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Legitimate Counter Violent Extremism. A German Case Study  

Anina Schwarzenbach, anina_schwarzenbach@hks.harvard.edu, Harvard University 

 

1. Introduction 

Germany is among the safest countries in the world. Still, the country has suffered from violent 

extremism in the past and until today faces high threats stemming from radical ideologies. 

During the National Socialist Dictatorship under Hitler, it witnessed one of the main historical 

manifestations of extremism and extremist rule. Later, the country dealt mostly with the threat 

stemming from far-right and far-left ideologies. In more recent times, religious extremism 

became a substantial matter of concern, too. In fact, Germany has been heavily affected by both, 

the “home-grown terrorism” and “foreign fighters” phenomena.  

Recent migration flows have accentuated the debate around violent extremism and terrorism. 

Germany’s history is marked by various waves of immigration. Although the country never had 

a homogeneous society, the idea of an internal ethnic homogeneity gained relevance towards the 

end of the 19. Century. From then on, the concepts of nation and cultural difference were highly 

valued in the German context, making access to citizenship difficult to obtain for non-Germans. 

Still, people have continued to migrate to Germany. Today, Germany hosts a multi-cultural and 

pluri-religious society and is home to a high share of a minority population, prevalently from 

Turkey. 

The 2015 wave of immigration added to Germany’s multi-culturalism and has confronted 

decision-makers with new challenges. Whereas Germany under chancellor Merkel has gained a 

reputation of being a welcoming country during the 2015 refugee crisis, critics have warned that 

this immigration policy made the country vulnerable to extremist attitudes and behaviors. Indeed, 

more recent figures (BfV 2018) suggest that violent extremism is on the rise in Germany. On the 

one hand, several incidents pertaining to the religious extremism sphere have been recorded in 

the past years, some of them involving refugees that only recently entered Germany. On the 

other hand, in some German cities, the increasing hostility towards immigrants stemming mostly 

from Muslim countries has eased the rise of new far-right movements. This hostility occasionally 

turns into violence, as demonstrated by the series of attacks against refugee centers performed by 

far-right activists which bear similarities to the xenophobic riots carried out in Germany in the 

1990s. 
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Consequently, Germany has advanced strategies and programs to counter violent extremism (in 

the following referred to as CVE) across the ideological spectrum. In this article, I use CVE as 

an “umbrella” term that includes approaches to prevent or mitigate violent extremism and 

radicalization which is sometimes also referred to as strategies and programs to prevent violent 

extremism (PVE). Instead of CVE and PVE, in the German context, the distinction between 

universal, selective, and indicated prevention is more common (Nehlsen et al. 2020). Universal 

prevention targets a broader population and aims at reducing the probability of violent extremism 

from arising in the first place, whereas selective prevention generally focuses on individuals who 

have already shown the first signs of radicalization. Finally, indicated prevention focuses on 

individuals who are in the later stages of the radicalization process.  

Over the past years, political support for prevention work grew, and so did the public funding for 

CVE prevention. As a result, the German government promoted a unique prevention 

architecture, making Germany the country in Europe with the most comprehensive system of 

CVE measures. Countries in Europe and the US have turned attention to Germany when seeking 

advice and good practice examples. They trust the country’s extensive experience when 

designing their CVE strategies and programs.  

Yet, Germany remains uniquely different from many other European countries for several 

reasons. Firstly, it relies on a strongly decentralized political system and has delegated core 

authorities in the fight against violent extremism to its 16 states. In a joint effort pursued for 

several years, the federal government, under the authority of the Federal Ministry of Interior as 

well as Ministries for Social Affairs, has exchanged ideas and good practices with ministries of 

its states (Länder). The latter generally have an interest in cooperating with the government 

because they are often granted funds from federal programs. Still, the German states maintain 

certain freedom of action, which makes the uniform implementation of specific policies across 

the country more difficult. Secondly, because of this system, Germany has decided against a 

nationwide CVE action plan, reverting instead to a common frame of guidelines to be observed 

by each federal state when designing their strategies. Thirdly, in contrast to many other member 

states in the European Union, Germany generally favors a preventive over a repressive approach. 

Indeed, German experts and policymakers have long advocated for the need to include social 

work and family support strategies along with police and intelligence work. Today, the German 
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strategy relies heavily on civil society actors, primarily focused on educational work, who have 

been implementing the measures jointly with state institutions (Said and Fouad 2018). 

Finally, fourthly, the country’s approach to religious pluralism has promoted an intense dialogue 

between state and religious institutions, particularly on the matter of religious extremism. This 

approach contrasts with the strategies followed by other countries, such as France. The strict 

impartiality and neutrality of the French state in front of religion – also known under the concept 

of “laïcité” –has limited the involvement of representatives of religious communities in France’s 

CVE approach. 

Despite being considered a role model, German CVE strategies have been confronted with some 

scrutiny. On the one hand, different viewpoints on the role and importance of prevention within 

German government entities and between policymakers jeopardize the integrity of the CVE 

strategies. For example, German security authorities pursue extremism prevention within their 

broader security policy. For them, educational work is secondary to more repressive strategies. 

On the other hand, over the years countless models and projects were created, making the 

prevention landscape increasingly complex and difficult to navigate (von Drachenfels et al. 

2018). Today, Germany is urged to shed light on the legitimacy and effectiveness of its approach 

to extremism prevention. 

