surveillance body and a censor of 

speech, research, opinions and debates. Such policies can be seen as an over-reliance on 

regulative and punitive means, lacking a broader approach to the nature of radicalisation 

(Dalgaard-Nielsen 2016). However, in discussions on the Prevent strategy, it is worth noticing 

that according to British intelligence, Britain is now home to 23.000 jihadist extremists (The 

Times 27.05., 2017). This differentiates the situation in the UK substantially from the 

circumstances in Norway and many other European countries, in addition to the previously 

mentioned variances in national policy styles (Bovens et al., 2001). However, the Prevent 

strategy is relevant as an example in the discourse on whether or how regulative measures can 
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succeed or fail in serving their intended purpose. On this concrete matter in the UK, there 

currently seems to be no conclusive extensive research. 

Related to the issue of universities’ efforts in aiding counter-terrorism work by monitoring 

and detecting radicalised students who cause concern, a central question is which indicators 

the universities should be looking for in order to recognise the students who are at risk of 

becoming radical extremists and through that might contribute to acts of terrorism. As 

mentioned in the section above, the contributing factors to radicalisation are many and broad 

and a clear set of indicators is hard to identify. This also applies to a large extent to the signs 

in behaviour and actions of radicalised individuals. However, indicators that have been 

mentioned by the interviewees are change in behaviour and in social environment, isolation 

and expressions of intolerance. In sum, it is hard to find empirical answers to what constitute 

the indicators of a “student at risk” and consequently it is challenging to establish appropriate 

practices to detect such students.  

Some signs of radicalised violent extremists may be easy to recognise in retrospect, but these 

are also the signs of the behaviour of several non-violent individuals and groups. The 

difficulty of separating and identify the non-violent from those with violent aspirations, 

suggests the need for a cautious handling of how students who are at risk of becoming violent 

extremists or who supports terrorism can be detected. Literature and data indicate that the 

suspicion and polarisation that can derive from such practices, can in itself trigger 

radicalisation and intensify the support for networks promoting inhumane values.  

The question on how universities can detect students that seem to be at risk of becoming 

radicalised violent extremists, is connected to the discussion on the distributions of roles in 

society in the context of counter-terrorism and surveillance, as elaborated in the interviews by 

Røe Isaksen, Minister of Education and Research and Ottersen, Rector at the University of 

Oslo. Røe Isaksen and Ottersen (and Durodié, 2015) advocate an emphasis of the universities’ 

role as generating and facilitating free speech and open debates, and that student monitoring 

and surveillance on campus in order to detect radicalised behaviour consequently would 

collide with that role.  

The normative emphasis of the political and institutional leaders referred to in this study, 

differentiates to a certain extent from the more cognitive approach in the researchers’ 

interview accounts. Although their general views on higher education’s role in countering 
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radicalisation may not be significantly diverse, indications of different emphases in the 

discourse are apparent. While the political and institutional leaders demonstrate strategic 

perspectives in line with what is regarded as appropriate for the universities, the researchers’ 

perspectives understandably are more influenced by empirical knowledge from the research 

they are conducting.  

The regulative nature of surveillance measures to detect potential violent extremists amongst 

students, is particularly evident in the example from UK’s Prevent strategy. With the research 

and interview data presented in this thesis opposing a similar practice in Norway, the 

challenge is twofold: Whether it is a role of the university to identify potential extremists 

among its students, and if so – how appropriate measures can be developed that do support 

locating students who recruit others, plan or are ready to commit violent extremist actions. 

 

6.3  Counter-radicalisation strategies in higher 

education  

The dominant stance represented in the interview accounts and the employed literature, 

express tentativeness towards an implementation of separate counter-radicalisation measures 

at universities. This is mainly rationalised through notions of the traditional role of the 

universities as opposed to the role of bodies such as police authorities. Also, there is an 

emphasis on the qualities of the Norwegian state; with a general high level of trust in the state 

and with experiences of general preventive societal structures regarded as well-functioning, 

separate counter-radicalisation for universities are regarded as not necessary. A general 

caution due to indications of some counter-radicalisation measures being counterproductive, 

is also apparent in the scepticism towards an implementation of measures in the higher 

education sector. 

