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The family environment plays an important role in radicalization and the development of extremism in in-
dividuals. However, this relationship has been insufficiently explored in the psychological literature. The aim of
this study was to determine how and why the central dimensions of family functioning, specifically adaptability
and cohesion, influence extremist beliefs and attitudes in young adults. The sample comprised 286 Saudi uni-
versity students. Several measures were used to assess participants’ perceived family adaptability and cohesion,
psychological well-being, and level of extremism. The latter was measured via an instrument developed by the
authors. The results of factor and correlation analyses of the adaptability and cohesion subscales (r = 0.88, p <
.01) suggested a unidimensional role of the family functioning variable, rather than two separate variables. A
new factor of family coordination also emerged. The results indicated that family functioning was negatively
related to extremism (r = -0.14, p < .01). Participants who reported more balanced family functioning had lesser
extremist beliefs. Moreover, a positive correlation between family functioning and psychological well-being (r =
0.25, p < .01) was found. The relationship between family functioning and extremism was fully mediated by
psychological well-being, suggesting an indirect effect of family functioning on extremism (§ = -0.094, p < .01).
This study provides a framework for understanding extremism and radicalization antecedents. The findings have
important theoretical and practical implications for understanding and preventing extremism through family-
based interventions.

1. Introduction The adoption of radical ideologies is often traced back to one’s most

meaningful social environment, the family system. A study conducted by

The world has been witness to innumerable terror attacks. The
radicalization of young people to active extremism has been increasing
and has become a major problem worldwide (Campelo, Oppetit, Neau,
Cohen, & Bronsard, 2018; Rolling & Corduan, 2018). For example, be-
tween 2012 and 2015, thousands of young Muslims left their countries
to join militant organizations involved in the Syrian civil war (Neumann,
2015). The Islamic State has been successful at recruiting large numbers
of young people using such means as offering a sense of belonging and
camaraderie to attract them (Juergensmeyer, 2018). Teenagers and
preteens aged 12 to 19 have been involved in Western terrorist attacks
(Simcox, 2017). Given the susceptibility of younger people to radicali-
zation, it is important to look at factors that might play a role, of which
family functioning and family members have been identified as impor-
tant (Muna, 2020).

the Saudi Ministry of Interior found that one quarter of the interviewed
extremist detainees had joined Jihad through family ties (Atran, 2011).
Similarly, it has been reported in a study of a terrorist cell that 14% of
members had a family relative in that cell (Sageman, 2004). In an Italian
study, one in four young people who joined a radical group had at least
one relative in the group (Porta, 1995). Similarly, among bombing
attack perpetrators in the West, members of the same families were
predominant (Scremin, 2020). So, the question that arises is: does family
facilitate radicalization? Researchers have claimed that family in-
fluences radicalization indirectly. It has been argued that family con-
flicts and poor family relations, which in turn might prevent the parents
from recognizing early signs of radicalization (van San, Sieckelinck, &
de Winter, 2013). Furthermore, in interviews with former radicals and
radicalized family members, Sikkens (2018) reported that parenting
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contributed indirectly to radicalization when parents failed to commu-
nicate effectively with their children about radical issues. In fact, many
youth who join radical groups have troubled relationships with their
families and join as a substitute for family figures, particularly father
figures (Bjorgo & Carlsson, 2005). Therefore, family functioning is a
promising path through which youth radicalization might be tackled.
The family also presents the most meaningful tool for intervention in
preventing radical attitudes and beliefs (Sikkens & Sieckelinck, 2017).
Nevertheless, although there is significant research on family and radi-
calization, there is scarce empirical research (Scremin, 2020). A natural
progression of this work is to explore the possible mediating mecha-
nisms underlying the relationship between family functioning di-
mensions and extremism. Psychological well-being could indeed play a
mediating role in the association between these two variables as it has
been linked to both family functioning (Ahmad, Nasreen, Batool, &
Khalid, 2021) and radicalization (Feddes, Mann, & Doosje, 2015).
Thus, this study aimed to examine the role that family functioning,
specifically family adaptability and cohesion, plays with respect to the
emergence of extremism in individuals, with the possible mediating role
of psychological well-being in a sample of Saudi university students.

2. Literature review

In response to the existence of global terrorism, a growing body of
psychological research on radicalization and extremism has emerged.

2.1. Extremism

Terrorism derives from extremism, which has both cognitive and
behavioral aspects (Cherney, Belton, Norham, & Milts, 2020). Radical-
ization is concerned with radical beliefs and constitutes the cognitive
aspect, and violent extremism constitutes the behavioral aspect, which is
the consequence of those beliefs (Horgan & Braddock, 2010). Schmid
(2014) defined extremism as the imposition of one’s own ideologies,
beliefs, and values on other people in order to control their civil and
human rights. The terms radicalization and extremism will be used
interchangeably in this paper.