 

2. Background 

In Germany, the term extremism does not figure in constitutional law. Since 1973, it is, however, 

used by the German Federal Bureau for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt für 

Verfassungsschutz, BfV1) to refer to ideologies that advocate for an extremist worldview and 

stand at odds with the principles of a free democratic basic order.  

Extremism in Germany takes many forms, the most common ones being “left-wing”, “right-

wing” and “religious” extremism. According to recent official figures (BfV 2018), the number of 

extremists of all three ideological streams who are willing to use violence is growing.  

 
1 The BfV was formally established in 1950 to prevent activities of neo-Nazi and communist revolutionary 
groups 
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From the early 1970s, the country has been heavily exposed to incidents of both left- and right-

wing terrorist and racist groups2.  

In Germany, right-wing extremism is not an ideologically uniform phenomenon; rather, it takes 

various forms that present ideological elements of chauvinism, racism, and anti-Semitism. 

Xenophobia continues to be the most common motive for committing right-wing extremist 

violence. Hence, despite the number of asylum seekers has fallen in recent times, the number of 

anti-asylum attacks remained alarmingly high. By the end of 2018, the BfV lists 24,100 right-

wing extremist individuals, around half of them violence-oriented, who have committed a total 

of 19.409 offenses in the year 2018. 

Like right-wing, left-wing extremism is a generic term used to describe efforts directed against 

the free democratic basic order expressed in the ideas of anarchism and communism. Members 

of left-wing extremist movements advocate for social equity and the realization of individual 

freedom. Over the span of the last ten years, Germany witnessed an increase in left-wing 

extremist violence. This increase is, however, not linear, but rather follows a wave-like trend, 

usually with peaks in years with major scene relevant events. For example, the left-wing 

extremist violence rose enormously in 2017, mainly due to the G20 summit in Hamburg. The 

potential number of left-wing extremists amounted to a total of 32,000 individuals in the year 

2018, a fourth of whom are violence oriented. Moreover, in the year 2018, a total of 4,622 crimes 

with a left-wing extremist motive were carried out (see BfV 2018). 

In the last decade, several jihadi-related incidents gained extensive media coverage and forced 

the German government to turn attention to religious extremism, especially Islamism and 

Salafism. The main goal of Islamism in Germany is the partial or complete abolition of the free 

democratic basic order of the Federal Republic of Germany. Already in the early years of the 

fight against Islamist terrorism, Germany has been known for being a hub for Islamist extremists. 

Indeed, among the hijacks that carried out the 9/11 attacks were members of what would be later 

referred to as the “Hamburg Cell”, a group of radical Islamists including university students who 

were based in the city of Hamburg. In more recent times, Germany has witnessed a series of 

terrorist attacks linked to Islamist ideology; one the most prominent being the December 2016 

attack in Berlin where a lorry ran into shoppers at a Christmas market causing the death of 12 

 
2 The far-left militant organization Red Army Fraction (RAF) carried out multiple high profile terrorist 
attacks between the years 1972 and 1988. After the reunification, Germany witnessed a series of right-wing 
extremist incidents accompanied by an outbreak of xenophobic violence 
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persons. According to recent BfV figures, the estimated number of Islamist extremists present in 

Germany amounts to 26,560. Among those, around 774 are identified as being “Islamistische 

Gefährder”, potential Islamist offenders who are deemed capable of committing serious crimes 

and therefore, pose a threat to public safety. As they are considered to be at high risk to 

perpetrate a terrorist attack, they are either retained in correctional facilities or closely monitored 

by federal security agencies. In this category fall also around 300 foreign fighters who have been 

returning to Germany after fighting in Syria. Finally, especially since the 2010s, concerns over 

the spread of violent Salafism rose in Germany. Currently, the number of Salafists amounts to 

10,800, an increase of 11 percent compared to the year 2017, making it the most dynamically 

growing movement in Germany. Reports from the domestic intelligence assessments and the 

BfV have pointed to the increased risk of terrorist attacks in Germany perpetrated by violent 

Salafists and defined the threat posed by Jihadist extremism as being among Germany’s biggest 

challenges (see BfV 2018). 

 

3. Analytic approach 

In my research, I join the body of experts that are beginning to systematically examine violent 

extremism and governmental responses to the phenomenon. Broadly, these responses can be 

classified under two headings: counter-terrorism which embraces repressive measures and uses 

military or policing resources, and CVE which refers to softer approaches and uses mostly non-

coercive means. CVE is understood both as a subset and evolution of the counter-terrorism 

strategy. In this article, I will focus on CVE strategies and programs but refer to the broader 

counter-terrorism strategy occasionally. 

Theories of legitimacy provide for a “theoretical lens” through which governmental responses to 

violent extremism can be compared. More importantly, legitimacy considerations allow for 

identifying a metric against which the various CVE measures can be analyzed and assessed.  

In this article, I will primarily draw on Weatherford’s work (1992) to systematize and assess 

German CVE strategies and programs. The author presents prime standards that state institutions 

and actions must achieve to be considered “legitimate”, namely: accountability, efficiency, 

procedural fairness, and distributive fairness (see Table 1). Like other scholars (e.g., Tallberg and 

Zürn 2019), I differentiate between democratic and purposive qualities. CVE strategies and 

programs conform to democratic qualities when they promote accountability and procedural 
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fairness, and as such the core values of the democratic process. They match purposive qualities 

when they serve or promote shared ends. To achieve high levels of legitimacy, CVE strategies 

and programs need to display both democratic and purposive qualities.  

Table 1 summarizes the legitimacy standards of accountability, efficiency, procedural fairness, 

and distributive fairness in a 2x2 matrix, and exemplifies how they relate to democratic and 

purposive qualities. 

