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A Qualitative Expert Interview Approach towards Understanding
Religious Extremism among Malaysian Youth

Abstract
Religious extremism among Muslim youth is an emergent challenge and a variety of factors contribute
towards its rise. However, few studies have explored this phenomenon in predominantly Muslim countries.
Using expert interview approach, this study explored factors that provoke Malaysian youth into joining
religious extremist groups and discussed findings from a social-ecological theory perspective. Inductive
thematic analysis guided by socio-ecological theory was employed to analyze the data. Factors identified were
Islamic Ideology-choice & Interpretation, Ummah and Practicality, and Charismatic leadership. The
investigation through the social-ecological lens suggests that these causes mainly interacted at the macro-
ecological and community-levels to influence the behaviour of Malaysian youths.
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Religious extremism among Muslim youth is an emergent challenge and a 

variety of factors contribute towards its rise. However, few studies have 

explored this phenomenon in predominantly Muslim countries. Using expert 

interview approach, this study explored factors that provoke Malaysian youth 

into joining religious extremist groups and discussed findings from a social-

ecological theory perspective. Inductive thematic analysis guided by socio-

ecological theory was employed to analyze the data. Factors identified were 

Islamic Ideology-choice & Interpretation, Ummah and Practicality, and 

Charismatic leadership. The investigation through the social-ecological lens 

suggests that these causes mainly interacted at the macro-ecological and 

community-levels to influence the behaviour of Malaysian youths. Keywords: 

Violence, Religion, Positive Youth Development, Adolescent, Qualitative 

Methods, Expert Interview 

  

 

Positive psycho-social development and wellbeing of youth are central to prosperous 

nation building. Transforming a nation’s social, political, and economic environments can 

significantly affect the direction and quality of youth development. Failing to manage issues 

and challenges surrounding youth may result in detrimental outcomes for a nation. 

Traditionally, nations have struggled with challenges such as substance abuse (Zapolski, 

Fisher, Banks, Hensel, & Barnes-Najor, 2017), delinquency (Zhang, Zhao, Ren, & Zhao, 

2017), absenteeism from classes (Dahl, 2016), dropout from education (Archambault, Janosz, 

Dupéré, Brault, & Andrew, 2017), violence (Dahlberg & Potter, 2001), and mental health 

issues (Kessing & Ravn, 2017). However, violent Islamic religious extremism among youth 

has become a bigger challenge. 

 Kruglanski, Jasko, Chernikova, Dugas, and Webber, (2017) define extremism as 

deviance from usual behavioural norms of the society and violent extremism as the act of 

violence due to intolerance toward others’ beliefs that are perceived to contradict with one’s 

belief. Thus, religious extremism uses religion as a core motivation in carrying out violent 

acts such as bombing, shooting, and killing. The past decades have been peppered by tragic 

violent incidents that were religiously motivated. For example, the twin tower attacks in the 

United States on September 11, 2001, the train bombings in Madrid, Spain on March 11, 

2004, and the attack on satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in Paris in October 9, 2015 were all 

religiously motivated violent acts. Recently, this pattern has moved from the fringe to the 

mainstream and a majority of such acts are perpetrated by young individuals. For example, 

approximately 4,500 young westerners, including females have joined Islamic militant groups 

(Bergen, Schuster, & Sterman, 2015). Furthermore, the evidence has established that youth, 

especially between the age of 15 and 25 are most likely to be involved in violent crimes 

(Budd, Sharp, & Mayhew, 2005; Farrington, 2003). 

Malaysia is not an exception to this phenomenon and has witnessed several home-

grown terror groups such as Tandzim Al Qaeda Malaysia in 2013, Arakan Daulah Islamiyah 
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in 2014, and Daulah Islamiyah Malaysia in 2015, which were all found to have established 

links with Daesh (the Islamic State/ISIS; Samuel, 2016). In August 2014, 19 suspected 

militants were arrested who later admitted to have been acting under the influence of Islamic 

State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and planned terrorist attacks that targeted pubs, discos and a 

Carlsberg brewery in Kuala Lumpur area (Ramakrishna, 2017). In April 2015, Malaysian 

police investigated 70 military personnel who were suspected to be involved with ISIS and in 

August 2015, police arrested 121 Malaysians who were linked to ISIS (Chew, 2015). These 

reports indicate that participation of youth in religious extremism has now become a pressing 

issue in Malaysia as well as around the world which not only undermines progress, peace, 

and prosperity but also affects international human rights, security, sustainable development 

and peace around the world. 