However, there is some concrete advice extracted from the interviews with the researchers on 

extremism and terrorism (Bjørgo and Nesser, respectively) to be considered in the 

development of strategies for the higher education sector to counter radicalisation and violent 

extremism: 
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- Demonstrate tolerance towards practices of religion through actions such as 

facilitation of prayer rooms. 

- Consider common guidelines on prohibitions of gender segregated meetings at 

campus. 

- Encourage social interaction and reflections on ideology. 

- Ensure good overview of what is going on in student networks and dissolve extremist 

networks if they occur. 

- Practice zero tolerance to any support of violent extremism. 

- Build competence to understand the dynamics of radicalisation. 

Nesser stresses the need for competence building based on objectivity and not on information 

gathered through media, where misconceptions are being spread. The misconceptions 

stimulate the polarisation of society, where people are treating facts and data according to 

how they want the world to be portrayed. He emphasises the dynamics of the radicalisation 

process: “It is important to understand that there are different roads leading to radicalisation, 

but also common features. It needs to be regarded as a group phenomenon and as ideological, 

extreme religious movements similar to cults.” Nesser explains further that the people being 

recruited can initially be moderate, but are brought into a community of one-sided influences 

that are hard to prevent. Consequently, he argues that it must be made completely clear that it 

is illegal to be that extreme and that relations or support to violent extremist networks must be 

criminalised and prosecuted. 

Counter-radicalisation approaches that comprise both soft and hard measures, are advocated 

in recent research literature (such as Hegghammer; 2016; Aly et al., 2015). In order to 

“efficiently target the root causes of violent extremism”, Aly et al. (2015: 3) calls for a “multi-

disciplinary and multi-layered approach that engages the voices of unorthodox stakeholders 

such as formers and victims alongside those of policy-makers and law enforcement”. Aly 

further argues for the incorporation of grassroots citizen driven initiatives, which also is an 

approach that is reflected by Noor.  

Cruz at PST encourages higher education institutions to have procedures and routines that 

support students and staff’s ability to act and report. He says in the interview that there should 
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be a low threshold in terms of possibility and ability to act in matters that cause concerns, and 

explains further that there are examples of incidents not being caught due to perceptions of 

the matters as being somebody else’s responsibility.  

Many point to the element of counter-radicalisation measures in higher education serving to 

be counterproductive if they are based on insufficient data (Bjørgo’s account in the interview, 

Durodié (2015); Dalgaard-Nielsen (2016)). At the same time, there is also research that 

suggests that sanctions and punitive measures have led to extremists reconsidering their 

standing and chosen to step off their path to violent extremism, according to Dalgaard-Nielsen 

(2016: 137), but she concludes: “In sum, judicial, administrative or social sanctions might 

reduce or intensify the extremist engagement of targeted individuals, depending on context, 

timing, and individual circumstances. Thus, one-size-fits-all solutions are likely to produce 

suboptimal results”. She suggests further that countering violent extremism with a broad 

network of governance is the best solution, although it is not the easiest:  

“However, it offers the best hope of matching the complexity and dynamism of the 

phenomenon of violent extremism via a broad alliance of actors who, in between 

them, are much more likely to be able to intervene effectively to counter individual 

cases of violent extremism than any one single government agency acting on its own” 

(Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2016: 137).  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, this is in line with Noor’s statements, where she 

suggests strengthening the broad set of systems already in place in the Norwegian society, 

where preventive efforts in general have proven to be successful, instead of implementing a 

separate policy of counter-radicalisation as such. 

Nesser also advocates a strengthening of the general mechanisms and preventive measures 

that are already in place. He further argues that there needs to be an awareness of 

radicalisation and violent extremism in all sectors and that the sectors need to act in advance. 