 

Table 1 Legitimacy standards 

Level of Analysis Democratic Qualities Purposive Qualities 

 

Strategy 

 

Accountability: 

- Wide and effective 

participation 

- Deliberation 

- Transparency 

Efficiency: 

- Expert advice 

- Legality 

- Minimal waste of time and 

resources 

 

Implementation 

Procedural fairness: 

- Protection of rights 

- Equality 

- Predictability  

Distributive fairness: 

- Problem solving 

- “Fair shares”, collective 

welfare gains 

Source: own representation based on Weatherford (1992) and Tallberg and Zürn (2019) 

 

The analysis of the CVE strategies presented in this article is based on government 

documentation accessible through the websites of the Parliament and the Ministry of the Interior 

of Germany, as well as official documents on the topic of far-left, far-right and religious 

extremism issued by other government organizations (such as the Federal Criminal Police Office 

and the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs). The relevant documents were selected based on 

two criteria: firstly, they discuss policies and government initiatives of recent years; secondly, 

they contain a substantial focus on the issue of far-right, far-left, and religious extremism.  

The study of programs that deal specifically with far-right, far-left, and religious extremism in 

Germany relies on internet research of projects that were part of the first funding period (2015-

2019) of the federal program “Demokratie Leben!” (Living Democracy!)3 sponsored by the 

German Ministry of Family Affairs (Bundesministerium für Familien, Senioren, Frauen und 

 
3 https://www.demokratie-leben.de/modellprojekte/radikalisierungspraevention.html; 

https://www.demokratie-leben.de/modellprojekte/praevention-und-deradikalisierung-in-strafvollzug-und-

bewaehrungshilfe.html 
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Jugendlichen, BMFSFJ). A total of 61 initiatives were selected. Among those, 14 were directed 

towards right-wing, 4 towards left-wing, and 26 towards Islamist extremism. The remaining 17 

initiatives aimed at violent extremism in a “transversal” way without targeting a particular 

ideology. The remaining 17 initiatives were carried out in correctional facilities and probation 

centers. The initiatives covered a wide range of interests and touched on social, political, legal, 

educational, and economic issues (see finding section for more information on the program). 

Many of the projects are still active today. In January 2020 the second funding period (2020-

2024) of the “Demokratie Leben!” program has started which continues to support projects 

addressing extremist ideologies. It puts, however, a stronger focus on prevention against general 

conspiracy thinking, racism, and discrimination against minority groups 4.  

 

4. Socio-legal and policy discourses and strategies 

In the early 1970s, Germany established institutions, legislations, and strategies to counter-

terrorism as a response to the activities of domestic terrorist groups such as the Red Army 

Faction (RAF). Germany’s Federal Criminal Police Office (Bundeskriminalamt, BKA) has 

primary jurisdiction over domestic security issues and combating national and international 

terrorism, while intelligence work is under the authority of the Federal Office for the Protection 

of the Constitution (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, BfV) and the Federal Intelligence Service 

(Bundesnachrichtendienst, BND)5. The German counter-terrorism strategies and legislations 

have subsequently been adapted to face the threat posed by international terrorism – and 

specifically Islamist terrorism. In response to the 9/11 event, in 2002 German government 

crafted a general Counter-Terrorism Law (Terrorismusbekämpfungsgesetz6) which entails 

substantial modifications of security-related provisions. Most importantly, it provides the BKA 

and BfV with more competences and broadens the possibilities for intelligence and law 

enforcement agencies to access and share relevant information.  

Similarly, countering (violent) extremism has been traditionally associated with domestic 

security, and as such a prime responsibility of federal and state intelligence services as well as 

federal and local police agencies. However, in more recent times social affairs-related ministries 

 
4 https://www.demokratie-leben.de/foerderprojekte/modellprojekte/handlungsfeld-extremismuspraevention.html 
5 The former deals with domestic intelligence, while the latter deals with foreign intelligence 
6https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/gesetztestexte/Terrorismusbekaempfungsgesetz_pdf.pdf 

https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/gesetztestexte/Terrorismusbekaempfungsgesetz_pdf.pdf;jsessionid=9AD0276A3721882A5A670B4827CC2392.2_cid364?__blob=publicationFile&v=1
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have been increasingly tasked with countering (violent) extremism. Other than counter-terrorism 

which is primarily pursued at the national level, extremism prevention falls under the authority 

of the German states. 

Nowadays, the German CVE approach embraces both repressive and preventive measures: law 

enforcement and general criminal prosecutions are used along with softer measures. These 

include, for instance, civic education to reinforce fundamental liberal democratic values and 

promote interfaith and religious-political dialogue, as well as a broader set of policies directed 

towards improving integration within German society. Efforts in preventing extremism involve 

mainly the Federal Ministry of Interior (Bundesinnenministerium, BMI) and the Federal Ministry 

of Family Affairs (Bundesministerium für Familien, Senioren, Frauen und Jugendlichen, 

BMFSFJ) at the national level as well as the ministries of interior and social affairs at the level of 

the German states. 