According to the Institute for Youth Research Malaysia (IYRES), psychological and 

personal factors responsible for such behaviours include low self-worth, distance from 

parents and peers, narcissism, distorted cognitive reasoning, high-level aggression, 

misinterpretation of religion, impulsive-sensation seeking, emotional sensitivity, and desire 

for change (Murad, 2017). The extensive work conducted under anti-radicalisation counter 

terror movement around the world suggests a variety of psychosocial, cognitive and 

emotional factors, such as socioeconomic status (SES) (Cheung, 2014; Piazza, 2011), social 

alienation (Yusoufzai & Emmerling, 2017), marginalisation (Williams, Bernard, & Jeffers, 

2017), unequal political representation (Lombardi, Ragab, & Chin, 2014; Silke, 2008), and 

cultural misfit/social integration (Boukhars, 2009; Davis, 2016) as an explanation for 

religious extremism around the world.  

Malaysia, a Muslim majority country, provides its citizens with reasonably good 

economic, political, and educational benefits along with political and social rights (The 

National Department for Culture and Arts, 2018). Therefore, issues such as social alienation, 

marginalisation, and lack of political representation, cannot possibly explain the motives for 

its youth to participate in religious extremism. The recent phenomenon of religious 

extremism among predominately Muslim majority countries like Malaysia and Indonesia has 

led to a renewed interest among researchers in understanding the factors and mechanism that 

impact youth to join the extremist groups (Weintraub, 2017). Although extensive research has 

been carried out on Islamic extremism, few studies have focused on Malaysian youth and 

their participation in religious extremism. Hence, the present study aims (1) to uncover the 

factors that provoke Malaysian youth into joining religious extremist groups and (2) discuss 

those findings from a social-ecological perspective. 

 

The Ecology and Determinants of Religious Extremism 

 

Based upon the definition of youth as defined by the World Health Organisation, we 

define “youth” as individuals who are between the ages of 15 and 24. To understand the 

developmental processes of children into adults and their behavioural outcomes, the 

ecological perspective (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) highlights 

the significance of the mutual interaction of the individuals with their environment (Christens 

& Peterson, 2012). The environment represents social context into layers such as the 

microsystem (i.e., parents, family, peers), the mesosystem (i.e., interaction and relationship 

among microsystem agents, such as parent- to-peer), the exosystem (i.e., broader social 

contexts, like community and neighbourhoods), and the macrosystem (i.e., societal 

modelling, media influence). These layers are nested into each other while the individual is 

placed at the centre. The framework explains that individuals’ development is not only 

shaped by personal attributes (personality types), immediate environments or factors that 

have direct influence (parents, family, SES), but also shaped by their interaction with larger 
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community networks and changes in the larger environment. The interaction among these 

elements may have favourable or unfavourable influences over individuals’ development. For 

example, parents/immediate family (Sullivan, Kung, & Farrell, 2004), peers (Brauer & 

Coster, 2015), schools (Jenkins, 1997), and community/neighbourhood (Chen, Voisin, & 

Jacobson, 2016), all have significant effect on delinquency and other forms of deviant 

behaviours among youth.  

Religious extremism is one such deviant behaviour that incites violence among 

individuals. At the micro level, parents and family influence has been seen as a potential 

catalyst for young ones to develop propensity towards religious extremism. New America, a 

nonpartisan think-tank, reports that more than a quarter of western youth fighters have 

familial ties to Jihad (Burke, 2016). Furthermore, explanations for individual and 

psychological factors are abundant as a determinant of violent extremism. For example, 

individuals with distress, depression, or psychological disorder are vulnerable and more 

likely to participate in such events (Akhtar, 1999; Borum, 2007). 

