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0.0 Executive Summary

e Country reports from Malta, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Kosovo, Serbia, Iraqg, Cyprus &
Portugal report the outcomes of implementation and validation exercises using
Attunement tools (D7.1) in an effort to reduce everyday extremism (D7.2)

e Malta provides evidence for electoral fever and youth disengagement, as well as a
willingness to delegate political fighting to politicians. This constitutes a case for
direct democracy over representative democracy, which circumvents the triggering
of partisan identification in settling common issues

e Bosnia and Herzegovina show that extremism is connoted with people and groups
not behaviours

e Kosovo shows that Attunement is a self-reflexive exercise that questions the effects
of one’s own actions

e Serbia shows how political engagement is prone to dilemmatic thinking about
whether political participation and political activity make matters better or worse.
Serbia brings to the fore the grey area regarding when political activism becomes
extremism

e Irag shows how sectarian interests compromise the democratic process and lead to
disengagement and conflict

e Cyprus shows how politicians-in-waiting are willing to fight on behalf of their
constituents by attacking their opponents

e Portugal shows how non-extremist political engagement can be fostered as a
function of respectful, non-threatening political engagement

e UK shows how attunement tools stimulate self-reflection about democratic stance

e Recommendations include the requirement to address political literacy, media

literacy, and the need for political engagement outside of partisan elections
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1.0 Introduction

The present deliverable presents a collection of country reports from various sites in which
attunement interventions presented in deliverable 7.1 were validated and implemented.
Attunement interventions were tested in Malta, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Serbia,
Irag, Cyprus, Portugal and the UK. Different locales implemented and validated different
attunement interventions depending on the particular context in which partners’ activities
are routinely undertaken as well as the particular constraints and limitations they faced at the
time of implementation. Such variability is not considered a limitation. Rather, the present
effort was aimed at learning from the various implementation sites what seemingly works,
under which conditions and in which settings, towards the development of attunement in

ways that reduce the propensity for everyday extremism.

Despite the broad variability in implementation procedures, the present report highlights a
running thread which provides cause for concern as much as it uncovers glimmers of hope.
Findings from Malta show how everyday extremism is prone to electoral fever that attracts
otherwise disinterested players who drive up the political heat by delegating their fight to
politicians, to the extent that political rhetoric repels other legitimate players, such as youth.
The Maltese case highlights the need for direct democracy that circumvents partisan
identification in settling common issues. Findings from Bosnia show how extremism is
connoted with particular groups rather than particular behaviours. Findings from Kosovo
show that attunement interventions may generate insight into how one’s behaviours might
antagonize opponents and fuel the spiral of conflict between groups. Findings from Serbia
unearth a dilemma regarding the point at which political activism becomes political
extremism, questioning whether it serves to better or worsen the political climate. Findings
from Irag point to the fact that if antagonistic practices are left unchecked, they lead to
distrust, disengagement and the pursuit of sectarian interests in illegitimate ways. Findings
from Cyprus demonstrate that politicians-in-waiting are sensitive to the fact that taking up
constituents’ battles attract votes and that an effective way of convincing voters is to outdo
the competition through political attacks directed at their opponents and their arguments.

Findings from Portugal show that when citizens are politically engaged in a respectful,
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interested and non-threatening manner, they become willing and open to dialogue and
qguestions others’ as well as their own views. Finally, findings from the UK show how
attunement tools stimulate self-reflection about democratic positionings including a self-

critical stance regarding one’s own limitations rather than those that pertain to others.

The country reports further provide a range of contextualized short-, medium- and long-term
recommendations for policy that cater to their specific situations. Recurrent
recommendations include the need for political debate outside of political campaigns focused
on issues not individuals, the need for underlining the common ground to overcome divisive
politics, the need for media literacy to understand political manipulation, and the need for
political literacy to understand the democratic condition of dissensus in a citizenry and the

risk to democracy of taking things too far.
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2.0.1 Introduction