Currently, Germany does not officially implement a specific stand-alone action plan for 

countering (violent) extremism at the national level. This is based on the consensus that local 

approaches and the promotion of civil society initiatives at the level of the German states suit the 

country’s federal structure best.The issues of extremism and radicalization are nevertheless 

addressed within the wider counter-extremism and counter-terrorism strategy of the BMI and the 

federal strategy to prevent extremism and promote democracy set up by the BMFSFJ. In the 

years 2015 to 2019, the latter has put considerable effort into improving Germany’s prevention 

architecture, channeling around half a billion euros towards its prevention program “Demokratie 

Leben!”7. In 2016, the BMFSFJ and the BMI jointly published the “Federal Government 

Strategy for Prevention of Extremism and Promotion of Democracy”8 (Strategie der 

Bundesregierung zur Extremismusprävention und Demokratieförderung). The report provides 

guidelines for the design of prevention programs to German authorities and highlights the shared 

responsibilities of BMFSJF and BMI around extremism prevention. The 2017 “National 

Prevention Program against Islamist Extremism” (Nationales Präventionsprogramm gegen 

islamistischen Extremismus) builds on this report and defines the core areas of the German 

government’s strategy to fight against the Islamist threat at both the national and regional levels 

and is the closest to a national action plan that Germany has. This program, too, received a large 

 
7 https://www.demokratie-leben.de/foerderperiode-2015-2019/ueberblick-foerderperiode-2015-2019.html 
8 https://www.bmfsfj.de/blob/109002/5278d578ff8c59a19d4bef9fe4c034d8/strategie-der-bundesregierung-zur-

extremismuspraevention-und-demokratiefoerderung-data.pdf 
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amount of public funding. The federal budget for 2018 foresaw expenses of 100 million euros for 

implementing measures included in the national prevention program.9 

Although Germany lacks a national action plan to counter extremism, many German states, e.g., 

North Rhine-Westphalia, Schleswig-Holstein, Lower Saxony, Bavaria, and Baden-Württemberg, 

have their strategies to refute extremist ideologies. 

 

5. Implementations on the ground 

In the following, I will first address some of the larger federal-state initiatives before moving to 

the specificities of the CVE programs. What follows is not an exhaustive list of all the measures 

in place but serves the purpose to review some of the most relevant and interesting initiatives and 

programs implemented in recent years. Some of the federal state initiatives that are listed below 

address all types of extremist ideologies, others focus specifically on religious extremism, 

exemplifying the policy relevance this form of extremism has gained over the past years.  

In an attempt to prevent terrorist acts and the spread of extremist ideologies, in 2004 the federal 

government of Germany established, under the authority of the domestic intelligence, a “Joint 

Counter-Terrorism Center” (Gemeinsames Terrorabwehrzentrum, GTAZ) 10. This cooperation 

and communication platform is still operative today and used by state agencies responsible for 

countering terrorism, such as the domestic and the foreign intelligence services, the Federal 

Criminal Police Office (Bundeskriminalamt, BKA), and the Federal Public Prosecutor General 

(Generalbundesanwalt, GBA). Part of the activities of the GTAZ are concerned with reviewing 

federal and state counter-extremism initiatives, sharing experiences and best practices, and 

developing new policies.  

In 2012 a nationwide telephone hotline “Counselling-Office Radicalisation”11 (Beratungsstelle 

Radikalisierung) was established. This counselling center, which centers around issues related to 

Islamist extremism, is both hosted and financed by the Federal Office for Migration and Refugee 

Affairs (Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, BAMF) as part of the Federal Ministry of the 

Interior. It provides first-line advice to families and concerned persons (teachers, employers, and 

 
9 https://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/DE/Artikel/2017/06/2017-06-14-bericht-extremismusprogramme.html 
10 https://www.verfassungsschutz.de/de/arbeitsfelder/af-islamismus-und-islamistischer-terrorismus/gemeinsames-

terrorismusabwehrzentrum-gtaz 
11 https://www.bamf.de/DE/Behoerde/Beratungsstelle/beratungsstelle-node.html 
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social workers) before referring the case to a local non-governmental partner within its own 

network. The non-governmental organizations, which carry out the actual counseling work, can 

also be contacted directly by the families and concerned persons. Since its establishment, the 

hotline has handled more than a thousand cases. This counselling center exemplifies the German 

model which builds on a strong public-private partnership. 

At the beginning of 2007, the “Joint Internet Center” (Gemeinsames Internetzentrum, GIZ)12 has 

been established, with the aim to monitor and assess Islamist content publicized online. Federal 

security authorities exchange information and findings gathered through the analysis of Islamist 

and Jihadist-related content on the internet. This exchange needs to take place within the legal 

requirement that separates police from intelligence authorities.  

Another initiative that evolves around the topic of religious extremism is the “German Islam 

Conference” (Deutsche Islam Konferenz, DIK)13. The DIK was established in 2011 in response 

to an initiative of the German federal state and promotes the representation and involvement of 

the Muslim community through a formal, institutionalized dialogue. The DIK involves annual 

summits and partnership projects between representatives of the Muslim community, state 

authorities, and academia. 

I will now turn my attention to CVE programs. As of today, a colorful array of CVE programs is 

in place at the level of both the German states and the local levels. These range from universally 

oriented programs that promote democratic values, to specific offers of selective and indicated 

prevention, such as programs addressing individuals who show signs of radicalization and 

conversion. The programs address ideologies across the extremist spectrum. Over the past years, 

Germany has refined some of the programs previously implemented to fight extremist right-wing 

ideas14 to tackle Islamist extremism. One such example is the Hayat-Germany15 program based 

in Berlin, which was among the first initiatives to be established in Germany in the phenomenon 

field of Islamist extremism. Hayat was modelled after the EXIT-Germany program16, and thus 

built on the experience of a well-known and respected German de-radicalization and 

disengagement program for highly radicalized neo-Nazis. 