Even though the link between religion and crime is ambiguous, the role of religious 

ideology as process-oriented explanation is significantly highlighted as a precursor to 

religious extremism. It is understood that the religious belief of afterlife shields extremist’s 

fear of death (Bunzel, 2016; Gunaratna, 2015; Topalli, Brezina, & Bernhardt, 2013). In 

contrast, it is also argued that religion and spirituality may function as a preventive 

mechanism in curbing violent or criminal behaviors among individuals (Benson, 2004; 

Khosrokhavar, 2013). 

At a macro level, some theorists have argued that youth who are economically 

deprived or who underperform academically are more likely to be influenced by violent 

extremism (Cheung, 2014; Piazza, 2011; Zaidise, Canetti-Nisim, & Pedahzur, 2007). 

However, an investigation on support for terrorism in the West Bank found a positive 

relationship between support for terrorism and income and educational level among both 

Israeli and Palestinian youth (Krueger & Malečková, 2003). Another factor identified at the 

macro level is marginalization in terms of disadvantages for employment, educational 

opportunities, and political representation. For example, Silke (2008) stated that Muslims in 

the UK comprised 3 percent of the total population, but only 0.3 percent are the members of 

parliament and 36 percent of all Muslim population had no qualifications in the UK. Such 

instances apparently leave the youth with socially frustrating experiences and render them 

vulnerable to deviant or violent behavior to fight for social or political justice (Pedersen, 

Vestel, & Bakken, 2017). Furthermore, poor integration of the youth with the mainstream 

culture is seen as another potential determinant of religious extremism (Boukhars, 2009; 

Davis, 2016) wherein the inability to identify with the mainstream culture, lifestyles, and 

beliefs lead them towards identity crisis and loss of sense of belonging.  

The ecological perspective can facilitate examination of forces and their functionality 

in determining the pull factors that provoke Malaysian youth into joining religious based 

extremist groups. The social-ecological framework has been applied to study child 

development, bullying and violent behaviour among adolescent (e.g., Espelage, 2014), 

however, its application in investigating religious terrorism is limited. 

 

Expert Interview as a Tool for Terrorism Research 

 

The studies on terrorism and related issues have been marked by several 

methodological and conceptual inadequacies that have affected the development of this field 

(Schuurman & Eijkman, 2013). For example, Silke (2008) in a systematic literature review 

covering studies published between 1971 and 2003 highlighted that most studies derived data 

from newspapers or magazine articles, or electronic media-based sources. As a result, the 
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findings from these studies become dubious as they may involve factual inaccuracies 

(Quiggin, 2013), editorial bias (Franzosi, 1987), or underreporting of the events (Schmid & 

Bowie, 2011). However, given the sensitive nature of this area, researchers have continued to 

rely upon secondary sources to obtain information (Jore, Utland, & Vatnamo, 2018; Kassin, 

Redlich, Alceste, & Luke, 2018) while alternative methods for empirical validation of these 

data are continually summoned (Aly & Striegher, 2012; Desmarais, Simons-Rudolph, Brugh, 

Schilling, & Hoggan, 2017; Schuurman, 2018). Therefore, the present study used the expert 

interview as a research design aiming to gather rich data that would contribute towards a 

better understanding of the area of investigation. 

 

Method 

 

Expert Interview 

 

Expert interview as a qualitative empirical research method is widely used in social 

sciences to explore expert knowledge whereby the “participant is attributed as expert by 

virtue of his role as informant” (Walter, 1994, p. 271). While recruiting the participants, it is 

important to ensure that they do not just share information but also contribute with their 

expert opinion (Meuser & Nagel, 2009). To achieve rich data, we opted to conduct in-depth 

expert interviews using purposive sampling. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007) describe 

interviews to be an effective method in obtaining a construction of meaning in natural 

settings.  

The experts for this study possess exclusive knowledge in the field which is not 

accessible to others (Bogner, Littig, & Menz, 2009). Expert interviews are more efficient and 

exploratory in nature as they can facilitate in gathering inside information in a more credible 

way and provide an opportunity to access additional interviewees, offering an easy point of 

entry to the field of research (Bogner, Littig, & Menz, 2009). 