The initial round of data collection, carried out as part WP6, took place during the 2024
European Parliament elections, a period marked by heightened political activity. Elections can
have a substantial impact on public opinion and political attitudes. During such periods,
campaigning and increased media coverage brings contentious issues between political
parties to the fore, potentially increasing uncertainties among individuals or strengthen
existing party loyalties. As individuals navigate such a landscape, they may become more to
everyday extremist behaviours aimed at promoting or defending their own views and/or
reinforcing party loyalty. To this end, we wanted to investigate whether the findings that
emerged from the data collection round in 2024 would replicate now in 2025, during less
politically turbulent times. Presently in Malta, the political scene is relatively stable, with
elections not expected until sometime in 2027. Nonetheless, many of the same challenges
that shaped political discourse and public concern in 2024 continue to do so today. Extensive
tourism and rapid migration have placed a substantial strain on housing and infrastructure.
In addition, daily life is constantly disrupted by widespread construction activity, leading to
issues with noise and dust pollution as well as the degradation of Malta’s natural
environment. Moreover, corruption scandals continue to emerge. While these issues fuel
public frustration, expressed in the occasional mass protest, they have not recently triggered
the large-scale political mobilisation seen during the 2019-2020 protests following the highly
publicised murder of a prominent local journalist (i.e. Daphne Caruana Galizia). In essence,
the same conditions that marked the political landscape during the 2024 European elections
continue to do so today.

In addition to investigating the role of political context between the initial round of data
collection in WP6 and the present study, we also sought to address a gap in the earlier survey.
Particularly, the questionnaire for the initial round of data collection (WiDE lens survey) did
not explicitly measure the extent to which individuals are willing to engage in everyday
extremisms behaviours. Therefore, while it provided a score for everyday extremism, it did
not capture the specific everyday extremist behaviours at which individuals would personally
draw the line and consider further actions too extreme. We consider this focus on the extent
of these inclinations essential for achieving a more nuanced understanding of everyday

extremism.
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In line with these objectives, we disseminated a questionnaire that included some of the same
measures of those in the 2024 data collection. In the following, we present the findings and
compare them to those from 2024. In doing so, we hope to understand better if and how
politically charged times influence everyday extremism in the population. In keeping with the
premise of the OppAttune project we hope that by tracking differences over time, we can
identify when everyday extremism is likely to arise, and how factors dynamically influence it
depending on the political context. We believe that understanding how everyday extremism

manifests within the political landscape is a critical step toward this goal.

2.0.2 Procedure

A questionnaire was distributed to Maltese respondents who had participated in the 2024
data collection. To ensure consistency, we collaborated with the same local service provider
as in 2024 to assist in the dissemination of the questionnaire and to make use of the same
panel of respondents. As noted in the introduction, our objective was to examine potential
differences in everyday extremism and related socio-political variables between periods of
political tension and political calm. Therefore, we include a selection of measures from the

WIDE lens survey in the current study.

2.0.2.1 Questionnaire Variables

For 2025, we developed a new measure of Everyday Extremism along a sliding scale to study
how far respondents were willing to go in promoting their own views on the one hand, and
in attacking opposing views on the other. This measure was administered alongside the
original everyday extremism scale, which asked respondents to rate the extent of their
agreement with each of the everyday extremism scale items. The following variables, which
were included in the WIDE lens survey, were included in the present questionnaire:

=  Worldviews (Sammut et al., 2022).

= Social, attitudes and stereotypes measure component of the World Values Survey

Wave 8 (Q1-Q33) (World Values Survey Association, 2024).
= Everyday Extremism Scale administered in a 5-point Likert format (Mifsud & Sammut,

2024).
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Everyday Extremism Scale administered in a slider format (promoting), allowing

respondents to select one action on the scale that relates to promoting their own

views.

Everyday Extremism Scale administered in a slider format (obstructing), allowing

respondents to select one action on the scale that relates to obstructing others’ views.
- For the Everyday Extremism Scale slider format, an open-ended textbox was

provided for respondents to provide justification for their response.

Institutional Trust (adapted from ESS Round11/2023/B6-B12 p.8).

Political Voice (devised for WiDE with the contribution of Dr Anthony English at OU).

Political Participation (Bene & Boda, 2023).

Social Dominance Orientation (Pratto et al., 1994).

System Justification (Kay & Jost, 2003)

Personal Values as measured by select items from the PVQ-RR (Schwartz, 2016). Two

versions were administered, both of which containing 8 items each from the PVQ-RR.

2.0.2.2 Demographics

Data collection was conducted in July 2025 with a total of 281 respondents, which represents

a retention rate of 68.7% from the participants involved in the previous year’s WiDE lens

survey (see, Table 2.0A for a comparison of the sample characteristics). The demographic

variables included in the questionnaire were:

Gender (male/female/other)

Age (18-24/25-34/35-44/45-54/55+)

Highest level of education (up to secondary/non-tertiary/university).