 
12 https://www.bka.de/DE/UnsereAufgaben/Kooperationen/GIZ/giz_node.html 
13 http://www.deutsche-islam-konferenz.de/DIK/DE/Startseite/startseite-node.html 
14 http://www.bpb.de/apuz/30606/praeventionsansaetze-gegen-rechtsextremismus?p=all 
15 https://hayat-deutschland.de 
16 https://www.exit-deutschland.de 
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Some programs are entirely sponsored by universities, federal ministries, legal enforcement 

institutions, and other state agencies. Many programs are, however, run by non-governmental 

organizations, mostly associations and private institutions. Yet, they are embedded in a national 

or state program and thus co-funded by the German federal state. An example of such a national 

umbrella program is the initiative “Demokratie Leben!” (Living Democracy!)  17 of the BMFSFJ 

that by the end of 2019 included more than sixty “model projects” aiming to prevent and counter 

radical attitudes and actions. The federal program was established in 2015 and funds projects in 

the field of right-wing, left-wing, and Islamist extremism. In 2019 it received 115,5 million Euro 

in public funding. Through this federal program the German government has signaled its interest 

in promoting civil society approaches and recognized the wide spectrum of extremism 

prevention, by supporting projects promoting democracy and countering group-focused enmity. 

In particular, “Demokratie Leben!” supports projects that aim to prevent radicalization among 

individuals “at-risk” to fall for extremist ideology, deter disaffected individuals from committing 

terrorist acts and reintegrate “radicalized” individuals into society. The programs also marked the 

shift towards a stronger involvement of ministries of social affairs and an increasingly 

prevention-oriented CVE approach.  

The following considerations are based on a review of the projects funded within the realm of the 

federal program from 2015 to 201918. Most projects focused on the provision of education and 

advice, typically within school settings, and were therefore oriented towards universal and early 

prevention. Among the educational projects, those that offered workshops and provided further 

educational training were particularly common. Fewer projects dealt with individuals who stood 

at both the initial and more advanced stages of radicalization. Prominent among these selective 

and indicated intervention programs were advisory services and programs specialized in targeted 

intervention and exit strategies. The minority of projects addressed individuals who had already 

committed extremist offenses, which in the categorization used in this article would fall in the 

realm of indicated intervention. These projects were specialized rehabilitation and reintegration 

and were oftentimes carried out within correctional or probation facilities. A substantial amount 

of the projects supported through the federal program were concerned with young people and 

young adults “at-risk” and they targeted, among others, students, young Muslims, and refugees. 

These projects built on the assumption that these are the groups of people within a society who 

 
17 https://www.demokratie-leben.de 
18 For an overview of the programs, see https://www.demokratie-leben.de/das-programm/foerderperiode-2015-2019 
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are most receptive to extremist propaganda, and therefore at particular risk of being radicalized. 

In conclusion, some projects followed a “direct”, others an “indirect” approach. Under the 

category of programs that pursued a “direct approach” fell those initiatives that directly involve 

the individuals who are exposed to the threat of extremism. Other projects followed an “indirect 

approach”, that is they reached out to the individual at risk of being radicalized through 

counseling hotlines or by training parents to identify signs of radicalization among their children. 

The findings from this analysis reflect evaluations by the Federal Criminal Police Office that 

explore the landscape of state prevention programs (see Gruber, Lützinger, and Kemmesies 

2016).  

A series of academic projects saw their kickoff in recent times, too. Among others, the projects 

“Radicalization in the Digital Area”19, “Countering Propaganda by Narration Towards Anti-

Radical Awareness” (co-funded by the Internal Security Fund of the European Union)20, 

“Extreme Society”21, and “Religion as a Cause of Radicalisation?”22. These projects aim to 

identify causes of radicalization and extremism, discuss radicalization processes in the digital 

area, question counter-narratives and suggest the best strategies for countering extremism and 

strengthening democratic values. Finally, the MAPEX project (12/2017 - 02/2021) provides a 

mapping and analysis of around 1,000 prevention, deradicalization, and distancing initiatives 

addressing Islamist extremism in Germany23. 

 

6. Legitimacy of CVE strategies and programs 

6.1. Assessment of accountability 

The German federal government has opted for a transparent approach to countering extremism 

and radicalization, by rendering publicly accessible rich information on the various policies. As a 

result, the array of prevention policies and initiatives is well-documented with high online 

visibility. Moreover, the federal government builds on a collective effort in CVE that encourages 

wide participation. In fact, nowadays, many stakeholders are involved in the prevention of 

extremism and radicalization. The police and domestic intelligence service but also social 

 
19 https://kfn.de/forschungsprojekte/radikalisierung-im-digitalen-zeitalter-radigz/ 
20 https://www.project-contra.org/Contra/EN/AboutContra/aboutContra_node.html 
21 https://gesellschaftextrem.hsfk.de 
22 https://www.islamische-theologie.uni-

osnabrueck.de/forschung/forschungsprojekte/fnrp_religion_als_faktor_der_radikalisierung_bmfsfj_foerderung.html 
23 https://www.mapex-projekt.de/en/ 
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workers and teachers, to name a few, are indispensable to the broader CVE approach of the 

federal government. Consequently, prevention work in the context of far-right, far-left, and 

Islamist radicalization is carried out by security agencies and thus the Ministry of Interior as well 

as the education and justice departments, since both departments implement projects in schools, 

correctional facilities, and probation centers. 

