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Extremists use social media extensively

Groups using online platforms range from jihadists to white nationalists to neo-Nazi
supporters

Many use the Internet and social media to

Interact with other supporters
Consume and spread violent, extremist content
Organize violent activity
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Today, on the Internet, huge amounts of public data on extremists’ online
behavior

Tamar Mitts, Columbia University Radicalization in the West 3



Locations of propaganda-disseminating Twitter accounts, 2014-2016
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Locations ISIS followers on Twitter, 2014-2016
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Pro-ISIS activity on Twitter correlates with the number of foreign fighters in
Europe

Number of foreign fighters 
(official count)

0 2400

# foreign fighters

Number of Twitter users 
flagged as ISIS activists

0 572

# flagged as ISIS activists
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How social media facilitates violent extremism: A central policy question

Growing interest in the policy
world to address radicalization
through social media

Increasing number of
counter-radicalization
interventions

Many initiatives in the tech
industry
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My research draws on rich social media data to shed light on the drivers of
violent extremism in the digital age
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Today I’ll focus on radicalization in Western Europe
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ISIS networks on Twitter

New geo-located data on the behavior of ISIS
supporters on Twitter

Over 1.6M accounts linked to ISIS on Twitter

Panel data (2007 – 2017)

Content and behavioral measures of
radicalization

Number of tweets posted by all users in database, by year

Year # tweets

2007 849
2008 4,740
2009 42,667
2010 113,625
2011 376,627
2012 1,299,006
2013 3,285,090
2014 6,552,219
2015 17,887,290
2016 69,900,477
2017 4,903,609

Note: The number of tweets is accurate to 1/30/2017.

PUAF U6100 The Politics of Policymaking
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Tracking in real time crowd-sourced lists of ISIS-affiliated accounts
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How an account gets flagged by @CtrlSec

Crowd:
identify ISIS-
supporting
handles

CtrlSec:
track handles,
confirm links
to ISIS

CtrlSec:
publish
blacklist
of ISIS
handles

Crowd:
flag ISIS handles
to Twitter for
suspension

Tamar Mitts, Columbia University Radicalization in the West 12



Scraping ISIS accounts

Crowd:
identify ISIS-
supporting
handles

CtrlSec:
track handles,
confirm links
to ISIS

CtrlSec:
publish
blacklist
of ISIS
handles

Crowd:
flag ISIS handles
to Twitter for
suspension

ISIS handles:
scrape user-level
data and tweet
content
N=15,088

Followers
scrape user-level
data and tweet
content
N=1,661,331

Number of Twitter users as of 1/30/2017
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Supervised machine learning to classify tweets in English, Arabic, French,
and German

Sympathy with ISIS

Travel to Syria / foreign fighters

Life in ISIS territories

Anti-West sentiment

Syrian war
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Why did individuals living in Western countries began to support groups like
the Islamic State?

Between 2011 – 2016, about 30,000
foreign fighters joined ISIS

In Europe, over 70% came from
France, the UK, Germany, and
Belgium

Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq

marginalization among immigrant communities, especially those from North Africa, 
appear to have played a role in the radicalization process. Against this sense of  
alienation, the propaganda of  the Islamic State offers an attractive alternative of  
belonging, purpose, adventure and respect. Many, though by no means all, of  the 
recruits to the Islamic State, particularly from Northern Europe, have a record of  
minor criminality and may have spent time in prison. The Islamic State offers them a 
new identity that is less determined by their past than by their potential contribution 
in the future. The cost—an acceptance of  a narrow set of  rules, strictly enforced—is 
further offset by the Islamic State’s supposed basis in religion, and the fact that its 
rules are uniformly applied. 

The age range of  recruits has 
remained the same since the TSG 
report in June 2014, with most being 
in their 20s, but some much younger. 
The speed of  radicalization also 
remains a feature, with the whole 
process generally taking weeks rather 
than months. There is, however, more 
evidence of  community-based 
recruitment in countries with the 
highest numbers of  foreign fighters, 
where groups of  acquaintances are 
drawn into a common identity. The 
Molenbeek neighborhood in Brussels, 
where several of  the perpetrators of  

the attacks in Paris in November lived and knew each other, is an example of  this.  6

While social media undoubtedly plays a role! in the recruitment of  fighters from 
Western Europe, it is—perhaps—understandable that, over time, people who have 
already gone to Syria reach out in person to their friends and acquaintances to 
encourage them to do the same. Recruitment efforts both on and offline appear to 
have become more insistent and better organized. The influence of  returnees in this 
process is still unknown. 