Employment status (in paid work/in education/unemployed/retired/housework)
Maltese citizen (yes/no)

Born in Malta (yes/no)

Source of income (wages/self-employment/farming/pension/unemployment

benefit/welfare or grants/investments/other sources).
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Table 2.0A

Comparison of 2024 Sample and 2025 Sample

Variable Level % 2024 Sample % 2025 Sample
Gender Female 48.8 47.7
Male 50.9 51.8
Other 0.4 0
Age Group 18-24 8.5 13
25-34 23.8 23
35-44 22.4 23
45-54 19.6 18
55+ 25.6 22.2
Education Level ISCED level 1 (1-3) 11.4 49
ISCED level 2 (4-5) 42.7 46
ISCED level 3 (6-9) 45.9 49.1
Employment In paid work (employee, self- 74.7 71.4
employed, working for your
family business)
Retired 12.5 7.8
Unemployed 2.8 1.7
Housework, looking after 6 12.5
children or other persons
In education (not paid for by 3.9 6.4
employer)
Maltese Citizen Yes 100 98.3
Born in Malta Yes 94.3 93.4
Source of Income  Any other welfare or grants 0.4 0.5
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> the European Union
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Income from farming 0.7 N/A

Income from investment, 0.7 2.4

savings, insurance, or property
Income from other sources 0.4 0.5

Income from self-employment 2.8 2.9

(excluding farming)

Pensions 14.9 13.9
Unemployment/redundancy 1.1 1
benefit

Wages or salaries 79 78.7

2.0.3 Findings

2.0.3.1 Overview of Data: Comparison between May 2024 and July 2025

Comparative analysis of survey data between May 2024 and July 2025 reveals that some
measures have remained stable whereas others have change. Institutional trust (M=3.62,
SD=.998), political voice (M=4.07, SD=1.39), and system justification (M=3.16, SD=1.343) have
not varied significantly from the data collected in May 2024, indicating that respondents
continue to demonstrate low levels of institutional trust and perceive the current system as
neither fair nor egalitarian. In contrast, significant decreases were observed in both social
dominance orientation (M= 2.78, SD=1.138) and everyday extremism (M=2.598, SD=0.862).
These findings indicate that respondents have become markedly less inclined to support
policies that promote inequality between social groups and are now even less likely to engage
in extremist behaviour. Therefore, while the scepticism toward established institutions
persists, there is decreased tolerance for inequality and extremist behaviours at the

interpersonal level.
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2.0.3.2 The Effects of Socio-Political Variables on Everyday Extremism

Since data collection in May 2024 took place during the European Parliament elections, we
sought to investigate whether socio-political variables still maintain their predictive power for
everyday extremism in a context marked by lower political activity in 2025.

In 2024, we found that political participation, political voice, institutional trust and social
dominance orientation exercise direct (positive) main effects on everyday extremism, with
institutional trust exercising the largest effect.

In 2025, at a time when political activity was routine and non-salient, we found that the same
variables still exercised direct (positive) main effects on everyday extremism, with political
participation exercising the largest effect. These findings suggest that whilst there were no
politically conspicuous circumstances at the time of the second survey, the political landscape
in Malta had not changed and the same concerns persisted amongst Maltese citizens. We do
not deem this finding surprising as one cannot realistically expect that worries such as the
extent to which citizens can trust institutions, the extent to which they feel they have a say in
politics, or whether particular groups dominate the political landscape would have changed
in the absence of sweeping political changes. No such marked changes took place, so there is
no reason to expect that attitudes would have changed accordingly.

When testing for the effects of socio-political variables on the slider measure of everyday
extremism, we found that political participation exercised a positive main effect on the own
voice everyday extremism slider, that is, the more individuals agreed to political participation
the further they were willing to go along the action sequence. Conversely, with regards to the
negative end of the everyday extremism scale, that is, the extent to which one goes in
attacking opposing views, we found that no variable proved to be a predictor of how far

individuals will go in attacking oppositional opinions.

2.0.3.3 The Effects of Worldviews on Everyday Extremism

In 2024, we found that we found that the Localised worldview was the only worldview to
exercise a (negative) main effect on everyday extremism.
In 2025, we found that no worldview at all exercised a main effect on everyday extremism.