It has been proposed that psychological distress (a state of emotional
suffering or unpleasant feelings associated with stressors and lack of
coping mechanisms) is related to extreme political ideologies. According
to the significance-quest theory, people become radicalized because of
their need for significance, to have an important impact by supporting a
cause they consider meaningful (Kruglanski et al., 2014). Distressing
social and psychological circumstances (e.g., poverty, war, injustice) can
act as stimuli for people to seek purpose through strong and explicit
ideological opinions. Young people often feel excluded from participa-
tion in decision-making, struggle to find jobs, and are politically and
economically marginalized. Feeling “left out,” they may seek groups and
ideologies they can associate with and find a sense of belonging (Bjsrgo
& Carlsson, 2005). Radicalization can be defined as “changes in beliefs,
feelings, and behavior in the direction of increased support for a political
conflict. Radicalization can involve the movement of individuals and
groups to legal and nonviolent political action (activism) or illegal and
violent political action (radicalism)” (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2017, p.
82). During the radicalization process, young people may be strongly
influenced by the way their parents react toward extreme ideals (Sikk-
ens, van San, Sieckelinck, & de Winter, 2018). Adolescents and young
adults are especially prone to “push” and “pull” factors that can further
lead to radicalization. “Push” factors can be seen as obstacles that young
people have to overcome in everyday life, such as poverty, child-parent
conflict, loneliness, and identity crisis, that push adolescents and young
adults toward radicalization (Schmid, 2013). However, people are also
attracted by the positive sides of radical group membership (“pull”
factors), especially adolescents and young adults who crave a sense of
stability and structure. These highly-structured groups with clearly
defined roles and responsibilities give them a sense of purpose and
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identity (Hogg & Adelman, 2013). The group values shape young peo-
ple’s perceptions and the way they make important moral decisions
which have significant impact on their lives (Yusof, Kaur, Dalib, Ramli,
& Awang-Hashim, 2021).

2.2. Family functioning

There are many models of family functioning, such as the family
competence model (Beaver & Hampson, 1990), the McMaster model
(Epstein, Ryan, Bishop, Miller, & Keitner, 2003), and the Circumplex
Model (Olson, Russell, & Sprenkle, 1989). These models offer useful
tools for understanding the complexity of family-level dimensions, such
as adaptability and cohesion.

The Circumplex Model was conceptualized and developed by Olson
et al. (1989) and is derived from family theory models and family
therapy approaches. The main hypothesis derived from this model is
that balanced families will have more positive functioning than unbal-
anced families. A pioneering study by Clarke (1984) focused on non-
clinical families and families whose members had various mental
health problems and symptoms (schizophrenia, high neuroticism, and
families who had been undergoing family therapy). The study was
conducted using the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale
(FACES 1II), a self-report scale that quantifies the adaptability and
cohesion dimensions. They found that there was a significantly higher
level of balanced families in the non-clinical (control) group and a
significantly higher level of unbalanced families in the clinical group. A
similar trend was found by Du et al. (2014), who reported that clinical
families had poor family functioning compared to non-clinical (control)
families.

Family functioning plays an important role in variables such as
school adjustment, psychosocial adaptation, and psychological well-
being. In a sample of children between 6 and 16 years old, Gaspar
et al. (2021) found that perceptions of positive family functioning were
associated with better well-being of the children. On the other hand,
problems in family functioning and parent-child interactions often
predicted chronic externalizing and internalizing problems in children
and adolescents. Interactions that are mutually hostile, lacking affec-
tion, extremely permissive, or characterized by an authoritarian
parenting style present risk factors for the development of psychopa-
thology in children (Hollenstein, Granic, Stoolmiller, & Snyder, 2004).
Childhood internalizing and externalizing problems, such as anxiety,
depression, suicidal ideation, lack of problem-solving skills, and
aggression, are often related to parental rigidity, which results in a lack
of functional interactions with a child’s caregiver (Rothbart, Ziaie, &
O’Boyle, 1992; Weinstein, Van Meter, Katz, Peters, & West, 2015).
Deviant child behavior can lead to parental disengagement which can
further reinforce problematic behaviors, whereas balanced family
cohesion, adaptability, and appropriate communication contribute to
higher levels of well-being (Demo & Acock, 1988).