 

Participants  

 

Participants were selected based upon their closeness to the subject or experience of 

working with the issue of religious extremism. Three national security advisors (labeled as 

NS1, NS2, NS3), two communications & media experts (labeled as CM4, CM5), two 

political science experts (labeled as PS6, PS7), and three terrorism experts (labeled as TE8, 

TE9, TE10) were recruited for in-depth interviews. Their work experienced ranged between 

13 to 36 years. The national security advisors and terrorism experts were experienced in 

operations against Jihadi operatives in Syria and Iraq. A few of them were a part of 

correctional units (to those who were not convicted) and de-radicalization program (to those 

who were convicted and serving terms) in the country. However, the political scientist and 

media expert did not have direct experiences with extremists, but were indirectly involved 

through their research, consultation, teaching, and volunteering in areas such as designing 

counseling programs for vulnerable youth and scrutinizing published reading material on 

contentious issues, before it went for sale. Overall, each expert had at least 13 or more years 

of experience with youth, religious extremism, and violence in Malaysia. Additionally, they 

have been holding important positions at university, associations and non-governmental 

bodies. 

 

Procedure of Data Collection 
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Expert interviews were conducted in 2016 and 2017 in Singapore and Malaysia. In 

Malaysia, most interviews took place in the city of Kuala Lumpur and Penang. Singapore is a 

center for regional security with several organizations focusing on issues such as religious 

extremism and terrorism of other kinds.  

 An interview protocol was developed based on relevant literature and was provided 

to participants prior to the interviews. The protocol had four main sections: (1) participants 

background and work experiences, (2) views toward ISIS/Daesh, (3) sharing of description of 

the cases, anecdotes and experiences of youth involved in extremism (e.g., why do you think 

it happened? and what factors must have triggered it?) 4) opinions on persuasive elements of 

ISIS/Daesh that entice Malaysian youth towards extremism. Different probing questions were 

asked to elicit rich information.  

The interviews were conducted by two members of the research team and were 

conducted in either English or Bahasa Melayu. All interviews were recorded and transcribed 

in English. The interviews lasted between 60 – 120 minutes. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Each interview transcript was read by the researchers several times to ensure the 

accuracy of the data. 

Inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to analyze the interview 

data. Coding was conducted in three phases. In the first phase, initial line-by-line coding was 

carried out on the interview transcripts individually by the members of the research team and 

a long list of codes was generated. At this stage, the members of the team met regularly to 

compare codes and resolve discrepancies, if any. In the second phase, the members of the 

team collated codes as persuasive elements (non-theory based) such as religious justification, 

group identification, inspiration, and heroism and factors as proximal and distal factors 

(ecological theory based) such as mass media (exo level), dominant ideology, global identity 

(macro level), and community practices (micro level), and again came together to compare 

the codes and categories. In the final phase, the members collaboratively generated a thematic 

map for persuasive elements (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and defined and named the themes. The 

results were organised into three main themes that represented persuasive elements which 

may have accounted for Malaysian youth into joining extremist groups. Later, each theme 

was discussed using proximal and distal factors of ecological theory. Throughout the 

analysis, constant comparison between researchers, across interview transcripts and within 

one transcript, was used to link codes and collate under relevant themes (Corbin & Strauss, 

1990).  

 

Researcher Role  

 

The four researchers involved in the study come from different backgrounds. One is 

an expert in studying communication pattern, especially in understanding terrorism-related 

behaviors. The other is a researcher in politics and international relations. He is interested in 

analysing political perspective of terrorism at the local and global level. The other two 

researchers come from an educational psychology background and have experience in 

analysing factors affecting adolescent development. We believe that these backgrounds are 

relevant and rich in their multiplicity to the area of inquiry.  

 

Rigor and Trustworthiness 
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A qualitative study can be validated through three criteria, which is credibility, 

auditability, and fittingness (Chiovitti & Piran, 2003). Credibility refers to how congruent the 

description of phenomenon or findings are with reality (Chiovitti & Piran, 2003). In this 

study, data were collected by expert interviews. The knowledge production in an expert 

interview is not created from society or societal practice as a social construction; it is 

constructed through the interaction with the expert networks and knowledge bodies. After the 

interviews were transcribed, member checks were carried out whereby the researchers sought 

to clarify any discrepancy regarding the interviews by contacting the respondents in person, 

through text messages or phone calls. This helped in establishing the credibility of the study. 

