
Assessing Disengagement 
from Violent Extremism in 

the Western Balkans:  
Institutional Judgement 

under Uncertainty

Vlado Azinović 
Mirza Buljubašić  

Nejra Veljan
Erinda Bllaca Ndroqi, Delajda Kurić-Hodžić,  

Rudinë Jakupi, and Afrodita Musliu



Lead Authors and Editors 
Vlado Azinović, Mirza Buljubašić and Nejra Veljan

Contributing Authors 
Erinda Bllaca Ndroqi, Delajda Kurić-Hodžić, Rudinë Jakupi, and Afrodita Musliu

Reviewers 
Majda Halilović and Sead Turčalo

Atlantic Initiative

Sarajevo, 2026

This publication was produced with the support of the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Sarajevo.  
The contents are the sole responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the donor.

ISBN    978-9926-465-47-6

CIP zapis dostupan u COBISS  
sistemu Nacionalne i univerzitetske biblioteke  

BiH pod ID brojem  71159302 



Assessing Disengagement 
 from Violent Extremism in the Western Balkans:  

Institutional Judgement under Uncertainty 

Sarajevo, 2026



4

Contents

Foreword.................................................................................................................................................................................. 7
Acknowledgements................................................................................................................................................................ 9
List of Abbreviations............................................................................................................................................................ 10
About the Lead Authors and Editors,  
Contributing Authors, and Reviewers .............................................................................................................................. 11
Lead Authors and Editors ................................................................................................................................................... 11
Contributing Authors.......................................................................................................................................................... 12
Reviewers............................................................................................................................................................................... 13
Preface................................................................................................................................................................. 14

Chapter 1. Introduction...................................................................................................................................................... 17
1.1. Research Problem and Rationale................................................................................................................................ 17
1.2. Conceptual Positioning and Scope............................................................................................................................. 18
1.3. Contribution of the Study............................................................................................................................................ 19
1.4. Structure of the Monograph........................................................................................................................................ 20

Chapter 2. Conceptualising and Assessing Disengagement from Violent Extremism.............................................. 21
2.1. Disengagement and Deradicalisation as Distinct Concepts.................................................................................... 21
2.2. Ideology, Behaviour, and the Limits of Ideological Benchmarks........................................................................... 22
2.3. Psychological and Relational Dimensions of Disengagement as a Non-Linear Process..................................... 22
2.4. Epistemic and Institutional Constraints on Assessing Disengagement................................................................. 23
2.5. Institutional Assessment, Structured Judgement, and Professional Discretion................................................... 24
2.6. The Release Phase as a Critical Assessment Juncture............................................................................................... 26
2.7. Indicators of Disengagement....................................................................................................................................... 27
2.8. Analytical Framework of the Study............................................................................................................................ 29

Chapter 3. Regional and Institutional Context................................................................................................................ 33
3.1. Albania............................................................................................................................................................................ 33
3.2. Bosnia and Herzegovina............................................................................................................................................... 34
3.3. Kosovo............................................................................................................................................................................ 35
3.4. North Macedonia.......................................................................................................................................................... 35

Chapter 4. Research Design and Methodology............................................................................................................... 37
4.1. Research Design and Analytical Orientation............................................................................................................ 37
4.2. Conceptual Approach to Disengagement and Assessment..................................................................................... 37
4.3. Data Sources and Empirical Material......................................................................................................................... 38

4.3.1. Empirical Material and Interview Sources...................................................................................................... 38
4.3.2. Interview Approach............................................................................................................................................ 39
4.3.3. Documentary and Legal Sources...................................................................................................................... 40

4.4. Case Selection and Comparative Logic...................................................................................................................... 40
4.5. Analytical Strategy........................................................................................................................................................ 41
4.6. Ethical Considerations................................................................................................................................................. 41
4.7. Limitations..................................................................................................................................................................... 42

Chapter 5. Assessment of Disengagement from Violent Extremism in Albania........................................................ 43
5.1. Institutional Context and Conditions of Assessment............................................................................................... 43
5.2. Conceptualising Disengagement in Practice............................................................................................................. 44
5.3. Clinical Interpretation and Psychological Engagement........................................................................................... 45
5.4. Compliance, Resistance, and Manipulation within Custody.................................................................................. 46
5.5. Indicators of Change and Indicators of Concern...................................................................................................... 48
5.6. Trauma, Family, and Social Context........................................................................................................................... 49
5.7. The Release Phase and Post-Release Coordination.................................................................................................. 50
5.8. Conclusion..................................................................................................................................................................... 52



5

Chapter 6. Assessment of Disengagement from Violent Extremism in Bosnia and Herzegovina........................... 55
6.1. Institutional Context and Conditions of Assessment............................................................................................... 55
6.2. Conceptualisations of “True Change” and Disengagement..................................................................................... 57
6.3. Professional Doubt, Reflexivity, and Institutional Limits........................................................................................ 59
6.4. Behavioural Compliance, Conformism, and Strategic Adaptation........................................................................ 60
6.5. Indicators of Change and Their Interpretive Limits................................................................................................. 62
6.6. Trauma, Disillusionment, and Psychological Factors.............................................................................................. 63
6.7. Regression and the Release Phase............................................................................................................................... 65
6.8. Conclusion..................................................................................................................................................................... 66

Chapter 7. Assessment of Disengagement from Violent Extremism in Kosovo......................................................... 69
7.1. Institutional Roles and Sequencing............................................................................................................................ 69
7.2. Conceptualising Disengagement in Practice............................................................................................................. 70
7.3. Community Supervision and Gendered Practice..................................................................................................... 71
7.4. Assessment Tools, Monitoring, and Reporting......................................................................................................... 73
7.5. Indicators of Change and Indicators of Concern...................................................................................................... 75
7.6. Trauma, Family, and Social Context........................................................................................................................... 76
7.7. The Release Phase and Individual Plans.................................................................................................................... 78
7.8. Conclusion..................................................................................................................................................................... 79

Chapter 8. Assessment of Disengagement from Violent Extremism in North Macedonia....................................... 83
8.1. Institutional Context of Disengagement and Assessment....................................................................................... 83
8.2. Conceptualising Disengagement in Practice............................................................................................................. 84
8.3. Cognitive Positioning and Perceived Injustice.......................................................................................................... 84
8.4. Behavioural Adaptation, Symbolism, and Prison Norms........................................................................................ 85
8.5. Indicators of Change and Indicators of Concern...................................................................................................... 87
8.6. Family Relations and Social Context.......................................................................................................................... 88
8.7. The Release Phase and Post-Release Coordination.................................................................................................. 89
8.8. Conclusion..................................................................................................................................................................... 91

Chapter 9. Cross-Country Comparative Analysis.......................................................................................................... 93
9.1. What Counts as Disengagement across Systems...................................................................................................... 93
9.2. Tools, Judgement, and the Authority to Assess......................................................................................................... 94
9.3. Common Indicators and Divergent Readings........................................................................................................... 96
9.4. Structural Constraints Shaping Assessment.............................................................................................................. 97
9.5. Gender, Pathways, and Assessment Environments.................................................................................................. 99
9.6. Disengagement as an Institutional Construction................................................................................................... 100
9.7. Implications for Assessment at Release.................................................................................................................... 102

Chapter 10. Conclusion: Disengagement, Assessment, and Institutional Uncertainty at Release......................... 105
10.1. What We Found........................................................................................................................................................ 105
10.2. What This Means for Assessment........................................................................................................................... 106
10.3. Implications for Policy and Practice....................................................................................................................... 107
10.4. Implications for Research........................................................................................................................................ 108

References............................................................................................................................................................................ 110
Literature............................................................................................................................................................................. 110
Primary Sources: Interview Material............................................................................................................................... 116

Albania (Fieldwork: 2025)......................................................................................................................................... 116
Bosnia and Herzegovina (Fieldwork: 2025)............................................................................................................ 116
Kosovo (Fieldwork: 2025).......................................................................................................................................... 116
North Macedonia (Fieldwork: 2025)........................................................................................................................ 117

Legal Instruments and Official Documents.................................................................................................................... 117



7

Foreword

More than a decade has passed since the first nationals of the Western Balkans travelled to Syria and Iraq. 
The initial response — mobilisation of legal frameworks, criminalisation of foreign-fighter participation, 
the prosecution and incarceration of those who returned — has now given way to a less visible and con-
siderably more demanding phase. Many of those convicted have already been released. Many more will 
be released in the coming years. The question that animates this volume is the question that confronts the 
institutions tasked with making those decisions: how do we know that someone is ready to be released?

When we began this work, we expected to find a more developed answer than we did. The literature 
on disengagement from violent extremism has grown rapidly in recent years, and the institutional 
architecture of prevention and rehabilitation in the region has expanded accordingly. Risk-assessment 
instruments are available, training has been delivered, strategic documents have been written and re-
vised. We anticipated that the difficulty of disengagement assessment lay primarily in the application 
of these tools to particular cases. What we encountered instead was a deeper and more honest diffi-
culty: the recognition, among the practitioners we interviewed, that what can be observed about an 
individual is not the same thing as what can be known, and that decisions about release must be made 
in the gap between the two.

This recognition is not a failure of practice. It is, in our view, the most important professional insight 
that emerges from the empirical material assembled in this volume. The practitioners we spoke with — 
prison psychologists, social workers, educators, probation officers, civil-society and municipal actors 
— work daily at the limits of what institutional knowledge can establish. Their professional caution, 
their reflexive doubt, and their reluctance to certify outcomes that they know they cannot verify are 
not signs of inadequacy. They are signs of professional integrity. One of our aims in this volume is to 
make that integrity visible.

The volume is the product of sustained collaboration across four jurisdictions: Albania, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia. The legal frameworks, institutional architectures, and politi-
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cal conditions of these four countries are not identical, and the empirical material the chapters present 
reflects this variation. What is striking, however, is the convergence the comparative chapter draws out. 
The constraints under which practitioners work, the interpretive challenges they face, and the cautious 
judgements they reach are recognisable across all four cases. Disengagement, as the comparative analysis 
argues, is not so much discovered by institutional assessment as constructed through it. We hope this 
argument provides a useful starting point for conversations across the region, and beyond.

We are conscious of two limits to what the volume offers. First, this is not a programme evaluation. We 
do not claim to assess whether particular rehabilitation interventions reduce reoffending, nor to predict 
the trajectories of individuals. Our focus is on institutional practice — on how decisions are made, not on 
whether they prove to be correct. Second, this is not the final word. The cohort of returnees, family mem-
bers, and individuals convicted of terrorism-related offences in the Western Balkans is heterogeneous, 
and the institutional responses are still evolving. The findings here describe a moment in an ongoing 
process. We expect, and hope, that further research will refine, complicate, and in some respects revise 
what we present.

The volume would not have been possible without the willingness of institutions to open their doors to 
the research team. We are aware that the questions we asked were not always comfortable, and that the 
candour of the practitioners who agreed to be interviewed required trust that was not theirs to give light-
ly. We are grateful for that trust, and we have done our best to honour it by representing the practitioners’ 
professional reasoning as faithfully as the constraints of academic writing allow.

This volume is offered to policymakers, practitioners, and researchers who share the conviction that de-
cisions of this consequence deserve the most honest analytical engagement we can collectively bring to 
them. If it contributes, even modestly, to that engagement, it will have done its work.

The Editors 
Sarajevo, 2026
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Preface

This book examines one of the most difficult questions facing institutions that respond to violent ex-
tremism: how can disengagement be assessed when the most important forms of change are only partly 
visible?

Across criminal justice systems, decisions about detention, release, supervision, rehabilitation, and rein-
tegration require institutions to make judgements about people whose future conduct cannot be known 
with certainty. These judgements are always difficult. In cases involving individuals convicted of terror-
ism related offences, they become especially sensitive. Public expectations are high, political pressure is 
often intense, and the consequences of error can be severe. Yet the information available to practitioners 
is rarely complete. Institutions must assess change through behaviour, interaction, participation, docu-
mentation, and professional interpretation. They are asked to make decisions in the space between what 
can be observed and what cannot be known.

This study was developed in response to that problem. It does not seek to determine whether particular 
individuals have truly disengaged from violent extremism. Nor does it evaluate specific rehabilitation 
programmes or claim to predict future behaviour. Its concern is different. The book asks how practi-
tioners and institutions interpret disengagement in practice, how they make sense of partial and some-
times contradictory indicators, and how they translate professional judgement into decisions at the point 
of release.

The analysis draws on qualitative research conducted across Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
and North Macedonia. These four cases share experiences of foreign fighter mobilisation, return, pros-
ecution, imprisonment, and reintegration. They also differ in legal frameworks, institutional arrange-
ments, sentencing practices, professional capacity, and post release coordination. This combination of 
shared challenge and institutional variation allows the study to examine how disengagement is assessed 
across different settings, while also identifying common pressures faced by practitioners throughout the 
region.

The book focuses on the perspectives of those directly involved in institutional assessment and case man-
agement. These include prison staff, psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, educators, probation 
officers, civil society practitioners, municipal actors, and institutional administrators. Their accounts 
show that assessment is not a simple technical exercise. It is a form of professional reasoning carried out 
under uncertainty. Practitioners observe behaviour, assess consistency, interpret communication, con-
sider family and social context, review participation in programmes, and document signs of progress or 
concern. Yet they also recognise the limits of what these indicators can prove.

A central finding of the book is that disengagement is not directly discovered by institutions as a fixed 
inner state. It is made institutionally meaningful through assessment practices. Observable stability, 
compliance, cooperation, or programme participation may all inform judgement, but none can confirm 
cognitive change. At the same time, doubt alone cannot be the basis of practice. Institutions must still 
decide how to classify risk, how to prepare release, how to organise supervision, and how to support re-
integration. The challenge is therefore not to eliminate uncertainty, but to manage it responsibly.
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This perspective has important implications. It cautions against unrealistic expectations that assessment 
tools can verify disengagement with certainty. It also cautions against dismissing professional judgement 
as merely subjective. Tools, documentation, multidisciplinary discussion, and professional discretion all 
matter, but they are strongest when they support each other. More reliable assessment depends not only 
on forms and procedures, but also on continuity of information, trained staff, institutional memory, and 
the ability to carry case understanding from prison into the community.

The release phase receives particular attention throughout the book. Release is not simply the end of im-
prisonment. It is a critical point at which uncertainty, accountability, and institutional responsibility con-
verge. Practitioners must draw together what has been observed in custody and translate it into decisions 
about supervision and support in less controlled environments. Where information transfer is weak, 
where professional roles are unclear, or where community services are underdeveloped, assessment be-
comes more fragile. For this reason, the book treats release not as a final judgement on disengagement, 
but as a moment that requires renewed coordination and continued assessment.

The book is intended for policymakers, practitioners, researchers, and international partners working on 
violent extremism, criminal justice, rehabilitation, and reintegration. It does not offer a universal model 
or a simple checklist. Instead, it provides an empirically grounded account of how assessment is actually 
carried out, what practitioners can reasonably know, and where institutional expectations need to be 
adjusted.

Readers interested in the conceptual argument may begin with the introduction and conceptual chapter. 
Those interested in the regional context will find the country chapters useful as standalone analyses of 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia. The comparative chapter brings these 
cases together and identifies patterns that cut across national systems. The conclusion sets out what these 
findings mean for assessment practice, policy design, and future research.

The aim of this book is to support a more honest conversation about disengagement from violent extrem-
ism. Institutions cannot be expected to certify inner transformation. They can, however, be supported to 
make better grounded, better documented, and more transparent judgements under uncertainty. Rec-
ognising the limits of assessment is not a weakness. It is the starting point for more responsible practice.



17

Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1. Research Problem and Rationale

Disengagement from violent extremism has most often been examined as an individual process involv-
ing change in beliefs, motivations, and identity (Horgan, 2009; Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Altier et al., 
2014; for deradicalisation see Koehler, 2017). The criminal justice institutions responsible for detention, 
supervision, and release, however, do not have direct access to such cognitive changes. In practice, they 
must construct judgements about disengagement under conditions of uncertainty, drawing on observ-
able behaviour, partial information, and professional interpretation.

This produces a fundamental gap between how disengagement is conceptualised in research and how it 
is assessed in institutional settings. While the scholarship has generated substantial insight into processes 
of radicalisation, recruitment, and exit, far less empirical attention has been devoted to how disengage-
ment is interpreted and acted upon within systems responsible for custody, supervision, and release 
(Disley et al., 2012; OSCE, 2020; UNODC, 2016; Council of Europe, 2016). These decisions are made at 
critical institutional moments — particularly during imprisonment and at the point of release — where 
uncertainty is high, information is incomplete, and the consequences of error are significant.

Within criminal justice practice, disengagement becomes an institutional judgement rather than a di-
rectly verifiable psychological state. Practitioners infer it from behaviour, interaction, responsiveness to 
institutional authority, relational positioning, and available documentation. The present study examines 
how such judgements are formed, justified, and used in decisions about release, supervision, and reinte-
gration.

The countries of South-Eastern Europe provide a particularly relevant setting for examining these dy-
namics. Since 2012, the region has experienced significant mobilisation of foreign terrorist fighters, fol-
lowed by successive waves of return and repatriation. Available regional estimates indicate that more 
than 1,000 individuals travelled to Syria and Iraq, with several hundred subsequently returning, includ-
ing women and children (Azinović & Bećirević, 2017; Azinović, 2018, 2020; Holmer & Shtuni, 2017; 
Metodieva, 2022; Shtuni, 2019, 2022). These developments have required criminal justice systems to shift 
from a primary focus on prosecution and incapacitation toward the longer-term challenges of detention 
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management, rehabilitation planning, and reintegration support — often within systems characterised 
by limited specialist capacity and fragmented institutional coordination.

Sentencing practices in several jurisdictions further intensify these challenges. Comparative evidence 
suggests that terrorism-related offences frequently result in relatively short custodial sentences, includ-
ing cases resolved through plea arrangements (Buljubašić & Azinović, 2023; Shtuni, 2019, 2022). Short 
sentences limit opportunities for sustained observation, structured intervention, and longitudinal doc-
umentation of change. At the same time, large proportions of those convicted have already returned to 
the community, increasing the importance of how readiness for release is assessed, and how uncertainty 
is managed in the absence of prolonged institutional engagement.

At the European level, institutional responses are shaped by policy frameworks that emphasise risk as-
sessment, case management, and inter-institutional coordination (Council of Europe, 2016; OSCE, 2020; 
UNODC, 2016). Translating such guidance into coherent practice, however, remains difficult, particu-
larly in contexts marked by resource constraints, limited specialist expertise, and fragmented informa-
tion-sharing. Release therefore emerges not as a single administrative act but as a coordination point 
requiring the transfer of case understanding across institutional boundaries. Where such continuity is 
weak, documentation becomes fragmented, professional judgement turns defensive, and interpretations 
of disengagement remain inconsistent across custodial and post-release phases (Disley et al., 2012).

Against this background, the study examines how institutional actors in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, Kosovo, and North Macedonia interpret and assess disengagement at the point of release. By focusing 
on institutional practice rather than solely on individual narratives or programme outcomes, it shows 
how judgements about disengagement are constructed under conditions of uncertainty, constraint, and 
accountability.

1.2. Conceptual Positioning and Scope

The study focuses on perpetrator disengagement from violent extremism as it is understood and assessed 
within criminal justice institutions. The literature has consistently shown that behavioural withdrawal 
from violence does not reliably coincide with ideological transformation, and that internal motivational 
change is difficult to observe, verify, or sustain over time (Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Horgan, 2009; Sil-
ke, 2011). While qualitative interviews and programme evaluations provide important insight into exit 
processes, they remain constrained by retrospective rationalisation, social-desirability bias, and limited 
access to high-risk populations. Within custodial and supervisory settings these challenges are further 
intensified by security constraints, restricted opportunities for open engagement, and the strategic incen-
tives individuals face as release approaches.

Institutional actors are therefore rarely in a position to determine whether deep cognitive or ideological 
transformation has occurred. They infer disengagement indirectly, through observable conduct, rela-
tional patterns, emotional regulation, and responsiveness to institutional authority. These indicators are 
interpreted through professional judgement, documented in institutional records, and translated into 
assessments that guide release planning and post-release supervision. Disengagement thus functions 
less as a verifiable psychological state than as an institutional judgement that structures decision-making 
under conditions of unavoidable uncertainty (Lloyd & Dean, 2015; Jensen et al., 2024).
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The study explicitly adopts this epistemological position. Rather than attempting to resolve uncertainty 
through stronger measurement or predictive claims, it examines how institutional actors work within 
uncertainty: how they interpret ambiguous indicators, negotiate doubt, and justify assessment judge-
ments in practice. This perspective does not deny the possibility or significance of individual transforma-
tion. It acknowledges the limits of institutional knowledge and focuses on how criminal justice systems 
act on partial, indirect, and context-dependent evidence.

Analytically, the study approaches disengagement through a set of interrelated dimensions that structure 
institutional assessment in practice. These include observable behaviour, relational positioning, engage-
ment with institutional processes, documentation practices, and professional judgement. Together, these 
dimensions capture how disengagement becomes legible within institutional settings — not as a single 
indicator or outcome but as a pattern inferred over time and across contexts.

The objectives of the study are threefold. First, it examines how disengagement is constructed and inter-
preted within everyday institutional practice, rather than how it is defined in theory. Second, it identifies 
shared interpretive patterns and cross-national variation in assessment practices, highlighting how legal 
frameworks, institutional capacity, sentencing structures, and professional cultures shape judgements 
about disengagement. Third, it situates these findings within broader debates on risk assessment, reha-
bilitation, and reintegration, contributing to a grounded understanding of the limits and possibilities of 
institutional knowledge in terrorism-related cases.

1.3. Contribution of the Study

The study makes three interrelated contributions, at the conceptual, empirical, and practical levels.

At the conceptual level, it reframes disengagement as an institutionally mediated judgement rather 
than a directly observable psychological outcome. While existing scholarship distinguishes disengage-
ment from deradicalisation, empirical research has often struggled to operationalise this distinction 
beyond ideological benchmarks. By focusing on how institutional actors interpret behavioural, rela-
tional, and contextual indicators in practice, the study aligns conceptual understandings of disengage-
ment with the realities of criminal justice work. Disengagement is treated as a working judgement 
based on observation, documentation, professional interpretation, and the quality of information 
available at the time of assessment.

At the empirical level, the study provides original qualitative evidence from four jurisdictions. Draw-
ing on semi-structured interviews with prison staff, probation officers, psychologists, social workers, 
and institutional administrators — complemented by analysis of institutional documentation — it offers 
comparative insight into how similar behaviours and expressions are interpreted across different insti-
tutional settings. The analysis highlights the central role of ambiguity, partial change, and interpretive 
caution, elements that are often under-represented in policy-oriented evaluations of rehabilitation and 
reintegration programmes.

At the level of policy and practice, the study clarifies the structural and professional conditions under 
which disengagement assessments are produced. Rather than assuming that improved tools alone can 
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resolve assessment challenges, it emphasises the role of interpretive labour, organisational constraints, 
and accountability pressures in shaping institutional judgements. This perspective supports more realis-
tic expectations of assessment practice and points toward incremental improvements in documentation 
continuity, professional support, and inter-institutional coordination, rather than toward claims of de-
finitive prediction or certainty.

1.4. Structure of the Monograph

Chapter 1 introduces the research problem, outlines the analytical focus, and situates the study within 
the existing scholarship on violent extremism, disengagement, and institutional assessment.

Chapter 2 develops the conceptual framework and reviews relevant literature, focusing on disengage-
ment as a behavioural and institutional process and examining how assessment has been approached in 
prior research and policy guidance.

Chapter 3 provides the regional and institutional context, outlining key legal, policy, and organisational 
developments related to terrorism-related offending and countering violent extremism across the West-
ern Balkans.

Chapter 4 details the research design and methodology, including data sources, case selection, analytical 
strategy, and ethical considerations.

Chapters 5 to 8 present in-depth country analyses of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and 
North Macedonia. Each chapter examines institutional context, assessment practices, practitioner inter-
pretations of disengagement, observed trajectories of change, and the constraints shaping professional 
judgement.

Chapter 9 offers a comparative analysis across the four cases, identifying shared patterns, points of diver-
gence, and the institutional logics that structure assessment practices.

Chapter 10 synthesises the findings across four sections: what the study found, what the findings 
mean for assessment, what they imply for policy and practice, and what they suggest for the future 
research agenda. Particular attention is given throughout to the release phase as a moment of height-
ened uncertainty.
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Chapter 2. Conceptualising and Assessing  
Disengagement from Violent Extremism

This chapter establishes the conceptual foundations of the study. It reviews the central debates on disen-
gagement from violent extremism, distinguishes disengagement from related processes such as deradi-
calisation and desistance, and examines the epistemic and institutional constraints under which assess-
ment takes place. The chapter closes by setting out the analytical framework that guides the empirical 
analysis in subsequent chapters.

2.1. Disengagement and Deradicalisation as Distinct Concepts

Research on violent extremism has long focused on explaining how individuals come to adopt beliefs 
and practices that justify political violence. Within this body of work, radicalisation and deradicalisa-
tion have dominated conceptual debates, often framed as opposing cognitive processes through which 
individuals either adopt or abandon extremist belief systems (Horgan, 2009; Neumann, 2010). By com-
parison, disengagement has received less sustained theoretical attention, despite its direct relevance for 
criminal justice institutions responsible for the custody, supervision, and release of individuals convicted 
of terrorism-related offences (Morrison et al., 2021; Windisch et al., 2016).

The distinction between disengagement and deradicalisation is now widely recognised. Disengagement 
refers primarily to behavioural change, involving withdrawal from violent activity, extremist organisa-
tions, or operational networks. Deradicalisation, by contrast, denotes cognitive or ideological change, 
including the rejection or substantial moderation of beliefs that previously justified violence (Horgan, 
2009; Horgan & Braddock, 2010; Silke, 2011). Empirical research consistently shows that these processes 
do not necessarily occur simultaneously or follow the same trajectory.

Several adjacent concepts are frequently used alongside disengagement but refer to analytically distinct 
processes. Resocialisation generally denotes adjustment to social norms and roles following withdrawal 
from extremist involvement, while reintegration refers to practical outcomes such as stable housing, 
employment, social support, and lawful participation in society (Veldhuis, 2015; Zeuthen, 2021). Exit is 
often used to describe the act of leaving an extremist group or network. Desistance focuses more narrow-
ly on the cessation of offending behaviour, drawing on criminological traditions (Bjørgo, 2008; Corner 
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& Gill, 2020). While these concepts overlap empirically, disengagement is analytically broader, capturing 
behavioural withdrawal alongside evolving relational positioning and interpretive change. This distinc-
tion is important for assessment because custodial and supervisory settings are better positioned to ob-
serve conduct than belief.

2.2. Ideology, Behaviour, and the Limits of Ideological Benchmarks

A second, related debate concerns the role of ideology in assessing disengagement. Some approaches to 
assessing change prioritise the rejection of extremist ideology, treating belief change as the central mark-
er of meaningful transformation. Others emphasise the cessation of violent behaviour as the operational 
outcome that matters most, regardless of whether internal beliefs have shifted (Horgan, 2009; Silke, 2011).

Empirical evidence increasingly supports the second position. Individuals may continue to hold extrem-
ist beliefs while withdrawing from violent action (Altier et al., 2014; Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009). At the same 
time, the assumption that ideological change must precede behavioural withdrawal has been criticised as 
both empirically unwarranted and methodologically problematic, because it requires institutional actors 
to verify internal states that cannot be directly observed (Horgan & Braddock, 2010).

For institutional assessment, the implication is significant. Treating ideological change as a primary 
benchmark introduces an evidentiary requirement that institutions are structurally unable to meet. Ver-
bal declarations of changed belief can be strategic, and silence or continued religious or political identi-
fication cannot be reliably interpreted as evidence of persistent extremism. Assessment frameworks that 
rely heavily on ideological indicators therefore risk producing either overconfident judgements based on 
rhetorical expression or unduly cautious judgements that discount any evidence of behavioural stability.

This study therefore treats behavioural withdrawal — sustained over time and across contexts — as the 
central observable dimension of disengagement, while recognising that behaviour alone is not sufficient. 
The interpretive challenge for institutions lies in distinguishing durable behavioural change from stra-
tegic adaptation, and in making this distinction with limited access to the internal processes that shape 
conduct. Behaviour is therefore treated in this study as the main available evidence for assessment, not 
as proof of internal transformation.