2.3. Family functioning and radicalization

Individuals who were shown to be susceptible to radicalization had
often experienced childhood emotional neglect or an absence of
parenting (Muna, 2020). In their case studies, Bazex and Mensat (2016)
noted that among the French jihadists who went to fight in Syria, there
were high rates of parental separation, absence of a father figure, or
failure of the family to provide adequate resources for identity formation
of their children. Post, Sprinzak, and Denny (2003) also reported that
among 35 Middle Eastern incarcerated terrorists, their parents sup-
ported their cause or did nothing to prevent their children from radi-
calization. The same study reported that some parents had socialized
their children with radical beliefs from a young age. Bigo, Laurent,
Guittet, and Ragazzi (2014) stated that unstable family situations may
strengthen the radicalization process. Prior research has reported that in
some cases, parents were not aware of their children’s susceptibility to
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radicalism and were not able to handle strong ideals or potential radi-
calization (van San, et al., 2013).

Disley, Weed, Reding, Clutterbuck, and Warnes (2011) claimed that
having positive ties with family members and friends outside of a gang
or radical group was related to desistance from these groups. Likewise,
Sampson and Laub (1993) and Graham and Bowling (1995) reported
that support by family members, friends, and partners was related to the
motivation to desist from crime. Having positive bonds with family
members who do not share their ideologies may bring radicals to
question their beliefs (Altier, Thoroughgood, & Horgan, 2014). It has
also been reported that terrorists who remained in contact with family
were more likely to quit their terrorist behaviors (Jacobson, 2008).
Therefore, it is well conceivable to hypothesize that family functioning
as represented by family cohesion and family adaptation are related to
extremism.

Hypothesis 1: Family adaptability and cohesion are related to
extremism

2.4. Psychological Well-Being as a mediator

Further research is required to examine more closely the links be-
tween psychological well-being, family functioning styles, and
extremism. It has been suggested that the relationship between psy-
chological distress and radical political beliefs is much less direct than
often thought to be (Malka, Lelkes, & Holzer, 2017). Psychological well-
being represents a multi-faceted construct that can’t be equated with the
mere absence of psychopathology. It comprises several measurable el-
ements, such as autonomy, ability to fulfill goals (Ryff, 1989), happiness
(Pollard & Lee, 2003), and life satisfaction (Diener & Suh, 1997).
Therefore, it is a broader concept than psychological distress. It would
be extremely useful to gain insights into how psychological well-being
contributes to or impedes extremism in young adults. This population
is particularly among the most vulnerable to sympathize with various
radical ideas (Bhui & Dinos, 2012). Previous research has established
that psychological well-being was associated with family functioning
(Ahmad et al., 2021; Kazarian, 2005; Shek, 1997) and the process of
radicalization (Coppock & Mcgovern, 2014; Feddes et al., 2015; Rohr,
2017).

Hypothesis 2: Family adaptability and cohesion are related to psy-
chological well-being

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between family adaptability and
cohesion and extremism is mediated by psychological well-being

3. Materials and methods
3.1. Study design and sample

The design of the study was cross-sectional. The sample comprised
286 students (88 males, 198 females) enrolled in a Saudi university,
ranging in age from 17 to 53, with a mean of 23.3 (SD = 5.1). Ques-
tionnaires were distributed via email and social media platforms,
namely WhatsApp, Telegram, and Twitter.

3.2. Ethics

Participation of students was voluntary and participants were told
they could withdraw from the research whenever they chose to. The
participants were informed of the research’s aims and objectives.
Confidentiality and anonymity of participants were assured. Partici-
pants were asked to be as honest as possible in answering the questions.
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3.3. Measures

The English versions of the scales used in the study were adapted and
translated using the back-translation method. They were translated into
Arabic and then back-translated to English by the authors and two
professional English-Arabic translators who are professors in the English
Centre of King Abdulaziz University.

3.3.1. Demographics

A series of demographic questions were used to collect participants’
sociodemographic data including gender, age, monthly income level,
marital status, and parents’ education.

3.3.2. Family adaptability and cohesion Evaluation scale (FACES III)

The Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale (Faces III)
(Olson, Portner, & Lavee, 1985) assessment instrument measures two
central dimensions of the Circumplex Model: adaptability is the extent of
change that is possible in a family, and cohesion is the degree of sepa-
ration or connectedness among family members. The scale was devel-
oped in the Family Social Science Department at the University of
Minnesota, and provides a classification of four general types of families:
extreme, mid-range, moderately balanced, and balanced. The scale
items were designed to be completed by children above 12 years of age.
The instrument is composed of 20 Likert-type scale items of which 10
odd-numbered items measure cohesion and 10 even-numbered items
measure adaptability. Participants are asked about their feelings and
thoughts about family functioning in response to the 20 statements and
to decide on a scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always) how
often the statement applies to their families. The Circumplex type score
is obtained by computing the sum score for cohesion and adaptability
separately. It is important to accentuate that scores on the adaptability
and cohesion dimensions are interpreted as, for example, “very flexible”
and “very connected” rather than “chaotic” and “enmeshed.” Reason-
able internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha for cohesion at 0.77
and 0.62 for adaptability, was reported, as well as 0.68 for the total scale
for nonclinical samples (Olson et al., 1985). Cronbach’s alpha for clin-
ical samples was 0.85 for cohesion, 0.69 for adaptability, and 0.81 for
the overall FACES III instrument. Furthermore, high test-retest reli-
ability (r = 0.80) was reported for non-clinical samples. Satisfactory
construct validity was reported as there is a high correlation of the items
within each scale with the score for each dimension (Olson et al., 1985).