Furthermore, during the coding process, the researchers read and reread the raw transcripts to 

maintain an accurate understanding. The audibility refers to the ability of another researcher 

to replicate the original study (Chiovitti & Piran, 2003). The methodology, data collection 

process, and data analysis is done rigorously and reported cohesively with the expert 

information and interview protocol details to facilitate other researchers to replicate the study. 

Fittingness refer to the “probability that the research findings have meanings to others in 

similar situations” (Chiovitti & Piran, 2003, p. 433). Fittingness ensures that the methodology 

was carefully demonstrated; the results were presented and discussed in detail to enable 

future researchers to evaluate and use them in their studies. 

 

Ethical Statement 

 

Mertens (1998) suggests that ethical issues are “an integral part of the research 

planning, and implementation process, not viewed as an afterthought or a burden” (p. 23). 

Immediately after getting the approval to conduct this study from the institution providing 

financial assistance to conduct this study, the researchers sought appointments from the 

respondents and gave sufficient time to them to respond to our questions. Since our local 

context did not require obtaining third party approval, the researchers took unto themselves to 

ensure that a high level of ethical practices was followed. The respondents were assured 

anonymity, safety, and confidentiality. Pseudonyms were used during the transcribing and 

manuscript writing process to ensure confidentiality. The respondents were also assured that 

they could withdraw from this study at any point of time without giving any reasons. 

 

Findings 

 

Three main themes were identified that may account for Malaysian youth joining 

religious extremist groups. In the discussion section, we discuss the role of each ecological 

domain (micro, exo, and macro) which contributed towards the development of those factors.  

 

Islamic Ideology – Misinterpretation  

 

The first theme of the findings explains “Islamic ideology” and issues surrounding its 

interpretation as one of the reasons for Malaysian youth joining religious extremist groups. 

The data suggest that the prevalence of misinterpreted ideology was perceived as a major 

threat that persuaded the youth into extremism.  

For example, T10 said, “Islamic ideologies such as Salafism or Wahhabism have 

many divisions and not all incite hatred and encourage violent behavior among its followers. 

It is the interpretation that one adopts decides the direction of that ideology.”  

The prevalence of misinterpreted ideology was perceived as a major threat and needed 

to be managed. PS6 remarked that “This ideology cuts across the nation. Actually, it goes 
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beyond nation, that’s why we have to educate our fellow Muslims on its correct 

interpretation.” Similarly, NS3 stated that- 

 

Any ideology that comes to Muslims in Malaysia has to be managed and 

guided by the learned people to prevent misguidance. Knowledge has different 

levels. If the knowledge, I mean the ideology, is interpreted wrongly it can be 

dangerous for the minds of Muslim youth.  

 

PS7 shares a longitudinal perspective on Islam and cautions against ideology development -  

 

Our local scholars since the 14th century had been careful in propagating 

Islam to Malay Archipelago populations. Some ideologies needed to be 

understood clearly before embracing it. These ideologies have a different 

cultural context. We are from a different culture. We cannot follow any 

ideology blindly. Knowledge can facilitate us to be more vigilant to dangerous 

ideology.  

 

The acute worry was evident throughout the data on the prevalence of Islamic ideologies that 

can be manipulated and used against the youth in Malaysian society. This is evident in 

Ammar and Xu's (2018) work which found that radical clerics who are the followers of Salafi 

ideology have provided interpretation of Sharia law in such a way that it justifies the use of 

violence for religious causes. The experts warned against the misinterpretation of those 

ideologies that were foreign to local Malay context since the extremist groups have taken this 

opportunity to use these interpretations to support their cause. The Islamic ideologies are 

often presented to youth in the backdrop of national and international issues surrounding 

Muslim communities to stir emotions and justify violence by using ideological support. For 

example, Simon (2008) proposed that the Wall Street bombing in 1920 by Galleanist terrorist 

had also optimized public support and sympathy for its ideology. He also compared 

Galleanists to Al-Qaeda and other religious extremist groups for their ability to recruit new 

members using their ideology.  