2.3. Psychological and Relational Dimensions of Disengagement  
as a Non-Linear Process

Disengagement is not a single decisive event but a process that unfolds unevenly across multiple do-
mains. Psychological dimensions — including emotional regulation, identity development, trauma, and 
the search for personal significance — interact with relational dynamics such as family ties, peer net-
works, and social embeddedness (Barrelle, 2015; Kruglanski et al., 2014; Kruglanski et al., 2022; McCau-
ley & Moskalenko, 2011). These domains do not always move in step. An individual may demonstrate 
behavioural withdrawal while continuing to identify with an extremist worldview, or may reject violence 
in principle while retaining relationships with former associates.



23

The non-linear character of disengagement has been documented across a wide range of contexts and 
ideological traditions. Trajectories are shaped by personal experience, opportunity structures, and life 
events that may catalyse change in one domain without producing change in another (Altier et al., 2017; 
Jensen & Simi, 2019). Disillusionment with the group, exposure to alternative narratives, the death or 
injury of close associates, and the formation of new social ties have all been identified as factors that may 
contribute to disengagement, but none operates as a sufficient cause on its own.

This complexity has direct consequences for assessment. Indicators that emerge in one domain — for 
example, increased family contact — cannot be read as a reliable signal of change in others. Practitioners 
are therefore required to weigh multiple, sometimes contradictory, signals and to form judgements that 
account for the partial and non-linear nature of the process. The implication is that disengagement as-
sessment cannot be reduced to a checklist; it requires interpretation across domains and over time.

Relational dimensions deserve particular attention. The literature suggests that disengagement is closely 
linked to changes in social ties, including distancing from extremist peers and the development of new, 
non-extremist relationships (Barrelle, 2015; Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Jensen & Simi, 2019). At the same 
time, relational change is difficult to observe directly in custodial settings, where contact with the outside 
world is mediated by institutional control. Practitioners must therefore infer relational positioning from 
indirect signals: visiting patterns, correspondence, interactions with peers within the institution, and the 
individual’s response to discussion of family or community life.

2.4. Epistemic and Institutional Constraints on Assessing Disengagement

Even where the conceptual distinction between behavioural and ideological change is accepted, the as-
sessment of disengagement remains constrained by what institutional actors can plausibly know. Internal 
belief and intention cannot be directly observed. Behavioural indicators are mediated by the institutional 
environment, where incentives, surveillance, and constraint shape what is visible. Relational ties, future 
plans, and contextual exposures lie largely outside institutional control and observation.

These epistemic limits are amplified by structural constraints. Short custodial sentences in many jurisdictions 
reduce the time available for sustained observation. Limited specialist expertise — particularly the scarcity of 
psychologists with experience in terrorism-related cases — narrows the depth of engagement. Fragmented 
documentation and weak inter-institutional information-sharing disrupt continuity of knowledge between 
prison, probation, and community services (Disley et al., 2012; Perteshi & Ilazi, 2020; UNODC, 2016).

Political and accountability pressures further shape what can be assessed. Terrorism-related cases attract 
heightened scrutiny, and the perceived consequences of error are asymmetric: the cost of overestimating 
disengagement and releasing someone who reoffends is treated as far greater than the cost of underes-
timating change and prolonging supervision. Decision-makers respond rationally to this asymmetry by 
adopting cautious interpretive strategies, prioritising defensibility over confident affirmation (Basra & 
Neumann, 2020; Silke, 2014).

These constraints shape assessment without making it impossible. Institutions document observable 
conduct, compare information across sources, and decide whether the available evidence is sufficient to 
support release, supervision, and reintegration decisions.
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2.5. Institutional Assessment, Structured Judgement,  
and Professional Discretion

Institutional assessment of extremist offenders is most commonly organised through structured profes-
sional-judgement frameworks. These approaches occupy a middle position between unstructured clini-
cal judgement and actuarial prediction by combining standardised domains of inquiry with professional 
interpretation. Rather than producing probabilistic forecasts, they provide a shared structure for identi-
fying relevant factors, documenting concerns, and articulating reasoned judgements across institutional 
settings (Lloyd, 2019; Logan & Lloyd, 2019).

In the context of violent extremism, structured frameworks typically focus on domains such as en-
gagement, intent, capability, social context, and protective factors. Tools such as the VERA-2R and the 
ERG22+ reflect this logic, organising assessment around patterns of behaviour and situational context 
rather than relying on abstract notions of radicalisation. As Lloyd and Dean (2015) note, this distinction 
matters because individuals may identify with extremist ideologies without engaging in violence, while 
others may disengage behaviourally without abandoning their beliefs. Assessment domains are therefore 
not treated as independent variables but as elements to be interpreted together through professional 
formulation.

The literature consistently emphasises that such frameworks function as decision-support tools rather 
than predictive instruments. Comparative analyses of extremist assessment tools show that they are often 
misinterpreted as capable of predicting future behaviour with precision, when their primary function 
is to structure, categorise, and communicate information relevant to case management (van der Heide 
et al., 2019). Their effectiveness depends less on technical design than on how they are applied within 
institutional contexts, including assessor training, experience, and organisational support (Lloyd, 2019).

A study of VERA-2R assessments based on judicial files of Dutch convicted terrorists found average in-
terrater agreement ranging from good to excellent, although agreement was low for six indicators (Duits 
& Kempes, 2023). This supports attention to individual indicators and assessor training without treating 
structured assessment as a substitute for professional judgement.

Implementation in practice further reflects institutional constraints. Research shows that assessment 
frameworks are embedded within organisational routines shaped by time pressures, resource limitations, 
and training gaps. In some contexts, tools are applied as checklist exercises; in others, they support more 
developed case formulation. These variations influence how indicators are selected, weighted, and inter-
preted, particularly in cases approaching release (Lloyd, 2019; van der Heide et al., 2019).

Professional judgement therefore remains central to assessment practice. Practitioners draw on experi-
ential knowledge, longitudinal observation, and relational familiarity when interpreting behaviour and 
evaluating risk. Formal tools are treated as one input among many, and their outputs may be qualified or 
overridden based on contextual knowledge of the individual case (Borum, 2015; Lloyd & Dean, 2015).

Empirical studies consistently show that discretion functions as the mechanism through which abstract 
assessment criteria are translated into concrete decisions. Practitioners may interpret similar patterns of 
behaviour differently depending on professional role, institutional culture, and perceived risk tolerance. 
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This variation is particularly pronounced in terrorism-related cases, where the perceived consequences 
of error are high (Perteshi & Ilazi, 2020; Neumann, 2010; Silke, 2014). Practitioner guidance further 
emphasises the importance of ongoing interaction and relational knowledge, reflected in the concept of 
dynamic security, which treats everyday staff engagement as a key source of information for understand-
ing behavioural change (UNODC, 2016).

Institutional context strongly shapes how discretion is exercised. High-security environments limit op-
portunities for relational observation while incentivising compliance, complicating efforts to distinguish 
adaptive behaviour from meaningful disengagement. Political sensitivity and public scrutiny create 
asymmetric accountability pressures, where the consequences of underestimating risk are perceived as 
significantly greater than those of overestimation. This dynamic encourages cautious interpretation and 
sustained emphasis on residual risk, particularly as release approaches (Basra & Neumann, 2020).

Documentation practices reflect these pressures. Assessment reports may prioritise defensibility, pro-
cedural consistency, and articulation of uncertainty rather than definitive claims about change. Practi-
tioners report that it is generally easier to justify restrictive decisions by referencing unresolved concerns 
than to substantiate claims of reduced risk, especially in the absence of verifiable indicators of ideological 
transformation (Abbas, 2021; Silke, 2014).

Inter-institutional dynamics further complicate assessment. Information transfer between prison and 
probation services is frequently fragmented, limiting continuity in how disengagement is understood 
across phases. Prison-based assessments emphasise institutional behaviour under controlled conditions, 
while probation services must anticipate behaviour in less structured environments with limited direct 
observation. Where documentation lacks clear formulation, receiving agencies may default to cautious 
interpretations, reinforcing conservative supervision strategies after release (CTED, 2023; Disley et al., 
2012; Perteshi & Ilazi, 2020).

Differences in professional roles also shape assessment outcomes. Psychologists, probation officers, and 
custodial staff draw on different forms of knowledge and emphasise different indicators based on their 
training and institutional position. Specialist assessors may produce more elaborate formulations, while 
operational staff rely more heavily on pattern recognition and day-to-day observation. These differenc-
es contribute to variation in how disengagement is interpreted and how uncertainty is communicated 
(Lloyd, 2019).

Assessment frameworks organise information and support consistency, but they do not remove the need 
for professional judgement. Their value depends on how they are used within institutional settings, espe-
cially when release decisions must be justified with partial evidence.
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2.6. The Release Phase as a Critical Assessment Juncture

The point of release constitutes a distinct and consequential moment in the institutional assessment of 
extremist offenders. Unlike earlier phases of custody, where assessment can remain iterative and pro-
visional, release requires institutions to reach determinate judgements under conditions of heightened 
uncertainty. At this stage decision-makers must synthesise longitudinal observation, incomplete infor-
mation, and competing interpretations into recommendations that carry significant legal, political, and 
reputational consequences (Horgan & Braddock, 2010; Lloyd, 2019). Release is treated here as a decision 
point, not as a point at which uncertainty is resolved.

The literature consistently emphasises that such decisions are made in contexts where empirical predic-
tion is structurally limited. Terrorism-related reoffending remains rare and heterogeneous, constraining 
statistical generalisation and limiting the precision of individual-level risk assessment. Even where as-
sessment tools perform adequately at the aggregate level, margins of error at the individual level remain 
substantial, particularly in low base-rate conditions (Monahan, 2012). A low risk assessment therefore 
does not imply the absence of residual risk at release.

Under these conditions, assessment practice shifts from prediction toward defensibility. Rather than 
establishing whether future violence can be anticipated with certainty, institutional actors must demon-
strate that reasonable steps have been taken to identify, document, and manage plausible risk scenarios. 
This emphasis reinforces cautious interpretation and supports framing disengagement as provisional 
rather than conclusive (Monahan, 2012; Lloyd, 2019).

Time constraints further intensify these dynamics. While disengagement unfolds gradually and unevenly, 
institutional decisions must be made at fixed procedural moments, most clearly sentence completion and 
release review. At these points, decision makers are required to justify action in the absence of reliable pre-
diction, which encourages cautious reasoning and attention to plausible harm scenarios (Monahan, 2012).

Decision-making under time pressure and accountability may increase sensitivity to potential harm and 
encourage reliance on precautionary reasoning, particularly where future outcomes are uncertain.

Political and psychological factors reinforce this tendency. Terrorist violence is perceived as intentional, 
symbolic, and morally charged, which amplifies fear and elevates the perceived consequences of error. 
Decision-makers tend to overweight worst-case scenarios and prioritise error avoidance over propor-
tional assessment, especially at the moment of release (Sinclair & Antonius, 2013; Sunstein, 2003).

These pressures shape how observable indicators are interpreted. Behavioural stability in custody may re-
flect adaptation to institutional conditions rather than durable disengagement, yet institutions have limited 
means to verify the distinction. As Silke (2011) notes, behaviour in extremist contexts is often shaped by 
strategic adaptation, suggesting that late-stage compliance should not be interpreted straightforwardly as 
evidence of internal change. This reinforces scepticism toward apparent progress as release approaches.

Institutional documentation produced at this stage reflects these constraints. Assessment reports fre-
quently emphasise residual uncertainty, unresolved concerns, and monitoring requirements rather than 
clear statements of reduced risk. This framing supports defensible decision-making and prepares for 
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post-release supervision, but it also limits the extent to which disengagement can be formally recognised 
(Abbas, 2021).

The release phase is further complicated by discontinuities between prison and probation perspectives. 
Prison-based assessments draw on prolonged observation within structured environments, while pro-
bation services must anticipate behaviour in less controlled contexts with limited direct data. Where 
information transfer lacks clarity or consistent formulation, receiving agencies may default to cautious 
interpretations, reinforcing conservative supervision practices after release (Disley et al., 2012; Ilazi & 
Perteshi, 2020).

Release therefore concentrates the main pressures of assessment. Institutions must decide whether avail-
able evidence is sufficient to support a plan for supervision, support, and risk management outside cus-
tody. This does not mean that disengagement has been verified. It means that institutions have reached a 
reasoned judgement about how remaining uncertainty should be managed.

2.7. Indicators of Disengagement

Research on disengagement from violent extremism has identified a wide range of indicators intended 
to signal withdrawal from violence and reduced risk. Rather than converging on a single framework, the 
literature reflects ongoing debate about what constitutes meaningful change and how it can be observed 
in institutional contexts. Indicators are commonly grouped into cognitive, behavioural, relational, and 
institutional domains, although these categories frequently overlap, and no single indicator is considered 
sufficient to establish disengagement (Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Horgan, 2009).

Across this body of work, there is strong agreement that disengagement cannot be assessed through 
isolated signals. Indicators require contextual interpretation, longitudinal observation, and triangulation 
across multiple domains. Consistency over time is treated as more meaningful than short-term change, 
particularly in custodial and release-phase settings where incentives and constraints shape behaviour 
(Barrelle, 2015; Jensen & Simi, 2019).

Cognitive indicators refer to shifts in beliefs, attitudes, and interpretive frameworks that previously sup-
ported violence. These may include rejection of violence as a legitimate means of action, increased cog-
nitive complexity, and recognition of contradictions within extremist narratives (Barrelle, 2015; Horgan, 
2009; Kruglanski et al., 2014; Silke, 2011). Empathy has also been examined in prevention research. In 
a study with adolescents and young adults, higher empathy was associated with less favourable attitudes 
towards ideological violence (Feddes et al., 2015). This finding does not by itself validate empathy as an 
indicator of disengagement among prisoners. Cognitive indicators are therefore generally treated as sug-
gestive rather than determinative (Horgan & Braddock, 2010; Lloyd & Dean, 2015).

Behavioural indicators are the most visible and the most frequently used in institutional practice. They 
include cessation of violent or illegal activity, withdrawal from extremist networks, compliance with 
institutional rules, and participation in education or rehabilitation programmes (Horgan, 2009; Silke, 
2014). The literature consistently warns, however, against equating compliance with disengagement. Be-
havioural stability may reflect adaptation to institutional conditions rather than durable change, partic-
ularly where incentives are linked to sentence progression or release (Neumann, 2010; Silke, 2011). Lon-
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gitudinal consistency across contexts is therefore treated as more reliable than short-term improvement 
(Altier et al., 2014; Jensen & Simi, 2019).

Relational indicators focus on changes in social ties and identity. Disengagement is often associated with 
distancing from extremist peers and networks, alongside the development of alternative relationships 
with family members, mentors, or non-extremist peers (Barrelle, 2015; Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Jensen & 
Simi, 2019). Research suggests that relational change may be particularly important for the durability of 
disengagement, as continued ties to extremist networks increase the likelihood of re-engagement (Altier 
et al., 2021). At the same time, relational indicators are difficult to observe directly in custodial settings 
and often rely on incomplete or self-reported information (Horgan & Braddock, 2010). Qualitative re-
search further shows that relational disengagement may involve social rupture, identity loss, and emo-
tional strain, complicating its interpretation as a stable indicator (Carroll, 2022).

Institutional indicators refer to engagement with formal processes such as treatment programmes, coun-
selling, mentoring, and case management. Participation, completion of programmes, and positive staff 
assessments are commonly used as indicators of progress, alongside reintegration-related outcomes such 
as housing, employment, and compliance with supervision (Council of Europe, 2016; UNODC, 2016; 
Veldhuis, 2015; Zeuthen, 2021). However, these indicators often measure participation rather than trans-
formation and may reflect institutional expectations rather than underlying change (Horgan & Brad-
dock, 2010; Silke, 2014).

Across all domains, the literature emphasises that indicators must be interpreted relationally and over 
time. Apparent contradictions are common: individuals may demonstrate behavioural stability without 
cognitive change, or relational distancing without institutional engagement. Such patterns reflect the 
uneven and non-linear nature of disengagement rather than failure (Horgan, 2009; Jensen & Simi, 2019).

Interpretation is further shaped by contextual and demographic factors. Similar indicators may be eval-
uated differently depending on gender, particularly where women’s caregiving roles, trauma narratives, 
social isolation, or community based supervision shape what practitioners are able to observe (Jakupi & 
Kelmendi, 2017; Bllaca Ndroqi, 2022; Veljan et al., 2025, Halilović, & Azinović, 2025).

Several shared principles emerge from this body of work. Disengagement should be assessed longitu-
dinally rather than at a single point in time. Multiple domains must be considered together rather than 
in isolation. Professional judgement is unavoidable and must be structured and supported rather than 
replaced. No single indicator demonstrates disengagement; meaning emerges through interpretation 
across domains and over time.

Gender is relevant to disengagement assessment not because women and men can be assigned fixed risk 
profiles, but because gender shapes the conditions under which institutional knowledge is produced. It 
affects pathways into prosecution, custody, alternative measures, supervision, family based reintegration, 
and access to practitioners. In some cases, especially where women are supervised in community set-
tings rather than in prison, assessment depends less on custodial conduct and more on cooperation with 
probation, household stability, child welfare, engagement with counselling, and everyday functioning. 
Gender therefore influences what institutions are able to observe, who is able to observe it, and how signs 
of change or concern are interpreted (Veljan et al., 2025, Halilović & Azinović, 2025).
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A gender sensitive approach must also avoid two opposite errors. The first is to treat women associat-
ed with violent extremism primarily as passive victims, thereby overlooking agency, ideological com-
mitment, recruitment activity, or continued attachment to extremist worldviews. The second is to treat 
trauma, dependency, caregiving, or social isolation only as signs of risk, without recognising how coer-
cion, violence, stigma, and family responsibility may shape behaviour after return. Research on Bosnian 
women returnees shows that women’s trajectories often combine agency and victimisation, and that dis-
engagement from ISIL does not automatically amount to deradicalisation (Veljan et al., 2025, Halilović, 
& Azinović, 2025). This is directly relevant for assessment because cooperation, silence, motherhood, 
emotional distress, or social stabilisation may carry different meanings depending on the person’s histo-
ry, current environment, and institutional setting.

For this reason, gender is treated in this study as a cross cutting condition of assessment rather than as a 
separate indicator of disengagement. It shapes the behavioural, relational, institutional, and interpretive 
dimensions of assessment. Gender affects what becomes visible to practitioners, how family and commu-
nity relations are evaluated, how access to the individual is organised, and how uncertainty is managed. 
The question is therefore not whether women are more or less disengaged than men, but how gendered 
pathways and expectations structure the evidence on which assessment depends.

2.8. Analytical Framework of the Study

The preceding sections show why disengagement assessment cannot rely on one type of evidence. Be-
haviour, relational change, institutional engagement, and professional interpretation each provide partial 
insight, but none is sufficient on its own. The framework below therefore organises the empirical analysis 
around four dimensions: behavioural, relational, institutional, and interpretive.

The framework rests on three core premises derived from the literature.

First, disengagement is analytically distinct from deradicalisation. Behavioural withdrawal from violence 
does not require ideological transformation, and institutional actors are structurally better positioned to 
observe conduct than to access belief.

Second, disengagement unfolds as a non-linear and relational process. Different dimensions of change — 
behavioural, cognitive, affective, and social — do not necessarily align in time, and may remain partial, 
reversible, or context-dependent.

Third, assessments of disengagement are shaped by epistemic and institutional constraints. Internal 
states cannot be directly known, observable indicators are context-dependent, and judgements must be 
made under conditions of uncertainty, accountability, and limited information.

Within this framework, the study examines four analytical dimensions through which institutional as-
sessment operates. The first is the observable behavioural dimension — the conduct, interactions, and 
patterns that institutional actors can directly observe and record. The second is the relational dimension 
— the social ties, peer interactions, and family connections that practitioners assess indirectly through 
observation and inquiry. The third is the institutional dimension — the documentation practices, or-
ganisational routines, and inter-institutional flows of information that translate observation into formal 



30

assessment. The fourth is the interpretive dimension — the professional judgement, contextual knowl-
edge, and discretionary reasoning through which practitioners construct meaning from partial evidence.

These dimensions do not function as objective indicators of disengagement. They represent the do-
mains through which institutional actors interpret available information and translate it into assess-
ment outcomes.

Critically, these processes intensify at the point of release, where uncertainty, consequence, and account-
ability converge. At this stage disengagement is not established as a confirmed outcome but provisionally 
accepted as a basis for decision-making under uncertainty.

This framework allows the study to move beyond the question of whether disengagement has objectively 
occurred. It examines how disengagement is constructed, stabilised, and acted upon within institutional 
contexts. In doing so, it aligns conceptual analysis with the realities of criminal justice practice, where 
decisions must be made despite the absence of definitive knowledge.

Table 1. Analytical framework for assessing disengagement in institutional practice

Analytical 
dimension

What institutions 
 observe or document

Main interpretive problem
How this guides the  
empirical analysis

Behavioural 
dimension

Conduct in custody or supervision; 
compliance with rules; participation 

in programmes; interaction with staff; 
emotional regulation; conflict avoid-

ance; visible changes in everyday 
behaviour.

Behaviour may indicate mean-
ingful change, but it may also 

reflect adaptation to institutional 
expectations, sentence progres-

sion incentives, or preparation for 
release.

The country chapters examine how 
practitioners distinguish sustained 

behavioural stability from conformism, 
strategic adaptation, or short term 

compliance.

Relational 
dimension

Family contact; peer relations; 
distancing from former extremist 

networks; interaction with other pris-
oners; community ties; social support; 

reintegration environment.

Relational change is difficult to 
observe directly, especially in 

custody. Family or community ties 
may support reintegration, but 

they may also reproduce pressure, 
grievance, isolation, or risk.

The country chapters assess how prac-
titioners interpret family relations, peer 
positioning, gendered roles, community 
stigma, and post release support as part 

of disengagement assessment.

Institutional 
dimension

Assessment forms; treatment reports; 
prison records; probation files; mul-
tidisciplinary meetings; case plans; 

release documentation; information 
transfer between institutions.

Documentation can make assess-
ment more consistent, but it can 
also fragment knowledge if in-

formation does not travel clearly 
between prison, probation, social 
welfare, police, municipal actors, 

and civil society.

The country chapters examine how 
institutional routines, tools, staffing, 
documentation practices, and coordi-

nation structures shape what becomes 
known about the individual case.

Interpretive 
dimension

Professional judgement; caution; 
doubt; disagreement between actors; 

confidence or lack of confidence in 
indicators; reasoning about change, 

risk, and release readiness.

Assessment requires decisions 
even when evidence is partial. 

Practitioners must attach mean-
ing to uncertain indicators while 
managing legal, political, profes-
sional, and public accountability.

The country chapters analyse how prac-
titioners convert partial evidence into 
release related judgement, and how 

uncertainty shapes assessment across 
the four systems.
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This framework is used in the empirical chapters to examine how disengagement becomes institutionally 
legible across Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia. It also provides the basis 
for the comparative analysis in Chapter 9, where the study considers how similar indicators are read dif-
ferently across systems and how institutional judgement is shaped by uncertainty at the point of release.
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Chapter 3. Regional and Institutional Context

This chapter situates the study within the regional and institutional environments in which disengage-
ment from violent extremism is assessed in practice. Building on the analytical framework developed in 
Chapter 2, it shifts the focus from conceptual debates toward the structural conditions that shape how 
disengagement is interpreted, documented, and acted upon within criminal justice systems.

The chapter examines four Western Balkan contexts — Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and 
North Macedonia. These cases were selected because of their shared exposure to the foreign-fighter 
phenomenon, comparable legal and policy developments, and sustained engagement with international 
counter-terrorism and prevention frameworks. They also exhibit important variation in institutional 
capacity, governance structure, sentencing practices, and coordination mechanisms. This combination 
of similarity and variation provides a suitable basis for comparative analysis of how disengagement is 
assessed under different institutional conditions.

Rather than offering a descriptive overview of regional developments, the chapter adopts a focused an-
alytical approach. It examines those aspects of legal frameworks, institutional arrangements, and opera-
tional practices that directly shape the assessment of disengagement, particularly at the point of release. 

Across all four cases, particular attention is given to several interrelated dimensions: the organisation of 
custodial and post-custodial systems, the availability and use of assessment tools, the continuity of in-
formation between institutions, and the role of professional judgement in interpreting behavioural and 
relational indicators. The four cases are presented in alphabetical order.

3.1. Albania

Since 2012, Albania has confronted challenges related to the mobilisation and return of foreign terrorist 
fighters, alongside concerns about domestic radicalisation. Official estimates indicate that approximately 
144 Albanian citizens travelled to Syria and Iraq, with a substantial number subsequently returning or 
remaining in conflict zones (Holmer & Shtuni, 2017; Shtuni, 2019). While the outward mobilisation has 
declined, the legacy of returns continues to shape institutional priorities.
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Albania has developed a legal and policy framework that addresses violent extremism through both 
prevention and criminal justice instruments. The Criminal Code criminalises participation in foreign 
armed conflicts and related offences, and successive national strategies have addressed prevention, re-
habilitation, and reintegration (Council of Ministers of Albania, 2015; Government of Albania, 2023a). 
The National Coordinator for Countering Violent Extremism plays a central coordinating role, working 
alongside the Ministries of Interior, Justice, and Social Welfare.

Within the criminal justice system, the General Directorate of Prisons is responsible for the custodial manage-
ment of individuals convicted of terrorism-related offences. Practitioners — including psychologists, psychi-
atrists, educators, and social workers — conduct assessments based on general professional standards rather 
than terrorism-specific tools. Specialist assessment instruments are not consistently applied, and structured 
frameworks for evaluating disengagement remain underdeveloped. As Chapter 5 documents in detail, assess-
ment in practice relies heavily on professional judgement, behavioural observation, and clinical interpretation.

Reintegration support after release is fragmented. The Probation Service supervises individuals subject 
to alternative measures, while municipal social services provide more general support. Inter-institutional 
information flow is limited, and structured post-release programming for terrorism-related cases is not 
consistently available. This produces a pattern in which custodial assessment, however cautious, does not 
translate into sustained community-level engagement.

3.2. Bosnia and Herzegovina

By June 2022, 35 individuals had been prosecuted before the Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina for of-
fences related to terrorist activity on foreign battlefields (Buljubašić & Azinović, 2023, p. 15). These pro-
ceedings provide part of the legal context for the custodial assessment and release practices examined in 
Chapter 6.

The institutional landscape is shaped by the country’s complex constitutional structure. The State Court 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina adjudicates terrorism-related cases under state-level legislation, while custo-
dial management is distributed across state-level and entity-level facilities, including the State Prison and 
the entity prisons in Tuzla, Zenica, Sarajevo, and Bihać. This distribution has direct implications for the 
consistency of assessment practices, programme availability, and inter-institutional coordination.

Sentencing in terrorism-related cases is characterised by extensive use of plea agreements and relatively 
short custodial sentences compared with other European jurisdictions (Buljubašić & Azinović, 2023; 
Shtuni, 2022). Short sentences compress the time available for sustained observation and structured 
intervention, while plea-driven sentencing reduces the evidentiary depth available to institutional actors 
at the point of incarceration.

Within the custodial system, Bosnia and Herzegovina has one of the more developed documentation 
frameworks in the region. Structured classification systems, periodic multidisciplinary evaluations, and 
formal pre-release reports are in place. However, as Chapter 6 demonstrates, the existence of formal 
procedures does not translate into confidence in assessment outcomes. Practitioners report sustained 
scepticism toward observable change and emphasise the difficulty of distinguishing strategic adaptation 
from durable transformation.
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Post-release supervision is provided through state and entity-level probation arrangements, with munic-
ipal social services and civil society organisations playing supplementary roles. Coordination between 
custodial and post-release actors remains uneven, and feedback loops from post-release supervision 
back to custodial assessment are limited.

3.3. Kosovo

A report on Kosovo recorded 403 nationals who had travelled to Syria and Iraq between 2012 and 2018 
(Perteshi & Ilazi, 2020). Regional reporting recorded 242 returnees to Kosovo by mid 2019, including 
110 people repatriated in April 2019 (Shtuni, 2019). Earlier research examined differences in community 
vulnerability and resilience to violent extremism within Kosovo (Jakupi & Kraja, 2018).