3.3.3. Psychological Well-Being scale

The Psychological Well-Being Scale was developed by Ryff (1989).
Both a 42-item scale and an 18-item scale are available for use by re-
searchers. The longer version of the scale has been used with American
adults of all ages with different sociodemographic backgrounds,
including college students (Gloria, Castellanos, Scull, & Villegas, 2009;
Karwacinski, 2017). It is designed to measure six theoretically distinct
dimensions of positive psychological functioning: autonomy (self-
determination and independence), environmental mastery (creating or
choosing an environment that suits one’s personal needs, beliefs, and
values), personal growth (openness to personal development), positive
relations with others (having meaningful relationships), purpose in life
(finding meaning in one’s actions), and self-acceptance (having a posi-
tive attitude about one’s self in general). The original shorter version of
scale consists of 20 items, whereas the 18-item version was created for
use in large-scale surveys. Participants’ responses are based on a 7-point
Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). The
total score represents the sum of the scores of the 18 items. Negatively
scored responses were reversed in the scoring process so that high scores
indicated high ratings on the dimensions assessed. The scale has
demonstrated sound internal consistency. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
for the 20-item scale were autonomy, 0.86; environmental mastery,
0.90; personal growth, 0.87; positive relations with others, 0.91; pur-
pose in life, 0.90; and self-acceptance, 0.93 (Friedman, 2014). The scale
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items were developed based on theory-based definitions of low and high
scorers for every dimension of well-being, assuring high correlations
between individual items (Ryff, 1989).

3.3.4. Intellectual extremism scale

The Intellectual Extremism Scale was used to assess the extremism
variable in participants. This scale was developed by the authors based
on the notion of naive realism, which Griffin and Ross (1991) defined as
the belief that one’s own ideas are the only true representation of the
world. The bias of naive realism has consequences of extremist attitudes
(Dono, Alzate, Seoane, & Sabucedo, 2018), and irrational absolute be-
liefs and intolerance have been linked to extremist behaviors (Ellis,
1986). The Personal Construct Theory (PTC) (Kelly, 1955) was also
consulted prior to developing this scale. This theory postulates that
people are good at constructing their own view of reality, and Winter
and Feixas (2019) pointed out that this may be a precedent of radical
views about the world.

The Intellectual Extremism Scale measures extremist intent rather
than active extremism. The scale consists of 10 items and displays
adequate internal consistency. On a five-point Likert-type scale, partic-
ipants rated how characteristic each statement was for them. A higher
score on the scale indicated a higher level of extremism.

4. Results

The IBM SPSS Statistics 22 and IBM SPSS AMOS 23 software were
used to conduct the descriptive, correlation, factorial, and reliability
analyses, as well as SEM (structural equation modeling) and boot-
strapping procedure.

4.1. Characteristics of the sample

Of the sample students, 82.3% were single and 17.7 % were married.
50.5% reported a monthly income of 9000 RS or more, 14.5%
6000-8999 RS, 20.5% 3000-5999 RS, and 14.5% reported monthly
income<3000 RS. 58.7% of participants’ mothers had a higher level of
education (master’s or Ph.D. or college graduate), 33.3% of participants’
mothers had graduated from high school, and 8% were listed as uned-
ucated. 48.8% of participants’ fathers had a higher level of education,
while 46.6% of participants’ fathers had graduated from high school,
and 4.6% were reported as uneducated.

4.2. FACES III factor analysis

An exploratory factor analysis of FACES III was conducted to eval-
uate the cross-cultural adaptation of the instrument. Factor analysis was
done using maximum likelihood extraction with oblique rotation
(oblimin) since adaptability and cohesion are considered distinct yet
correlated constructs. The factor analysis produced two factors. How-
ever, the majority of items (referring to both cohesion and adaptability)
loaded on Factor 1, whereas three items loaded on Factor 2 (>>0.03), of
which two belonged to the cohesion subscale and one originally
belonged to the adaptability scale.

Five items (item 11, 12, 14, 15, and item 19) were eliminated due to
problematic cross-loadings (absolute difference in loadings of < 0.02)
(Stamper & Masterson, 2002) as well as an additional two items because
their extraction communalities were lower than 0.3 (item 2 and item 3).