Although the Syria related networks in Norway have declined, he says there is no time to sit 

back, as this problem will hardly disappear but rather be present for a long time ahead. 
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6.4 Counter-radicalisation in academia versus 

academic freedom and free speech  

“It is hard to avoid the situation of openness being at the expense of safety”, terrorism 

researcher Nesser argues. In order to prevent extremist violent networks from developing, 

measures are needed and certain campus activities should be banned. According to social 

anthropologist Noor, universities should ban arrangements held by organisations with 

attitudes that are conflicting with human rights. “These organisations choose the universities 

for their arrangements because it gives them access to an infrastructure and free venues. This 

enables the existence and growth of the organisations”, she says in the interview. 

She, and many with her, state that if we let the terrorists change how we live in our 

democratic society, we are defeated. But, as Noor argues in the interview, “a liberal, freedom 

oriented approach to these forces can also be a weakness, as the terrorists are well aware of 

this and know how to abuse this as a weakness”. 

Exercising the civil rights of free speech is challenging in today’s geopolitical scenario and 

with the terrorist threat in Norway being at the level of “likely” to happen. This complicates 

the construction of preventive measures in higher education institutions, when they are to be 

efficient and at the same time comply with the democratic and civil rights of free speech. 

This topic interrelates with the question of how to detect radicalised students (section 6.2) and 

the issues raised in the context of how such monitoring could restrict free speech. Research 

literature (such as Durodié, 2015; Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2016) and most of the interviewees argue 

that suppression of radical voices and restrictions on campus debates may cause more harm 

than good, and intensify the problem of radicalisation rather than the intended diminishment 

of it. 

The description in the Prevent strategy of the measures including “[…] not just violent 

extremism but also non-violent extremism, which can create an atmosphere conducive to 

terrorism and can popularise views which terrorists exploit” (HM Government, 2015: 5), 

draws attention to the challenge of balancing between the civil rights of free speech and 

regulations intending to prevent acts of terrorism. 
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As described in the introductory chapter, the Norwegian government points out the internet as 

an arena for radicalisation as one of three main challenges in the radicalisation combat, and 

states: 

“It is a challenge to distinguish potential threat perpetrators from the multitude of 

anonymous profiles on the Internet that convey controversial messages and challenge 

the limits of freedom of speech. Persons can go through a process of radicalisation as a 

result of their Internet activity without this being detected by others. Extremist 

messages can also easily reach persons who are physically or virtually in the fringe 

zone of extremist groups and who are vulnerable to be influenced in a negative 

direction” (Ministry of Justice and Public Security, 2014: 9). 

Monitoring of students can conflict with core democratic values as free speech and academic 

freedom, as expressed by interviewees and in research literature presented in this thesis. 

Openness and trust are terms used by many to describe key qualities of Norwegian higher 

education institutions. Surveillance and monitoring to detect potential terrorists amongst 

students, can affect the open learning environment that is essential in the existence and 

development of academic disciplines. Yochai Benkler, professor at Harvard Law School, 

questions the effects allowing security agencies to “see everything” in their counter-terrorism 

efforts can have on society at large (Harvard, 12.05., 2013). According to Benkler, the 

unintended outcomes of such practices can lead to change in behaviour of ordinary people and 

a self-regulation which is a fundamental restriction of freedom. 

At the same time, the killings of innocent people in the terrorist attacks in Europe the last 

years, are reported in some occasions to have been linked to online activity of the terrorists 

before they carried out their planned massacres. The British Prime Minister Theresa May calls 

for international agreements that regulate the internet in order to reduce extremism online: 

“We cannot allow this ideology the safe space it needs to breathe”, she said after the London 

Bridge terrorist attacks in June 2017 (Independent, 04.06., 2017). This statement differs from 

the perspectives emphasised in the Norwegian discourse in this thesis, where a caution to 

suppression of radical extremist voices have been most apparent. Although there are several 

differences between the UK and Norway in terms of trust in the state, national policy styles 

and presence of radical extremists in higher education and in society as such, the transnational 

nature of both the internet and terrorism points towards a development that might affect 

freedom of speech for all, including the higher education sector. 
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The challenge of distinguishing potential violent extremists amongst the many people legally 

practicing their rights to free speech – on the internet or in society in general – is perhaps the 

most complex, and core, matter in the discourse on the role of higher education institutions’ 

efforts to counter radicalisation and violent extremism. 