The institutional response has developed rapidly, supported by substantial international engagement. 
The 2015–2020 National Strategy on Prevention of Violent Extremism and Radicalisation Leading to 
Terrorism established a coordinated multi-actor framework, and subsequent revisions have continued to 
refine institutional responsibilities. The Ministry of Internal Affairs Division for Prevention and Reinte-
gration plays a central coordinating role, supported by the Kosovo Correctional Service, the Probation 
Service, social welfare centres, the Kosovo Intelligence Agency, and a range of civil society organisations.

Sentencing patterns reflect the heterogeneity of the returnee cohort. Men associated with combat roles 
have typically received custodial sentences, while women and minors have more commonly been subject 
to alternative measures and community-based supervision. This distribution has shaped the practical 
meaning of disengagement assessment, as Chapter 7 documents: a significant proportion of the assess-
ment caseload is managed outside custodial settings, where indicators and interpretive frameworks differ 
markedly from prison-based assessment.

Custodial assessment within the Kosovo Correctional Service draws on structured tools developed with 
international partners, including the Council of Europe. Periodic multidisciplinary review processes are 
in place, and intervention programmes such as anger-management courses have been introduced. How-
ever, the integration of these custodial tools with community-based assessment remains uneven, and 
inter-institutional information flow is not systematically standardised.

Existing reporting on Kosovo’s response has tended to focus on activities and outputs rather than mea-
surable outcomes, and there is limited longitudinal data on reintegration trajectories or behavioural 
change after release. Political and social dynamics — including strong public expectations for account-
ability and persistent stigma toward returnees — further shape institutional responses (Balaj, 2022; 
Perteshi & Balaj, 2021).

3.4. North Macedonia

North Macedonia has addressed challenges related to violent extremism since 2012, primarily through 
the mobilisation, return, and reintegration of individuals involved in conflicts in Syria and Iraq (Euro-
pean Commission, 2024; U.S. Department of State, 2023). Published figures vary by source and category, 
but the Government’s 2025 submission reports that 102 individuals have returned to North Macedonia 
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from Syria and Iraq, of whom 76 have been prosecuted, while earlier European Commission and U.S. 
State Department reporting placed the adult foreign fighter caseload at 143 citizens who travelled or 
attempted to travel to Syria or Iraq (European Commission, 2021, 2022; U.S. Department of State, 2024; 
Government of North Macedonia, 2025). While outward mobilisation has declined, the terrorism risk 
continues to be assessed as moderate, owing to regional dynamics, online radicalisation, and residual 
networks.

North Macedonia has developed a legal and strategic framework aligned with international standards, 
including criminalisation of participation in foreign armed conflicts and adoption of national strategies 
addressing prevention, rehabilitation, and reintegration (Criminal Code of North Macedonia; Govern-
ment of North Macedonia, 2023). Strategic documents explicitly reference disengagement and deradi-
calisation as policy objectives — an articulation that is less common in neighbouring jurisdictions. How-
ever, these concepts have not been translated into legally defined assessment criteria or standardised 
procedures within criminal justice institutions.

Institutional responsibilities are distributed across the Ministry of Interior, the Ministry of Justice, and 
the Directorate for the Execution of Sanctions, alongside intelligence and judicial actors. While this 
framework formally supports a multi-sector response, implementation is constrained by limited staffing, 
insufficient specialisation, and uneven access to training. The loss of psychologist posts from the prison 
system has been particularly consequential, leaving social workers to carry the resocialisation function 
without consistent specialist support (OSCE, 2020; U.S. Department of State, 2023).

Sentences in North Macedonian terrorism cases have been comparatively short in relation to the seri-
ousness of the offences, with previous cases averaging 4.4 years and repatriated adult male cases averag-
ing 6.4 years, which still compresses the window for sustained observation and structured intervention 
(Shtuni, 2022; for criminal code commentary see Kambovski, 2015). Recent reforms under the EU–
Council of Europe Horizontal Facility III have introduced more structured approaches to release prepa-
ration, including a national handbook on the rehabilitation and reintegration of foreign terrorist fighters 
and their families (Council of Europe, 2025). However, as Chapter 8 documents, implementation at the 
custodial level remains uneven, and the gap between strategic policy ambition and operational capacity 
is a defining feature of the North Macedonian case.
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Chapter 4. Research Design and Methodology

This chapter sets out the research design, data sources, case-selection logic, analytical strategy, ethical 
considerations, and limitations of the study. The methodology follows the analytical framework devel-
oped in Chapter 2. The research design is therefore qualitative, comparative, and case-based, drawing 
on practitioner perspectives and institutional documentation across four Western Balkan jurisdictions.

4.1. Research Design and Analytical Orientation

The study employs a qualitative, comparative, case based design. This orientation allows the study to 
examine professional reasoning, institutional routines, and assessment practice across the four cases. 
Instead, it must be examined through the interpretive practices, professional reasoning, and institutional 
routines through which it is constructed.

The design is cross-sectional rather than longitudinal: it captures institutional practices and practitioner 
perspectives at a specific period in time, rather than tracing individual trajectories over the course of a 
sentence. This choice reflects both methodological necessity — long-term access to individuals convicted 
of terrorism-related offences is restricted across all four jurisdictions — and analytical priority. The study 
is concerned with how institutions interpret disengagement at the point of decision, not with tracking 
individual change.

The research is exploratory and analytical rather than evaluative. It does not seek to assess whether spe-
cific programmes or interventions reduce reoffending, nor does it aim to validate or compare specific 
risk-assessment tools. Instead, it examines how institutional actors interpret behavioural, relational, and 
contextual indicators in practice, and how those interpretations are translated into formal judgements 
that inform release.

4.2. Conceptual Approach to Disengagement and Assessment

The conceptual approach draws directly on the framework developed in Chapter 2. Disengagement is 
treated as a non-linear, context-dependent process whose institutional recognition is shaped by epis-
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temic and organisational constraints. Assessment is examined as a structured practice of interpretation 
rather than as technical measurement.

This conceptualisation shapes data collection and analysis in three ways. First, the focus is on practitioner 
reasoning, not on the verification of individual outcomes. Second, both formal documentation and in-
formal professional judgement are treated as legitimate objects of analysis. Third, ambiguity, doubt, and 
disagreement among practitioners are not treated as methodological problems to be eliminated but as 
analytically meaningful features of the assessment process.

4.3. Data Sources and Empirical Material

The study draws on three principal data sources: semi-structured interviews with institutional practi-
tioners; institutional documentation, where access was granted by the relevant institutions;1 and legal, 
policy, and strategic documents relevant to each jurisdiction.

The core empirical material consists of semi-structured interviews conducted across the four countries 
during 2025. Interviewees included prison psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, educators, secu-
rity staff, prison administrators, probation officers, representatives of national coordinating bodies, civil 
society practitioners, and, where accessible, intelligence and law-enforcement actors. 

Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured format, allowing consistency across cases while en-
abling exploration of context-specific practices. Topics included how practitioners recognise change, dis-
tinguish between compliance and disengagement, interpret ambiguity, manage uncertainty, and trans-
late observations into formal documentation and release recommendations. Interviews also explored 
institutional constraints, including time pressure, limited rehabilitative capacity, gaps in documentation, 
challenges in inter-institutional coordination, and the political sensitivity of terrorism-related cases.

These data were complemented by analysis of institutional documents, where accessible, including risk 
and needs assessments, classification records, sentence-execution plans, psychosocial evaluations, and 
pre-release reports. Documents are treated as institutional artefacts that reflect organisational priorities 
and accountability requirements. The analysis focuses on how disengagement is represented, framed, or 
omitted within formal records.

Triangulation between interviews and documents enabled examination of convergence and divergence 
between formal documentation and practitioner interpretation.

4.3.1. Empirical Material and Interview Sources

The empirical material consists of qualitative interviews, institutional and policy documents, legal and 
strategic materials, and country level analytical notes produced during the research process. The study 
does not seek statistical representation. Its empirical value lies in the access it provides to practitioners 
and institutions directly involved in the assessment, supervision, management, or coordination of indi-
viduals convicted of terrorism related offences or persons associated with foreign fighter return.

1	  Access varied across countries and did not include the same categories of documents in each case.
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Interview material was collected across the four country cases at different points in the research process. 
The fieldwork in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Kosovo, and North Macedonia was conducted in 
2025. Interviewees included prison psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, educators, probation offi-
cers, institutional administrators, civil society practitioners, municipal actors, and policy level represen-
tatives. These categories were selected because they occupy different positions in the assessment process. 
Some observe individuals in custody, some prepare or contribute to formal reports, some supervise per-
sons after release, and others coordinate reintegration or prevention work at policy or community level.

The table below summarises the empirical material used in the study. It records interview sources and 
institutional locations rather than individual participant numbers, because several interviews were con-
ducted with more than one practitioner and some entries in the empirical record refer to multiple inter-
views within the same institution.

Table 2. Empirical material by country case

Country
Period of 
fieldwork

Main interview sources Institutional coverage

Albania 2025 Senior official from the General Prisons Directorate; 
policy level practitioner from the National CVE Centre; 
psychosocial staff; prison psychiatrist; prison psychol-

ogists; prison educators; probation representative; 
community psychologist; municipal child protection 

officer

General Prisons Directorate; National CVE 
Centre; Korça Prison; Korça High Security 
Prison; Peqin High Security Prison; Burrel 
High Security Prison; Probation Service; 

community psychological support

Bosnia and 
Herzegov-

ina

2025 State Prison staff; State Prison psychologist; staff, 
psychologist, and educator from KPZ Tuzla; staff, 

psychologist, and educator from KPZ Zenica; prison 
staff from Bihać; prison security staff

State level prison facility; entity level correc-
tional facilities in Tuzla, Zenica, and Bihać; 

prison treatment and security services

Kosovo 2025 Probation Service representatives; social welfare 
centre representative; group interview with Kosovo 

Correctional Service, High Security Prison in Dyz; 
Ministry of Internal Affairs Division for Prevention and 

Reintegration

Probation Service; Social Welfare Centre in 
Fushë Kosovë; Kosovo Correctional Service, 

High Security Prison in Dyz; Ministry of 
Internal Affairs

North  
Macedonia

2025 Prison practitioner; prison social worker; NGO psycho-
social practitioner

Prison system; social work practice; civil 
society psychosocial support

4.3.2. Interview Approach

The interviews were qualitative and semi structured. They were designed to elicit practitioner accounts 
of how disengagement is understood, observed, documented, and translated into assessment practice. 
The interviews did not ask practitioners to reveal confidential case details or to provide definitive 
judgements about named individuals. Instead, they focused on professional reasoning, institution-
al routines, assessment indicators, information flows, release preparation, supervision practices, and 
perceived limits of knowledge.
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Interview questions were organised around several shared themes. These included the meaning of dis-
engagement in practice, indicators of change and concern, use of assessment tools or professional forms, 
interpretation of compliance, role of family and social context, prison based observation, release prepa-
ration, information transfer between institutions, post release supervision, and the perceived reliability 
of available evidence. The flexible interview format allowed country researchers to adapt questions to the 
institutional context while preserving a common analytical focus across the four cases.

The study treats interview material as evidence of institutional practice and professional interpreta-
tion. It does not treat practitioner accounts as neutral descriptions of objective reality. Practitioners 
speak from particular institutional positions, professional backgrounds, and accountability contexts. 
Their accounts are therefore analysed not only for what they report about individuals convicted of 
terrorism related offences, but also for what they reveal about the institutional conditions under which 
assessment takes place.

4.3.3. Documentary and Legal Sources

Interview material was complemented by review of legal, policy, strategic, and institutional documents. 
These included criminal law provisions, national strategies, prison and probation frameworks, rehabil-
itation and reintegration guidance, assessment related documents, international policy guidance, and 
previous research on foreign fighter mobilisation, prosecution, sentencing, return, rehabilitation, and 
reintegration in the Western Balkans.

The documentary material served three purposes. First, it provided legal and institutional context for 
each country case. Second, it allowed the study to compare formal policy commitments with reported 
practice. Third, it helped identify gaps between strategic language and operational capacity. This was 
particularly important because several countries have adopted policy frameworks that refer to reha-
bilitation, reintegration, disengagement, deradicalisation, or risk assessment, while implementation 
remains uneven at the level of prisons, probation services, social welfare centres, and local coordina-
tion structures.

4.4. Case Selection and Comparative Logic

Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia were selected because they combine 
shared regional exposure to the foreign fighter phenomenon with meaningful variation in institutional 
arrangements. All four countries have dealt with mobilisation to Syria and Iraq, return, prosecution, 
detention, and reintegration. At the same time, they differ in legal structures, sentencing patterns, prison 
and probation systems, availability of specialist staff, use of assessment tools, and forms of coordination 
between custodial and community actors.

The comparative logic is therefore based on controlled similarity and institutional variation. The four 
cases face a broadly similar policy problem, but they organise assessment through different professional, 
legal, and administrative arrangements. This makes it possible to examine which challenges are common 
across the region and which are shaped by country specific institutional conditions.
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The comparison does not aim to rank the four countries or identify a best performing model. Instead, 
it asks how different systems make disengagement assessable under conditions of limited knowledge. 
The analysis therefore focuses on recurring interpretive problems: how practitioners distinguish be-
havioural change from strategic adaptation, how they interpret silence or compliance, how they weigh 
family and social context, how they use tools and documentation, and how they manage uncertainty 
at the point of release.

4.5. Analytical Strategy

Data analysis followed an iterative, thematic approach combining deductive and inductive coding. De-
ductive categories were derived from the analytical framework, including behavioural, relational, insti-
tutional, and interpretive dimensions of disengagement. Inductive coding captured emergent themes 
such as ambiguity, strategic compliance, impression management, documentation gaps, and institutional 
risk-sensitivity.

Analysis proceeded in three stages. First, data were coded within each national context to identi-
fy dominant themes and institutional patterns. Second, country-level findings were synthesised into 
analytical summaries. Third, cross-case comparison was conducted to identify shared patterns and 
contextual variation.

Triangulation was central to the analysis. Practitioner accounts were compared with institutional doc-
uments and contrasted across professional roles to examine differences in interpretation. Rather than 
treating inconsistency as error, the analysis treats ambiguity and disagreement as core features of institu-
tional assessment practice.

4.6. Ethical Considerations

The study addresses a sensitive research domain involving incarceration and terrorism-related offences. 
Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all participants. Interviews were 
anonymised, and identifying details were removed to protect individuals and institutions.

Particular care was taken to avoid indirect identification through contextual detail. Citation of interview 
material follows a single harmonised standard across all four country chapters: professional role and 
facility are recorded, but exact dates and individual identifiers have been removed. Data were securely 
stored and accessible only to the research team.

Reflexive awareness was maintained throughout the research process, particularly regarding researcher 
positionality and the interpretation of sensitive professional narratives.



42

4.7. Limitations

The qualitative design does not aim for statistical generalisation or prediction of individual outcomes. 
The findings provide analytical insight into institutional practices rather than measurable outcomes.

Access to documentation varied across contexts, limiting direct comparison in some cases. Where doc-
uments were unavailable, reliance on practitioner accounts may reflect institutional perspectives or ret-
rospective framing.

The study does not include interviews with incarcerated individuals. This limits insight into subjective 
experiences but aligns with the focus on institutional interpretation.

Finally, assessment practices are shaped by evolving legal and political contexts. The findings therefore 
reflect specific institutional conditions rather than fixed or universal patterns.

These limitations are themselves analytically significant. They reflect the structural constraints that 
also shape practitioner assessment in the field — limited access, partial documentation, evolving 
frameworks — and the study’s interpretive approach is designed to engage with, rather than to over-
come, these conditions.
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Chapter 5. Assessment of Disengagement from  
Violent Extremism in Albania

5.1. Institutional Context and Conditions of Assessment

Within the Albanian prison system, disengagement from violent extremism is not assessed through a 
dedicated conceptual or methodological framework. It is inferred through everyday observation, psy-
chosocial interaction, and behavioural monitoring conducted by educators, psychologists, psychiatrists, 
and prison administration. Practitioners consistently report the absence of terrorism-specific assessment 
tools, relying instead on general indicators of conduct, participation, and interaction interpreted through 
professional judgement (interview, General Prisons Directorate). As one practitioner explains, “we lack 
specialised tools for terrorism-related cases, so our assessments are based mostly on general behaviour.”

Assessment practices are further shaped by structural constraints, particularly limited staff capacity. 
Continuous monitoring across the full sentence is difficult to sustain, and evaluations are often concen-
trated near the point of release. This temporal concentration reduces confidence in final assessments and 
increases the risk that earlier patterns of behaviour remain insufficiently examined (interviews, General 
Prisons Directorate; psychosocial staff, Korça Prison). As a Korça practitioner notes, “Ideally, we would 
monitor throughout, but staff shortages make this difficult. Often, evaluations cluster near release, which 
risks overlooking earlier patterns of behaviour.”

The gap between observable behaviour and underlying orientation is compounded by institutional ca-
pacity constraints in religious engagement. The General Directorate of Prisons highlights limited access 
to vetted religious actors and uneven distribution of imams across facilities, leaving some prisons with-
out consistent religious engagement. Practitioners also note that staff often lack the religious literacy 
required to distinguish religious expression as a coping mechanism from religious expression as a form 
of resistance. As one practitioner explains, “while moderate religious discourse can help some inmates 
reflect and rebuild, others use religious rhetoric to justify resistance. Staff often lack the capacity to inter-
pret these distinctions effectively” (interview, General Prisons Directorate).
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At the level of daily practice, assessment is described as cumulative and relational rather than event-
based. Across institutions, psychosocial staff emphasise that change is observed through repeated inter-
action over time, not through discrete evaluation moments. This logic of cumulative observation shapes 
how every category of indicator — behavioural, relational, and emotional — is read within Albanian 
practice, and frames the conceptual position set out in the following section.

5.2. Conceptualising Disengagement in Practice

Across institutional and clinical settings, practitioners in Albania converge on a behavioural definition of 
disengagement that explicitly sets aside the question of internal ideological transformation. Disengage-
ment is not assessed through explicit ideological renunciation; practitioners express scepticism toward 
verbal declarations of change and emphasise observable conduct instead. The most direct articulation of 
this position comes from the policy level: “For us, genuine change is seen in actions, not words” (inter-
view, National CVE Centre). Assessment therefore prioritises behavioural consistency, relational engage-
ment, and responsiveness to institutional routines.

This behavioural framing is reinforced by clinical practitioners working with terrorism-related offend-
ers. Across interviews, psychologists and psychiatrists consistently link disengagement to psychological 
stabilisation rather than ideological transformation. Behaviours often interpreted as ideological rigidity, 
withdrawal, or resistance are frequently understood as defensive strategies rooted in unresolved trauma, 
anxiety, and mistrust, rather than as evidence of entrenched belief (interview, prison psychiatrist, Korça 
High Security Prison). Within this perspective, even early refusal to engage or hostility toward staff is not 
immediately treated as an indicator of entrenched extremism.

The shift toward behavioural assessment reflects an explicit institutional recognition that internal beliefs 
cannot be reliably accessed or verified. Practitioners across institutions describe sustained scepticism 
toward declarative expressions of ideological change, privileging consistency between emotional expres-
sion, behaviour across contexts, and patterns observed over time. Sudden or strategically timed expres-
sions of change are treated with caution and require further observation (interview, prison psychiatrist, 
Korça High Security Prison).

In practice, three overlapping domains of behaviour become the principal sites of assessment. The first is 
conduct within institutional routines — adherence to rules, participation in activities, interaction with 
staff. The second is relational engagement — emotional openness, willingness to communicate, capac-
ity to tolerate sustained interaction. The third is initiative — voluntary requests for support, sustained 
interest in non-religious activities, engagement that extends beyond formal requirements. These three 
domains correspond to the categories of indicator developed in greater detail in section 5.5.

None of these domains provides definitive evidence of disengagement, and practitioners are explicit 
about this limitation. Behavioural compliance, participation in activities, and the absence of disciplinary 
violations are formally documented and routinely used in evaluation, yet are widely recognised as insuffi-
cient for capturing deeper processes of disengagement. Cases regularly emerge of individuals who main-
tained institutional discipline while continuing to exert ideological influence over others — influence 
operating through informal authority, persuasive interaction, selective withdrawal from programmes, or 
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the use of religious discourse, and remaining difficult to detect within standard monitoring mechanisms 
(interview, General Prisons Directorate). This conceptualisation has important consequences for assess-
ment. It accepts that what is observed reflects the conditions of observation as much as it reflects the 
individual. It also accepts that disengagement is gradual, uncertain, and context-dependent — reflected 
in behavioural stabilisation, reduced resistance, and diminished capacity to influence others, rather than 
in any explicit moment of ideological reversal. Within the Albanian system, disengagement is therefore 
not measured or verified but constructed through institutional observation and professional judgement.

5.3. Clinical Interpretation and Psychological Engagement

Clinical practitioners working with terrorism-related offenders in Albania develop a distinctive interpre-
tive perspective that frames disengagement as an indirect and fragile process grounded in psychological 
stabilisation, emotional regulation, and relational trust. This perspective gives the Albanian case a clini-
cal depth that warrants treatment as a section in its own right, alongside but distinct from the conceptu-
alisation set out above.

Within this perspective, early refusal to engage, hostility toward staff, or rigid ideological expression 
are not immediately interpreted as indicators of entrenched extremism. They are often understood as 
defensive strategies shaped by prior experiences of violence, incarceration, and perceived injustice. Prac-
titioners warn that direct confrontation of beliefs at early stages can reinforce resistance rather than 
facilitate reflection (interview, prison psychiatrist, Korça High Security Prison).

Change is therefore first observed at the emotional and relational level. Clinical practitioners identify 
progress through subtle shifts: the ability to remain present during sessions, tolerate discomfort, and 
accept interaction with staff. Reduced agitation, willingness to describe emotional states, and acknowl-
edgement of anxiety are treated as meaningful developments, even when they do not involve any explicit 
shift in ideological positioning (interview, prison psychiatrist, Korça High Security Prison).

This gradual process is echoed in accounts from prison psychologists. In Korça Prison, initial interac-
tions with terrorism-convicted inmates are described as marked by avoidance, silence, or active rejection 
of psychological support. Over time, engagement is sometimes achieved through consistent presence 
rather than verbal persuasion. Progress may first appear as tolerance of interaction, where inmates no 
longer resist sessions but remain minimally responsive. Such tolerance is interpreted as a reduction in 
perceived threat and the emergence of basic relational trust (interview, prison psychologist, Korça High 
Security Prison).

Clinical practitioners also highlight significant interpretive challenges. Emotional flatness, limited affect, 
and controlled presentation may appear as stability, yet can reflect psychological withdrawal or strategic 
self-presentation. Distinguishing emotional regulation from emotional numbing requires longitudinal 
observation and contextual knowledge; short-term assessments are considered insufficient for reliable 
interpretation (interview, prison psychologist, Korça High Security Prison).

Environmental conditions further shape clinical interpretation. In high-security settings such as Burrel, 
limited contact time and restrictive regimes intensify psychological defences and constrain opportunities 
for engagement. Indicators of change are necessarily minimal and incremental — sustained eye contact, 
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acknowledgement of distress, expression of emotions beyond anger. These signals are highly sensitive 
to contextual changes, including transfers or disciplinary measures, complicating causal interpretation 
(interview, prison psychologist, Burrel High Security Prison).

Clinicians emphasise the importance of cross-contextual validation. Apparent progress observed in clin-
ical settings may not translate into behaviour in other environments — family, community, or peer in-
teraction. Practitioners therefore stress the need to corroborate clinical observations with information 
from other institutional actors, including probation, social services, and education systems (interview, 
community psychologist, Tirana).

Gender dynamics also shape clinical engagement. Female practitioners report initial resistance from 
male inmates, requiring careful negotiation of authority and trust. Engagement sometimes becomes pos-
sible only when psychological support is framed in terms of wellbeing rather than ideological evaluation 
(interview, prison psychologist, Korça High Security Prison).

Finally, clinicians highlight the limits of their institutional role. While they may observe meaningful 
psychological shifts, they lack authority to translate these observations into formal judgements about 
disengagement or risk. Clinical insights are often reduced when communicated to non-clinical actors, 
creating a gap between nuanced interpretation and institutional decision-making at the point of release 
(interview, prison psychologist, Burrel High Security Prison). This gap is taken up directly in section 5.7.

Clinical interpretation in the Albanian context therefore frames psychological stabilisation, emotional 
regulation, and relational trust as necessary but not sufficient conditions for disengagement. Assessment 
at the clinical level remains conditional, context-dependent, and constrained by both institutional con-
ditions and the limits of interpreting internal states through observable behaviour.

5.4. Compliance, Resistance, and Manipulation within Custody

Across Albanian prisons, practitioners describe compliance among terrorism-related offenders as ana-
lytically ambiguous and insufficient as a stand-alone indicator of disengagement. Rather than signalling 
internal change, compliance is frequently interpreted as situational, strategic, and shaped by institutional 
incentives. Adherence to prison rules, participation in activities, and cooperative behaviour must be 
evaluated in relation to broader patterns of interaction and influence (interview, General Prisons Direc-
torate).

Formal compliance is structurally rewarded within the prison regime. Good-behaviour reports, access 
to activities, and favourable evaluations are tied to observable conformity, creating incentives for indi-
viduals to align their behaviour with institutional expectations. Practitioners describe multiple cases in 
which inmates demonstrated consistent rule compliance while maintaining ideological rigidity or exer-
cising informal authority over others. Compliance in such cases is interpreted not as disengagement but 
as adaptation to institutional conditions.

The distinction between formal compliance and substantive engagement is central to practitioner assess-
ment. Educators and psychosocial staff describe inmates who attend sessions, use appropriate language, 
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and fulfil institutional requirements yet avoid personal reflection and remain emotionally distant. Such 
behaviour is often characterised by rehearsed narratives and minimal disclosure. Over time, staff inter-
pret these patterns as strategic compliance — performed behaviour without corresponding internal or 
relational change (interview, prison educator, Peqin High Security Prison).

What practitioners identify as meaningful engagement is often marked by uncertainty rather than con-
sistency. Hesitation, emotional discomfort, and gradual openness are interpreted as more credible in-
dicators of change than polished or controlled interaction. This reverses conventional expectations: ap-
parent stability may be treated with greater scepticism than partial or uneven engagement (interview, 
psychosocial staff, Peqin High Security Prison).

Resistance presents a different but equally complex interpretive challenge. Refusal to participate in 
programmes, rejection of psychosocial support, or engagement in protest behaviour, including hunger 
strikes, are not automatically interpreted as indicators of heightened risk. Practitioners assess refusal in 
relation to intent, context, and relational dynamics. In some cases refusal reflects ideological commit-
ment and functions as an assertion of authority, particularly among individuals identified as recruiters 
or influential actors within prison populations. In others, refusal is associated with mistrust, trauma, or 
fear of institutional control (interviews, psychosocial staff, Peqin High Security Prison and Korça High 
Security Prison).

This divergence highlights a central tension within the assessment process. The same observable be-
haviour — refusal — may be read either as strategic resistance or as psychological withdrawal, depend-
ing on the professional lens applied. Such ambiguity cannot be resolved through isolated observation; it 
requires prolonged engagement and triangulation across professional roles.

Manipulation further complicates assessment, particularly in relation to peer dynamics. Practitioners 
describe cases in which inmates use religious discourse, social positioning, and selective engagement to 
establish authority and influence others while limiting direct exposure to institutional scrutiny. These 
dynamics operate informally and remain only partially visible within official documentation (interviews, 
psychosocial staff, Peqin High Security Prison, and prison educator, Korça Prison).

In several cases, influential inmates actively discouraged participation in institutional programmes, fram-
ing engagement as a form of compliance with authorities and reinforcing group cohesion and resistance. 
Transfers between institutions were sometimes used as a response to such dynamics, yet practitioners 
report that influence often persisted across settings, suggesting that institutional control measures do not 
fully disrupt informal authority structures (interview, General Prisons Directorate).

A shared analytical position emerges across interviews. Neither compliance nor resistance can be in-
terpreted in isolation; both may reflect a range of underlying processes, including adaptation, strategic 
behaviour, psychological distress, or genuine change. Practitioners emphasise the importance of iden-
tifying contradictions, inconsistencies, and shifts over time rather than relying on stable categories of 
cooperative versus non-cooperative behaviour. Compliance, resistance, and manipulation are therefore 
not distinct categories but overlapping and context-dependent behaviours that require continuous in-
terpretation. Disengagement, within this framework, is not directly observable but inferred through the 
navigation of these ambiguities.
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5.5. Indicators of Change and Indicators of Concern

Within the Albanian system, indicators of change and indicators of concern are inferred through every-
day observation rather than applied through formalised checklists. In the absence of terrorism-specific 
tools, practitioners across the prison estate have developed shared informal heuristics that distinguish 
meaningful engagement from strategic adaptation.