When designing its CVE strategies, particularly around Islamist extremism, Germany has been 

keen on adopting a deliberative process that allows information exchange with groups of actors 

who are particularly affected by the issues.  

Germany follows a pluralistic approach and recurrently stresses that it welcomes religious 

diversities within its society, a fact that is also reflected in the strategies to prevent Islamist 

radicalization. Over the years, major efforts were undertaken to provide a platform and enhance 

the dialogue between the majority and Muslim minority population, indicating the government’s 

intent to seek advice and support and to promote mutual respect for different cultures and 

religions. Hence, institutionalized dialogues with members of the Muslim community have 

informed decision-making in the prevention of Islamist extremism. This involvement has, 

however, not been left without criticism, stressing the fact that representatives of state authority 

have occasionally collaborated with ambivalent partners.  

Summing up, German CVE strategies are accountable, to the extent that they are transparent and 

allow for wide participation. Whether this participation is effective, and the deliberate process is 

fruitful remain, however, open to debate.  

6.2 Assessment of efficiency 

In the past years, an increasing amount of public money and resources have been relegated to 

CVE. Consequently, requests from the public to provide evidence for the efficiency of CVE 

strategies have increased.  

Germany’s federal state structure with its strong local governments has deeply impacted the 

prevention architecture. Bonded by specific state laws and local contexts, extremism prevention 

is addressed by local actors and shaped by the local environment. The policy and government 

structures of prevention and coordination did not change dramatically within the last ten years. In 

fact, they have remained pretty much the same ever since prevention became a field of relevance 

in late 2000. As some experts argue (e.g., Said and Fouad 2018), there is a need for the German 
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government to rethink some of these prevention structures. As of today, no single coordination 

body oversees CVE strategies and programs. Existing coordination and exchange platforms are 

still primarily linked to the agencies of the interior of the different German states. To guarantee 

efficient strategies that take advantage of synergy effects, however, experiences and approaches 

to extremism prevention need to be coordinated beyond local contexts.  

The legality of German extremism and terrorism prevention has been challenged by several legal 

scholars (see e.g., Töpfer 2015). On the one hand, in the past three decades, mainly pushed by 

Federal Constitutional Court's Case Law, the legislator has successively improved the conditions 

for effective complaints against suspected unlawful actions by security authorities.On the other 

hand, extended competences and power in countering terrorism and extremism given to security 

authorities conflict with legal protection privacy instruments.  

Thus, the analysis of the efficiency of German CVE strategies reveals that there is room for 

improvement. The challenge to coordinate efforts to CVE at the federal level calls for a 

coordinating body and a clearly outlined national strategy, both of which are currently missing. 

With such measures in place, local actors will be asked to work within regional and nationwide 

networks to share relevant information and identify blind spots of prevention work and this will 

improve the overall quality of extremism prevention in Germany. Yet, the importance of expert 

advice on the issue of violent extremism has been acknowledged by the German government, 

and research projects are currently underway that will provide valuable evidence for future CVE 

strategies. Finally, assuring the legality of extremism prevention continues to be a pivotal issue 

that is not yet addressed in a satisfactory manner. 

6.3. Assessment of procedural fairness 

The multitude of programs and initiatives in place in the various German states, and the well-

balanced involvement of private and public institutions in the prevention of radicalization, 

rehabilitation, and reintegration of “affected” individuals are certainly constitutive elements of a 

fair strategy. Indeed, in the past years, considerable effort went toward improving extremism 

prevention programs. Today, many German CVE programs adhere to high professional 

standards. They hire professionals and disclose applied methods and output measures. Some of 

the programs even underwent systematic evaluation (see next section), an important step for 

further improving the quality of CVE in Germany. Finally, counselling services have been 
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systematically expanded, allowing for higher coverage and easier access to individuals seeking 

help and advice.  

Yet, the requirement for procedural fairness may not be entirely fulfilled. First, as noted above, 

the German government refers extensively to private associations to fight terrorism and 

radicalization on the ground; the independence of these institutions from the national authorities 

is, however, questionable. Although the private CVE projects declare themselves autonomous, 

an important number of them are part of federal programs and receive conspicuous public 

funding. Second, the fact that Germany’s prevention landscape is uniquely varied also has its 

downsides. Hence, the multitude of projects and measures across the ideological spectrum can 

hardly be overlooked. Third, numerous CVE programs explicitly target specific groups within 

German society, e.g., young members of the Muslim community. For instance, although the 

programs in place often aim to better integrate minorities and disadvantaged communities in 

German society, they challenge the requirement of equality and equal targeting embedded in a 

procedurally fair strategy. This disproportionate focus on specific groups may lead to unwanted 

effects of stigmatization.  

Finally, I shall address an issue that has raised some controversy in Germany, namely the 

involvement of the Muslim communities in the government’s effort to counter violent (Islamist) 

extremism. In the past, German policymakers have generally welcomed efforts to involve 

members of the Muslim community in extremism prevention work. As a result, they play an 

integral part in numerous prevention projects, mostly those addressing religious extremism. 

Moreover, state representatives hold regular institutionalized dialogues with members of the 

Muslim communities which provide a platform to discuss early extremism detection and 

prevention as well as broader religious, social, and political issues related to extremist views. In 

addition, Muslim social workers are also employed in many counselling centers. This 

engagement with the Muslim community has, however, not remained without criticism. On the 

one hand, there is the potential for stigmatization of the Muslim community at large. As experts 

have noted (Said and Fouad 2018), extremists rarely radicalize in ordinary mosques. Oftentimes, 

they are exposed to extremist views within peer groups, at radical mosques, or through online 

propaganda. Moreover, all Muslim associations in Germany have publicly denunciated extremist 

violence. On the other hand, in the past, there have been instances where the engagement of state 

actors with certain Muslim associations has been severely criticized.  
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Still, although unresolved issues exist and there is room for improvement, due to the rich and 

diverse German extremist prevention landscape, overall, the German CVE programs meet a fair 

amount of procedural fairness principles. 