The factor analysis failed to yield a distinct factor for each of the two
constructs (adaptability and cohesion) suggesting the factors were tap-
ping into highly similar dimensions. Also, the examination of the scales’
intercorrelations supported this finding since the adaptability and
cohesion scales were significantly positively correlated (r = 0.88; p <
.01). These findings are in line with those of Alexander, Johnson, and
Carter (1984). Therefore, instead of treating these variables as inde-
pendent, they were treated as a unidimensional construct — family
functioning, which distinguishes between balanced and unbalanced
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Table 1

Reliability analysis of all measures.
Variables k M(SD) a
Coordination 3 9.04(2.82) 0.73
Family functioning 10 21.75(4.9) 0.92
Psych. well-being 18 89.75(12.52) 0.72
Extremism 5 8.81(3.92) 0.78

Note: k = Number of items, @ = Alpha reliability.

Table 2
Descriptive statistics, distribution tests, and multicollinearity diagnostics.

Variables Mean SD Skewness (SE) Kurtosis (SE) VIF
Family coordination 9.04 2.82 -0.245(0.145) -0.461(0.289) 1.314
Family functioning 21.75 4.9 -0.862(0.145) 0.370(0.289) 1.398
Psych. well-being 89.75 12.52 -0.382 (0.145) -0.109(0.289) 1.142
Extremism 8.81 3.92 1.441(0.145) 1.579(0.289) -

family functioning. In order to do that, so as to address the potential
multicollinearity issue, the variables were combined by adding the
scores and dividing by 2 to create a composite score for family func-
tioning (Olson et al., 1985). Although these two subscales are typically
used to measure related yet distinct dimensions of family functioning,
the acceptable internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) for
the combined scales (0.92) strongly supported the summation of both
subscales’ items into one scale.

The three items that loaded on Factor 2 (“When our family gets
together for activities, everybody is present,” “We shift household re-
sponsibilities from person to person,“ and “Family members consult other
family members on their decisions) may be interpreted as a family coor-
dination construct. According to Reiss and Oliveri’s (1983) theory of the
family construction of social reality, high coordination in a family re-
flects treating each member equally and perceiving the family as a unit.
The internal consistency for the proposed scale was 0.73, which also
supported using the sum of these three items’ scores as a separate
measure of family coordination.

4.3. Intellectual extremism scale factor analysis

In order to estimate the factor structure of the newly developed In-
tellectual Extremism Scale, the maximum likelihood method with vari-
max rotation was utilized. The initial step of the analysis revealed a two-
factor structure. However, as only one item (6) had factor loading on the
second factor > 0.3, it was decided to proceed with a one-factor solution.
After dropping low factor loading items and items that suffered from
cross-loading (items 7, 8, and 9) and low communalities (items 4 and
10), the one-factor structure accounting for 44% of variance was
established (presented in Appendix B).

4.4. Reliability analysis

Reliability analysis was conducted to evaluate the internal consis-
tency of all the measures before performing further data analysis. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were all>0.70, indicating relatively high
internal consistency of the measures used (see Table 1).

4.5. Descriptive and correlation analyses

Descriptive statistics of the variables alongside distribution tests
(skewness and kurtosis with standard errors) and variance inflation
factors (VIF) were also evaluated before proceeding with analyses
(presented in Table 2).

As Table 2 shows, skewness and kurtosis values were within the
range of +/-2, indicating an acceptable range of normality of the data
(George & Mallery, 2010). Moreover, VIF values did not exceed 4.0,
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Table 3
Correlations between study variables.
Variable 1 2 3 4
1 Family coordination
2 Family functioning 0.48"
3 Psychological well-being 0.25" 0.34"
4 Extremism 0.01 -0.14™ -0.337
5 Age 0.19" 0.18" 0.08 -0.11

"p < .01; column heading numbers correspond to the numbered variables in the
row headings.

Table 4
Standardized estimates of direct and indirect effects of the study variables on
extremism.

Extremism

Direct effects B SE
Gender -0.143* 0.479
Age -0.107 0.057
Marital status 0.053 0.760
Monthly income -0.010 0.200
Mother’s education 0.103 0.241
Father’s education -0.036 0.252
Family functioning -0.028 0.047
Psychological well-being -0.322%* 0.019

95% BCa CI
[-0.159 —-0.048]

Indirect effects
FF - PWB — EX

Point estimate (SE)
-0.094(0.028)

Note: **p < .01; FF = family functioning; PWB = psychological well-being; EX
= extremism, BCa CI = Bias-corrected and accelerated confidence intervals.

suggesting there was no problematic multicollinearity (Hair, Black,
Babin, & Anderson, 2009).