Positive indicators are most fully articulated by psychosocial staff in Peqin High Security Prison, where 
change is observed through repeated interaction over time rather than discrete evaluation moments. 
Indicators of progress include emotional openness, willingness to engage, and voluntary requests for 
support — therapy, vocational activities, books (interview, psychosocial staff, Peqin High Security Pris-
on). These signals are weighed against initiative and consistency: voluntarily requesting books, engaging 
in discussion without prompting, or demonstrating sustained interest in non-religious activities (inter-
views, psychosocial staff, Korça Prison and Peqin High Security Prison). 

Clinical practitioners contribute a parallel set of indicators centred on emotional and relational change. 
Reduced agitation, willingness to describe emotional states, and acknowledgement of anxiety are treated 
as meaningful developments even when they do not involve any explicit shift in ideological positioning 
(interview, prison psychiatrist, Korça High Security Prison). Under high-security conditions such as 
Burrel, where contact time is constrained and regimes are restrictive, indicators are necessarily more 
incremental: sustained eye contact, acknowledgement of distress, expression of emotions beyond anger 
(interview, prison psychologist, Burrel High Security Prison). Across both clinical and psychosocial set-
tings, what emerges is a consistent emphasis on engagement that is initiated by the individual rather than 
performed in response to evaluation criteria.

Indicators of concern are equally context-dependent. In Peqin, risk is associated with persistent grievance 
narratives, refusal of services, and efforts to organise resistance among inmates (interview, psychosocial 
staff, Peqin High Security Prison). Central administration highlights cases where outward discipline 
coexisted with continued ideological rigidity, including instances of influential inmates maintaining 
personal compliance while exercising authority over others (interview, General Prisons Directorate). 
Influence within prison populations operates through persuasive interaction, selective withdrawal from 
programmes, or the use of religious discourse, and remains difficult to detect within standard monitor-
ing mechanisms.

A particularly significant indicator of concern is what practitioners describe as “over-compliance,” where 
inmates exceed institutional expectations by consistently attending all activities, requesting documentation, 
and aligning their behaviour closely with perceived evaluation criteria (interview, prison educator, Korça 
Prison). Rather than interpreting this as positive change, staff approach such cases with increased caution, 
treating over-compliance as a potential indicator of strategic self-presentation. This reverses conventional 
expectations: apparent stability may be subjected to greater scrutiny than partial or uneven engagement.

The asymmetry between positive and negative indicators is structurally significant. Positive indicators rely 
on the difficult interpretive task of distinguishing genuine engagement from strategic performance. Neg-
ative indicators — influence over others, persistent grievance, organising of resistance — are read with 
greater confidence because they signal continued investment in extremist objectives rather than situational 
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adaptation. Across the Albanian system, indicators of concern therefore tend to carry greater evidentiary 
weight than indicators of change, reinforcing the cautious and conditional character of assessment.

Across all categories, practitioners emphasise that indicators do not operate in isolation. Their meaning 
is shaped by context, timing, and accumulated experience. The same behaviour — cooperation, with-
drawal, religious expression — may be interpreted as stability, strategy, mistrust, or vulnerability depend-
ing on the institutional setting and the experience of the observer. Indicators function as interpretive 
resources, organised through professional judgement, rather than as definitive markers of change.

5.6. Trauma, Family, and Social Context

Disengagement in the Albanian context unfolds within a relational and social environment that extends 
well beyond the institutional perimeter. Trauma, family dynamics, and community conditions are re-
peatedly identified by practitioners as central to understanding individual trajectories, yet they remain 
only partially integrated into formal assessment frameworks.

Trauma emerges across clinical interviews as a central explanatory factor for behaviours that might oth-
erwise be interpreted in ideological terms. Practitioners describe trauma not only as a result of exposure 
to conflict or extremist environments but also as a consequence of incarceration itself. Isolation, stigma, 
and uncertainty are identified as ongoing stressors that shape behaviour and limit engagement (inter-
views, prison psychiatrist and prison psychologist, Korça High Security Prison). The absence of struc-
tured trauma-focused interventions within the prison estate is repeatedly highlighted as a significant 
institutional limitation, resulting in fragmented and reactive clinical work.

This trauma-centred perspective extends beyond prison. Community psychologists report that psycho-
logical distress often intensifies after release, as individuals face stigma, economic insecurity, and social 
isolation. Withdrawal from services in this phase is frequently driven by fear, mistrust, or shame rather 
than ideological commitment, complicating the interpretation of disengagement in community settings 
(interview, community psychologist, Tirana). The behaviours that prison-based assessment might read 
as disengagement from violence may, in the community phase, signal disengagement from institutions 
themselves — a distinction that institutional actors are not always equipped to make.

Family dynamics introduce an additional and analytically important dimension. Municipal-level actors 
approach assessment through a broader and more relational lens than prison-based practitioners. Child 
protection officers and local practitioners assess change through family dynamics, caregiving practices, 
and the wellbeing of children. In this context, disengagement is not evaluated as an individual ideological 
process but as a household-level trajectory reflected in everyday routines and social functioning (inter-
view, municipal child protection officer, Tirana).

Practitioners also note that family instability, anxiety, or frequent relocation raise concerns about vul-
nerability and potential exposure to harmful influences (interview, municipal child protection officer, 
Tirana). These observations are inherently longitudinal and cannot be reduced to discrete evaluation 
moments. They also shift the unit of assessment from the individual to the family, with significant ana-
lytical consequences.



50

Broader social conditions further shape post-release trajectories. National CVE Centre representatives 
highlight cases in which housing insecurity, community stigma, and public scrutiny undermined earlier 
progress observed during custody. Families were reported to relocate due to neighbourhood pressure, 
disrupting social support networks and institutional engagement. In some cases, rumours and public 
narratives intensified stigma, reinforcing isolation and complicating reintegration (interview, National 
CVE Centre).

Prolonged disengagement from support systems introduces its own interpretive risks. When individuals 
consistently avoid contact with services, refuse assistance, or remain socially isolated, practitioners face 
difficulty distinguishing protective withdrawal from deliberate disengagement from reintegration pro-
cesses. This ambiguity reflects the limits of community-based assessment, where observation depends 
on voluntary interaction rather than institutional control (interview, community psychologist, Tirana).

Across these accounts, a consistent pattern emerges. Practitioners across the Albanian system are highly 
aware that behaviour cannot be understood without reference to psychological, familial, and structural 
context. These contextual factors are not, however, systematically integrated into assessment frameworks. 
They remain interpretive background, shaping professional judgement without being formally captured 
or standardised. The Albanian case therefore illustrates how disengagement is shaped by relational and 
social conditions that extend beyond institutional control and exceed institutional capacity to track.

5.7. The Release Phase and Post-Release Coordination

The transition from prison to the community represents a critical rupture in the Albanian system of 
disengagement assessment. While assessment in custody is based on continuous observation within a 
controlled environment, post-release evaluation unfolds across fragmented institutional settings charac-
terised by limited authority, indirect observation, and reduced access to information. Across interviews 
with probation officers, municipal actors, community psychologists, and representatives of the National 
CVE Centre, the transition is consistently described as marked by discontinuity rather than continuity 
(interview, Probation Service representative, Tirana).

Probation officers do not always have access to detailed prison-based assessments, particularly regarding 
psychological, relational, or behavioural patterns observed during incarceration. Supervision therefore 
begins with partial knowledge of the individual’s prior trajectory, requiring practitioners to rely on im-
mediate post-release behaviour and self-reporting (interview, Probation Service representative, Tirana). 
Within this framework, disengagement is inferred indirectly through routine indicators such as atten-
dance, adherence to reporting requirements, and absence of violations. Practitioners explicitly recognise 
that these indicators reflect procedural compliance rather than substantive change.

In contrast to probation, municipal-level actors adopt a broader and more relational mode of observa-
tion. Child protection officers and local practitioners assess change through family dynamics, caregiving 
practices, and the wellbeing of children, as set out in section 5.6. The shift in observational unit — from 
the individual to the household — is one of the most analytically significant features of the Albanian 
post-release phase.
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Clinical practitioners describe the loss of information at the point of release as particularly consequential. 
Psychological observations related to trauma, emotional regulation, and relational patterns are difficult 
to translate into standardised reporting formats and are frequently excluded due to confidentiality con-
straints. Subtle warning signs observed during custody — patterns of withdrawal, emotional numbing, 
strategic engagement — are not effectively communicated to probation or municipal actors. One prison 
psychologist emphasises that the moment of release is precisely when such information becomes most 
critical, yet it is also the point at which it is most likely to be lost (interview, prison psychologist, Burrel 
High Security Prison).

Psychosocial staff make the same point in concrete operational terms. As staff in Korça explicitly state, 
reports prepared inside prison “often do not reach probation officers or municipalities on time,” under-
mining continuity and increasing uncertainty at the point of release (interview, psychosocial staff, Korça 
Prison). Where formal documentation does accompany release, it is typically limited to administrative 
summaries — disciplinary records, participation in programmes, general behavioural evaluations. Qual-
itative insights into engagement, resistance, relational dynamics, and psychological vulnerability are of-
ten condensed or omitted entirely (interview, General Prisons Directorate).

The National CVE Centre is explicitly positioned as a mechanism to address these discontinuities. Its 
role involves collecting and synthesising information from prisons, probation, municipalities, and civil 
society actors in order to construct longitudinal case profiles. This centralised perspective allows the 
Centre to identify inconsistencies between institutional assessments and to detect patterns that may not 
be visible within single settings. The effectiveness of this role is constrained, however, by the Centre’s lack 
of formal authority and its reliance on voluntary cooperation. Information sharing remains uneven, and 
coordination mechanisms depend heavily on local engagement (interview, National CVE Centre).

Even where coordination structures exist — including Local Public Safety Councils and Regional CVE 
Committees — their functionality varies significantly across municipalities. In some, they enable regular 
information exchange and early identification of concerns. In others, they remain procedural or symbol-
ic, with limited practical impact. This unevenness reflects broader disparities in institutional capacity, 
professional expertise, and political commitment across local contexts (interview, National CVE Centre).

Beyond information transfer, a deeper discontinuity exists at the level of interpretation. Different institu-
tional actors operate with distinct and often incompatible conceptual frameworks. Prison staff focus on 
behaviour, discipline, and influence within the custodial environment. Clinical practitioners emphasise 
trauma, emotional regulation, and relational trust. Probation services prioritise compliance with legal 
conditions. Municipal actors assess family functioning, social integration, and child wellbeing. While 
each perspective is internally coherent, the absence of mechanisms for integration produces parallel 
rather than cumulative assessments. Indicators that signal concern in one institutional context may not 
be recognised in another.

In response to these challenges, practitioners describe efforts to develop more integrated support mod-
els, including the introduction of centralised service points such as one-stop-shop approaches at the 
municipal level. These initiatives are presented as ways to reduce fragmentation, build trust, and facili-
tate sustained engagement, but they remain unevenly implemented and dependent on external support 
(interview, National CVE Centre).
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Post-release assessment in Albania is therefore characterised by indirect observation, fragmented infor-
mation, and high levels of uncertainty. Unlike the prison environment, where behaviour can be contin-
uously monitored, community-based assessment relies on partial, context-dependent indicators shaped 
by social and economic conditions. Disengagement is inferred not only from individual behaviour but 
from the broader environment in which reintegration takes place. The transition transforms disengage-
ment from an institutional assessment into a fragile and contingent social process. Stability in the com-
munity depends not only on individual trajectories but on the availability of support, the presence of 
stigma, and the capacity of institutions to coordinate their responses. Assessment at this stage becomes 
less about evaluating change and more about interpreting vulnerability, risk, and adaptation under con-
ditions of limited control.

5.8. Conclusion

The Albanian case is distinctive because assessment takes place in a setting where terrorism specific tools 
are not consistently embedded in everyday practice and where professional judgement relies heavily on 
clinical interpretation, behavioural observation, and institutional experience. It shows that assessment 
can function even without highly formalised specialised instruments, but that this also places consid-
erable weight on individual practitioners and on the quality of institutional communication. For the 
comparative argument, Albania demonstrates how uncertainty is managed through professional inter-
pretation in a context where post release coordination and structured continuity remain limited.

The Albanian case demonstrates that disengagement from violent extremism cannot be understood as 
a stable or directly verifiable individual outcome but rather as an institutional judgement constructed 
through partial evidence, limited observation, and bounded institutional knowledge. This finding aligns 
with scholarship that distinguishes behavioural disengagement from ideological change and emphasis-
es the limited observability of cognitive change (Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Horgan, 2009; Silke, 2011). 
Institutional actors do not access disengagement as an internal state; they infer it through partial and 
context-dependent indicators embedded in everyday interaction.

Within custodial settings, disengagement is interpreted through behavioural, relational, and emotional 
patterns observed over time. These indicators remain inherently ambiguous, reinforcing long-standing 
critiques of indicator-based approaches to radicalisation and disengagement assessment (Jensen et al., 
2024; Lloyd & Dean, 2015). Compliance may reflect adaptation to institutional incentives rather than 
substantive change; resistance may signal either ideological persistence or psychological distress. The 
Albanian evidence supports the conceptual distinction drawn in Chapter 2 between observable conduct 
and underlying cognitive transformation: institutional assessment necessarily operates at the level of 
inference rather than verification.

Clinical perspectives deepen this limitation. Internal cognitive and emotional processes remain difficult 
to access, measure, or validate within institutional settings (Horgan, 2009; Silke, 2011). In the Albanian 
context, psychological stabilisation, emotional regulation, and relational trust are treated as precondi-
tions for disengagement, not as evidence of it. Disengagement unfolds unevenly across domains and 
cannot be reduced to a single measurable dimension.
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Family and community conditions add a further interpretive layer. Trauma, household stability, child 
welfare, and exposure to stigma and economic insecurity all shape behaviour in ways that exceed insti-
tutional capacity to observe or document. The Albanian case is distinctive in the extent to which mu-
nicipal-level and child-protection actors contribute to a relational understanding of disengagement that 
shifts the unit of assessment from the individual to the household. This relational logic is not consistently 
integrated into formal assessment frameworks but constitutes a significant feature of how disengagement 
is interpreted in practice.

At the point of release, these epistemological limitations are compounded by structural discontinu-
ities. The transition from prison to community supervision disrupts the continuity of observation and 
introduces new social, economic, and relational pressures. The Albanian case shows how the partiality 
of institutional knowledge is intensified across institutional boundaries, where fragmented informa-
tion transfer and divergent interpretive frameworks prevent the accumulation of knowledge over time. 
Different actors operate with distinct conceptual frameworks; the result is parallel rather than cumu-
lative assessment.
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Chapter 6. Assessment of Disengagement from  
Violent Extremism in Bosnia and Herzegovina

6.1. Institutional Context and Conditions of Assessment

Assessment of disengagement among individuals convicted of terrorism-related offences in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina unfolds within a legal and institutional environment shaped by early criminalisation, ex-
tensive use of plea agreements, and comparatively short custodial sentences. These structural conditions 
significantly constrain the temporal space available for observation, intervention, and interpretation. 
Practitioners consistently emphasise that assessment takes place under compressed timelines, where ex-
pectations to produce release-related judgements often exceed the available depth of engagement and 
longitudinal insight (interview, State Prison staff; interview, KPZ Zenica staff).

In some institutional settings, these constraints are further compounded by limited case exposure. Re-
spondents from certain facilities report periods in which no individuals convicted of terrorism-related 
offences were present, restricting opportunities for experiential learning and case-based comparison (in-
terview, prison staff, Bihać).

Beyond sentence length, practitioners highlight the concentration of assessment pressure in the final 
phase of imprisonment. While monitoring formally extends across the sentence, the period approaching 
release becomes the primary moment of evaluation. This temporal concentration is viewed critically by 
practitioners, who note that inmates frequently intensify cooperation and participation at this stage in 
pursuit of institutional benefits, including improved conditions, work placements, and visitation rights 
(interview, State Prison staff; interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Late-stage behavioural change is therefore treated with scepticism. Practitioners describe the pre-re-
lease phase as a high-risk environment for impression management, where apparent improvements may 
reflect strategic adaptation rather than substantive change. Abrupt shifts in behaviour are actively dis-
counted unless they align with earlier patterns observed over time (interview, State Prison staff; inter-
view, KPZ Tuzla staff).
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The short duration of imprisonment further limits opportunities to observe sustained behavioural, rela-
tional, or emotional change. Assessment is frequently described as taking place under conditions of time 
pressure, where practitioners are required to form judgements on the basis of fragmented interaction 
and incomplete trajectories. This contributes to a cautious and defensive orientation toward assessment, 
particularly in relation to expressions of remorse or openness that emerge late in the custodial period 
(interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Bosnia and Herzegovina nonetheless has one of the most formally developed documentation frame-
works in the region. Institutional practices include classification systems, periodic evaluations, mul-
tidisciplinary case files, and structured reporting procedures. Practitioners consistently stress, how-
ever, that the existence of formal tools does not translate into confidence in assessment outcomes. 
Documentation is described as necessary but insufficient, capturing participation and conduct while 
offering limited insight into underlying motivation, belief change, or internalised disengagement (in-
terview, State Prison psychologist).

To compensate for these limitations, practitioners rely on triangulation across multiple sources of in-
formation. This includes internal multidisciplinary observations as well as external verification through 
family networks, social protection services, and communication with law-enforcement and security 
agencies. Such cross-checking is seen as essential for evaluating whether observed cooperation reflects 
sustained change or situational strategy (interview, State Prison staff).

A further structural feature concerns the uneven distribution of institutional knowledge and authority. 
Practitioners note that those who maintain the most continuous contact with inmates — including se-
curity staff and frontline personnel — are not always directly involved in formal assessment decisions. 
These actors develop longitudinal insights through daily observation, which are only partially integrated 
into official evaluations (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff; interview, prison security staff).

Assessment is formally structured through periodic evaluation cycles, often conducted at six-month 
intervals, which aim to build a cumulative record of behaviour and engagement. Practitioners empha-
sise, however, that such cycles do not eliminate uncertainty. As one respondent notes, an evaluation is 
conducted every six months, but the final phase is not always valid in itself (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff). 
Other practitioners describe assessment as continuous, indicating variation in practice across institu-
tions and roles.

Across interviews, there is no fully unified understanding of what disengagement assessment entails. 
Some practitioners frame it primarily as risk management; others as a psychological or moral evaluation; 
still others as a measure of institutional compliance. This lack of conceptual alignment further compli-
cates interpretation and contributes to variability in assessment outcomes (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

These structural conditions produce an assessment system that is fundamentally defensive rather than 
developmental. Short sentences, early plea agreements, and concentrated release-phase evaluations com-
press the temporal horizon of observation and limit opportunities for longitudinal interpretation. Al-
though formal documentation and procedural structures are well developed, they do not resolve the core 
problem of limited access to internal change.
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Assessment therefore relies heavily on cautious professional judgement, triangulation, and systemat-
ic scepticism toward late-stage cooperation. Disengagement is not measured as a stable outcome but 
inferred through partial and context-dependent indicators. Assessment functions less as a process of 
verifying transformation and more as a strategy for managing uncertainty and institutional risk under 
constrained conditions.

6.2. Conceptualisations of “True Change” and Disengagement

A defining feature of the Bosnia and Herzegovina material is the extent to which practitioners question 
whether disengagement, understood as “true change” (istinska promjena), is achievable or observable 
within the prison context. Across institutions and professional roles, respondents consistently distin-
guish between formal, observable change and deeper transformation, which they describe as rare, fragile, 
and difficult to verify (interview, KPZ Zenica psychologist; interview, KPZ Tuzla educator).

When practitioners describe what they would accept as “true change,” they emphasise reduced ideo-
logical rigidity, visible expressions of remorse, and clear distancing from prior beliefs and networks. 
This includes signs that individuals no longer organise their identity or future plans around extremist 
frameworks, alongside the development of alternative social ties and life trajectories. Even these markers 
are treated cautiously, as practitioners note that most observed changes remain partial, formal, or con-
text-dependent (interview, prison staff, Bihać).

There is no shared understanding, however, of what disengagement should entail. Some practitioners 
adopt a normative framework in which disengagement requires explicit ideological rejection of vio-
lent extremism and acceptance of the constitutional and legal order of the state. From this perspective, 
behavioural compliance without ideological transformation is considered insufficient and potentially 
deceptive (interview, State Prison staff).

Other practitioners explicitly reject ideological transformation as a realistic or necessary benchmark. 
They argue that expecting deep belief change is methodologically unsound and practically unattainable, 
particularly given short custodial sentences and limited therapeutic capacity. They define disengagement 
instead in terms of reduced violent intent, withdrawal from extremist networks, improved emotional 
regulation, and stabilisation of everyday behaviour (interview, KPZ Tuzla psychologist).

This divergence produces two competing conceptual logics operating within the same institutional 
space. One is normative and moral, focused on belief transformation and alignment with state authority. 
The other is pragmatic and risk-oriented, focused on behavioural containment and reduction of threat. 
These logics are not formally reconciled, resulting in parallel and sometimes contradictory approaches 
to assessment.

In some cases, scepticism extends beyond methodological caution to a more fundamental rejection of 
the possibility of change. Several respondents state explicitly that individuals convicted of terrorism-re-
lated offences primarily adapt to institutional conditions rather than undergo genuine transformation. 
As one practitioner puts it, there is no true change — only adaptation to the environment in line with 
personal needs (interview, State Prison staff). This position functions as an interpretive baseline, shaping 
how all subsequent behaviour is evaluated.
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Practitioners describe individuals as oriented toward situational benefit, adjusting behaviour strategically 
in response to institutional incentives. This perspective reinforces a cautious stance toward all indicators, 
as observable conduct is interpreted through the possibility of adaptation rather than transformation 
(interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Narratives of the offence emerge as a central domain of interpretation. Practitioners distinguish between 
expressions of regret related to incarceration and explicit condemnation of violent acts. While some in-
dividuals acknowledge personal loss or hardship, they may avoid condemning violence itself or relativise 
responsibility. Such narratives are treated as key indicators of non-disengagement, even when accompa-
nied by compliant behaviour (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

In some cases, individuals present the offence as a source of pride or refuse to distance themselves from 
it, further reinforcing practitioner scepticism toward verbal accounts. Other narratives reframe partici-
pation in conflict in neutral or depoliticised terms — for example, characterising the conflict as “brother 
fighting brother” — thereby avoiding explicit acknowledgement of responsibility or wrongdoing (inter-
view, KPZ Tuzla staff). Such formulations are interpreted as ambiguous, signalling distancing without 
full disengagement.

Practitioners further differentiate between narrative ownership and narrative repositioning. While some 
individuals fully reject prior actions, others shift the narrative toward personal circumstances or external 
pressures, without clearly condemning violence. This distinction becomes central to assessment, as nar-
rative ambiguity is treated as evidence of incomplete or superficial change.

Religious practice represents another contested domain of interpretation. Practitioners report moni-
toring religious expression, discourse, and engagement, yet differ in how they interpret such indicators. 
For some, moderation in religious practice may signal distancing from extremist interpretations; for 
others, it may represent strategic adjustment to institutional expectations. Religious indicators are there-
fore treated as context-dependent and require corroboration with other forms of observation (interview, 
State Prison psychologist). Religious indicators cannot be interpreted on their own. They are incorporat-
ed into a broader interpretive framework that emphasises patterns rather than isolated signals (interview, 
State Prison staff).

A shared conclusion emerges across accounts despite conceptual divergence. Disengagement cannot be 
conclusively established through a single recorded indicator. Whether framed in normative or pragmatic 
terms, practitioners rely on partial indicators, interpretive judgement, and longitudinal observation. The 
absence of a shared conceptual framework, however, produces internal inconsistency in assessment cri-
teria and reinforces professional uncertainty.

The Bosnia and Herzegovina case illustrates that the challenge of disengagement assessment is not only 
empirical but epistemological. Institutional actors do not operate with a unified definition of what con-
stitutes change and therefore cannot apply consistent criteria in evaluating it. Disengagement is not as-
sessed against stable benchmarks; it is interpreted through competing logics that reflect both structural 
constraints and divergent professional perspectives.
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6.3. Professional Doubt, Reflexivity, and Institutional Limits

A defining feature of the Bosnia and Herzegovina data is the extent of professional doubt expressed by 
practitioners. Across institutions and roles, respondents repeatedly describe themselves as underpre-
pared, insufficiently trained, and structurally unsupported in working with terrorism-related cases. This 
uncertainty is not implicit but explicitly articulated: practitioners openly acknowledge that they do not 
fully trust their own assessments and remain concerned about being misled by strategic behaviour (in-
terview, KPZ Zenica educator; interview, State Prison staff).

This reflexivity extends to methodological awareness. Practitioners consistently emphasise that verbal 
statements are unreliable and that greater weight should be placed on long-term behavioural observa-
tion, particularly in informal or high-stress situations. They acknowledge, however, that existing insti-
tutional conditions — including short sentences and limited contact time — make such observation 
difficult to sustain. This produces a tension between what practitioners consider necessary for credible 
assessment and what is structurally possible (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

A recurring theme is the perceived need for specialisation. Respondents argue that effective assessment 
requires staff with specific expertise in radicalisation processes, psychological change, and religious dis-
course. Several emphasise the importance of knowledge of Islam, both to interpret religious language 
and to distinguish between normative and instrumental practice. As one respondent puts it, assessors 
require knowledge of psychological change as well as of the basic principles of Islam (interview, KPZ 
Tuzla staff).

Practitioners recognise, however, that such expertise is largely absent or unevenly distributed. Limited 
experience with terrorism-related offenders further reinforces uncertainty, leading some respondents to 
frame doubt as an inherent component of professional judgement rather than as a correctable limitation. 
Uncertainty thus becomes normalised within assessment practice (interview, KPZ Zenica staff; inter-
view, State Prison psychologist).

This reflexivity does not translate into increased institutional confidence. It reinforces a conservative 
assessment culture characterised by caution, scepticism, and reluctance to affirm disengagement. Prac-
titioners consistently treat disengagement as provisional, reversible, and largely unverifiable within the 
constraints of custody.

Disengagement is rarely affirmed positively across interviews. Rather than identifying clear evidence 
of transformation, practitioners infer reduced risk through the absence of overtly problematic be-
haviour. Assessment therefore operates primarily through negative inference, where the lack of visible 
risk indicators substitutes for confirmation of change (interview, KPZ Zenica staff; interview, KPZ 
Tuzla psychologist).

This orientation is reinforced by a broader interpretive premise shared across respondents: definitive 
proof of readiness does not exist. Several practitioners state explicitly that assessment can only be partial, 
individualised, and tentative, and that certainty is structurally unattainable in this domain. This premise 
explains the emphasis on triangulation, the systematic discounting of late-stage improvement, and the 
reluctance to rely on any single indicator (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).
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Within this context, compliance is treated as expected, manipulation as endemic, and regression as a 
recurring risk. These patterns further limit confidence in assessment outcomes and reinforce the percep-
tion that observable behaviour cannot be taken at face value.

Practitioners emphasise that prison-based assessment cannot provide definitive answers regarding dis-
engagement. Several respondents state that only post-release trajectories can reveal whether distancing 
from violent extremism is durable. Custody-based evaluation is therefore understood as limited to iden-
tifying reduced-risk indicators rather than confirming disengagement itself (interview, State Prison staff; 
interview, KPZ Zenica psychologist).

Disengagement assessment in Bosnia and Herzegovina therefore operates as an epistemically fragile en-
terprise. It is shaped by compressed timelines, institutional fragmentation, and deep professional doubt. 
Rather than functioning as a mechanism for validating transformation, assessment operates as a defen-
sive practice oriented toward minimising uncertainty and institutional risk.

Disengagement does not emerge as an observable or verifiable outcome. It functions instead as a cautious 
working hypothesis, continuously revised in response to incomplete information, strategic adaptation by 
individuals, and the structural limitations of the institutional environment.