6.4. Assessment of distributive fairness 

Several aspects discussed in this article suggest that Germany is following a solution-oriented 

approach that focuses on the early detection of extremist tendencies. Firstly, the German 

government has broadened extremism prevention, investing in indirect prevention formats. For 

example, the information service on radicalization (“Infodienst Radikalisierung”)24 from the 

Federal Agency for Civic Education (Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, BPB), aims to raise 

awareness on the topic of radicalization. The information service provides professional material 

that covers Salafism and prevention which can be used for civic education. Secondly, Germany 

has invested importantly in education-based CVE work, recognizing the importance of teachers 

and educators in signaling and preventing early-stage radicalization. They receive guidance on 

extremist youth culture and learn strategies to engage young people who are particularly 

vulnerable to extremist ideologies. The German approach goes, however, beyond classrooms and 

operates at all levels of society. A good number of local theatre and arts programs, as well as 

sports teams, address CVE issues to some extent. Thirdly, the strong private-public partnership, 

which involves the institution of the civil society to a large extent and the close cooperation with 

multipliers and social workers finds support among most experts. They consider it to be an 

effective way of addressing the problem of violent extremism. Still, the German government 

relies heavily on the willingness and cooperation of many actors on the ground to counter 

(violent) extremism. This includes professional and semi-professional actors (teachers, school 

social workers, trainers, etc.) but also parents, siblings, and friends.  

To achieve distributive fairness, the German government not only has to acknowledge the 

problem of violent extremism but also needs to provide the necessary resources to support the 

long-term implementation of CVE programs. Up to now, there is a lack of resources and 

professional-pedagogical actors with competencies on the issue. Also, there needs to be a 

stronger partnership with established youth welfare organizations that already have access to 

target groups in affected communities. Finally, critics are concerned about whether experiences 

 
24 http://www.bpb.de/politik/extremismus/radikalisierungspraevention/ 
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and outcomes of the programs are sufficiently shared beyond the regional jurisdictions, and 

whether the allocation of funding provided by state authorities is adequately controlled.  

Summing up, by design German CVE programs present the requirement to achieve distributive 

fairness. The implementation of the programs faces, however, important challenges. Program 

executives must be provided with necessary resources, the network of professional-pedagogical 

actors needs to be expanded and cooperation increased to equally distribute the advantages and 

costs allocated by the system. 

 

7. Effectiveness of German CVE strategies and programs 

After having shed light on the legitimacy of countering violent extremism, I will now turn 

attention to its effectiveness. Society demands that security authorities and policymakers put 

effective instruments in place that address the potential for violent extremism acts at their early 

stages. Effective prevention efforts should ideally have the quickest and most sustainable effect 

possible, by reducing the number of radicalized individuals and preventing individuals at risk to 

fall for extremist ideologies.  

Due to the pressure of acting rapidly on emerging extremist ideologies and terrorist activities, 

CVE strategy formation in recent years followed an experimental approach and was based first 

and foremost on assessments and descriptions of phenomena. Consequently, most of the 

prevention programs and measures in place are not based on sound scientific expertise.  

The Federal Criminal Police Office (BKA) has assessed the extent to which implemented 

extremism prevention programs provide reliable evaluation information, relying on a survey of 

721 projects implemented in 2014/2015 in the three phenomenon areas of right-wing, left-wing 

extremism, and Islamism. (Gruber, Lützinger, and Kemmesies 2016 et al.) The authors conclude 

that evaluation measures in extremism prevention programs are short in both quantity and 

quality. Most programs do not carry out a proper evaluation study and if they do, they seldom 

turn to external evaluators. According to the authors, this shortage is a result of the fact that there 

are still reservations concerning the objectivity and usefulness of evaluation research and the 

feasibility of evaluation studies. Findings from this study have been echoed by research 

reviewing prevention efforts around Islamist extremism which concludes that there is a lack of 

empirical evidence on the effects of such programs. Moreover, the quality of currently 
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implemented evaluation measures is questionable, as it is almost exclusively descriptive in 

nature25.  

Today, because of this debate and the diversity of its prevention approach, Germany is asked to 

provide uniform indicators for measuring program effectiveness. A request that is, however, 

difficult to translate into practice. A major limitation is given by the challenges of carrying out 

quasi-experimental impact studies for (socio-)pedagogically oriented prevention measures, 

which make out most CVE programs in Germany. The impact of prevention efforts in these 

settings is particularly hard to measure, due to high degrees of contextual dependency, 

confounding factors related to individual problems, and the potentially lifelong relevance of 

interventions (Milbradt 2019). Finally, the controversy around the terminology used in CVE, 

such as the term “radicalization”, makes it hard to formulate any generally accepted criteria of 

success – a fact that hampers the systematic and comparative evaluation of the programs.  

Summing up, existing evaluation studies generally do not allow statistically reliable statements 

on the effectiveness of CVE measures. Policymakers and the public are, however, increasingly 

aware of these deficiencies and demand knowledge and evidence-based approaches. This is, for 

instance, a requirement formulated in the “National Prevention Programme against Islamic 

Extremism” which aims to increase the effectiveness of extremism prevention. Due to the 

interest and availability of funding, several academic projects are currently ongoing that aim to 

provide such evidence-based research.  