 

6.5 Summary 

The key disparities of the empirical findings can be summed up as follows: The Norwegian 

Minister of Education and Research has assigned the higher education sector a role in the 

national fight against radicalisation and violent extremism, and leaves it to the sector to 

develop suitable measures (Regjeringen, 2017). 

The sector, in this thesis represented by the top leader of the University of Oslo, considers its 

current practice to be adequate and emphasises the open nature of the higher education 

institutions that facilitate debates that are to include all voices in society. A similar approach 

to the role of the universities is also reflected by Durodié (2015) and is in line with Castells’ 

(2001) description of the major functions of universities (see section 3.2). 

Radicalisation specialists, in this thesis two representatives whom in their professional 

practices work to build competence about radicalisation, are cautious to introduce regulations 

and separate counter-radicalisation measures in higher education. Similar considerations are 

found in research literature (such as Durodié, 2015; Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2016). 

Norway’s leading extremism researcher advices against actively searching for radicalised 

students, as that most likely would serve to intensify the problem. The issue of counter-

radicalisation measures potentially being counter-productive is thoroughly explored by 

Dalgaard-Nielsen (2016).  

Terrorism researcher on violent extremist jihadist networks in Europe, Petter Nesser, 

describes today’s situation of the amount of Europeans now residing in conflict zones as 

historically the most severe. He urges actions in all sectors – including the higher education 

sector - to prevent radicalised networks from developing, in order to hinder future terror 

attacks in Norway and Europe. His colleague, Thomas Hegghammer (2016), also presents 

perspectives indicating that violent extreme Islamist activity may increase.  
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Conclusions based on the knowledge obtained in this thesis study, will be presented in the 

following and final chapter. 
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7 Conclusions 

“We must continue our fight against extremism and against the use of violence as a form of 

free speech”, Prime Minister Erna Solberg said after the brutal terror attack at a concert arena 

in Manchester in May 2017 (NRK, 23.05., 2017), where more than 20 people lost their lives, 

many of them children and youths. 

The cold calculation of placing nail-filled explosives at an entertainment venue with the aim 

to murder children at a pop concert, demonstrates terrorists’ actions against soft targets in the 

most incomprehensible way. The Manchester terrorist was a student at the local university, 

born and raised in the city he attacked. Physically securing society to the extent of it being 

completely safe from these atrocities to happen, seems unfeasible. Preventing people from 

becoming radicalised violent extremists is therefore crucial, and the role of Norwegian higher 

education institutions in this combat has been the scope of this thesis.  

The majority of data and literature presented in this thesis portray a scepticism towards 

separate measures for counter-radicalisation at universities and colleges. However, a call for 

action on this matter in higher education is urged by the Norwegian government and by 

international bodies, such as the European Commission. Leading researchers in the field of 

terrorism also state the gravity of the violent extremist activity amongst European citizens on 

European soil, and draw a picture of a threat development that does not seem to be in decline.  

To the question of what higher education institutions can do to counter radicalisation and 

violent extremism, there are more answers on what not to do than concrete inputs on measures 

that could help provide the required results. An important consideration in this policy 

development process, is the information pointing to counter-radicalisation measures in higher 

education being counterproductive – that they may serve to increase the very problem they are 

intended to reduce. According to the findings in this thesis, this applies particularly to 

measures that imply sanctions, student monitoring and suppression of radical voices.  