6.4. Behavioural Compliance, Conformism, and Strategic Adaptation

Across all institutional sites in Bosnia and Herzegovina, practitioners consistently identify conformism 
as the dominant behavioural pattern among individuals convicted of terrorism-related offences. Con-
formism is not understood as evidence of internal change but as deliberate adaptation to institutional 
expectations in pursuit of benefits, improved conditions, or favourable release outcomes (interview, KPZ 
Zenica staff; interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Within this interpretive framework, behaviours typically associated with progress — participation in 
educational programmes, respectful interaction with staff, expressions of remorse, and verbal rejection 
of extremist violence — are treated with caution. Practitioners describe multiple cases in which inmates 
complied fully with institutional rules and expectations, only to revert to rigid positions, reduce engage-
ment, or reassert ideological identity as release approached (interview, State Prison staff).

Expressions of remorse are particularly contested. In Tuzla, staff describe instances in which inmates re-
peatedly expressed regret, yet this regret was interpreted as directed toward personal loss — such as time 
spent in prison — rather than toward the offence itself. Such narratives are understood as instrumental, 
functioning as part of negotiation strategies rather than as indicators of moral or ideological change 
(interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Practitioners frequently situate conformism within what they describe as a cycle of personal interest. 
Behavioural change is observed to persist only as long as there is a perceived benefit, with cooperation 
diminishing once incentives are removed or expectations are unmet. This pattern is treated as diagnos-
tic, reinforcing the interpretation of compliance as strategic rather than substantive (interview, State 
Prison staff).
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Conformism is therefore not described as exceptional but as expected. Practitioners characterise it as a 
learned mode of navigating institutional authority and constraint. This normalisation further reduces 
the evidentiary value of compliance, as rule adherence is interpreted as a baseline survival strategy rather 
than a meaningful indicator of disengagement (interview, KPZ Zenica staff). Practitioners therefore treat 
everyday interaction as a form of behavioural testing, particularly in unstructured situations or under 
conditions of stress, where underlying patterns are believed to become more visible (interview, KPZ 
Tuzla staff).

Strategic adaptation is also observed in horizontal relationships among inmates. Practitioners describe 
cases in which individuals simultaneously demonstrate compliance toward staff while attempting to in-
fluence peers, assert authority, or reinforce ideological narratives within inmate groups. These dynamics 
are considered particularly significant, as they suggest that outward adjustment to institutional norms 
may coexist with continued ideological engagement (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Attempts to influence or recruit other inmates are treated as strong indicators of failed disengagement. 
Such behaviour is weighted more heavily than individual rule violations, as it signals continued commit-
ment to extremist objectives rather than situational adaptation. Practitioners consistently emphasise that 
peer-directed influence reveals dimensions of engagement that remain concealed in staff-facing interac-
tions (interview, State Prison staff; interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Additional observational fields, including gender-based interaction, further illustrate the ambiguity of 
behavioural indicators. In Tuzla, staff describe cases in which inmates initially refused communication 
with female staff, followed by later acceptance of interaction. This shift is interpreted cautiously, as it 
may reflect either pragmatic adaptation to institutional conditions or a limited loosening of rigid norms. 
Practitioners explicitly caution against treating such changes as evidence of deeper value transformation 
(interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

These patterns produce what may be described as a culture of institutional suspicion. Within this en-
vironment, compliance is rarely interpreted as evidence of disengagement and is instead subjected to 
continuous doubt, verification, and reinterpretation. While this caution reflects a rational response to the 
risks of manipulation, it also narrows the space for recognising genuine change.

This dynamic creates a structural paradox. Practitioners are tasked with identifying indicators of dis-
engagement, yet operate within an interpretive framework that systematically questions the validity of 
those same indicators. Assessment therefore becomes less a process of identifying transformation and 
more a process of filtering out potential deception.

Behavioural observation in Bosnia and Herzegovina therefore does not provide direct access to disen-
gagement. It generates a field of competing interpretations in which compliance, resistance, and influ-
ence must be continuously re-evaluated. Disengagement remains inferred rather than observed, and 
assessment is shaped as much by institutional scepticism as by empirical evidence.
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6.5. Indicators of Change and Their Interpretive Limits

Despite pervasive scepticism toward observable change, practitioners in Bosnia and Herzegovina do 
articulate a range of indicators associated with potential positive movement. These include improved 
emotional regulation, willingness to engage in dialogue, acceptance of responsibility, more constructive 
interaction with staff, renewed family contact, and distancing from former radical peer networks (inter-
view, KPZ Tuzla psychologist).

In terrorism-related cases, however, practitioners consistently emphasise that such indicators are insuffi-
cient in the absence of more specific thresholds. Minimum expectations for a positive assessment include 
clear distancing from violent action, absence of recruitment or influence behaviour, and the ability to ar-
ticulate a non-violent future trajectory. Without these elements, improvements in emotional or relational 
domains are treated as limited in evidentiary value (interview, KPZ Tuzla psychologist).

Beyond these core criteria, practitioners refer to a broader set of observable changes, including shifts in 
personal appearance, reading habits, participation in mixed-group activities, and the ability to manage 
conflict without aggression. These indicators are immediately qualified as ambiguous. Emotional open-
ness may reflect situational vulnerability rather than reflection. Family contact may be driven by practical 
dependency rather than relational repair. Participation in work or education is frequently interpreted as 
instrumental rather than transformative (interview, KPZ Zenica staff).

This ambiguity is reinforced through practitioner experience. Respondents describe cases in which ap-
parent openness to alternative perspectives coexisted with efforts to reinforce prior ideological positions 
among peers. Similarly, visible changes in behaviour or appearance are treated as weak evidence when 
not supported by consistent conduct across time and contexts. Practitioners therefore consistently prior-
itise longitudinal observation over single-point assessments (interview, prison staff, Bihać).

Practitioners also identify a set of stabilising factors that may support non-violent trajectories. These 
include structured work, participation in vocational activities, improved visitation opportunities, and 
renewed emotional investment in family relationships. In some cases, the influence of a trusted individ-
ual, or significant life events such as the birth of a child, are described as motivating shifts toward more 
conventional life orientations (interview, KPZ Zenica staff; interview, prison staff, Bihać).

Even these stabilising factors are treated with caution. Practitioners explicitly note that such develop-
ments may reflect conformism or situational adaptation rather than internalised change. As one respon-
dent remarks in relation to positive developments: possible conformism — underscoring the persistent 
uncertainty attached to even the most favourable indicators (interview, KPZ Zenica staff). Even appar-
ently positive indicators may represent accommodation to institutional expectations rather than substan-
tive reorientation (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Practitioners emphasise that negative or destabilising indicators often carry greater analytical weight 
than positive ones. Withdrawal from activities, renewed isolation, refusal of engagement, or re-adoption 
of visible markers of radical identity are treated as warning signs, particularly when they follow periods 
of apparent compliance. Such reversals are interpreted as evidence of the fragility of observed change 
(interview, State Prison staff).
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Triangulation is therefore described as central to assessment practice. Practitioners cross-check obser-
vations across professional roles, compare behaviour in different contexts, monitor influence on peers, 
and evaluate consistency between verbal accounts and everyday conduct. Particular attention is given to 
behaviour in emotionally charged situations — frustration, disappointment, or conflict — which are seen 
as revealing underlying patterns that remain hidden in routine interactions (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Future orientation emerges as an additional interpretive dimension. The ability to articulate realistic 
post-release plans is treated as a relevant indicator, while avoidance of future planning is interpreted as a 
limitation in readiness, even when individuals are able to reflect on past experiences. Future orientation 
functions not as an administrative requirement but as a proxy for engagement with a non-violent trajec-
tory (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Narratives of trauma and hardship are similarly evaluated for their structure and implications. In some 
cases, individuals recount experiences of injury or loss without acknowledging responsibility or con-
demning their actions. Such narratives are treated as incomplete, limiting their interpretive value despite 
apparent openness (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Indicators of change in Bosnia and Herzegovina are therefore inherently unstable and context-depen-
dent. No single indicator is treated as decisive, and even clusters of positive signals remain open to com-
peting interpretations. Assessment relies not on identifying definitive markers of disengagement but on 
navigating a field of ambiguous and often contradictory evidence.

Indicators do not resolve uncertainty; they reproduce it. They provide a necessary basis for assessment 
yet simultaneously require continuous reinterpretation. Disengagement remains inferred rather than 
observed, and the evidentiary value of indicators is always provisional.

6.6. Trauma, Disillusionment, and Psychological Factors

Disillusionment is sometimes linked to direct exposure to violence, injury, or the death of peers during 
conflict. Practitioners describe moments of cognitive rupture in which previously held beliefs are desta-
bilised — including recognition of internal contradictions, such as violence directed against members of 
the same religious community, or disillusionment with the gap between ideological promises and lived 
reality (interview, State Prison staff).

In several accounts, these experiences are linked to processes of distancing from prior engagement, 
though not necessarily to full ideological transformation. One Tuzla respondent describes a case in 
which the desire to return to a “normal life” emerged following injury and subsequent reflection on the 
nature of the conflict. This moment was reinforced through later communication with professionals who 
addressed previously unresolved questions, contributing to a gradual shift in perspective without pro-
ducing complete ideological reversal (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

More detailed accounts illustrate this process. In the same Tuzla case, the turning point is associated 
with a specific moment in which the individual, shortly before being wounded, heard religious chants 
from opposing fighters and later came to understand that those involved belonged to the same faith but 
different sectarian positions. This realisation, combined with subsequent dialogue with practitioners, is 
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presented as destabilising prior certainties and opening space for reinterpretation of the conflict. Practi-
tioners emphasise, however, that such experiences lead to partial distancing rather than comprehensive 
transformation (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

Disillusionment is also linked to post-conflict expectations and social reception. Some respondents high-
light disappointment with the external environment, including limited social acceptance, stigma, and 
difficulties in reintegration. These factors are described as shaping both post-release trajectories and the 
interpretive uncertainty surrounding prison-based indicators of change (interview, KPZ Zenica staff).

Despite frequent reference to trauma and psychological disruption, practitioners consistently acknowl-
edge limited institutional capacity to integrate these factors into systematic assessment. Constraints in 
time, training, and available tools mean that psychological dimensions are often treated as contextual 
background rather than as central analytical components. Practitioners express uncertainty about how 
to interpret unresolved trauma within formal evaluations of disengagement (interview, KPZ Zenica 
psychologist).

This limitation has direct implications for interpretation. Emotional withdrawal, hostility, or lack of en-
gagement may be read as ideological rigidity, while in some cases they may reflect psychological distress 
or institutional mistrust. Similarly, detached or emotionally flat narratives of traumatic experience com-
plicate assessment of emotional development, as they may indicate either coping mechanisms or lack of 
reflection (interview, KPZ Tuzla psychologist).

Unresolved psychological factors are also described as potential risk amplifiers. Practitioners note that 
trauma may increase vulnerability to negative trajectories after release, particularly under conditions of 
stigma, stress, and social exclusion. Trauma operates in a dual capacity, functioning both as a potential 
catalyst for distancing from prior engagement and as a factor that may undermine long-term stability 
(interview, KPZ Zenica psychologist).

These findings highlight the ambiguous role of psychological processes within disengagement assess-
ment. Trauma and disillusionment may initiate reflection and distancing, yet they do not produce con-
sistent or predictable outcomes. Moreover, institutional limitations prevent these dynamics from being 
systematically incorporated into assessment frameworks.

Psychological indicators do not clarify disengagement; they complicate it, as similar expressions may sig-
nal either movement away from violence or heightened vulnerability. Practitioners operate with partial 
insight into processes that are central to understanding change, yet remain difficult to interpret within 
existing institutional structures.

Trauma does not resolve the problem of disengagement assessment but deepens it. It introduces dimen-
sions of change that are both significant and methodologically elusive, reinforcing the broader finding 
that disengagement cannot be directly observed or conclusively assessed within the constraints of insti-
tutional practice.
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6.7. Regression and the Release Phase

Regression in the period immediately preceding release emerges as one of the most consistent and an-
alytically significant patterns across interviews in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Practitioners from multiple 
institutions independently describe trajectories in which individuals who had previously demonstrated 
sustained compliance begin to withdraw from institutional engagement as the end of the sentence ap-
proaches (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff).

This regression is most commonly expressed not through overt escalation but through forms of with-
drawal. Practitioners report refusal of work engagement, reduction of communication to a minimum, 
disengagement from structured activities, and, in some cases, the reappearance of visible markers associ-
ated with prior ideological identity (interview, KPZ Tuzla staff). These patterns are interpreted as a shift 
away from institutional participation once it is no longer perceived as beneficial, suggesting that earlier 
compliance may have been strategic rather than internalised (interview, State Prison staff).

Regression is not always identifiable in real time. Several practitioners emphasise that manipulative com-
pliance is sometimes recognised only retrospectively, once later behaviour clarifies earlier intent. What 
may initially appear as consistent engagement can be reinterpreted as instrumental once withdrawal 
occurs. This temporal uncertainty further entrenches institutional caution and contributes to scepticism 
toward all late-stage improvement narratives (interview, KPZ Zenica staff).

Practitioners also highlight that the release phase represents a moment in which the limits of institutional 
assessment become particularly visible. The shift in behaviour near the end of the sentence is interpreted 
as evidence that engagement in custody is strongly shaped by incentive structures rather than by stable 
transformation. Practitioners therefore express limited confidence in extrapolating observed change be-
yond the institutional environment (interview, KPZ Zenica psychologist).

A minority of respondents offer alternative interpretations of regression. Some suggest that withdrawal 
in the final phase may reflect anxiety related to release, fear of stigma, or uncertainty about reintegration, 
rather than ideological recommitment. From this perspective, reduced engagement may signal vulnera-
bility rather than renewed radicalisation. Such interpretations are less dominant and are often expressed 
cautiously, reflecting the broader institutional tendency to privilege risk-oriented explanations (inter-
view, KPZ Tuzla psychologist).

Regression in the release phase highlights the instability of behavioural indicators and the extent to which 
institutional context shapes observed change. Patterns of cooperation and withdrawal cannot be under-
stood independently of incentive structures, temporal positioning, and expectations surrounding release.

Analytically, this phenomenon reinforces a central finding of the Bosnia and Herzegovina case. Disen-
gagement cannot be treated as a linear or cumulative process observable within custody. Behavioural 
trajectories may shift as institutional conditions change, revealing the extent to which apparent stability 
is contingent and reversible.

The release phase does not confirm disengagement. It exposes whether earlier custodial indicators remain 
plausible when institutional incentives, supervision structures, and controlled routines begin to fall away.
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6.8. Conclusion

The Bosnia and Herzegovina case is distinctive because it combines relatively developed documentation 
and multidisciplinary assessment procedures with persistent professional doubt about the meaning of 
visible change. It shows that formal reports, treatment records, and repeated evaluations do not remove 
the central difficulty of distinguishing substantive disengagement from conformity to prison expecta-
tions. For the comparative argument, Bosnia and Herzegovina demonstrates that stronger documenta-
tion can support assessment, but cannot by itself produce confidence where practitioners remain uncer-
tain about motivation, sincerity, and behaviour after release.

Despite comparatively advanced institutional structures, formalised documentation practices, and mul-
tidisciplinary assessment procedures, disengagement from violent extremism does not emerge as a stable 
or verifiable outcome. It is constructed through interpretive practices shaped by uncertainty, competing 
understandings of change, ranging from ideological rejection and acceptance of state authority to be-
havioural containment and reduced risk, and structural constraints, including short custodial sentences, 
limited specialist staff, weak information transfer, and uneven post release coordination.

This finding directly reinforces the analytical position developed in Chapter 2. Existing scholarship has 
consistently emphasised that behavioural disengagement does not necessarily coincide with ideological 
transformation, and that internal change remains difficult to observe or verify (Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; 
Horgan, 2009; Silke, 2011). The Bosnia and Herzegovina evidence extends this argument by demonstrat-
ing that even in institutional environments with relatively sophisticated assessment infrastructures, these 
epistemological limitations persist and remain unresolved in practice.

At the conceptual level, the chapter reveals the absence of a shared institutional definition of disengage-
ment. Practitioners operate with competing logics, ranging from normative expectations of ideological 
rejection and alignment with state authority to pragmatic assessments focused on behavioural contain-
ment and reduction of risk. In the absence of conceptual alignment, assessment criteria become internal-
ly inconsistent, reinforcing professional uncertainty and interpretive fragmentation.

At the empirical level, the findings demonstrate that observable indicators do not provide reliable ev-
idence of change. Compliance is normalised as strategic adaptation; resistance is interpreted through 
multiple and often conflicting lenses; and indicators of progress remain inherently ambiguous. The Bos-
nia and Herzegovina case shows that these signals do not resolve uncertainty but reproduce it, requiring 
continuous reinterpretation across contexts.

The release phase further exposes the limits of institutional assessment. Regression patterns highlight the 
extent to which behaviour in custody is shaped by incentive structures rather than stable transformation. 
As institutional conditions shift, previously observed patterns may reverse, demonstrating that disen-
gagement cannot be treated as a linear or cumulative trajectory. This finding reinforces the argument 
that institutional knowledge is context-bound and does not easily translate across phases of the criminal 
justice process.

Psychological factors add an additional layer of complexity. Trauma and disillusionment may contribute 
to distancing from prior engagement, yet they do not produce consistent or predictable outcomes. As 
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emphasised in Chapter 2, internal processes remain only partially accessible to institutional actors. The 
Bosnia and Herzegovina case illustrates how these processes complicate assessment further, as similar 
psychological expressions may signal either movement away from violence or heightened vulnerability.

Perhaps most significantly, the chapter highlights the central role of professional doubt. Practitioners 
explicitly acknowledge the limits of their own knowledge, the possibility of manipulation, and the ab-
sence of definitive criteria for assessing disengagement. This reflexivity does not resolve uncertainty but 
institutionalises it, producing a cautious assessment culture in which disengagement is rarely affirmed 
and is instead inferred through the absence of overt risk behaviour.

In this context, assessment operates through what can be described as negative inference. Rather than 
identifying clear evidence of transformation, practitioners construct judgements based on the absence 
of observable indicators of risk. This aligns with the framework developed in Chapter 2, which concep-
tualises disengagement as an institutional judgement rather than a measurable psychological state. The 
Bosnia and Herzegovina case demonstrates how this judgement is produced in practice — through tri-
angulation, scepticism, and continuous reinterpretation of partial evidence.

The findings challenge the assumption that improved tools, indicators, or methodologies can resolve 
the problem of disengagement assessment. While Bosnia and Herzegovina possesses more developed 
procedural frameworks than other cases examined in this study, these do not overcome the fundamental 
limitation of limited access to internal change. The problem is therefore not only methodological but 
epistemological and structural.
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Chapter 7. Assessment of Disengagement from  
Violent Extremism in Kosovo

7.1. Institutional Roles and Sequencing

In Kosovo, disengagement from violent extremism is not organised as a single programme but as a dis-
tributed institutional pathway spanning multiple actors and stages. Practitioners consistently describe 
this process as fragmented and evolving, with different institutions responsible for distinct phases: return 
and reception, court processing, custodial or alternative sentencing, supervision, and social reintegration 
(interview, Probation Service).

Despite the existence of a central coordinating role, assessment is distributed across institutions with 
different mandates. Prisons assess behaviour, risk indicators, and programme participation; probation 
services focus on compliance with court-ordered measures and cooperation with supervision; and social 
welfare actors evaluate everyday functioning, including family relations and access to services. Disen-
gagement therefore does not exist as a single, unified outcome but as a composite judgement emerging 
across institutional settings.

A key feature of the Kosovo system is the sequencing of institutional involvement. Probation services 
operate largely downstream of court decisions, rather than as part of an integrated initial response. Prac-
titioners report that the 2019 repatriation process occurred without prior institutional preparation, with 
probation officers learning about it through media reports rather than formal channels. Their involve-
ment began only after courts issued conditional sentencing decisions, particularly in cases involving 
women returnees (interview, Probation Service).

This reactive incorporation of probation highlights a broader pattern of institutional adaptation. Social 
welfare services were similarly integrated into the process after the emergence of returnee cases, without 
prior planning or clear role definition. As frontline actors in community reintegration, they operate 
through case visits, service provision, and reporting, often without full prior information about the indi-
viduals involved (interview, Social Welfare Centre, Fushë Kosovë).
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By contrast, the Ministry of Internal Affairs Division for Prevention and Reintegration is described as 
playing a central coordinating role. It manages early-stage reception, referral pathways, and inter-institu-
tional coordination, and applies structured tools such as Channel for case allocation and risk identifica-
tion. This positions the Ministry as a key node connecting returnee management with emerging preven-
tion frameworks targeting new forms of radicalisation (interview, Ministry of Internal Affairs Division).

Within custodial settings, the Kosovo Correctional Service describes a more structured internal ap-
proach, particularly for men convicted of terrorism-related offences. Prison-based assessment includes 
behavioural monitoring, programme participation, and periodic review processes, supported by special-
ised units and programmatic interventions. Even within this more structured environment, however, 
disengagement remains linked to observable conduct rather than verified ideological change (Group 
interview, Kosovo Correctional Service, High Security Prison in Dyz).

Coordination mechanisms exist across institutions but remain uneven in practice. Information sharing, 
role clarity, and sequencing of involvement vary by case and stage, producing partial visibility rather than 
a fully integrated system. Practitioners describe a system that functions through adaptation rather than 
design, in which institutional roles have developed in response to emerging needs rather than through 
prior strategic planning.

The Kosovo case therefore illustrates a distinct model of disengagement assessment. Rather than being 
concentrated within a single institutional framework, assessment is distributed across multiple actors, 
each operating with different mandates, indicators, and time horizons. This produces a form of institu-
tional pluralism in which disengagement is not defined uniformly but constructed through overlapping 
and sometimes inconsistent interpretations.

Disengagement in Kosovo is best understood not as a fixed outcome but as a process of coordination 
across fragmented institutional domains. Its meaning shifts depending on where it is assessed, how it is 
observed, and which institutional logic is applied.

7.2. Conceptualising Disengagement in Practice

Across interviews in Kosovo, the concept of disengagement is used operationally rather than ideolog-
ically. It refers less to belief change and more to a managed transition away from violence and toward 
socially acceptable functioning. Practitioners distinguish between different assessment populations, each 
associated with distinct pathways and standards of evaluation.

Women returnees are primarily managed through conditional sentencing and community-based super-
vision, where assessment centres on compliance, cooperation, and family-level reintegration. Men con-
victed of terrorism-related offences are assessed within custodial settings, where behaviour, programme 
engagement, and structured review processes are central. The Ministry of Internal Affairs identifies 
emerging domestic radicalisation cases through early-detection mechanisms, extending the scope of dis-
engagement beyond the returnee cohort. These distinctions are analytically significant, as they demon-
strate that disengagement is applied to different populations, timeframes, and evidentiary expectations.
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In practice, three overlapping domains of assessment can be identified: behavioural indicators such as 
non-violence and institutional compliance; relational indicators such as cooperation with authorities and 
distancing from harmful networks; and institutional indicators such as maintaining contact with ser-
vices and fulfilling legal obligations. No single actor is positioned to verify disengagement independently, 
making it a distributed and partial judgement.

Within custodial settings, prison staff explicitly distinguish between disengagement and deradicalisa-
tion. They emphasise that the focus is on disengagement from violence, as attempts to directly address 
beliefs or religion are often perceived as intrusive and counterproductive by prisoners. This distinction 
shapes both assessment tools and intervention strategies, which prioritise behavioural indicators, intol-
erance markers, and institutional resistance rather than ideological transformation (Group interview, 
Kosovo Correctional Service, High Security Prison in Dyz).

A further conceptual nuance emerges in practitioner accounts regarding the heterogeneity of cases. Pris-
on staff emphasise that not all individuals are motivated by ideology, noting that some involvement may 
be driven by economic or opportunistic factors. This recognition complicates assessment, as it requires 
differentiation between pathways and challenges assumptions of uniform radicalisation processes. Prac-
titioners also refer to analytical categories such as push factors, pull factors, and personal vulnerabilities, 
indicating attempts to incorporate broader explanatory models. These frameworks are not consistently 
applied across institutions, however, and their integration into formal tools remains uneven.

Disengagement in Kosovo is therefore conceptualised pragmatically and contextually rather than ac-
cording to a unified theoretical standard. What counts as evidence of change depends on the institution 
doing the assessing, the population under assessment, and the stage of the process. Across these varia-
tions, the focus remains on observable behaviour and functional integration rather than verified ideo-
logical transformation.

7.3. Community Supervision and Gendered Practice

Community supervision in Kosovo is strongly shaped by the gendered structuring of returnee cases. 
Across interviews, practitioners consistently report that the majority of individuals subject to conditional 
sentencing and probation supervision in the returnee cohort were women. This distribution significantly 
influenced both the design of institutional responses and the practical meaning of disengagement in this 
context (interview, Probation Service).

Women returnees were commonly treated as a distinct category, often under the assumption that they 
had been misled or coerced by male partners. This assumption contributed to a policy orientation fa-
vouring alternative measures and community-based supervision rather than custodial sentences. Dis-
engagement was therefore primarily assessed outside prison settings, shifting the focus toward house-
hold-level reintegration, compliance with court conditions, and engagement with support services.

Within this framework, disengagement becomes closely tied to everyday functioning. Probation officers 
describe assessment in terms of cooperation, attendance at scheduled meetings, participation in psycho-
logical counselling, and the ability to manage family responsibilities. Reintegration support — including 
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social assistance, vocational training, and employment opportunities — is presented as central to stabi-
lising behaviour and supporting non-violent trajectories (interview, Probation Service, Pristina).

Gender shaped not only policy orientation but also the conditions of supervision itself. A recurring 
feature across interviews is the strict requirement by women clients to interact exclusively with female 
probation officers. This was not described as a preference but as a condition for cooperation, requiring 
institutional adaptation in staff assignment and case management (interview, Probation Service).

This requirement had broader implications for knowledge production within institutions. Male staff, 
including in managerial roles, reported limited direct access to cases, relying instead on information me-
diated through female officers. Gendered interaction patterns therefore influenced not only supervision 
dynamics but also the distribution of information and the depth of insight available across the service 
(interview, Probation Service).

Despite a general tendency to frame women as less threatening, practitioners caution against treating 
them as a homogeneous or purely victimised category. Interviews highlight variation within the cohort, 
including cases where individuals appeared more ideologically committed. Indicators of concern include 
expressions of dissatisfaction with life in Kosovo, continued glorification of experiences in Syria, and 
ongoing connections with networks that reinforce prior beliefs.

Detailed case accounts illustrate this variation. In one example, a woman initially presented as reserved 
and uncertain but gradually increased cooperation following repeated engagement and support-oriented 
communication. Participation in vocational training and improved interaction with probation services 
were interpreted as positive steps toward reintegration. Even in such cases, however, practitioners ex-
pressed uncertainty about deeper belief change, particularly in light of ongoing contacts with individuals 
abroad and perceived strategic communication (interview, Probation Service).

By contrast, another case is described as more resistant to change. A probation officer characterises one 
woman as ideologically rigid, linking this to family influence, social networks, and continued exposure 
to reinforcing environments. This individual reportedly maintained dissatisfaction with institutional 
treatment and expressed positive views of her experience in Syria, despite personal hardship. Such ac-
counts highlight the coexistence of outward compliance with persistent ideological attachment (inter-
view, Probation Service, Pristina).

These patterns complicate assumptions about gender and disengagement. While women are often posi-
tioned within policy frameworks as lower risk and more amenable to reintegration, empirical accounts 
indicate that behavioural compliance does not necessarily correspond to ideological distancing. Practi-
tioners therefore remain cautious in interpreting cooperation as evidence of deeper change.

Gender intersects with structural and social factors shaping reintegration trajectories. Practitioners 
highlight the importance of family support, access to housing, and employment opportunities, as well as 
the role of stigma and community acceptance. In several accounts, women are described as more easily 
reintegrated into family and social networks, which may facilitate stabilisation but also obscure under-
lying beliefs.
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Gender is therefore not only a demographic characteristic but a structuring element of institutional prac-
tice. It shapes sentencing pathways, supervision modalities, access to information, and the interpretive 
frameworks used by practitioners. Disengagement is assessed differently across gendered contexts, with 
distinct indicators, expectations, and uncertainties.

Community supervision of women returnees in Kosovo therefore reveals both the possibilities and the 
limitations of a reintegration-oriented approach. While material support and relational engagement may 
facilitate behavioural stabilisation, they do not resolve the underlying challenge of assessing ideological 
change. Disengagement is reframed as a question of functional integration, leaving deeper transforma-
tion uncertain and difficult to verify.

7.4. Assessment Tools, Monitoring, and Reporting

Risk assessment practices in Kosovo reveal a fragmented and uneven landscape in which institutional 
capacity, tools, and expertise vary significantly across sectors. While some actors operate with structured 
instruments and defined procedures, others rely on generalised frameworks that are not tailored to vio-
lent-extremism cases, producing divergent approaches to assessing risk and disengagement.