 

Ummah and Practicality 

 

The second theme of the findings reveals the concept of “Ummah and practicality” as 

another explanation of Malaysian youth’s involvement in religious extremism. 

 “Ummah” is an Arabic word that refers to “nation” or “community.” However, a 

nation in terms of Ummah is hardly a political concept; it mainly refers to a community that 

adheres to the same religious rules (the Sharia; Maliepaard & Verkuyten, 2017). This finding 

suggests that the feeling of brotherhood and religious obligation to support and unite with 

Ummah prompted the Malaysian youth to abandon their privileges and join the extremist 

group. CM5 explains that- 

 

Malaysia is a country with Muslims as a majority and enjoys political, social 

and economic opportunity in the country. Thus, the feeling of empathy 

towards other Muslims who are marginalized in other parts of the world is 

high especially in cases of Rohingya and Palestine. The feeling of wanted to 

help has driven certain quarters of Muslims in Malaysia to join the extremist 

group. 
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Furthermore, compounded by this fact of Ummah, the Islamic extremists offered a realistic 

concept in terms of a geographical Islamic State which was missing in recent Islamic history. 

The Islamic extremist groups’ ability to offer a physical territory to live and thrive for 

Muslims has functioned as a significant pull factor for Muslim youth for joining extremist 

groups. For example, PS7 stated that 

 

ISIS is the terrorist movement with the territory in cities in Iraq and Syria. 

They are promising a place for all the supporters to come together, live and 

support the cause. And due to this phenomena, the IS leaders are able to 

convince Muslims that the state is real and they can offer civil life. 

 

The concept of Ummah in Islam is similar to the Jewish concept of Promised Land. 

Theoretically, all Muslims, irrespective of their country of origin are bonded together by their 

religion. Therefore, the feeling of close association experienced as part of Ummah and the 

likelihood of establishment of this Ummah in practical sense functioned as a major persuasive 

element among Malaysian Muslim youth to join these extremist groups. 

The idea of a physical state for Ummah, wherein individuals belonging to a uniform 

ideology can come together to live and rule has come across as a very substantial and 

persuasive proposition among the youth to participate in religious extremism. The evidence 

from these findings corroborates with Maliepaard and Verkuyten (2017) who studied Muslim 

immigrants in Netherland and Germany on national dis-identification and minority identity 

and found that the respondents identified themselves closer to Muslim identity and less to the 

nations’. In this connection, Cesari (2018) argued that political Islam is a multifaceted 

religious nationalism. The concept of Ummah is defined as across national boundaries. She 

further noted that in global political Islam, especially in the context of extremism, Ummah is 

defined as “transnational imagined community” (p. 9) and has a great potential to provoke 

people to fight for it.  

 

Charismatic Leadership  

 

The third theme of the findings revealed the power of charismatic leadership as one of 

the reasons for Malaysian youth joining religious extremist groups. 

According to the data, it appears that the charismatic power of the leaders functioned 

effectively in recruiting followers and gaining sympathizers because the elements of their 

leadership had religious as well as psychological associations. They dwelled on the idea of 

heroism and atonement to influence the followers through appropriate communication 

channels, As NS3 remarked, 

 

It is about the credibility and charisma of leaders in the extremist organisation 

that has helped them elevate themselves to a position where people can trust 

them blindly. They have established that they are fighting for a cause. They 

propose themselves as credible sources and inspiration to others and have 

established their positions as powerful leaders. 

 

He further added that “the leaders are portrayed as humble yet strong personalities who can 

be trusted in protecting Islam in war-torn countries such as Syria and Iraq.” The essence of 

their charisma was convincing. The idea of heroism was consistently used to inspire 

individuals. As NS2 stated - 
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Heroism is a positive appeal that ISIS has addressed and managed to cultivate 

interest among youths and others in Malaysia. It is appealing to see how this 

concept is optimized positively with the reward strategy. It is indicated that if 

we are following the path (i.e., heroism path), we will be granted paradise. 