This may be attributed to the fact that in times when political activity is not particularly
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conspicuous, lower levels of everyday extremism materialise in the public domain due to the
absence of direct political debating, which also generate extensive amounts of negative
partisan press across the political spectrum. During such times, everyday extremism increases
as a function of increased coverage, good and bad. The primary concern this project is
concerned with is that the bad escalates into a spiral of conflict. Our findings indicate that in
non-salient times, both good and bad decrease and to the extent they do, the bad press
becomes less of a concern to citizens regardless of their worldview leanings.

When testing for the effects of worldviews on the slider measure of everyday extremism, we
found no differences between worldviews in the extent to which participants demonstrated
a propensity to express their views on the one hand, or attack oppositional opinions on the

other.

2.0.3.4 The Effects of Worldviews on Socio-Political Variables

Whilst worldviews demonstrate no effect on everyday extremism in non-salient
circumstances (2025 data) and only some do in salient circumstances (2024 data), they
nevertheless exercise indirect effects through other variables which demonstrate main
effects in turn.

In 2024, we found that Localised worldviews exercised a negative main effect on political
participation and social dominance orientation; that the Orthodox worldview exercised a
positive main effect on political participation, that the Reward worldview exercised a positive
main effect on political participation and institutional trust, that the Pragmatist worldview
exercised a positive main effect on social dominance orientation, and that the Survivor
worldview exercised a positive main effect on political voice and social dominance
orientation.

In 2025, we found that the only consistent finding when compared to 2024 was the concern
of the Survivor worldview with Political Voice. Otherwise, we found that in 2025, during
politically calm times, worldview differences transpired between the Orthodox worldview
and the Survivor worldview in institutional trust. Whereas the Orthodox worldview exercises
a positive effect, the Survivor worldview exercises a negative effect. The same oppositional
pattern is observed with regards to social dominance orientation, to which the Orthodox are

negatively inclined but the Survivor are positively inclined.
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With regards to the other main effects on everyday extremism, that is political participation,
we found that the Localised demonstrated an inverse effect to that they demonstrated in
2024. That is, in 2024 they were negatively inclined to political participation but in 2025 this
changed to a positive main effect. Moreover, the Pragmatist worldview and the Survivor
worldview, which represent sceptical standpoints, and which bore no effect on political
participation in 2024, both demonstrated negative main effects in 2025. This suggests that
these worldviews are negatively inclined to come out of their shell during calm political times,
unlike those with a Localised worldview who do come out of their shell and into the public
during calm times but who steadfastly retract their participation in politically charged
conditions.

In essence, we found that Pragmatists are against political participation in quiet times, they
do not reveal their stance, and during politically charged times they become preoccupied with
the activities of those who dominate the political landscape. Those expressing a Reward
worldview are inclined towards political participation and institutional trust during politically
charged times but are otherwise not engaged. Those demonstrating a Localised worldview
are concerned with everyday extremism, social dominance orientation and political
participation in charged times, but switch in favour of political participation during calm
times. Those with an Orthodox worldview are inclined to participate during charged times but
demonstrate institutional trust and anti-dominant views in calm times. The Survivor
worldview is concerned with political voice throughout and demonstrates low institutional
trust and negative inclinations towards political participation in calm times. The latter

worldview typifies the populist impetus at the polls over recent decades.

2.0.3.5 A Look into Overall Everyday Extremism

Scale Measure. With regards to how far citizens are willing to go in everyday
extremism, the only item receiving a positive raw score in 2024 was to vote for candidates
who represent your own views (M=5.49, SD=1.717). However, in 2025, along with voting for
candidates who represent your own views (M=5.56, SD=1.553), two other items, promote
your own views and become politically active, received positive rating (M=3.86, SD=1.815;

M=4.04, SD=1.866, respectively). This means that when the stakes are low and times are not
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charged, individuals are more inclined to participate in democratic processes. They retreat

when the stakes are high, and the political atmosphere becomes increasingly extreme.

Slider Measure. When asked about extent of political activity on the slider, on the
positive end the mean response was 2.76, whilst for the negative end of the scale the mean
response was 1.24. This means that the boundary of political activity was to go no further
than becoming active in politics yourself but excluding outright and evident partisan actions
in expressing your own views, and no more than commenting, criticising and/or harassing to
provoke angry responses from the opposition that put them in a bad light with regards to the
negative end of the scale concerned with attacking other’s opinions.