Within probation services, practitioners consistently report the absence of specialised risk-assessment 
tools for this category. Existing instruments are described as generic, applied across all offender groups 
without adaptation to the specific dynamics of radicalisation or disengagement. Several respondents 
emphasise that they have received only limited training related to violent extremism, and that current as-
sessment practices are insufficient for capturing the complexity and seriousness of these cases (interview, 
Probation Service; interview, Probation Service, Pristina).

This lack of specialisation creates a gap between observation and evaluation. Probation officers describe 
being able to identify concerning behaviours — strategic communication, continued network ties, or 
ideological rigidity — yet lacking formal frameworks to interpret or classify these observations within 
risk-assessment procedures. Assessment therefore remains largely experiential and discretionary rather 
than systematically grounded.

By contrast, custodial settings exhibit a more structured approach. The Kosovo Correctional Service de-
scribes the use of instruments developed with international partners, including the Council of Europe, 
which are designed to identify early indicators of radicalisation, guide observation, and support docu-
mentation of behavioural patterns. These tools include structured intake procedures, ongoing monitor-
ing, and periodic reassessment, typically conducted every six months within a multidisciplinary frame-
work (Group interview, Kosovo Correctional Service, High Security Prison in Dyz).

The prison-based assessment process is described as dynamic and iterative. It combines interviews with 
prisoners, input from staff across different roles, and continuous documentation of observed behaviours. 
Assessment outcomes are used to categorise individuals, identify needs, and inform individualised reha-
bilitation plans. Programme participation, including interventions such as anger management, is incor-
porated into this process and increasingly linked to incentives related to parole decisions.
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Even within this more structured environment, practitioners acknowledge limitations. Good behaviour 
is not treated as reliable evidence of reduced risk, and staff highlight the possibility that individuals 
may adapt their conduct strategically in response to institutional expectations. This reinforces a cautious 
approach in which indicators are interpreted contextually rather than taken at face value. As one prac-
titioner notes, an individual may behave perfectly and still remain very dangerous (Group interview, 
Kosovo Correctional Service, High Security Prison in Dyz).

The Ministry of Internal Affairs introduces an additional layer of assessment, particularly in relation to 
emerging radicalisation cases beyond the returnee cohort. Practitioners describe the use of tools associ-
ated with Channel, which support case identification, referral, and allocation across institutions. These 
tools are embedded within multidisciplinary teams and extend assessment into early detection, includ-
ing referrals from schools and online environments (interview, Ministry of Internal Affairs Division).

Monitoring and reporting constitute the primary mechanisms through which disengagement is translat-
ed into institutional knowledge in Kosovo. Across interviews, practitioners consistently describe report 
writing and submission to judicial or coordinating authorities as the central formal output of their work, 
effectively defining what can be recognised and communicated as evidence of change (interview, Pro-
bation Service). Reports become the main channel through which compliance, supervision outcomes, 
and reintegration progress are communicated to decision-makers. Disengagement is operationalised 
through what can be documented, including attendance, cooperation, and visible stability (interview, 
Probation Service; interview, Probation Service, Pristina).

This reporting logic shapes not only communication but also perception. Since probation’s authority is ex-
ercised through written reports, indicators that can be formally recorded acquire greater significance, while 
more ambiguous or subjective impressions remain difficult to translate into institutional outputs. Disengage-
ment becomes closely aligned with measurable compliance rather than with less observable forms of change.

In custodial settings, reporting is structured around the release phase. Prison staff describe the prepa-
ration of a final assessment during the last months of incarceration, which is then shared with relevant 
actors, including probation services, police, and coordinating bodies. This process is intended to facil-
itate transition and ensure continuity of information across institutional boundaries (Group interview, 
Kosovo Correctional Service, High Security Prison in Dyz).

Probation officers confirm that, in cases of conditional release, a formal case file is transferred from pris-
on authorities, providing a baseline for supervision. Other institutional actors, particularly social welfare 
services, report gaps in information flow. Practitioners describe situations in which they begin engage-
ment with limited or no prior knowledge of the individual’s background, needs, or risk profile, requiring 
them to reconstruct cases through direct interaction (interview, Social Welfare Centre, Fushë Kosovë).

Social welfare services maintain their own reporting structures, often characterised by frequent docu-
mentation and adaptive planning. Practitioners describe developing individual plans based on initial 
contact, with subsequent reports produced after each visit and submitted to central authorities. Parallel 
reporting lines to both justice institutions and the Ministry of Internal Affairs are also described, suggest-
ing an attempt to maintain shared situational awareness across sectors (interview, Social Welfare Centre, 
Fushë Kosovë).
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Despite these multiple reporting mechanisms, practitioners consistently highlight limitations in translat-
ing observations into actionable institutional knowledge. Concerns, suspicions, or intuitions about risk 
are not always supported by formal tools, standardised criteria, or clear reporting channels. This creates 
a gap between what practitioners perceive in practice and what can be formally documented and acted 
upon (interview, Probation Service, Pristina).

These constraints are not framed as a lack of willingness to act but as a limitation of system design. 
Reporting structures exist but are not fully aligned with the complexity of the cases being managed. In-
stitutional knowledge is therefore produced through partial and sometimes fragmented documentation, 
reflecting both the possibilities and the limits of formal reporting systems.

Disengagement in Kosovo is mediated through documentation practices. What counts as evidence is shaped 
by what can be recorded, standardised, and communicated across institutions. This process privileges ob-
servable and reportable indicators, while more complex or ambiguous dimensions of change remain diffi-
cult to capture. Monitoring does not simply track disengagement; it actively constructs it. Through report-
ing routines, institutional actors transform lived interaction into formal categories of compliance, stability, 
and risk, thereby producing the evidentiary basis on which disengagement is inferred.

The presence of tools does not resolve the fundamental challenges of disengagement assessment. While 
structured instruments may improve consistency in observation and documentation, they do not elim-
inate uncertainty regarding the meaning of observed behaviour or its relation to internal change. Risk 
assessment operates within a fragmented system in which different institutions apply distinct logics, 
tools, and standards, producing a form of layered assessment in which judgements about disengagement 
are constructed across institutional boundaries without a unified framework.

7.5. Indicators of Change and Indicators of Concern

Across institutions in Kosovo, indicators of disengagement are defined primarily in behavioural and rela-
tional terms rather than through ideological change. Practitioners consistently emphasise that the goal is 
disengagement from violence, not deradicalisation, reflecting both practical constraints and resistance to 
interventions perceived as targeting belief systems (Group interview,Kosovo Correctional Service, High 
Security Prison in Dyz).

Positive change is most often inferred through observable patterns of cooperation and functional reinte-
gration. In probation settings, this includes willingness to engage with supervision, attendance at meet-
ings, participation in counselling, and involvement in vocational or educational activities. Practitioners 
also highlight the importance of everyday stability, such as managing family responsibilities and main-
taining routine social functioning. These indicators frame disengagement as a process of behavioural 
normalisation within institutional and community expectations (interview, Probation Service). Practi-
tioners identify stable family and community support as a key factor supporting behavioural distancing 
from violent pathways (interview, Ministry of Internal Affairs Division).

Within custodial settings, participation in rehabilitation programmes and structured activities is also 
interpreted as a positive indicator, particularly when linked to demonstrated engagement over time. Pris-
on staff explicitly caution, however, that such indicators cannot be taken at face value (Group interview, 
Kosovo Correctional Service, High Security Prison in Dyz).
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Across institutional contexts, concern is consistently associated with patterns that suggest persistence of 
ideological attachment, network embeddedness, or strategic adaptation. Practitioners identify several 
recurring indicators of concern, including ongoing contact with individuals abroad, continued affiliation 
with peer networks, rehearsed or controlled communication, and expressions that signal positive valua-
tion of past involvement. These patterns are often interpreted as signs of surface compliance rather than 
substantive change (interview, Probation Service; interview, Probation Service, Pristina).

Behavioural indicators of concern are also described in concrete terms. Prison staff highlight sudden 
changes in appearance, social isolation, low levels of engagement, and resistance toward institutional au-
thority as signals requiring attention. Social welfare practitioners identify persistent ideological framing 
in everyday interaction — such as repeatedly linking all topics to religious justification — as well as rigid 
attitudes, distrust of institutions, and refusal to compromise (Group interview, Kosovo Correctional Ser-
vice, High Security Prison in Dyz; interview, Social Welfare Centre, Fushë Kosovë).

Case-based accounts provide further nuance. Practitioners distinguish between individuals who express 
regret or disappointment with their experiences and those who continue to glorify them. In one exam-
ple, a woman is described as outwardly compliant yet consistently expressing dissatisfaction with life in 
Kosovo and positive views of her time in Syria, despite personal hardship. In contrast, others describe 
suffering and demonstrate greater openness to engagement, suggesting different trajectories of change 
within the same cohort (interview, Probation Service, Pristina).

These distinctions point to the coexistence of behavioural compliance and ideological persistence. Across 
interviews, practitioners repeatedly describe individuals who meet formal requirements, cooperate with 
institutions, and avoid overtly problematic behaviour, while maintaining underlying beliefs, network 
ties, or internal valuation of their past involvement. This pattern can be understood as partial or surface 
disengagement, where observable change does not extend to deeper transformation.

Indicators of change and concern in Kosovo are therefore inherently ambiguous. The same behaviours — 
cooperation, participation, or withdrawal — can be interpreted in multiple ways depending on context, 
timing, and practitioner perspective. Indicators do not provide definitive evidence of disengagement; 
they function as signals requiring interpretation within broader institutional and relational frameworks.

Disengagement is not directly observed through indicators but inferred through patterns of behaviour, 
interaction, and context. The reliance on observable indicators reflects both the necessity and the limita-
tion of institutional assessment, as practitioners attempt to construct judgements about internal change 
based on external and often ambiguous evidence.

7.6. Trauma, Family, and Social Context

Across the Kosovo case, trauma, family dynamics, and broader structural constraints are repeatedly iden-
tified by practitioners as central to understanding individual trajectories, yet they remain only partially 
integrated into formal assessment and intervention frameworks. Rather than forming a systematic compo-
nent of disengagement assessment, these factors appear as contextual explanations that shape interpretation 
without being consistently captured or evaluated (interview, Social Welfare Centre, Fushë Kosovë).
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Practitioners describe trauma in concrete and varied forms — direct exposure to violence in conflict 
zones, experiences of injury, loss of close family members, and the psychological effects of displace-
ment and forced return. In practice, trauma is often encountered through behavioural expressions 
such as emotional withdrawal, mistrust toward institutions, reluctance to engage, or difficulty sustain-
ing communication over time. These expressions are difficult to classify, however. What appears as 
resistance or disengagement from services may in some cases reflect unresolved trauma or fear rather 
than ideological persistence.

This ambiguity is illustrated in practitioner accounts describing individuals who remain distant or mini-
mally responsive during engagement without expressing overt ideological positions. In such cases, prac-
titioners are left to interpret whether reduced communication signals continued risk or psychological 
vulnerability. Some respondents explicitly raise this dilemma while acknowledging the absence of tools 
or structured guidance for making such distinctions within formal assessment processes (interview, So-
cial Welfare Centre, Fushë Kosovë).

The presence of children introduces an additional and highly significant dimension. Many returnee cases 
involve families with multiple children, making reintegration a collective rather than individual process. 
Practitioners emphasise that assessment often shifts toward household-level observation, where indica-
tors such as school attendance, behavioural stability of children, and access to education and health ser-
vices become central. Respondents describe monitoring whether children are regularly attending school, 
how they interact with peers, and whether they exhibit signs of anxiety or withdrawal.

Interviews highlighted the importance of continued psychosocial support for returnee children. One 
social worker described support for an orphaned child, including documentation, preschool enrolment 
and ongoing monitoring (interview, Social Welfare Centre, Fushë Kosovë). The Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs Division described plans for further psychological assessment and individual support (interview, 
Ministry of Internal Affairs Division). These accounts concern individual needs and planned support, 
not findings about all returnee children. Existing research identifies broader barriers to reintegration, 
including stigma and social exclusion (Perteshi & Balaj, 2021; Orana & Perteshi, 2022).

Family dynamics therefore emerge as both a stabilising and a risk factor. In some accounts, extended 
family networks play a critical role in facilitating reintegration by providing housing, financial support, 
and emotional connection. Practitioners describe cases in which returnees were reintegrated into ex-
isting family structures, enabling relatively stable adjustment. In other cases, family environments are 
described as restrictive or isolating, reinforcing withdrawal from institutions or limiting engagement 
with broader society.

Stigma and social reception further complicate these dynamics. Practitioners repeatedly highlight the 
role of community perception in shaping post-return trajectories. Individuals are often subject to suspi-
cion, labelling, or social exclusion, which affects their willingness to engage with institutions and their 
ability to access employment or social opportunities. In some cases, practitioners describe individuals 
avoiding contact with services or limiting public interaction due to fear of judgement. Such withdrawal 
may be interpreted as disengagement from institutional support, yet may instead reflect external pressure 
and social marginalisation (interview, Probation Service, Pristina).
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Structural constraints intersect with these social dynamics. Practitioners provide concrete examples of 
administrative barriers affecting reintegration, including delays in obtaining legal documentation, dif-
ficulties accessing social assistance, and challenges related to housing. In one case, access to welfare 
support depended on obtaining a death certificate for a deceased spouse, illustrating how bureaucratic 
processes directly shape the conditions of reintegration. These factors influence both behaviour and the 
ability of institutions to assess that behaviour meaningfully.

As in the Albanian material, Kosovo practitioners are highly aware that behaviour cannot be understood 
without reference to psychological, familial, and structural context. These contextual factors are not 
systematically integrated into assessment frameworks, however. They remain interpretive background, 
shaping professional judgement without being formally captured or standardised.

This produces a gap between recognition and incorporation. Institutions acknowledge that disengage-
ment is shaped by factors beyond individual behaviour, yet assessment remains focused on observable 
and reportable indicators at the individual level. Key drivers of behaviour therefore remain only partially 
visible within institutional knowledge.

The Kosovo case demonstrates that disengagement unfolds within a relational and structural environ-
ment that extends beyond institutional boundaries. Behavioural stabilisation, compliance, or with-
drawal cannot be interpreted in isolation from trauma, family context, and social conditions. These 
factors may support disengagement, hinder it, or produce patterns that resemble it without reflecting 
underlying change.

Rather than clarifying assessment, these dynamics deepen its complexity. Trauma may lead to distancing 
or to withdrawal. Family may facilitate reintegration or reinforce isolation. Social context may enable 
stability or produce disengagement from institutions themselves. Disengagement is therefore not only 
difficult to observe but difficult to locate, as its drivers and expressions extend across domains that re-
main only partially accessible to formal systems.

7.7. The Release Phase and Individual Plans

Individual planning and material support constitute central components of Kosovo’s approach to dis-
engagement, reflecting a strong emphasis on stabilisation and reintegration rather than direct transfor-
mation of beliefs. Across institutions, practitioners describe the use of individualised plans as a primary 
mechanism for structuring intervention, with each actor adapting planning processes to its specific man-
date and stage of engagement.

Within probation services, individual plans are developed following the court decision and initial meet-
ing with the client. These plans define obligations such as attendance at meetings and participation in re-
quired activities, while also identifying needs and requests expressed by the individual. Practitioners de-
scribe these plans as both supervisory and supportive tools, combining legal requirements with elements 
of reintegration support. Information generated through these plans, including emerging concerns, is 
shared with the Ministry of Internal Affairs Division, indicating an inter-institutional channel through 
which suspicion and observation are communicated and interpreted (interview, Probation Service).
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Social welfare services apply a more flexible and needs-based planning logic. Practitioners describe de-
veloping individual plans based on initial conversations with clients, with duration and content adjusted 
according to changing circumstances. Plans may be short-term or extended, depending on immediate 
welfare needs, and are accompanied by frequent reporting and direct engagement through home visits. 
This approach reflects a focus on practical reintegration challenges, including housing, access to services, 
and family support (interview, Social Welfare Centre, Fushë Kosovë). Practical outcomes, such as stable 
housing, school attendance, access to services, and employment, are presented as indicators of successful 
reintegration (interview, Ministry of Internal Affairs Division).

Empirical accounts provide detailed insight into how material support operates in practice. Probation of-
ficers describe coordinated assistance involving multiple actors, including provision of basic necessities, 
rent support, school materials, and vocational training programmes such as tailoring courses. In some 
cases, individuals received certificates and equipment, including sewing machines, enabling continued 
employment after programme completion. These interventions are framed as supporting both economic 
stability and continued engagement with institutional structures (interview, Probation Service, Pristina).

Across accounts, material support is consistently linked to behavioural stabilisation. Practitioners em-
phasise that assistance can reduce immediate pressures, facilitate compliance, and support engagement 
with institutions. Reintegration measures therefore function as indirect mechanisms of disengagement, 
addressing structural vulnerabilities that may otherwise contribute to risk.

Practitioners also recognise the limits of this approach. While material and social support can shape 
behaviour and improve stability, they do not provide clear evidence of ideological change. Individuals 
may successfully reintegrate into social and economic life while maintaining underlying beliefs or con-
nections that remain difficult to assess.

The Kosovo case therefore illustrates a model in which disengagement is actively supported through 
intervention rather than simply observed. Individual plans and material assistance serve as tools for 
structuring behaviour, creating incentives for cooperation, and reducing exposure to risk factors. This 
approach shifts the focus of assessment toward functional outcomes, including stability, employment, 
and institutional engagement.

Disengagement is not measured independently of intervention; it emerges within it. The same mech-
anisms that aim to produce change also shape how that change is recognised and evaluated. This re-
inforces the broader finding that disengagement is not a fixed state but a process constructed through 
institutional practices, support structures, and ongoing interaction between individuals and the system.

7.8. Conclusion

The Kosovo case is distinctive because assessment extends beyond custody and is strongly shaped by 
community supervision, alternative measures, family context, and gendered pathways of return. It shows 
that disengagement assessment does not always take place primarily through prison based observation, 
but may depend on probation contact, social welfare involvement, household stability, counselling, child 
welfare, and local reintegration dynamics. For the comparative argument, Kosovo demonstrates how the 
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location of assessment changes the meaning of indicators, especially where women and family members 
are supervised in community rather than custodial settings.

The Kosovo case demonstrates a distinct configuration of disengagement from violent extremism, charac-
terised by institutional pluralism, intervention-driven practice, and persistent uncertainty in assessment. 
Across institutional settings, disengagement does not emerge as a unified or clearly defined outcome but 
as a distributed judgement constructed through the interaction of multiple actors, each operating with 
different mandates, tools, and forms of access.

Unlike more centralised or custodial models, disengagement in Kosovo is not located within a single 
institutional framework. It is produced across a sequence of institutional engagements, including early 
detection, community supervision, custodial intervention, and social reintegration. Each stage generates 
partial and context-specific knowledge, resulting in a process in which disengagement is not assessed 
once but repeatedly reconstructed across institutional boundaries.

This distributed structure produces both flexibility and fragmentation. Institutions are able to respond to 
different stages and needs, yet apply divergent criteria and interpretive frameworks. Behavioural compli-
ance, cooperation with authorities, social functioning, and material stability all function as indicators of 
change, but their meaning shifts depending on institutional perspective. Disengagement therefore lacks 
a unified definition and is instead shaped by overlapping and sometimes inconsistent interpretations.

A defining feature of the Kosovo model is its emphasis on intervention as a pathway to disengagement. 
Individual plans, material support, vocational training, and family-based reintegration are not peripheral 
but central mechanisms through which institutions seek to shape behaviour. In practice, disengagement 
is not only assessed but actively produced through these interventions. Observable stability — including 
employment, participation in services, and routine social functioning — becomes both the objective of 
intervention and the primary basis for assessment.

Empirical accounts illustrate how this operates in practice. Individuals receiving coordinated support, 
including housing assistance, vocational training, and access to education, are often described as demon-
strating increased cooperation and stability. In one case, participation in vocational training combined 
with provision of equipment enabled sustained employment; in another, continued engagement with 
probation and counselling facilitated gradual improvement in communication and interaction. Prac-
titioners consistently emphasise, however, that such developments do not provide reliable evidence of 
deeper transformation, as compliance and stability may coexist with continued ideological attachment 
or network ties.

Gendered patterns of supervision further reinforce this tension. Women returnees are primarily assessed 
within community settings, where disengagement is linked to caregiving roles, cooperation, and house-
hold stability. While many cases demonstrate gradual reintegration and increased engagement, others 
reveal the persistence of prior beliefs despite outward compliance. These variations challenge simplified 
assumptions about gender and disengagement, highlighting the coexistence of functional integration and 
ideological continuity.
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Monitoring and reporting practices further shape how disengagement is constructed. Institutional 
knowledge is produced through documentation that prioritises observable and reportable indicators, 
including attendance, participation, and family-level functioning. Practitioners repeatedly note that con-
cerns or suspicions are difficult to formalise, resulting in a system in which what can be written acquires 
greater weight than what can be intuitively perceived. Disengagement thus becomes aligned with admin-
istrative visibility rather than with comprehensive understanding.

Risk-assessment practices reflect a similarly uneven landscape. While custodial institutions employ 
structured tools developed with international support, probation services rely on generalised frame-
works, and preventive actors apply separate mechanisms for early detection. These parallel approaches 
do not converge into a unified system but produce layered and fragmented forms of assessment.

Trauma, family dynamics, and structural conditions shape disengagement trajectories in ways that ex-
tend beyond institutional control. Practitioners describe individuals affected by loss, injury, displace-
ment, and stigma, as well as families navigating reintegration under economic and social constraints. 
Children’s wellbeing, school attendance, and emotional stability become central indicators, shifting 
assessment toward relational and household-level processes. These dimensions remain only partially 
integrated into formal frameworks, however, existing as contextual knowledge rather than structured 
components of assessment.

These findings reinforce the analytical framework developed in Chapter 2. Behavioural disengagement 
does not necessarily correspond to ideological transformation, and internal change cannot be reliably 
observed or verified (Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Horgan, 2009; Silke, 2011). The Kosovo case extends this 
argument by demonstrating that even in a system characterised by coordinated intervention and exten-
sive support mechanisms, these epistemological limitations persist.

Importantly, the Kosovo case also adds a new dimension to this framework. It shows that disengagement 
is not only inferred from observation but shaped through intervention. Institutional knowledge is not 
neutral but intervention-mediated, as the same processes that aim to produce change also shape how 
that change is recognised and evaluated. Disengagement is therefore constructed through the combined 
effects of observation, support, documentation, and coordination.
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Chapter 8. Assessment of Disengagement from  
Violent Extremism in North Macedonia

8.1. Institutional Context of Disengagement and Assessment

In North Macedonia, disengagement from violent extremism is situated within a formally coordinated 
policy framework that emphasises prevention, reintegration, and human-rights compliance. Recent na-
tional strategies for countering violent extremism and counter-terrorism outline a multi-actor approach, 
reflecting increased alignment at the strategic level (Government of North Macedonia, 2023). Practi-
tioner accounts indicate, however, a persistent gap between policy ambition and operational capacity, 
particularly within custodial and post-release practice.

As noted in Section 3.4, Shtuni (2022) reports average sentences of 4.4 years in earlier terrorism cases in 
North Macedonia and 6.4 years for repatriated adult male cases. Institutional capacity is also restricted, 
particularly due to the absence of specialised staff. Practitioners report that resocialisation efforts are 
largely conducted by social workers, in the absence of psychologist posts, which significantly reduces the 
system’s ability to assess or address psychological dimensions of change (interview, prison social worker).

Although formal frameworks such as cognitive-behavioural therapy are nominally present, practitioners 
emphasise that they remain largely inactive due to lack of trained personnel (interview, prison practi-
tioner). Assessment therefore relies on observation, interaction, and professional judgement rather than 
on structured or evidence-based methodologies.

Information-sharing gaps further complicate the assessment process. Practitioners describe cases in 
which critical information, such as leadership roles within extremist networks, was not communicated at 
the time of transfer and became known only later through external training or informal channels (inter-
view, prison social worker). These gaps limit situational awareness and reinforce reliance on behavioural 
observation rather than comprehensive case understanding.

Recent efforts to standardise practice, including the development of a national handbook on rehabili-
tation and reintegration under the EU–Council of Europe Horizontal Facility III, indicate institutional 
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learning and alignment with international standards (Council of Europe, 2025). Practitioner accounts 
suggest, however, that implementation remains uneven, and that formal procedures have not yet trans-
lated into consistent practice across institutions.

The institutional context in North Macedonia is therefore characterised by a clear divergence between 
strategic coherence and operational constraint. While policy frameworks articulate a coordinated and 
multidimensional approach, assessment in practice remains centred on behavioural management and 
short-term risk mitigation.

8.2. Conceptualising Disengagement in Practice

Across interviews, practitioners in North Macedonia consistently define disengagement in behavioural 
rather than ideological terms. While earlier policy discussions referenced deradicalisation, this con-
cept has largely been abandoned in practice, owing to scepticism regarding the feasibility of belief 
change among individuals perceived as deeply ideologically committed. Practitioners questioned the 
feasibility of deradicalisation and referred instead to mitigation (interview, NGO psychosocial practi-
tioner; interview, prison social worker). This represents a deliberate shift toward more pragmatic and 
risk-oriented interpretations.

In the practitioner accounts presented here, disengagement is not described as a consistently standardised 
assessment category. Disengagement is therefore operationalised through observable behaviour — in-
cluding non-violence, compliance, and absence of recruitment activity — rather than through structured 
indicators or measurable cognitive change.

Within this framework, practitioners distinguish between behavioural withdrawal from violence and the 
persistence of underlying belief systems. The first is treated as accessible to institutional observation and 
intervention; the second is treated as largely inaccessible and, in some practitioner accounts, as effective-
ly immutable. This pragmatic narrowing reflects both the constraints of the institutional environment 
and a considered professional judgement about what assessment can plausibly achieve.

The North Macedonian conceptualisation therefore reflects a particularly clear articulation of the broad-
er analytical position developed in Chapter 2: disengagement is treated as an institutional judgement 
about observable conduct rather than as a verification of cognitive change. This shift has direct conse-
quences for what counts as evidence, how indicators are interpreted, and how decisions about release are 
framed — themes that recur throughout the rest of this chapter.

8.3. Cognitive Positioning and Perceived Injustice

A distinctive feature of the North Macedonian material is the consistency with which practitioners de-
scribe stable cognitive narratives that persist independently of behavioural change. Across interviews, 
respondents describe individuals who adapt to institutional expectations while maintaining coherent 
interpretations of their experiences that justify their actions, contest the legitimacy of their conviction, 
or frame their punishment as unfair (interview, prison practitioner; interview, prison social worker).
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These narratives are not typically expressed through overt ideological assertion. They emerge through 
everyday interaction — comments on the conditions of incarceration, references to perceived discrim-
ination, framings of geopolitical events, or selective reinterpretation of past involvement. Practitioners 
describe such narratives as operating in the background of compliance, providing internal coherence to 
individuals whose outward behaviour appears to align with institutional expectations.

A recurring theme is the perception of injustice. Several respondents describe individuals who acknowl-
edge their actions but reject the legitimacy of the legal response, viewing themselves as victims of unjust 
prosecution rather than as offenders. This framing reorganises responsibility, locating blame in institu-
tional or political actors rather than in the individual’s own conduct. Practitioners interpret such cog-
nitive positioning as a significant indicator of incomplete disengagement, even where behaviour is fully 
compliant (interview, prison practitioner).

Grievance frameworks of this kind are notably resilient. They do not appear to be eroded by participation 
in programmes, by sustained interaction with staff, or by the passage of time. Practitioners describe them 
as forming a stable interpretive backbone that may coexist with behavioural change for extended periods. 
This raises a particularly sharp version of the central analytical question: if cognitive positioning remains 
essentially unchanged while behaviour stabilises, what does disengagement mean in practice?

Practitioners offer two characteristic responses. Some treat the persistence of grievance narratives as 
decisive evidence against disengagement, regardless of behavioural compliance. Others argue that, given 
the absence of tools or capacity to address cognition directly, behavioural stability is what assessment can 
credibly speak to, while cognitive positioning must be acknowledged as outside the assessment frame. 
These positions are not formally reconciled, contributing to interpretive variation across cases.