Since the main aim of this study was the exploration of possible
mediating effects of psychological well-being on the relationship be-
tween family functioning as the independent variable and extremism as
the dependent variable, the zero-order bivariate correlations between
relevant variables were evaluated (Pearson correlation coefficients) as
the first step of hypotheses testing. Table 3 presents the correlations
between the relevant variables.

In accordance with Hypothesis 1, family functioning negatively
correlated with extremism (p < .01). There was a moderate positive
correlation between family functioning and family coordination (p <
.01).the positive correlation between family functioning and psycho-
logical well-being (p < .01) supported Hypothesis 2. The correlation
between family coordination and extremism was insignificant.

4.6. Mediation modeling

The hypotheses were further tested via structural equation modeling
(SEM) using the SPSS AMOS software. Unlike traditional multiple
regression analysis, SEM is more suitable for complex models with
multiple paths. The SEM model exhibited excellent fit indices (y? =
67.165, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.03; SRMR = 0.02; CFI = 0.96; TLI =
0.97).

Preacher and Hayes’ (2004) bootstrap procedure was followed to test
the Hypothesis 3, that is, that the relationship between family adapt-
ability and cohesion on the one hand and extremism on the other is
mediated by psychological well-being. This procedure is a non-
parametric technique that may be helpful in avoiding small sample
size problems and does not require normal distribution of the data. It
also allows for the control of covariates. The percentile bootstrap con-
fidence intervals (CI) were based on 5000 bootstrap samples, as sug-
gested by Preacher and Hayes (2004). Determination of effects was
established by 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals.

The results shown in Table 4 suggested that there was a significant
negative direct effect of psychological well-being on extremism (p < .01)

a=.293, p<.01 Psychological b=-.322, p<.01
/ it \
Family
functioning Extremism

ab=-.094, p<.01

Fig. 1. The mediating role of psychological well-being in the relationship be-
tween family functioning and extremism. Note: a and b = direct pathways. ab
= indirect pathway (product of a & b).

while controlling for demographic variables (gender, age, marital status,
monthly income, mother’s education, and father’s education). There
was a significant negative indirect effect of family functioning on
extremism through psychological well-being; a CI interval is considered
significant if it doesn’t contain 0.

The data for the indirect (ab) pathway between family functioning
and extremism as a product of direct effects between (a) family func-
tioning and psychological well-being and (b) psychological well-being
and extremism are presented in Fig. 1.

5. Discussion

This study was conducted in order to explore the proposed mediating
effect of psychological well-being on the association between two cen-
tral dimensions of family functioning — adaptability and cohesion — and
extremism, as our knowledge of this relationship is largely based on very
limited data. It was hypothesized that extremism would be higher in
individuals with perceived low family adaptability and cohesion. To
begin with, it must be stated that the evidence for two supposedly in-
dependent dimensions, namely family adaptability and family cohesion,
was not found as the correlation between these two variables is signif-
icant and very high. Also, the factor analysis did not replicate Olson’s
(2000) findings. Instead, analytic work suggested that a unidimensional
conception of the family functioning construct was more appropriate.
Moreover, an unexpected factor of family coordination emerged. Family
coordination was moderately related to family functioning, suggesting
that these two concepts are somewhat similar yet distinct. It is plausible
that the concepts that relate to family dynamics, interactions, and ac-
tivities are perceived differently in Saudi Arabia than in Western
countries. In Guan and Li’s (2017) study, Saudi Arabian participants
valued family cohesion and harmony more than their United States
counterparts and were more likely to use collaboration, accommoda-
tion, and compromise as coping strategies when a conflict in a family
arises. Thus, this may be why family coordination emerged as a signif-
icant dimension in this study. Our results indicated that family func-
tioning was negatively correlated with extremism, which supported
Hypothesis 1. Our findings are consistent with the literature indicating
that feelings of detachment and alienation from one’s family and rigid
rules and roles within the family may be linked to seeking comfort in
identifying with extreme ideals and beliefs (Muna, 2020).

This is also in line with the findings of Campelo, Oppetit, Neau,
Cohen, and Bronsard (2018). In their review of factors associated with
radicalization, they found that family dysfunction was among them.
Prior research has shown that poor family structure and poor parenting
were risk factors for radicalization (Bazex & Mensat, 2016; Rolling &
Corduan, 2018) and Bjgrgo & Carlsson (2005) assert that unstable
family situations facilitate the process of radicalization. The findings of
our study echo those of prior research in indicating that family should be
another target of programs for deradicalization. Bjgrgo (2009) argued
that it would be difficult for extremists to desist if they did not maintain
contact with their families. In response to such findings, some European
countries have targeted families to address radicalization (Gielen,
2015), indicating that families should play a role in deradicalization
programs. In the Netherlands, for example, parents were involved in an
action plan to counter extremism in their children (Sikkens &
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Sieckelinck, 2017). In Saudi Arabia also, programs for deradicalization
are family-centered; specifically, an attempt is made to help radicals find
a spouse as a means to desistance (Lankford & Gillespie, 2011; Mullins,
2010).