 

They used the power of media to its maximum, as NS3 noted, “The leaders of the extremist 

organisations know that social media is an effective platform to attract followers and 

sympathizers. Their target to different groups of youth was strategically planned. 

Overall, the data suggest that these leaders were apt in spreading charisma and 

influence of their leadership by choosing an appropriate channel to get across their message 

to the youth. The charisma of Islamic leaders thrived on the idea of religious atonement and 

heroism to inspire and able to exert power on the followers. These leaders, in their 

communication, have consistently used the concept of heroism among the youth to motivate 

them into joining their organisation. They were able to persuade the youth into thinking that 

their heroism will be celebrated as a consequence of their striving for a religious cause. The 

idea of power and being celebrated as a hero in a religious community as conveyed by the 

leaders was found to be very attractive for some of the perpetrators who decided to act along 

these lines. Their leadership also demonstrated spiritual appeal such as if the youth joined the 

movement, they would be rewarded in Jannah (paradise). Al-Qaeda leader, Osama bin Laden 

and his close associates used emotional appeal to persuade Muslims to support their 

oppressed brethren in different parts of the world. Their efforts have impacted many Muslims 

from around the world and managed to influence their followers and sympathizers by 

claiming their power to be real (Mohammadov & Ashrafi, 2017).  

 

Discussion from Ecological Theory Perspective 

 

“Islamic Ideology-Choice and Interpretation,” “Ummah and Practicality,” and 

“Charismatic Leadership” were the three major factors that emerged as an explanation of 

Malaysian youth’s involvement in religious extremism. Our analysis of these findings from 

ecological perspectives suggests that the factors mainly emanate from exosystem and 

macrosystem and permeate to microsystem where the identity development of these youth is 

situated.  

Ideologies such as Wahhabism and Salafism may not be inherently aggressive or 

violent within itself, and hence may not directly contribute to the extremist behavior 

(Dzhekova et al., 2016). However, their interpretation may interact with other personal or 

environmental factors such as family environment, peers, educational institutions or social 

settings, and economic and political conditions to determine individuals’ behavior. For 

example, this may determine how these Muslims see jihad (striving to uphold Islamic belief 

and practices) as part of their call to practice Islam. Analysis of this theme at macro level 

influence suggests that the recent trend of the penetration of extremist ideology of Islam in 

Malaysian society is attributed to the influence of mass media, social media, and mass 

communication. As CM5 stated that- 

 

The leader of the highest authority of ISIS has used social media (FB, Twitter, 

and other related channels) intensively to persuade potential followers and 

sympathizers. The leaders realized that it is one of the effective channels in 

spreading their beliefs. They have people who could create a message with 

impact. They have invested a lot in designing effective media propagation. 
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Muslim countries like Saudi Arabia and Egypt serve as a societal model for several Muslims 

around the world for interpretation and context. At the macro level analysis of the factors that 

influenced Malaysian youth towards religious terrorism, the influence of these countries was 

apparent. 

At Exo level, which refers to the influence of broader social contexts, it was evident 

that youths in Malaysian society were compelled to conform to the larger group ideology in 

order to achieve group cohesiveness and experience connectedness. As the data suggests, 

following other forms of moderate ideologies created a social divide among them. 

Furthermore, at the micro level, the families experience a social compulsion of associating 

themselves towards ideologies that are popular among significant members of the society. As 

TE8 said, “It gives them belongingness and identity as well as pass them off as sincere 

Muslims who are ready to follow a stricter form of Islam.” T9 narrated an incident - 

 

The young son of a man who went to Syria to fight was happy to know that his 

father was doing a good cause. While the authority identified that the father 

was influenced by an extremist group, the family clearly believed that he has 

gone to do his duties. Sadly, the father died in Syria.  

 

The second theme of “Ummah and Practicality” indicates connectedness of the Muslim youth 

of Malaysia with the rest of the youth in the Muslim world. The youth in Malaysia identify 

with the cause of other vulnerable Muslims and feel, as a part of their religious duty, to make 

an effort for their wellbeing (Maliepaard & Verkuyten, 2017). This perceived sacred mission 

lends unquestionable connectivity among Muslim youth to establish social and political 

equity for each other. Therefore, Malaysian youth, despite economic, political and social 

accomplishments seek to stand up for the cause of troubled Muslim youth elsewhere. An 

investigation from an ecological perspective suggests that personal identity formation of 

Malaysian Muslim youth at the micro level is hugely impacted by the larger global identity 

(Ummah/Islamic community) which is situated at a macro level. This reiterates our 

proposition that factors mainly emanate from macrosystem and exosystem and permeate to 

microsystem.  