Cognitive positioning in North Macedonia therefore complicates the relationship between behaviour 
and assessment in a particularly visible way. Where Bosnia and Herzegovina is characterised by scepti-
cism toward compliance because of strategic adaptation or in other words situational adjustment, North 
Macedonia is characterised by the recognition of compliance accompanied by persistent grievance — a 
different but related interpretive problem. In both cases, practitioners conclude that what they can ob-
serve is not the whole of what matters.

8.4. Behavioural Adaptation, Symbolism, and Prison Norms

Early custodial interaction in North Macedonia is characterised by limited communication, group-based 
dynamics, and constrained opportunities for individualised assessment. Practitioner accounts consis-
tently describe the initial phase of imprisonment as marked by communicative resistance, where in-
dividuals provide minimal responses and restrict interaction to procedural or administrative matters 
(interview, prison practitioner).

This resistance is not interpreted as an indicator of disengagement or risk reduction but as an initial 
coping strategy within a controlled institutional environment. Communication at this stage is described 
as brief, rigid, and highly controlled, limiting the ability of staff to establish rapport or assess underly-
ing attitudes. In some cases, this resistance takes a gendered form, with individuals refusing to speak 
to female staff as a matter of principle. Such behaviour reflects normative or identity-based positioning 
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rather than situational hostility, and further restricts access to individual perspectives (interview, prison 
practitioner).

Over time, communication patterns tend to shift. Practitioners report gradual increases in interaction, 
not as a result of targeted intervention but as an adaptation to institutional routines. Engagement becomes 
necessary for navigating everyday processes, including requests, permissions, and access to services. This 
shift is interpreted as pragmatic adjustment rather than evidence of ideological moderation. Communi-
cation is therefore treated as a functional necessity rather than as an indicator of internal change.

Group dynamics play a central role in shaping early interaction. In cases where informal leadership 
structures are present, communication with staff is often mediated through a single dominant individ-
ual. Practitioners describe situations in which others defer to a perceived leader, delaying responses or 
awaiting visible approval before speaking. Leadership is inferred through these interactional patterns 
rather than formally designated, yet it significantly structures communication and access to information 
(interview, prison practitioner).

This mediation effect limits the ability of staff to assess individuals independently. Silence or limited en-
gagement from other group members cannot be reliably interpreted as disengagement, as it may reflect 
deference, internal hierarchy, or strategic coordination. Early assessment is therefore shaped less by indi-
vidual expression and more by collective dynamics.

Behavioural adaptation continues into later phases of custody. Initial resistance and limited commu-
nication often give way to increased interaction, participation in routine activities, and greater com-
pliance with institutional expectations. These changes are consistently interpreted not as evidence of 
disengagement but as forms of behavioural adaptation to the custodial environment (interview, prison 
practitioner).

Adaptation is described as pragmatic rather than transformative. Engagement with staff, adherence to 
rules, and participation in available activities are understood as necessary strategies for navigating prison 
life. Communication remains shaped by practical needs, including access to resources, permissions, and 
services. Practitioners emphasise that such behaviour reflects adjustment to institutional routines rather 
than internal change in beliefs or identity.

Indicators of disengagement in North Macedonia are defined primarily through observable behaviour 
within custodial settings. In the absence of formalised tools or standardised criteria, practitioners rely 
on everyday interaction, routine observation, and professional judgement to interpret signs of change 
or concern. These indicators are not applied systematically but emerge through practice and experience.

Symbolism and appearance constitute an additional observational field. Practitioners describe paying 
attention to physical markers such as clothing, grooming, and visible symbols, which may indicate either 
alignment with or distancing from prior identity. Changes in appearance — such as the removal of reli-
gious markers, or shifts in dress consistent with broader social norms — may be interpreted as positive 
indicators, though always cautiously and never in isolation. The reverse — re-adoption of visible markers 
associated with prior identity — is treated as a significant warning sign.
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Prison norms themselves shape what is considered observable. Practitioners describe a tacit understand-
ing among inmates of what is expected, what is permitted, and what is monitored. Within this envi-
ronment, compliance becomes the dominant observable pattern. Individuals follow instructions, avoid 
conflict, and maintain stable daily routines. While these behaviours are formally positive, practitioners 
consistently caution against interpreting them as indicators of reduced risk or ideological distancing. 
Compliance is treated as a baseline expectation within a controlled environment where deviation carries 
immediate consequences.

This cautious interpretation reflects a broader awareness of strategic behaviour. Practitioners describe 
the possibility that individuals may consciously align their conduct with institutional expectations to 
secure favourable conditions, including improved treatment, access to activities, or potential benefits 
related to sentence progression. Observable behaviour is therefore filtered through the assumption that 
it may be instrumental rather than authentic.

Behavioural adaptation in North Macedonia therefore reinforces the limits of interpretation in disen-
gagement assessment. Compliance, participation, and stability provide necessary indicators of institu-
tional functioning but do not offer conclusive evidence of disengagement. They must be understood 
as context-dependent responses to a controlled environment, shaped by incentives, constraints, and 
group dynamics.

Behavioural change does not resolve uncertainty; it reproduces it. Practitioners are able to observe pat-
terns of adaptation, yet remain unable to determine whether these patterns reflect temporary adjustment 
or more durable transformation. Disengagement therefore remains inferred rather than observed, and 
assessment continues to rely on cautious interpretation of ambiguous signals.

8.5. Indicators of Change and Indicators of Concern

Positive change in North Macedonia is most often associated with behavioural stability and cooperation. 
Practitioners refer to reduced conflict, willingness to communicate, participation in daily routines, and 
compliance with institutional rules as baseline indicators of improvement. Individuals who engage with 
staff, respond to requests, and avoid disciplinary issues are generally perceived as more stable and man-
ageable within the prison environment (interview, prison practitioner).

Additional indicators include sustained interaction over time, willingness to take on responsibility for 
routine tasks, and signs of investment in future-oriented activities such as education or vocational en-
gagement. Practitioners are cautious, however, in attaching strong evidentiary weight to these signs, 
particularly in the absence of structured intervention programmes that could provide a comparative 
baseline against which to interpret participation.

Indicators of concern are described in more concrete terms. Practitioners highlight withdrawal from 
interaction, refusal to engage with staff or activities, re-adoption of visible markers of prior identity, 
and persistent grievance framing. Group dynamics — including evidence of informal leadership, peer 
mediation of communication, or coordinated behavioural patterns — are also treated as significant 
concerns, particularly where they suggest continued investment in identity structures associated with 
prior involvement.
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Practitioners further identify cognitive markers of concern that emerge through everyday interaction. 
These include persistent justification of past actions, refusal to acknowledge harm, framing of conviction 
as illegitimate, and consistent linking of unrelated topics to ideological framings. As discussed in section 
8.3, these cognitive patterns are particularly resistant to change and may persist alongside behavioural 
compliance, complicating assessment.

As in other cases, indicators of concern carry greater interpretive weight than indicators of positive 
change. Practitioners are more confident in identifying behaviours that suggest continued risk than in af-
firming behaviours that demonstrate durable disengagement. This asymmetry reflects both the structur-
al conditions of assessment under uncertainty and the accountability pressures discussed in Chapter 2.

Across both categories, interpretation remains contextual and cautious. No single indicator is treated as 
decisive, and clusters of indicators are interpreted through longitudinal observation rather than at single 
points in time. Indicators in North Macedonia therefore function as signals requiring interpretation 
rather than as evidence of disengagement in any direct sense.

8.6. Family Relations and Social Context

Family relations and broader social context shape disengagement trajectories in North Macedonia in 
ways that practitioners recognise but only partially incorporate into formal assessment. Family contact 
is often interpreted as a stabilising factor, providing emotional connection, practical support, and a basis 
for post-release reintegration. Practitioners describe individuals whose engagement with the institution-
al environment improved following renewed family contact, attributing this to the grounding effect of 
relational ties.

The qualitative impact of family contact remains largely inaccessible, however. Practitioners cannot di-
rectly observe family dynamics and rely on indirect indicators — frequency of visits, content of commu-
nication as reported by the individual, and any externally observable family interaction during prison 
visits. Family contact may therefore be a stabilising factor or a reinforcing factor for prior beliefs, de-
pending on the family environment, which assessment is poorly positioned to evaluate.

Reintegration environments after release are shaped by stigma, economic constraint, and limited oppor-
tunities. Practitioners describe the difficulty individuals face in finding employment, housing, and stable 
social integration. These structural conditions are recognised as significant for post-release trajectories 
but lie largely outside the institutional capacity to assess or address during custody. Expectations from 
families and external actors regarding housing, employment, and social support can also be unrealistic, 
generating pressure that complicates reintegration during the post-release period (interview, prison so-
cial worker).

Social context interacts with cognitive positioning in ways that further complicate assessment. Where 
individuals return to communities that reinforce grievance frameworks or maintain network ties consis-
tent with prior involvement, the durability of any behavioural change observed in custody becomes more 
uncertain. Conversely, where individuals return to family or community environments that support re-
integration into broader social roles, behavioural stability may be reinforced through external supports 
rather than through cognitive change.
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Practitioners therefore incorporate family and social context into professional judgement, but acknowl-
edge that their understanding remains partial. These dimensions shape behaviour, expectations, and 
potential trajectories, yet remain difficult to observe, measure, or integrate into formal processes. They 
contribute to the broader uncertainty that characterises assessment in this context.

8.7. The Release Phase and Post-Release Coordination

Assessment at the point of release in North Macedonia is consistently described by practitioners as cau-
tious, limited, and inherently provisional. While behavioural stability during custody is taken into ac-
count, there are no structured mechanisms to evaluate whether such stability reflects deeper or more 
durable change. Release-stage assessment focuses primarily on observable conduct and risk mitigation 
rather than on confirmation of transformation.

Practitioners identify several constraints that shape this approach. Information gaps and fragmented 
follow-up are among the most frequently cited limitations. In some cases, individuals who demonstrat-
ed compliant behaviour during custody were later found to have maintained problematic engagement 
outside prison, including during periods of temporary leave (interview, prison practitioner). These ex-
periences have reinforced scepticism toward behavioural improvement, particularly in the final phase of 
incarceration, when conduct may influence eligibility for release.

Staffing constraints further limit the depth of assessment. The absence of psychologists is repeatedly 
emphasised as a critical gap, reducing the ability to explore cognitive processes or provide specialised 
interventions. Evaluation therefore remains focused on behaviour that can be observed and recorded, 
rather than on underlying motivations or belief systems (interview, prison social worker).

Reintegration pressures also affect assessment at this stage. Practitioners describe expectations from 
families and external actors regarding housing, employment, and social support, which are often difficult 
to meet within existing socioeconomic conditions. These pressures can influence both behaviour and 
decision-making, adding complexity to an already constrained process (interview, prison social worker).

Drawing together these findings, practitioner accounts and documentary analysis point to five interrelated 
dimensions that structure assessment at the point of release: the information dimension, the tools dimension, 
the discretion dimension, the decision-making dimension, and the post-release supervision dimension.

Information depends on the availability and continuity of data across institutions. Practitioners report 
that documentation is often incomplete or insufficiently updated, while feedback from post-release su-
pervision is limited. This creates gaps in understanding at the moment of decision-making and reduces 
confidence in assessment outcomes.

Tools are not consistently applied throughout the custodial process. While some risk and needs assess-
ment instruments are used at intake, they are not systematically updated or used longitudinally, limiting 
their value for evaluating change over time (Council of Europe, 2016; UNODC, 2017).
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Discretion plays a central role in the absence of clearly defined disengagement criteria. Professional 
judgement is exercised throughout, drawing on experience and contextual interpretation to assess be-
haviour. This allows flexibility but also introduces variability across cases and institutions (OSCE, 2020).

Decision-making is grounded in observable conduct. Release decisions are based primarily on be-
havioural stability, cooperation, and the absence of disciplinary incidents. These indicators reflect what 
can be verified within custody but do not provide evidence of deeper change. Decisions are therefore 
grounded in what can be observed rather than in what cannot be directly assessed.

Post-release supervision focuses on compliance with legal conditions. Existing frameworks do not pro-
vide structured mechanisms for monitoring disengagement specifically, limiting the ability to track lon-
ger-term trajectories or reassess earlier conclusions (Renard & Coolsaet, 2018; UNODC, 2017).

Across these five dimensions, a consistent pattern emerges. Assessment at release is shaped by structural 
limitations, uneven information flows, and reliance on observable behaviour. While institutional actors 
make efforts to evaluate individuals based on available data, the absence of longitudinal tools and consis-
tent follow-up constrains the process.

Recent reforms under the EU–Council of Europe Horizontal Facility III have introduced more struc-
tured approaches to release preparation, including inter-agency coordination mechanisms and a na-
tional handbook on the rehabilitation and reintegration of foreign terrorist fighters and their families 
(Council of Europe, 2025). These developments signal institutional learning and alignment with regional 
standards. Practitioner accounts indicate, however, that implementation at the custodial level remains 
uneven, reinforcing the discontinuities observed throughout the chapter.

Coordination is described as situational rather than institutionalised. Multi-actor meetings involving 
prisons, police, social work centres, and municipal services are organised in some cases prior to release, 
but their scope and consistency depend largely on individual initiative rather than standardised proce-
dure (interview, prison practitioner). These discussions focus primarily on practical issues — housing, 
social assistance, family dynamics, and employment prospects — while disengagement itself is not for-
mally reassessed. It is implicitly inferred from the absence of disciplinary incidents and from cooperative 
conduct during custody.

Fragmentation becomes more pronounced after release. Practitioners report that, while prisons are often 
required to share information prior to release, they rarely receive feedback on post-release outcomes. 
As one prison social worker explains, this absence of follow-up prevents custodial staff from evaluating 
whether reintegration plans were implemented or whether prior assessments were accurate (interview, 
prison social worker). This lack of feedback is described as professionally discouraging and contributes 
to a cautious and limited approach to assessment.

Employment support provides a clear illustration of these challenges. Practitioners recount cases in 
which job placements were arranged through cooperation with municipal actors, yet individuals dis-
engaged from employment shortly after starting — in some instances once financial benefits became 
available (interview, prison practitioner). 
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From the perspective of NGO psychosocial practitioners, post-release engagement focuses primarily 
on emotional regulation, stress management, and everyday functioning. Improvements are described 
in terms of reduced anxiety, calmer interaction, and increased willingness to seek support. While 
these changes are considered meaningful for social stability, they are not equated with ideological 
disengagement. Participation in such support remains voluntary, creating a structural gap between 
institutional expectations of risk reduction and the limits of available assistance (interview, NGO psy-
chosocial practitioner).

Post-release reintegration in North Macedonia therefore emerges as fragmented and weakly institution-
alised. Coordination mechanisms exist but lack sustained vertical integration between custodial and 
community levels. Feedback loops remain inconsistent, and assessment of disengagement effectively 
concludes at the point of release. Beyond that point, institutional knowledge becomes partial, dependent 
on indirect observation and voluntary engagement.

Disengagement is not established as a definitive outcome at release. It is treated as a tentative and con-
text-dependent judgement, formed at the intersection of institutional constraints, partial knowledge, and 
practical decision-making requirements.

8.8. Conclusion

The North Macedonian case is distinctive because assessment takes place in a context marked by limit-
ed specialist capacity, uneven staffing, and a gap between policy ambition and operational resources. It 
shows that formal recognition of rehabilitation, reintegration, and disengagement in strategic documents 
does not automatically translate into consistent assessment practice at prison or community level. For the 
comparative argument, North Macedonia demonstrates how institutional capacity shapes what can be 
observed, documented, and transferred across the release process.

The North Macedonian case reveals a model of disengagement assessment defined less by institution-
al design than by structural constraint. While formal frameworks for prevention, rehabilitation, and 
reintegration are increasingly aligned with international standards, practitioner accounts consistently 
demonstrate that assessment in practice remains limited, fragmented, and oriented toward observable 
behaviour under conditions of restricted capacity.

Across custodial and post-release stages, disengagement is not approached as a measurable or verifi-
able outcome. It is inferred through behavioural stability, compliance, and the absence of overt indica-
tors of concern. Early interaction is marked by communicative resistance and group-based mediation, 
limiting access to individual perspectives. Behavioural adaptation emerges over time but is interpreted 
as pragmatic adjustment rather than as evidence of internal change. Indicators of progress and con-
cern remain ambiguous, context-dependent, and difficult to interpret in the absence of structured 
tools or sustained engagement.

A central feature of the North Macedonian context is the persistent gap between strategic policy ambi-
tion and operational capacity, including staffing levels, specialist support, continuity of case information, 
and post release coordination. While strategic documents promote coordinated, multi-actor approaches, 
implementation is constrained by staffing shortages, particularly the absence of psychologists, limited 
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programming, and insufficient longitudinal assessment mechanisms. Intervention remains informal and 
uneven, and assessment is shaped by what can be observed within these constraints rather than by com-
prehensive evaluative frameworks.

Cognitive positioning further reinforces the limits of assessment. Practitioner accounts highlight sta-
ble narratives of perceived injustice, rejection of the legitimacy of conviction, and broader grievance 
frameworks that persist independently of behavioural compliance. Individuals may adapt to institutional 
expectations while maintaining coherent interpretations that justify their actions or frame punishment 
as unfair. This disconnect between outward conduct and internal positioning complicates any attempt to 
equate observable change with disengagement.

Family relations and social context introduce additional layers of uncertainty. While family contact is 
often interpreted as a stabilising factor, its qualitative impact remains largely inaccessible. Reintegration 
environments are shaped by stigma, economic constraint, and limited opportunities, all of which in-
fluence post-release trajectories in ways that are difficult to anticipate during custody. These factors are 
recognised by practitioners but remain only partially integrated into assessment processes.

Post-release coordination reflects similar limitations. Although formal mechanisms for inter-agency co-
operation exist, they are applied inconsistently and lack continuity. Information transfer is incomplete, 
feedback loops are weak, and formal prison based assessment effectively concludes at the point of release. 
Beyond this stage, institutional knowledge becomes fragmented, and practitioners rely on indirect and 
often delayed signals to understand outcomes.

The release-stage model developed in this chapter illustrates how these constraints converge. Assess-
ment is structured through information gaps, limited tools, reliance on professional discretion, be-
haviour-based decision-making, and weak post-release monitoring. Together, these dimensions pro-
duce a system in which disengagement is not confirmed but provisionally inferred under conditions 
of partial knowledge.

The North Macedonian case shows how limited specialist staffing, weak continuity, and uneven post 
release coordination shape what practitioners are able to observe and document. Behavioural disen-
gagement does not necessarily correspond to ideological transformation, and internal change remains 
difficult to observe, verify, and sustain over time (Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Horgan, 2009; Silke, 2011). The 
North Macedonian case confirms this distinction in a particularly constrained setting, where institution-
al actors operate with limited resources and reduced capacity to engage beyond surface-level indicators.

The case adds an important qualification, however. It demonstrates that the limits of disengagement 
assessment are not only epistemological but also structural. Even where practitioners recognise the com-
plexity of change, their ability to assess it is shaped by institutional capacity, available tools, and the 
organisation of the system itself. Disengagement is therefore not only difficult to know but difficult to 
assess in practice.



93

Chapter 9. Cross-Country Comparative Analysis

9.1. What Counts as Disengagement across Systems

This chapter compares how disengagement from terrorism-related violence is interpreted, inferred, and 
assessed across Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia. Rather than restating 
country findings, it examines how similar empirical challenges are addressed under different institu-
tional conditions, with particular focus on assessment at or near the point of release, where partial and 
indirect indicators must be translated into consequential decisions.

Across the four systems, practitioners repeatedly distinguish observable behaviour from internal be-
lief, but they do not agree on whether ideological change is necessary for disengagement. Some prior-
itise withdrawal from violence and extremist networks, while others also require ideological rejection. 
The common challenge is assessing change through partial evidence rather than applying a single 
shared definition.

Despite this common baseline, the threshold for what counts as disengagement varies significantly across 
systems. In Albania and North Macedonia, disengagement is primarily inferred through behavioural 
adaptation and relational change within prison settings. Indicators such as cooperation, emotional stabi-
lisation, and willingness to engage are treated as tentative signs of movement away from violence, but are 
consistently interpreted as provisional and reversible.

Bosnia and Herzegovina articulates more explicit but internally inconsistent standards. Some practi-
tioners define disengagement normatively, as rejection of violent ideology and acceptance of the con-
stitutional order, while simultaneously acknowledging that such transformation is rare and difficult to 
distinguish from conformism. Others reject ideological benchmarks entirely and focus on withdrawal 
from violence and networks. These parallel interpretations coexist within the same institutional settings, 
producing assessments that are procedurally consistent but conceptually unstable.
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Kosovo presents a distinct configuration. A significant proportion of cases are managed in community 
settings, particularly among women subject to alternative measures. In this context, disengagement is 
inferred less from internal change and more from sustained non-violence under supervision, including 
compliance with reporting requirements, engagement with counselling, and stabilisation of family life. 
This shifts the meaning of disengagement toward functional reintegration rather than transformation.

Across all systems, perpetrator trajectories are understood as heterogeneous rather than linear. Prac-
titioners differentiate between individuals who show early behavioural distancing, those who remain 
ideologically rigid, and those whose positions remain ambiguous despite formal compliance. These vari-
ations are linked to pathway differences — between conflict-related travel and domestic offending, for 
example — and to experiences of disillusionment or continued network attachment.

The comparison shows that disengagement is constructed negatively, as the absence of violence and 
mobilisation, rather than positively, as the presence of ideological moderation. This is not a conceptual 
preference but a response to institutional limits on what can be observed, documented, and justified 
within decision-making processes.

Disagreement about disengagement is not marginal but central to practice. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
some practitioners explicitly question whether substantive change occurs at all, interpreting observed im-
provement as situational adaptation. In Albania and North Macedonia, scepticism is expressed through 
the distinction between emotional stabilisation and deeper change. In Kosovo, uncertainty emerges from 
limited visibility in community-based supervision. Across contexts, disengagement therefore operates 
less as a stable empirical category and more as a contested and context-dependent interpretation, shaped 
by institutional constraints, professional experience, and the limits of observable evidence.

9.2. Tools, Judgement, and the Authority to Assess

A central point of divergence across the four systems concerns not only how disengagement is assessed, 
but who is authorised to define its meaning. Assessment is not determined solely by the availability of 
tools or the quality of observation, but by the distribution of authority across institutional actors and the 
conditions under which professional judgement is exercised.

Across all four countries, no system operates a fully integrated, terrorism-specific assessment framework 
that extends coherently from custody to community supervision. Where formal tools exist, they are 
partial, unevenly applied, or embedded within broader criminal justice instruments not designed for 
violent-extremism cases. Assessment consequently relies on professional judgement to bridge the gap 
between observable behaviour and interpretive meaning.

In Albania and North Macedonia, the absence of specialised tools places primary weight on obser-
vation-led assessment. Psychologists, social workers, and prison staff document behaviour, inter-
action patterns, and participation, and then infer significance through experience and relational 
knowledge. Assessment authority in these contexts is diffuse: those who interact daily with individ-
uals contribute insight, but formal decision-making often occurs elsewhere, creating a gap between 
observation and conclusion.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina presents a more formalised structure, characterised by documentation systems, 
periodic evaluations, and multidisciplinary files. Increased formalisation does not produce greater cer-
tainty. Practitioners repeatedly emphasise that documentation captures conduct rather than motivation, 
and that formal assessment processes aggregate information without resolving underlying ambiguity. 
Authority is unevenly distributed: staff who observe behaviour longitudinally are not always central to 
final decisions, while those responsible for evaluation may rely on mediated or filtered information. Doc-
umentation expands, but interpretive confidence does not.

Kosovo introduces a different configuration, where authority is closely tied to reporting obligations 
within a multi-actor system. Probation officers, social-welfare practitioners, and institutional actors pro-
duce structured reports for courts and ministries, translating observation into administrative outputs. 
Professional judgement here is exercised within formal reporting frameworks that define what must be 
recorded. Practitioners simultaneously acknowledge that significant aspects of individuals’ lives remain 
inaccessible, particularly in community-supervision contexts shaped by gendered access and limited vis-
ibility. Authority to assess is therefore both formalised and constrained.

Across all systems, a consistent separation emerges between those who observe and those who decide. 
In Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina, practitioners describe how daily interaction produces nuanced 
understanding that is difficult to translate into standardised documentation. Subtle psychological obser-
vations, shifts in tone, or relational changes often lose specificity when incorporated into formal reports. 
In North Macedonia, limited staffing and discontinuity reduce the accumulation of longitudinal knowl-
edge, further weakening the connection between observation and assessment. In Kosovo, this separation 
is reinforced through institutional layering and, in some cases, gendered supervision structures that 
restrict direct access.

This separation has important consequences. It produces conservative assessment practices, since uncer-
tainty increases when information is filtered across institutional levels. It also allows different interpretive 
standards to coexist within the same system, as actors rely on distinct forms of knowledge ranging from 
relational familiarity to procedural compliance.

The Albanian case illustrates how, in the absence of formal tools, shared heuristics can emerge across 
institutions. Practitioners consistently distinguish between passive compliance and initiative-driven en-
gagement, treating initiative as a more meaningful indicator of potential change. This distinction appears 
across prison staff, clinicians, probation officers, and municipal actors, suggesting the development of 
informal consensus in the absence of standardised frameworks. Practitioners emphasise, however, that 
even initiative remains fragile and contingent on institutional support.

A broader pattern across all four countries is that professional judgement does not eliminate uncertainty 
but organises it. Practitioners are aware of the limits of their assessments and frequently acknowledge 
that their interpretations are provisional. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, this takes the form of explicit 
disagreement over criteria for disengagement. In Kosovo, practitioners recognise that the absence of 
negative indicators may reflect lack of access rather than reduced risk. In North Macedonia and Albania, 
judgement is shaped by accumulated experience with strategic adaptation, leading to increasingly cau-
tious interpretation of positive signals.
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These dynamics demonstrate that assessment authority is not a fixed attribute but a relational and insti-
tutional construct. It is shaped by who has access to information, how that information is processed, and 
under what conditions it is translated into formal decisions. The absence of shared benchmarks means 
that similar observations can carry different meanings depending on the institutional position of the 
observer and the purpose of the assessment.

Tools and judgement do not operate as alternatives but as interdependent elements within constrained 
systems. Where tools are limited or poorly integrated, judgement expands to fill the gap. Where tools 
are more formalised, judgement remains necessary to interpret their outputs. In both cases, authority to 
assess is inseparable from the institutional context in which knowledge is produced. Disengagement as-
sessment is therefore not simply a technical process but an exercise in institutional interpretation shaped 
by uneven authority, partial knowledge, and competing logics of evaluation.

9.3. Common Indicators and Divergent Readings

A central comparative finding is that practitioners observe largely similar behavioural patterns yet in-
terpret their meaning in fundamentally different ways. Indicators such as compliance with institution-
al rules, participation in programmes, polite interaction, and expressions of regret appear consistently 
across all systems. What diverges is not the presence of these indicators but the weight assigned to them 
and the conclusions drawn from them.

In Albania and North Macedonia, early experiences with strategic compliance have produced heightened 
scepticism toward positive behavioural indicators. Practitioners describe a learning process in which 
cooperation, politeness, and apparent openness were initially interpreted as signs of progress but later 
re-evaluated as adaptive responses to institutional incentives. Compliance is no longer treated as inher-
ently meaningful. Instead, practitioners look for patterns over time, including consistency, initiative, and 
forms of engagement that extend beyond formal requirements.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, similar scepticism is articulated more explicitly through temporal reason-
ing. Practitioners place particular emphasis on the timing of behavioural change. Early expressions of 
remorse or cooperation are treated with caution, while late-stage improvement, especially near release, 
is widely discounted as performative. The final phase of custody is described as structurally distorted, 
as behaviour becomes closely tied to anticipated benefits. Even documented improvement is interpreted 
conservatively, and positive indicators are systematically downgraded.

In Kosovo’s community supervision settings, cooperation with probation, counselling and support pro-
grammes is treated as relevant to reintegration. Practitioners nevertheless describe both the possibility 
of strategic compliance and limits on their visibility into individuals’ lives. The challenge is therefore not 
simply to choose between cooperation and deception, but to interpret observable conduct alongside the 
information that remains unavailable.

The Albanian material introduces an additional nuance: minimal participation or withdrawal from ser-
vices does not necessarily indicate persistence of risk. In community contexts, particularly among wom-
en and families, practitioners often interpret disengagement from institutions as a response to stigma, 
fear, or institutional fatigue. Families may avoid repeated exposure across agencies, withdraw children 
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from school, or limit interaction with authorities, even in the absence of ongoing security concerns. 
Observable behaviour is shaped not only by individual disposition but by the perceived safety and legit-
imacy of institutions.