Moreover, family functioning was positively associated with psy-
chological well-being, which supported Hypothesis 2. This lends support
to previous findings in the literature indicating that the quality of family
relationships has an important influence on well-being through psy-
chological, psychosocial, behavioral, and physiological pathways,
enhancing self-esteem, optimism, and overall mental health (Symister &
Friend, 2003). Balanced family interactions and functioning may also
promote healthy coping mechanisms and encourage adaptive beliefs and
behaviors as the main positive family coping mechanisms include social
and spiritual support, enhanced self-esteem, and feelings of acceptance.
On the other hand, negative coping mechanisms, such as self-blame,
detachment, and disconnection, may lead to emotional distress (Marti-
nez-Montilla, Amador-Marin, & Guerra-Martin, 2017).

Further, family functioning has a significant indirect effect on
extremism through a mediator — psychological well-being. These results
further strengthen our third hypothesis that the link between family
functioning and extremism is mediated by psychological well-being. A
person who perceives their family functioning and dynamics as balanced
is more likely to feel accepted, loved, and understood and, in turn, is
better able to overcome crises and psychological distress. This is in line
with the findings by Anwar and Wildan (2018) that poor family well-
being was correlated with radicalization, and with Melacarne (2021)
who claimed that family and parental systems can play an important
role in preventing radicalism. Hence, it is plausible that improving
family functioning and parenting styles could help reduce radical intent
and beliefs in young individuals.

These findings are a step forward in understanding the complex
relationship between the variables included in the model. First, some
light is shed on a family’s psychological role in radicalization. Few
empirical studies have addressed the question of family background
variables to explain extremist political beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors
(Scremin, 2020). It has been postulated that disconnection and alien-
ation from one’s family might lead to an increased radicalization risk
(Wali, 2013). In their search for identity, young people may turn to
radical groups in which they can experience a sense of belonging. So-
cialization is also a key factor in understanding the processes that pro-
mote radicalization, as many extremists experienced a lack of structure
with extremely limited emotional support during their upbringing
(Horgan & Braddock, 2010). This study complements previous findings
by proposing that healthy family functioning has a significant effect on
these processes. Secondly, we identified the psychological mechanisms
through which family functioning is related to extremism. The percep-
tion of balanced relationships in one’s family contributes to psycho-
logical well-being that is, in turn, associated with decreased radical
tendencies and extremism. These associations were consistent even after
controlling for variables that were shown to have a significant effect on
extremism in previous studies: gender (Kimmel, 2018) and family in-
come (Vijaya, Wilent, Cathcart, & Fiorellini, 2018).

5.1. Implications

This research demonstrates the impact of positive family functioning
on psychological well-being which, in turn, contributes to resilience
against extremism. This suggests that family functioning should be a
focus for programs to reduce extremist intent and consequent violent
extremism. Further, since parents can be blind to early signs of radi-
calization (van San, Sieckelinck, & de Winter, 2013), it is important to
plan training for parents to teach them effective communication with
their children, particularly with respect to engaging their children in
discussions of radicalism and guiding them on the right path. This could
also be facilitated by better family functioning since communication is
easier when the family is cohesive (Schrodt, 2005). Thus, effective
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parental coping and communication skills are crucial for the prevention
of youth radicalization.

The main idea is that programs to enhance family functioning can
strengthen a family’s positive influence on children’s behavior and
decision-making skills, as well as mitigate the impact of peer pressure as
it has been argued that this is one of the drivers to extremism (Becker,
2021). Families that provide a warm and supportive environment may
reduce the appeal of radicalization. It is further advised that practi-
tioners use an evidence-based approach to identify specific risk and
protective factors within the family. One of the approaches for mini-
mizing risks associated with maladaptive belief systems is rational
emotive behavioral education, which has been shown to be effective in
preventing radical attitudes. The aim is to teach students, parents, and
teachers mental health-enhancing skills and behaviors that promote
tolerance and empathy (Trip, Bora, Marian, Halmajan, & Drugas, 2019).

This study’s findings may also support extremism-prevention stra-
tegies by emphasizing the importance of family-based intervention
practices by authorities. Early intervention at the community level may
be the key to countering extremism in the young. Families should have
the necessary psychosocial support in their community to help their
children develop non-violent and adaptive attitudes.