Free speech versus censorship or suppression of extreme radical ideology is the most intricate 

matter when counter-radicalisation measures are analysed in the context of higher education 

institutions, as practices of free speech and academic freedom are among the core values and 

functions of universities and colleges. The difficult balance between openness and safety is 

also apparent in Prime Minister Solberg’s statement of the need to fight “against the use of 
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violence as a form of free speech” (NRK, 23.05., 2017). Because with the majority of the 

people with radical views being non-violent and legally practicing their rights to free speech, 

how do we recognise the ones who are ready to carry out extreme violent actions to promote 

their cause? This is an area with scarce empirical findings today, which calls for 

comprehensive explorations. 

The complex and multifaceted field of counter-radicalisation and violent extremism in higher 

education and its shortage of empirical data, complicate the development of successful 

counter-radicalisation measures, according to sources in this thesis. 

Of significance in the research-based information that does exist in this field today and that 

has been revealed in this study, is that the notion of the terrorist as a lone wolf by and large is 

incorrect. Research data indicate that violent extremists are carrying out their actions as part 

of a social context. Extensive knowledge about these social bonds – on the internet and in 

physical environments – may support the development of appropriate counter-radicalisation 

measures for the higher education sector, by finding suitable and effective ways for the 

institutions to assist in the national and transnational efforts to prevent radicalisation, dissolve 

violent extremist networks and detect individuals with intentions to harm before it is too late. 

In order to combat the savagery rooted in the ideology of the violent extremist networks, 

higher education institutions can play an important role in help winning the crucial battle of 

ideas.  

 

7.1 Key findings 

The theoretical and practical contribution of this thesis has been to overlap the gaps identified 

in the literature related to which role the higher education sector can take on to counter 

radicalisation and violent extremism. By analysing the data gathered from interviews, 

research literature and policy documents on radicalisation and violent extremism in a thematic 

framework of institutional theory, the findings represent perspectives on counter-

radicalisation efforts specifically aiming at being appropriate for Norwegian higher education 

institutions. Until now, there has been little research available on this concrete matter and no 

common national policy in Norway nor practices in the field of counter-radicalisation in 

Norwegian universities and university colleges. 
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The findings demonstrate a tendency of a general sceptical approach to the role of universities 

in this combat. A normative emphasis in the arguments of protection of democratic values, 

free speech and academic freedom are apparent in the discourse – advocating perspectives 

holding on to what is traditionally regarded as an appropriate role for the universities. This 

view is also apparent in the warnings against actively searching for radicalised students, 

supplemented by the notion of possibilities of counterproductive results. Protection of the 

liberal and democratic values of the European society is advocated by leaders and 

stakeholders across the continent in the aftermaths of the many terrorist attacks on European 

citizens in recent years. At the same time, international agreements are being urged to regulate 

the internet in order to be able to stop the planned terrorist attacks in time (Independent, 

04.06., 2017). This can indicate an approach of requiring both one and the other; We shall 

continue living our lives as normal, but at the same time harder measures are urged to counter 

radicalisation. Measures such as the proposed internet regulations may conflict with the 

democratic rights of free speech and academic freedom. This poses a severe challenge to 

higher education institutions in particular, as their core functions are founded on these very 

values.  

Since research on causes for radicalisation is inconclusive and expose a highly complex and 

broad set of underlying factors, effective measures are also difficult to develop. There is 

shortage of empirical data in essential areas of the field, and the findings in this thesis 

document a need for basing new counter-radicalisation policies and measures on research data 

if they are to meet the intended goals. 

Involvement by a wide-ranging assembly of societal bodies and actors in order to counter 

radicalisation and violent extremism is suggested in the analysed data. The higher education 

sector is expected by the Norwegian government to contribute in the national efforts of 

countering radicalisation and violent extremism, which generates the question on how the role 

of the university in this context ought to be. The following ten points sums up key 

considerations, emphases and recommended priorities emerging from the data analysis of this 

thesis on the announced development of counter-radicalisation measures in Norwegian higher 

education institutions: 

• A normative approach is predominant in the discourse on counter-radicalisation in 

Norwegian higher education in this study, representing an emphasis on social 
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obligations, moral duties, appropriateness and notions of which norms are adhered to 

when referring to higher education institutions’ role. 