Influence over others emerges as a cross-cutting indicator that illustrates divergence particularly clearly. 
In Albania and North Macedonia, informal authority within prison settings — the ability to shape group 
behaviour or mediate communication — is treated as a strong signal of continued risk, even when out-
ward conduct is calm. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, similar concerns are recognised, but their incorpo-
ration into formal assessment varies, reflecting differences in documentation practices and institutional 
priorities. In Kosovo, where many cases unfold in community settings, influence is more difficult to 
observe directly and is often inferred through family dynamics or network connections.

Additional indicators further highlight interpretive variation. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, practi-
tioners place particular emphasis on future orientation, assessing whether individuals can articulate 
realistic post-release plans. The ability to imagine and plan for life beyond custody is treated as a proxy 
for agency and readiness, while avoidance of such planning is interpreted as a limitation even when 
other indicators appear positive. Expressions of personal narrative are assessed not only for content 
but for structure, with attention to whether individuals integrate past actions into coherent accounts 
that support non-violent trajectories.

Across all four systems, and consistent with the Albanian material discussed in Chapter 5, indicators do 
not operate in isolation. Their meaning is shaped by context, timing, and accumulated experience. The 
same behaviour — cooperation or withdrawal — may be interpreted as stability, strategy, mistrust, or 
vulnerability, depending on the institutional setting and the expectations of the observer.

Scepticism toward indicators is not static but learned. Practitioners across Albania, Bosnia and Herze-
govina, and North Macedonia describe a shift in interpretation over time, driven by repeated encounters 
with adaptive or strategic behaviour. This institutional memory reshapes assessment practices, leading to 
more cautious and selective use of indicators. Identical behaviour may therefore be interpreted different-
ly depending on the experience of the practitioner and the history of the institution.

Indicators do not possess inherent meaning. They acquire significance through interpretation, which is 
shaped by institutional context, professional experience, and perceived risk. Disengagement is therefore 
not derived directly from observable behaviour but constructed through the interpretive frameworks 
applied to that behaviour.

9.4. Structural Constraints Shaping Assessment

A further comparative finding is that disengagement assessment is shaped as much by structural condi-
tions as by professional interpretation. Across all four countries, practitioners operate under constraints 
that narrow what can be observed, how long it can be observed, and how confidently it can be translated 
into assessment. These conditions do not simply complicate evaluation; they actively structure it.

One of the most consistent constraints is sentence length. In Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Mace-
donia in particular, relatively short custodial sentences compress the period available for observation, en-
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gagement, and interpretation. Practitioners repeatedly describe limited opportunities to distinguish be-
tween temporary adaptation and more sustained change. Assessment is often based on short behavioural 
windows, increasing reliance on partial indicators and weakening confidence in conclusions.

A second structural constraint concerns staff continuity and institutional memory. In Albania and North 
Macedonia, turnover of psychologists and limited specialist capacity reduce continuity across the custo-
dial trajectory. Late-stage judgements are frequently made by staff who did not observe earlier phases of 
imprisonment or lack access to the full history of interaction. This weakens longitudinal understanding 
and reinforces cautious interpretation, particularly where subtle behavioural or psychological changes 
depend on sustained observation over time.

Programme availability and depth vary across the four systems, but a common pattern emerges. Koso-
vo provides comparatively more structured vocational, educational, and supervision-linked support in 
some settings, while Bosnia and Herzegovina has more formalised documentation and review proce-
dures. Albania and North Macedonia, by contrast, show clearer gaps between formal policy design and 
actual delivery, often due to staffing shortages and lack of trained personnel. Across all systems, even 
where programmes exist, practitioners emphasise that limited depth and uneven implementation con-
strain the range of change that can be meaningfully observed. Programme participation may be docu-
mented, but its significance remains uncertain.

Information sharing is another structural barrier that cuts across all four countries. Practitioners de-
scribe incomplete files, delayed court decisions, missing intelligence, and weak transfer of prior assess-
ments between prison, probation, police, and welfare actors. This affects both prison-based evaluation 
and community supervision. Institutions are often required to assess disengagement with only partial 
knowledge of past behaviour, network position, or prior concerns. Assessment becomes not only inter-
pretive but informationally unequal, depending on who has access to what.

The Albanian case adds a particularly important dimension by showing that the credibility of assessment 
is tied to the sustainability of support. Practitioners repeatedly stress that apparent progress may erode 
not because individuals necessarily regress, but because institutional support is short-lived, fragmented, 
or externally funded. Assessment is shaped not only by perceptions of individual readiness but by doubts 
about whether the surrounding system can absorb and support that readiness over time. This blurs the 
distinction between evaluating the person and evaluating the capacity of the environment into which the 
person is released.

A further structural pressure is accountability. Across all four systems, practitioners describe the period 
near release as one in which any future incident may be retrospectively attached to their judgement. This 
creates strong incentives for conservative interpretation. Ambiguous positive signs are discounted, un-
certainty is documented rather than resolved, and confidence is rarely asserted where it cannot be fully 
justified. Assessment is shaped not only by what practitioners know but by what they may later be held 
responsible for failing to foresee.

This pressure is especially visible in Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia, where practitioners 
describe the final phase of custody as evidentially distorted. The moment of highest institutional scrutiny 
coincides with the moment of lowest interpretive confidence, because behaviour becomes saturated with 
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strategic calculation tied to release expectations. Bosnia and Herzegovina adds an additional layer to 
this pattern: not only performative improvement, but also observable regression. Practitioners describe 
inmates who had previously complied beginning to withdraw from work, reduce communication, and 
reassert rigid identities as release approaches, particularly when it becomes clear that no further benefits 
will follow. The final phase is not simply ambiguous but structurally unstable as a basis for judgement.

These structural conditions show that disengagement assessment is not simply weakened by individual 
uncertainty but organised by systemic limits. Sentence length, staff turnover, programme depth, infor-
mation flow, sustainability of support, and accountability pressures all shape what practitioners can plau-
sibly infer and what they are willing to conclude. Assessment is not only a professional act of interpreta-
tion but a structurally conditioned response to incomplete time, incomplete knowledge, and incomplete 
control. Structural constraints do not sit outside assessment as external obstacles; they define its horizon.

9.5. Gender, Pathways, and Assessment Environments

Gender and pathway differences introduce a further layer of variation into disengagement assessment 
across the four systems. The comparison shows that practitioners are not assessing a single type of perpe-
trator in a single type of environment. They assess different populations under different legal, institution-
al, and social conditions, and these differences shape both the meaning of disengagement and the forms 
of evidence available to support it.

Kosovo provides the clearest example of this variation. A large share of relevant cases, especially among 
women returnees, was managed through alternative measures and community supervision rather than 
imprisonment. In these cases, assessment took place primarily in domestic and community settings, 
where practitioners focused on trust-building, cooperation with probation, household stability, child 
welfare, and sustained engagement with counselling and support services. Disengagement was inferred 
less through prison-based observation and more through everyday functioning under supervised rein-
tegration. This produced a different assessment environment centred on social stabilisation rather than 
custodial control.

These gendered pathways also reshaped supervision itself. In Kosovo, women’s refusal to engage with 
male officers altered not only the practical organisation of supervision but the distribution of informa-
tion within institutions. Knowledge about a case depended in part on who could access the client direct-
ly. Assessment was therefore not simply gender-sensitive in a broad sense but structurally gendered in 
the most practical way, as gender determined access, visibility, and the depth of institutional knowledge.

The custodial situations described in this study differ across the three countries. Women appear less 
frequently in the Albanian custodial material. In Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia, the 
custodial cases discussed did not include female returnees. These differences limit what the prison mate-
rial can establish about women’s disengagement and reinforce the importance of distinguishing custodial 
evidence from evidence generated in community settings.

Pathway differences matter just as much as gender. Individuals released from prison are assessed within 
environments oriented toward order, discipline, and risk containment. Those under alternative mea-
sures are assessed through compliance with supervision, willingness to engage, and ability to function 
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within family and community settings. These are not merely different stages of the same process; they 
are different environments of visibility, producing different forms of evidence and different standards of 
judgement. The same term, disengagement, refers to different practical realities depending on whether 
the person is observed in prison, in probation, or in social-welfare contexts.

Pathway differences also shape expectations of change. In prison-based systems, practitioners tend to 
emphasise risk containment, influence over others, and the interpretive ambiguity of compliance. In 
community-based pathways, especially in Kosovo, practitioners place greater weight on social function-
ing, caregiving, participation in support services, and the maintenance of stable routines. Each system is 
working with a different institutional logic and a different set of observable behaviours.

The gender dimension further clarifies how adaptation can be misread as change. In North Macedonia and 
Albania, practitioners describe initial refusal to communicate with female staff, followed later by interac-
tion once practical necessity made communication unavoidable. In both contexts, this shift was interpreted 
cautiously, not as evidence of value change but as institutional adaptation. In Kosovo, by contrast, gendered 
boundaries do not function as indicators of disengagement at all; instead, they structure the terms under 
which supervision can take place. Across cases, gender shapes assessment less through fixed substantive 
differences than through the conditions of access, interaction, and interpretive possibility.

The empirical material also shows that pathway heterogeneity affects how practitioners interpret mal-
leability. Kosovan practitioners distinguish between individuals who travelled in the context of family 
dynamics and those convicted for attempted attacks or more entrenched violence-related roles. Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and North Macedonia similarly differentiate between those whose engagement appears 
situational and those whose narratives remain rigid and grievance-driven. These distinctions do not 
create a uniform typology, but they show that practitioners routinely assess not only what individuals do, 
but what sort of trajectory they seem to represent.

Gender and pathway do not merely add descriptive detail to disengagement assessment. They shape the 
assessment environment itself. They determine who can observe, what can be observed, which indica-
tors become relevant, and how much confidence practitioners place in what they see. Disengagement is 
therefore not only institutionally constructed but environmentally conditioned. It looks different because 
it is being assessed in different relational, legal, and organisational worlds.

The comparative material cautions against any assumption that disengagement can be assessed through 
uniform indicators across offender groups or institutional settings. What counts as meaningful change 
depends in part on the pathway through which the person is managed and the environment in which 
that management takes place. Gender and pathway differences do not sit at the margins of assessment; 
they are part of the structure that makes assessment possible, partial, and uneven.

9.6. Disengagement as an Institutional Construction

The comparative analysis demonstrates that disengagement is not a stable trait that institutions identify, 
but a category that institutions actively construct. Across Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and 
North Macedonia, practitioners do not encounter disengagement as something directly observable. They 
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assemble it through interpretation, inference, and documentation under conditions of limited access to 
internal processes.

This construction is not uniform. It varies across institutional settings, professional roles, and stages of 
the custodial and post-release process. In prison environments, disengagement is tied to order, compli-
ance, and the management of influence over others. In probation, it is tied to reporting, cooperation, 
and adherence to legal conditions. In social-welfare contexts, it is linked to stability, care, and the ability 
to function within family and community life. These are not different measures of the same underlying 
phenomenon. They are different institutional versions of disengagement, each shaped by the mandate 
and constraints of the observing system.

The Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia material makes this particularly clear. Practitioners 
continue to produce assessments of disengagement while openly questioning whether the phenomenon 
can be reliably identified at all. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, conflicting internal standards coexist, with 
some practitioners requiring ideological rejection and others rejecting that requirement as unrealistic. In 
North Macedonia, disengagement is reduced to observable compliance, while belief change is explicitly 
set aside as unattainable. In both cases, assessment proceeds despite acknowledged uncertainty, not be-
cause that uncertainty is resolved but because institutional decision-making requires it.

Kosovo extends this pattern by showing how disengagement is shaped through intervention. In com-
munity-based supervision, particularly among women returnees, disengagement is inferred through 
compliance, participation, and social stabilisation. Disengagement is not only interpreted but partially 
produced through institutional engagement. Even in this context, practitioners recognise that what is 
observed reflects interaction with the system as much as it reflects individual transformation.

The Albanian material further demonstrates that disengagement is contingent not only on individual 
behaviour but on institutional capacity to sustain engagement. Apparent progress may weaken or disap-
pear when support structures are fragmented or short-lived. Assessment is therefore not only about the 
individual but about whether the surrounding system can maintain the conditions under which disen-
gagement appears possible.

Across all four systems, practitioners acknowledge that they cannot access internal motivation directly. 
What they observe are behaviours, relationships, and situational adjustments. From these they construct 
interpretations shaped by prior experience, institutional culture, and perceived risk. Disengagement 
therefore exists not as a discovered fact but as an interpretive outcome produced within the limits of 
institutional knowledge.

This construction is not arbitrary. It follows recognisable patterns. Practitioners combine observable in-
dicators, assess consistency over time, compare behaviour across contexts, and situate individuals within 
broader trajectories. These practices do not eliminate uncertainty; they organise it. They produce assess-
ments that are credible enough to support decisions but not definitive enough to resolve doubt.

Within the institutions examined, disengagement becomes an assessment category through interpre-
tation, documentation and decisions made under constraint. This concerns how institutions recognise 
change, not whether individual withdrawal from violence can occur independently of assessment.
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This construction is deeply influenced by institutional purpose. Systems do not ask the same ques-
tions. Prison systems ask whether individuals can be managed safely within custody. Probation asks 
whether they can comply under supervision. Social-welfare systems ask whether they can function 
within community life. Each question generates its own version of disengagement, and none can fully 
capture the others.

The institutional recognition of disengagement depends on the context of assessment. Conduct inter-
preted as disengagement in one setting may be interpreted as adaptation, compliance or uncertainty in 
another. The study therefore concerns variation in assessment, rather than the absence of an individual 
process outside institutions.

The strongest implication of this finding is that the limits of disengagement assessment are not failures 
of method but features of the phenomenon itself. Institutions are not failing to detect disengagement 
more precisely; they are operating at the boundary of what can be known. The persistence of uncertainty, 
disagreement, and cautious interpretation across all four systems is not accidental — it is the predictable 
outcome of trying to assess internal processes through external observation.

Disengagement functions as an institutional compromise. It allows systems to translate incomplete 
knowledge into actionable judgements. It enables decisions about release, supervision, and reintegration 
to be made without requiring certainty about internal change. It does so by accepting that such certainty 
is not attainable.

9.7. Implications for Assessment at Release

The comparative analysis shows that assessment at the point of release is the moment where all limita-
tions identified across systems converge. It is the stage at which incomplete observation, fragmented 
information, institutional constraint, and interpretive uncertainty must be translated into a concrete 
decision. Across Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia, practitioners are 
required to determine readiness for release without access to definitive evidence of internal change.

Release-stage assessment is therefore not a process of confirmation but of judgement under constraint. 
Decisions are based on behavioural stability, consistency of conduct, and the absence of immediate in-
dicators of concern. These elements provide a necessary basis for evaluation yet remain insufficient for 
establishing whether change is durable, transferable beyond institutional settings, or resistant to future 
pressure.

A key implication is that assessment at release cannot be understood as a final verification of disengage-
ment. Across all four systems, practitioners treat it as a provisional conclusion shaped by available evi-
dence and bounded by uncertainty. Even where behaviour appears stable and cooperation is sustained, 
there is consistent recognition that these indicators may reflect adaptation to institutional conditions 
rather than transformation that will persist after release.

The timing of assessment further complicates this process. The period immediately prior to release is 
described across multiple contexts as particularly unstable. Behavioural improvement may be influenced 
by anticipated benefits, while withdrawal or regression may reflect the removal of incentives or anxiety 
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about reintegration. In both cases, the evidential value of observed behaviour is weakened at precisely the 
moment when decisions carry the greatest consequence.

Information limitations reinforce this uncertainty. Incomplete documentation, restricted intelligence 
sharing, and weak feedback from post-release supervision mean that assessment is conducted without 
full knowledge of past trajectories or future conditions. Practitioners therefore rely on partial records and 
indirect inference, accepting that their conclusions cannot be validated at the point of decision.

Differences across systems do not eliminate this pattern. More formalised environments, such as Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, produce more extensive documentation but do not reduce interpretive ambiguity. 
Community-based systems, such as Kosovo, allow observation in more natural settings but face limita-
tions of visibility and control. Resource-constrained systems, such as Albania and North Macedonia, 
rely more heavily on behavioural indicators due to limited capacity for deeper engagement. Across all 
configurations, the same underlying condition persists: decisions must be made without certainty.

This produces a consistent institutional response. Practitioners adopt cautious assessment strategies, 
avoid over-interpretation of positive signals, and emphasise what can be defensibly justified rather than 
what might be optimistically inferred. Assessment at release becomes oriented toward risk containment 
rather than validation of change. It is shaped not only by what practitioners believe but by what they can 
reasonably support within institutional accountability frameworks.

Responsibility for disengagement is effectively redistributed at the point of release. Once individuals 
leave custody, assessment shifts from a closed environment of observation to an open and less controlled 
context. Institutions transition from attempting to interpret internal change to managing external con-
ditions, including supervision, support, and monitoring. Disengagement is no longer something to be 
confirmed but something to be managed over time through partial and evolving information.

Release-stage assessment functions as a threshold rather than a conclusion. It marks the transition from 
institutional control to conditional autonomy, from direct observation to indirect monitoring, and from 
structured evaluation to ongoing uncertainty.



105

Chapter 10. Conclusion: Disengagement, Assessment, 
and Institutional Uncertainty at Release

This study began with a simple but demanding question: how do institutions decide that someone has 
disengaged from violent extremism at the point of release? It did not ask whether individuals have truly 
changed or whether they will reoffend. It asked something more immediate, and arguably more difficult: 
how do practitioners make decisions about change when they cannot directly observe belief, cannot ver-
ify intention, and cannot predict what comes next? The following sections address that question through 
four thematic strands: what the study found, what those findings mean for assessment, what they imply 
for policy and practice, and what they suggest for future research.

10.1. What We Found

Across Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and North Macedonia, the answer is remarkably con-
sistent. Disengagement is not something institutions discover. It is something they construct. Assess-
ment is grounded in observable behaviour, relational dynamics, and indicators of stability within insti-
tutional settings. From these elements, practitioners produce judgements that are explicitly provisional 
and bounded by the limits of available evidence.

This produces a consistent operational logic. Disengagement is defined negatively, through the absence 
of indicators associated with continued risk, rather than positively, through evidence of transformation. 
Indicators such as attempts to influence others, destabilising conduct, or persistent grievance framed as 
justification for harm carry greater interpretive weight than cooperation, programme participation, or 
expressions of remorse. Assessment at release therefore concerns how observed conduct and remaining 
uncertainty are interpreted in preparing the transition to the community.

The country chapters revealed important variation within this shared logic. Albania assesses disen-
gagement primarily through clinical and behavioural observation, in the absence of specialised tools 
and within fragmented post-release coordination. Bosnia and Herzegovina operates with the region’s 
most developed documentation framework, yet practitioners express the deepest reflexive doubt about 
whether observed change reflects genuine transformation or situational adjustment. Kosovo manages 
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a substantial share of cases through community supervision, where disengagement is shaped through 
intervention as much as observed through evaluation. North Macedonia operates within an aspirational 
policy framework constrained by significant operational limitations, particularly the absence of specialist 
clinical staff.

These differences are not deviations from a common standard but distinct institutional configurations 
producing distinct forms of disengagement. The comparative analysis demonstrates that the four systems 
converge in their epistemological position — disengagement cannot be directly verified — while diverg-
ing in how this position is operationalised. The convergence is significant: it suggests that the limits of 
disengagement assessment are not specific to any one country’s institutional weaknesses but structural 
features of the assessment problem itself.

10.2. What This Means for Assessment

Release-stage assessment makes the operational logic of disengagement explicit. It is the point at which 
accumulated observation, partial documentation, and professional interpretation must be translated into 
a decision with legal and public consequences. This decision is forward-looking, yet it is made without 
reliable means of prediction and without direct access to internal change. Assessment at release cannot 
establish the full truth of internal change. It establishes what can be justified on the basis of available 
information.

Documentation plays a central role in this process, but not as a predictive instrument. Records function 
as evidence of procedural diligence. They demonstrate that relevant indicators were identified, consid-
ered, and weighed. Their primary function is to support accountability rather than to produce certainty 
about future behaviour. Assessment is oriented toward defensibility, not verification.

Within this context, practitioner scepticism emerges as a rational and necessary feature of professional 
judgement. It reflects the structure of terrorism-related risk, where low-frequency events are associated 
with high perceived consequences. Under such conditions, unwarranted confidence carries significant 
professional and institutional risk. Practitioners respond by limiting the claims they are willing to make, 
distinguishing between observable stability and unobservable transformation, and interpreting positive 
indicators cautiously. Scepticism, in this sense, is not a barrier to assessment; it is the condition under 
which assessment remains credible.

The persistence of uncertainty is not explained by individual caution alone. It is structurally produced. 
Short custodial sentences limit the duration of observation. Fragmented institutional responsibilities 
disrupt continuity of knowledge. Information flows between prison, probation, and social services are 
incomplete. Specialist expertise and tailored programming are unevenly distributed. These constraints 
define what can be observed, how it can be interpreted, and what can be defensibly concluded. They can-
not be resolved through the refinement of tools alone.

Disengagement is assessed across different institutional environments — custodial settings, probation 
supervision, and community-based contexts. These environments generate different forms of visibility 
and different standards of interpretation. What is observable in prison differs from what is accessible in 
the community. Gender and pathway differences further shape these conditions, affecting both access 
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to individuals and the meaning attributed to their behaviour. Disengagement has no single operational 
form; it is produced through context-specific practices of observation and interpretation.

Within the settings examined, assessments of disengagement remain provisional and dependent on con-
text. They are judgements based on available evidence, not confirmation of internal transformation. At 
release, these assessments inform preparation for the transition into the community and any supervision 
or support provided under the applicable legal framework.

10.3. Implications for Policy and Practice

Three implications follow directly from these findings.

First, expectations that custodial institutions can certify disengagement are not aligned with their epis-
temic capacity. Policy frameworks and public discourse frequently treat disengagement as a measurable 
state that institutions should be able to determine through systematic evaluation. The evidence pre-
sented in this volume suggests that such expectations ask institutions to do more than assessment can 
reasonably support: disengagement is not a state that can be measured but a judgement that institutions 
construct under uncertainty. Requiring definitive judgements at the point of release risks encouraging 
overinterpretation of weak indicators, reliance on symbolic markers of change, or defensive documenta-
tion that obscures rather than communicates the limits of professional knowledge. A more realistic poli-
cy framing would recognise release-stage assessment as a judgement about acceptable risk rather than as 
confirmation of transformation, and would design institutional accountability accordingly.

Second, improving assessment is less dependent on the development of new tools than on strengthen-
ing continuity across institutional contexts. The cross-country evidence demonstrates that even where 
formal frameworks are well developed — most clearly in Bosnia and Herzegovina — interpretive con-
fidence does not increase in proportion to documentation. The bottlenecks lie elsewhere: in the limited 
transfer of information between custody and probation; in the absence of specialist clinical staff who can 
sustain longitudinal engagement; in fragmented post-release coordination; and in the structural sepa-
ration between those who observe and those who decide. Investments in inter-institutional information 
transfer, in retaining and developing specialist prison psychologists, and in sustained post-release case 
management are likely to produce greater improvements in assessment quality than the introduction of 
additional structured instruments.

Third, post-release supervision should be designed on the premise that uncertainty persists and that dis-
engagement at release represents a conditional judgement rather than a stable outcome. This implies that 
supervision frameworks should be calibrated to enable revision of earlier assessments rather than treat-
ing release-phase documentation as a final determination. Practical measures include feedback loops 
from probation back to custodial assessment teams, longitudinal case-tracking arrangements that extend 
across the custody–community boundary, and clearer protocols for re-assessment when post-release be-
haviour generates new information. Sustainability of community-level support — psychosocial services, 
employment assistance, family-level interventions — emerges from the Albanian and Kosovan evidence 
as a critical condition for stabilising disengagement after release, and warrants direct investment as part 
of the assessment infrastructure rather than as a separate reintegration agenda.



108

Several cross-cutting practical recommendations also emerge from the country chapters. Training in 
religious literacy for prison staff who interact with terrorism-related cases is recurrent across all four 
jurisdictions and could be addressed through regional cooperation. Harmonisation of pre-release doc-
umentation across the Western Balkans would improve information transfer in cases of transnational 
mobility. Gender-sensitive assessment frameworks — particularly important in Kosovo but underdevel-
oped in the other three cases — should draw on the operational experience already accumulated within 
Kosovan probation services. Finally, the post-release support gap identified in all four countries indicates 
that reintegration is not adequately treated as an extension of the assessment process; it remains poorly 
resourced and weakly connected to custodial decision-making.

10.4. Implications for Research

The findings indicate the need for a substantial shift in how disengagement is researched. The dominant 
scholarly tradition has framed disengagement as an individual psychological or behavioural outcome to 
be measured, predicted, and evaluated. The evidence from this study suggests that this framing captures 
only part of the phenomenon. Disengagement is also — and arguably primarily, within criminal justice 
systems — an institutional construction. Understanding how institutions manage uncertainty is there-
fore central to understanding disengagement itself.

Four research priorities follow from this reframing.

The first is comparative ethnographic work on assessment practice. The present study has drawn exten-
sively on practitioner interviews and institutional documentation, but it has been bounded by the meth-
odological choice of cross-sectional design. Longitudinal ethnographic engagement with assessment 
teams over the duration of multiple cases would substantially deepen understanding of how interpretive 
judgements are formed, contested, and revised in practice. Such work would also illuminate how insti-
tutional memory accumulates and how earlier cases shape interpretive frameworks applied to later ones.

The second is longitudinal study of post-release trajectories. The most significant gap in the existing 
evidence base is the limited follow-up between custodial assessment and post-release outcomes. Practi-
tioners across all four cases identified this gap as a source of professional discouragement and a structural 
limit on the ability to refine assessment over time. Research designs that track cases across the custody–
community boundary, with the cooperation of probation services and reintegration support providers, 
would address both the empirical gap and the institutional one.

The third is the systematic comparative study of structured judgement frameworks in extremism-related 
cases. The international literature on instruments such as the VERA-2R and the ERG22+ has focused 
primarily on validation studies and design considerations. Less attention has been paid to how these 
instruments are actually used within institutional environments, including how their outputs are inter-
preted, contested, and translated into decisions. The present study suggests that the interpretive layer of 
structured-judgement frameworks deserves the same analytical attention as their technical design.

The fourth is the comparative analysis of how policy frameworks construct expectations of disengage-
ment. The gap between policy ambition and operational reality identified in North Macedonia is not 
unique to that case; it is, in different forms, a feature of all four jurisdictions and of broader European 
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policy frameworks. Research that examines how disengagement is articulated in legal instruments, stra-
tegic documents, and inter-institutional protocols — and how those articulations interact with the reali-
ties of assessment practice — would contribute both to the scholarly understanding of disengagement as 
an institutional category and to more realistic policy design.

Beyond these specific priorities, the study points to a broader conceptual question: how do criminal jus-
tice systems make decisions under conditions of structural uncertainty? Terrorism-related cases are an 
extreme instance of a more general problem. The mechanisms documented here — negative inference, 
defensible documentation, cautious interpretation, redistributed responsibility — are likely to have ana-
logues in other domains where institutional decisions must be made without verifiable evidence of inter-
nal change. The disengagement literature has much to learn from, and to contribute to, broader scholar-
ship on risk assessment, criminal justice decision-making, and the sociology of institutional knowledge.

Disengagement functions as a mechanism for organising uncertainty within systems that are required to 
act without complete knowledge. It allows institutions to translate partial evidence into decisions that are 
legally defensible and operationally necessary. It does not eliminate uncertainty, nor does it resolve it. It 
renders it manageable. Disengagement at release is therefore not a statement about who an individual has 
become. It is a judgement about what can be reasonably concluded, and what level of uncertainty can be 
accepted, at a given institutional moment. This is not a limitation of practice that can be fully overcome; 
it is the condition under which assessment operates.

Taken together, these findings point to a broader conclusion. Institutions cannot be expected to certify 
inner transformation. They can, however, be supported to make more careful, better documented, and 
more transparent assessments of change, risk, and release readiness. Disengagement assessment should 
therefore be understood not as a claim of certainty, but as a structured and accountable judgement based 
on partial evidence, professional interpretation, and continuing reassessment after release.
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