 

8. Conclusion 

The German CVE approach is characterized by a decentralized system, a feature that strongly 

impacts the German prevention landscape and distinguishes it from other approaches, most 

notably the French centralized approach. As a result of the federal system, Germany features a 

unique array of CVE programs at the local level. These programs are implemented autonomously 

by the individual states, yet in accordance with the state’s interior ministries and domestic 

 
25 A previous report reviewed evaluations of approaches to counter radicalisaiton, see Armborst, A., Biene, J., 

Coester, M., Greuel, F., Milbradt, B. & Nehlsen, I. (2018). Evaluation in der Radikalisierungsprävention: 

Ansätze und Kotroversen. PRIF Report, 11/2018. Frankfurt a.M.: HFSK, Accessed 13.01.2020 from 

https://www.hsfk.de/fileadmin/HSFK/hsfk_publikationen/prif1118.pdf. 
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intelligence services. Over the last decade, the number of programs and projects dedicated to 

preventing extremism and radicalization has grown incrementally. At the same time, politicians 

and the media are concerned whether, given the lack of evidence on the quality of the programs, 

the important amount of public money spent for preventing political and religious radicalization 

is justified.  

In this article, I have presented a new framework along which the current German CVE 

strategies and programs can be assessed, and which will be a useful tool when comparing CVE 

efforts across countries. The framework addresses key elements of institutional legitimacy, 

namely: accountability, efficiency, procedural fairness, and distributive fairness. Based on the 

legitimacy theory, if these standards are met, CVE strategies and programs will be more likely to 

succeed.  

I find mixed results concerning the legitimacy of CVE strategies and programs in Germany. 

Overall, the strategies and programs are accountable and fair, and thus well aligned with the 

democratic qualities. Particularly the de-centralized system, strong public-private partnership, 

and involvement of the civil society at large find support among experts. There is, however, 

room for improvement, for instance regarding equal targeting of CVE measures to avoid the 

potential for stigmatization.  

More questionable is the purposive quality of CVE strategies and programs, that is their 

efficiency and distributive fairness. Today’s CVE framework builds on substantial financial 

dependencies of CVE programs from state authorities. This could potentially lead to a conflict of 

interests and challenge the legality and efficiency of CVE in Germany. In this realm, another 

major criticism is concerned with the ever-increasing number of CVE programs active today in 

Germany and the question to which extent experiences and outcomes of these programs are 

shared at the national level. Experts (Said and Fouad 2018; von Drachenfels et al. 2018) have 

pointed to the need of creating a national coordination center for the prevention of radicalization 

and extremism, which would establish an institutionalized dialogue and a platform for 

exchanging information and expertise in the field of extremism prevention, disengagement, and 

ideological deradicalization. Ideally, this coordination center should be elaborated with the help 

and participation of leading experts and be independent of both BMFSFJ as well as the Ministry 

of Interior. Approaches to CVE in Germany have oftentimes been tempted to focus on a specific 

ideology, in more recent times predominately religious extremism. If Germany were to have a 
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national coordination center, then it should address all major forms of violent extremism without 

being limited in its radius of action. On the one hand, we now know that processes yielding to 

radicalization are very similar across the ideological spectrum, with narratives increasingly 

referring to one another for Islamist and far-right extremism especially. On the other hand, the 

Federal Bureau for the Protection of the Constitution records substantial numbers of violent 

extremism events for right-wing, left-wing, and religious extremism (see BfV 2018).  

Given that Germany relies heavily on non-governmental organizations to counter violent 

extremism, there is a pressing need to create national standards. The standardization is, however, 

difficult as the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) use different approaches and methods. 

At present, some NGOs work closely together with the state departments, in particular the 

security agencies, others share only minimal information. This leads to a situation of confusion 

and lack of transparency and distrust. Practitioners in the field need regulations and a public 

communication strategy that are harmonized at the national level. The NGOs working in the field 

need to know how to share information on the cases with security agencies without violating data 

privacy laws. Affected individuals and their relatives need to know to which extent information 

they share with the advisory service is kept confidential, and which information will be passed to 

security agencies (see Said and Fouad 2018 for a detailed elaboration on the issue).  

In conclusion, the German approach to CVE fulfills many legitimacy requirements and has the 

potential to effectively prevent and counter violent extremism, yet we know little whether this 

potential results in actual effectiveness. Important work is currently ongoing in Germany that 

aims to reach a consensus on the criteria for success in the domain of extremism prevention. It 

also includes several research efforts that aim to provide an accurate evaluation of the measures 

in place. These efforts benefit from Germany’s high-quality research structures that guarantee 

the knowledge and expertise necessary to carry out proper evaluation research. The results from 

this research are thus likely to provide interesting insights on prevention effectiveness and set 

new standards in extremism prevention. Furthermore, over the past several years, Germany 

managed to develop comprehensive CVE strategies that build on a solid multi-agency approach 

with a strong focus on family and social work. Significant strides towards developing 

educational policies and practices that raise awareness on the issue of extremist ideology and 

ease its prevention at early stages have been made. Given the well-developed CVE landscape, it 

does not surprise that other countries have taken Germany as a model when discussing their CVE 
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strategies. Germany’s innovative approaches to CVE that go beyond surveillance and law 

enforcement are promising and, particularly in the field of education, the German model might 

be transferred across borders. 
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