Furthermore, the concept of Ummah (Islamic community) which emanates from 

religious and historical beliefs (Hassan, 2011; Nasr, 2003) and call to join in and support their 

cause is mainly propagated through media and community gathering. For example, CM5 said 

that “The media continuously reports killing and mistreatment of Palestinian in Gaza which 

reminds Muslims to their duty.” Additionally, P7 remarked that “charity banners, donation 

demands for Palestinians and Rohingyas at most streets and malls are a constant reminder to 

the community that we owe to our Ummah (Islamic community).” Therefore, the elements at 

exo level have significantly contributed into bringing awareness of this issue and influenced 

thoughts and behaviors of the youth in Malaysia. In addition, at the micro level, these 

behaviors are practiced at schools and homes wherein young people are regularly taught basic 

Islamic values which includes sparing and sharing financial or other resources to those 

Muslims who are in need (French, Eisenberg, Vaughan, Purwono, & Suryanti, 2008; Krauss 

et al., 2012). As NS2 mentioned, “it is common for Muslims to be taught to be kind towards 

those who are suffering. What we are afraid of is that there are some groups who manipulate 

religion for their own benefits.”  

The third theme of “Charismatic Leadership” and its influence is also located at exo 

and macro level. The leaders of extremist organizations who claimed to be the caliph (sacred 

leader in Arabic) of Islamic State propagated the idea of having one leader that could govern 

all Muslims proved to be appealing to most Muslims globally and locally in Malaysia. These 

messages enforced sociocultural beliefs and historical values among the youth which 
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influenced their thoughts and behaviors. Furthermore, these leaders introduced the concept of 

heroism to fight for the cause of religion and get celebrated, and also brought in the spiritual 

appeal of attaining Jannah (paradise) as a consequence of participation in the fight. These 

ideas, at the macro system, influenced their environment, social culture, norms, and practices 

by reinforcing the religious and spiritual values. As a result, youth were allured into joining 

religious extremist groups. The data informs us how the casual factor of charismatic 

leadership interacted at exo and macro level to influence the youth, however, the information 

on how these factors enacted at micro level was absent.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The present study offers an explanation of causes that provoke Malaysian youth into 

joining religious extremist groups. Three main causes were uncovered, which are “Islamic 

Ideology-choice & Interpretation,” “Ummah and Practicality,” and “Charismatic leadership.” 

The social-ecological lens offers us understanding of how these causes mainly interacted at 

macro-ecological and community-level to influence the behaviour of Malaysian youths. The 

findings highlight the role of macro and exo factors that impacted the ecology of Malaysian 

youth. However, the information on micro-level elements such as personal and psychological 

attributes of youth did not emerge significantly. Chung, Hill, Hawkins, Gilchrist, and Nagin 

(2002), in their longitudinal investigation of criminal offense, also found that family-related 

variables were non-significant. Similarly, the current study suggests that socio-cultural and 

larger community contexts affected Malaysian youth’s behaviour significantly. This indicates 

that elements located at macro and exosystem of Malaysian society, such as mass media, 

social media, social and political campaign, or group influence which has the capacity to 

enact societal modelling, develop social culture, or shape social and cultural values should be 

closely monitored and rectified if needed. The findings can also guide the design and 

development of intervention programs that would promote awareness among youth on the 

issues discussed in this study. In summary, the nation’s effort in shaping the macro and exo 

environment judiciously will restrain extremist behaviours among the youth.  

In terms of methodology, the study provides insights into the expert interview as a 

data collection method for an investigation into issues where collecting primary data is a 

challenge. Nevertheless, to increase the validity and reliability of the outcomes of such 

studies, primary data from those who were directly involved in extremist activities should be 

also considered (Silke, 2008). 
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