 Andrew Higgins, Kimiko de Freytas-Tamura and Katrin Bennhold, “In Suspects’ Brussels Neighborhood, 6

a History of Petty Crimes and Missed Chances,” The New York Times, November 16, 2015. Accessed 
December 2, 2015. http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/17/world/europe/in-suspects-brussels-neighborhood-
a-history-of-petty-crimes-and-missed-chances.html?_r=0. 
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Image source: The Soufan Group, 2015

Tamar Mitts, Columbia University Radicalization in the West 15



Anti-Muslim hostility was driving pro-ISIS radicalization in Western Europe

Experiencing discrimination can
lead to radicalization

Anti-immigrant hostility inhibits
integration, increases social
isolation

ISIS activists exploited
anti-Muslim hostility by providing
alternative ‘virtual community’
on social media platforms

Anti-Muslim hostility

Photo credit (clockwise): KentOnline.co.uk, Jean-Philippe Ksiazek/AFP, Laurent
Cipriani/AP

Tamar Mitts From Isolation to Radicalization
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ISIS propaganda contained a large number of themes appealing to
individuals in Western countries

Content Distribution in ISIS Propaganda
2015-2016
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The link between ‘offline’ hostility and ‘online’ radicalization

I use new geo-referenced data on the
online behavior of thousands of Islamic
State sympathizers in France, the United
Kingdom, Germany, and Belgium

I study whether the intensity of
anti-Muslim hostility in the ‘offline world’
is linked to ‘online’ pro-ISIS radicalization
on Twitter
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In Europe: Anti-Muslim hostility prevalent where far-right parties are popular

Popularity of far-right parties driven by:

Waves of immigration from
Muslim-majority countries
Terrorist attacks by Islamist
perpetrators

Voting for the far-right strongly correlates
with anti-Muslim attitudes

Right wing populist parties are becoming increasingly popular in Europe

 

 

Tamar Mitts Terrorism as a Stage for Far-Right Mobilization
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Far-right voting and anti-Muslim attitudes in Europe
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In this study, I examine whether individuals are more likely to show signs of
radicalization in areas with greater far-right support

France

Anti-Muslim hostility and support for ISIS in Europe

Using predicted geo-location data, I match users to locations with
various levels of vote share for far-right, anti-Muslim parties

x
y

y x

Darker shades reflect higher vote share for far-right, anti-Muslim parties

Tamar Mitts Violent Extremism at the Age of Social Media: How the Online and O✏ine Worlds Interact

Illustration

Darker shades reflect higher vote share for the Front National party
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Far-right vote share and support for ISIS on Twitter

Tamar Mitts, Columbia University Radicalization in the West 22



Results when controlling for minority populations (UK)

Far-right vote share Muslim population
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Another measure for hostility: Anti-immigrant hate crimes in EuropeAnti-immigrant violence
Benček and Strasheim 5

Figure 1. Geographic overview of events by category. Administrative areas: © GeoBasis-DE / BKG 2016.

Source: Anti-Refugee Violence and Social Unrest in Germany (ARVIG) dataset

PUBPOL 510 Immigration 3/8/2018 27 / 37

Anti-immigrant violence
8 Research and Politics 

within German municipalities, or patterns of integration of 
asylum seekers? Since we include the Community ID 
(Regionalschlüssel) in our dataset, researchers have the 

opportunity to merge ARVIG easily with all official German 
statistical data in order to explore any underlying 
relationships.

Figure 4. Events per 100 000 inhabitants by district (districts with zero events are grey). Administrative areas: © GeoBasis-DE / 
BKG 2016.

Source: Anti-Refugee Violence and Social Unrest in Germany (ARVIG) dataset

PUBPOL 510 Immigration 3/8/2018 28 / 37

Anti-Refugee Violence and Social Unrest in Germany (ARVIG) dataset
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Hate crimes and support for ISIS on Twitter (UK)
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Hate crimes and support for ISIS on Twitter (Germany)
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Greater levels of pro-ISIS content after the PEGIDA marches (2/6/2016) in
areas with high support for far-right parties

Figure: Anti-Muslim marches organized by PEGIDA across Europe

Photo credit: Radio Free Europe Radio Liberty (2016) and Malm (2015)
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PEGIDA marches and pro-ISIS content
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Main takeaways

This study shows that local-level measures of anti-Muslim animosity correlate significantly
and substantively with indicators of online radicalization

Events stirring anti-Muslim hostility in Europe increase pro-ISIS rhetoric on Twitter,
especially in areas where hostility is high

First project to establish these patterns at a large scale, using new granular social media
data on online radicalization
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Extremism and social media: A promising research frontier, but with
limitations

Radicalization on social media is likely to grow in importance as extremist groups continue
to misuse online platforms

Untapped potential in combining ‘online’ and ‘offline’ data

However, social media data does not capture all offline behaviors

Still hard to predict when online hate will result in offline violence
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Thank you!

Tamar Mitts
tm2630@columbia.edu
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