• Scepticism towards separate counter-radicalisation measures for universities and 

university colleges in Norway is expressed to a large extent in the discourse. 

• Terrorism attacks by European citizens on European targets are likely to continue and 

possibly escalate. 

• Recruiters to violent extremism are likely to find new, more advanced ways that will 

make network developments harder to detect. 

• Violent extremists are often from deprived backgrounds, socially excluded and with a 

vulnerability to end up anywhere, depending on who they meet. 

• The terrorist carries out the attacks as part of a social context, based on social bonds 

that have developed over time. 

• Counter-radicalisation measures may be counterproductive, in particular measures that 

imply sanctions, student monitoring and suppression of radical voices. 

• Counter-radicalisation policies must be based on an understanding of the complexity 

and dynamics of radicalisation in order to serve their intended purpose. 

• Universities can serve to counter extreme ideological, political and religious 

conceptions through discussions, debates and research, but this means of counter-

radicalisation may be threatened by suggested international restrictions and 

monitoring. 

• In the intersection between violent and non-violent extremism, there is a complex and 

largely unexplored grey zone. 
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7.2 Limitations 

Possible limitations of this thesis have been discovered during the work process. First, a 

limitation is the thesis’ relatively small number of interview respondents. In a larger scale 

study, it would have been possible to bring in more professionals related to the higher 

education sector, and other topic related voices such as those of religious leaders, 

philosophers, legal experts and free speech specialists. However, the small sample of opinion 

leaders in this study made it possible to conduct in-depth interviews, which would not have 

been possible with a large sample.  

Second, the scope of the literature reviewed is mainly concentrated on matters that can be 

related to higher education institutions’ role in counter-radicalisation efforts. This means that 

there are areas of terrorism and radicalisation research that have not been employed in this 

study, which may also have contained knowledge of transferable value to the higher education 

sector. The situation of the investigated practice still not being implemented, also limits the 

prospect of rich empirical data.  

Third, one of the most challenging aspect in the handling of the thesis’ topic, is related to 

biases and polarisation in the discourse of this topic in general. In this thesis, there are more 

references to extreme Islamism than to right-wing extremism, which might also be regarded 

as a research limitation. This high prevalence of references towards extreme Islamism may 

reflect the focus of this discourse both in research and media, but is also due to PST’s threat 

analysis where extreme Islamists are regarded to “represent the greatest terrorist threat against 

Norway” (PST, 2017: 13). The majority of the literature, and to some extent the interview 

data, is, when exemplifications are being made, therefore more focused on this group than on 

other radical extremist networks. The terrorist attacks carried out in Europe during the time of 

writing the thesis, were caused by extreme Islamists and thus exemplified in the media 

quotations of the Prime Ministers’ takes on counter-radicalisation issues. Biases that can 

derive from emphasising one group of radical extremists more than the other, are a threat to 

the discourse per se as it can lead to further polarisation - which in itself is a factor that can 

trigger radicalisation. In a Norwegian context, this is of particular significance to mention, as 

the brutalities Norway experienced in 2011 were carried out by a terrorist supporting right-

wing ideology.  
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7.3 Future research 

Of all the findings in the empirical data and employed literature, the most striking feature is 

the complexity of the phenomenon of radicalisation and consequently of counter-

radicalisation in higher education, and thus the demand for more knowledge and research in a 

field that has many unexplored areas. As closure of this thesis and as an opening for new and 

required knowledge, the following topics are suggested for future studies: 

• Comparative analyses on counter-radicalisation practices in higher education in 

Europe  

• The grey areas between violent and non-violent extremism  

• The social context of radicalised violent extremists  

• Censorship of students and researchers in Europe as a result of counter-terrorism 

intelligence operations 

• Higher education as a means to counter radicalisation by closing societal gaps 
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