5.2. Limitations of the study

This research has several limitations that should be addressed in
further studies. First and foremost, the factor analyses failed to distin-
guish between the supposedly independent family cohesion and adapt-
ability dimensions. Instead, a one-dimensional factor model was shown
to be more appropriate. It is crucial for future research to investigate the
validity of the adaptability and cohesion scales. Further, the design of
the study was cross-sectional, hence, no causal conclusion can be made.
Future research should therefore use longitudinal designs.

Second, perception of these constructs may be different in Western
and Eastern societies. Different cultures have different norms, values,
and beliefs, which influence the way family interactions and dynamics
are perceived (Hall & Hall, 1990). Saudi Arabians show much more
obedience to their parents than people in the United States and China as
there is a strong emphasis on conformity among families (Guan & Li,
2017). It is crucial to explore cultural diversity in the meaning assigned
to assessment instruments’ questions regarding family functioning,
psychological well-being, and extremism, as well as cultural differences
in response styles regardless of the content. A factor that could influence
response styles is agreeableness, which can cause a response bias in the
way respondents tend to select positive answers. This phenomenon,
known as acquiescence bias or agreement bias, has been shown to have a
strong influence on the validity of research (Baron-Epel, Kaplan, Wein-
stein, & Green, 2010) and could be prominent among Saudi Arabian
participants. Therefore, future research should account for such factors.
Further, cross-national surveys are needed to investigate the possible
differences in different populations. This would also contribute to
assessing and improving the discriminant validity and reliability of the
FACES III instrument since it is not known how these differences could
affect the data.

Third, our sample was homogenous in terms of education, monthly
income, and parents’ education: all of the participants were highly
educated, their family income was rather high on average, as over 50%
reported a monthly income of 9000 RS or more, and more than half of
the participants’ parents had a higher level of education (college grad-
uate, master’s or Ph.D.). It can be postulated that participants with this
type of socioeconomic background have a different perception of their
families’ interactions and overall well-being since it has been indicated
that families who report low income and low levels of parental educa-
tion suffer from greater psychological distress (Duncan & Gunn, 1997).

Further, the sample in the present study was relatively small, which
could make the detection of associations and differences harder, as
relatively small samples are not necessarily representative of the entire
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Table Al
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Item loadings and factors of the modified FACES III scale using oblimin rotation.

Item

Factor 1 Factor 2

Family members ask each other for help.

In solving problems, the children’s suggestions are followed.
We approve of each other’s friends.

Children have a say in their discipline.

We like to do things with just our immediate family.
Different persons act as leaders in our family.

Our family changes its way of handling tasks.

Family members like to spend free time with each other.

10. Parent(s) and children discuss punishment together.

. Family members feel very close to each other.

The children make the decisions in our family.

. When our family gets together for activities, everybody is present.
. Rules change in our family.

. We can easily think of things to do together as a family.

16. We shift household responsibilities from person to person.

17. Family members consult other family members on their decisions.
18. It is hard to identify the leader(s) in our family.

19. Family togetherness is very important

20. It is hard to tell who does which household chores.

© PN WN

_ e
GOR®ON =

0.549

0.793
0.824
0.914

Family members feel closer to other family members than to people outside the family. 0.720

0.803
0.791
0.623

0.642

0.841
0.616
0.542

0.590

Eigenvalue

6.3 1.4

% of variance
% of cumulative variance

44.95% 7.7%
44.95% 52.65%

The items in italic are items that were deleted because of low factor loading or low communalities.

population.

This study also used a self-report methodology which has several
limitations since respondents often have a tendency to present them-
selves in their best light. Also, they could possibly misinterpret the
survey questions and not assess themselves accurately. Therefore, we
recommend including other-reports in future studies to make the data
more objective. Furthermore, the study dealt with extremist beliefs
which do not necessarily indicate extremist intent; future research
should use both passive and active extremism indicators.

Finally, we identified only one mediator in our model. It would be
beneficial to investigate other mechanisms through which the rela-
tionship between family functioning and extremism is mediated. It is
possible that variables such as family conflict, self-appraisal (evalua-
tion), and coping strategies could affect the association between these
factors as well as have a direct effect on the radicalization process. Also,
it is plausible that parents with more radical ideology influence their
children’s attitudes through intergenerational transmission of ideology
(Sikkens et al., 2018).

6. Conclusion

This study’s findings have important implications for understanding
how and why family functioning affects extremism. The study provides
evidence that family functioning is negatively related to extremism.
Participants who reported more balanced family functioning tended to
have lesser extremist beliefs. Also, the relationship between family
functioning and extremism is indirect and fully mediated by psycho-
logical well-being. Psychological well-being has a direct influence on
extremist attitudes. Higher levels of psychological well-being implicate
lower levels of extremism. Therefore, this research adds to a growing
body of literature on mechanisms underpinning extremism and
radicalization.
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