On the positive end of the Everyday Extremism slider, we found that Age
demonstrated a negative correlation (the older one is, the less the lengths to which they
would be prepared to go) with political activity and that Employment demonstrated a positive
correlation. Conversely, no such effects transpired for the negative part of the extremism
scale. Specifically with regards to Employment, we found that it was those in Education not
paid by an employer that demonstrated significant differences in the extent to which they are

willing to express their views from any other employment condition.

Taking the effects of Age and Employment into account given their influence on the everyday
extremism slider measures, we found that the mean for 2025 reverts to 2.6 when excluding
the Education employment condition. We also found that the mean reverts to 2.6 when
excluding respondents under the age of 24. We can therefore propose that the effects of
everyday extremism are intensified by young adults in education who are more predisposed
to democratic engagement in politically calm conditions to express their own views. It is an
open question whether these are generational differences that will see engagement in future
as young adults age and become politically active in between politically charged times, or
whether these effects will wither as they age and face the realities associated with paid
employment and other adult responsibilities concerning which forms of political activity

might prove contraindicated.
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2.0.4 Short, Medium, and Long-Term Guidelines and Recommendations

We held two outreach events to discuss the findings of the Malta study. The first was a
symposium on ‘Peace Utopia in Belligerent Times’, held in conjunction with the Culture
Directorate during ‘The Festival of Ideas’ on the 10™ October 2025. The event was open to
the general public. The second event was held on the 12 of November 2025, in conjunction
with the Faculty of Media & Knowledge Sciences of the University of Malta. The student
council and political student organisations were invited directly. The event was also open to
UM staff and students. Findings from our studies were discussed during both meetings,
particularly those highlighting that the Maltese case shows how politically calm periods
provide a valuable opportunity to implement attunement interventions, thereby reducing the
likelihood of everyday extremism during more turbulent periods.

During the first meeting, the role of politics in how a citizenry constrains the behaviours of its
members through policy and legislation was discussed. This highlighted the fact that political
activity is not a procedure concerned with following rules but with changing rules to
accommodate interests. The tennis metaphor was questioned as this presents an orderly
engagement that is not subject to revisions. Discussants focused on the role of institutions
and how the aversion of extremism requires systems that control individual behaviours rather
than self-control and self-discipline, as individuals can be expected to act in self-serving ways
and to pursue their own interests over those of others. Discussants further highlighted how
the task of revising institutions and systems is ongoing and that peaceful and harmonious
relations are not an utopic end-state but an aspirational process that helps society adjust to
changes stemming from diversity that inheres within the citizenry.

During our second event, participants discussed the role of digital literacy and media
awareness in the spread of misinformation, hate speech, and the erosion of democratic
dialogue. Based on these insights, we recommend developing guidelines that integrate digital
literacy and media awareness initiatives, strategically deployed as preventive interventions
during windows of political stability. Particularly, we propose the following short, medium,

and long-term guidelines and recommendations:

2.0.4.1 Short Term
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- In the short term, it is important to take advantage of the relatively calmer period leading
up to the next election by introducing political debates when the citizens can calmly
concentrate on the solutions rather than their frustrations. We suggest that the University of
Malta might have a role to play in light of our findings concerning youth in full-time education.
- We strongly recommend fostering the understanding that politics naturally involves
contestation and differing viewpoints. This can be achieved by creating dialogue spaces where
democratic deliberation can be practiced and by emphasising that meaningful change arises
through sustained civic engagement.

- Additionally, we recommend establishing local community groups centred on shared
concerns rather than political differences to promote constructive dialogue and community

cohesion.

2.0.4.2 Medium Term

- In the medium term, political games and debates can be applied at selected educational
institutions, as youth seem to be more inclined to disengage during electoral activity.
- We recommend developing curricula in collaboration with educators that promote political
literacy, such as through the understanding of power dynamics, rulemaking, institutional
functioning, the role of political parties, the implications of voting and other forms of
democratic participation. Notably, this could also involve training educators to support
students experiencing political disengagement.
- As highlighted during our meetings with stakeholders, we recommend integrating political
literacy alongside digital literacy. This integration may include:
- The creation of programmes that focus on teaching how to evaluate source
reliability and recognise misinformation and manipulation.
- Implementing "stop, question, check, decide, and believe" as a practical tool to help
citizens apply these skills and identify polarising narratives (3CL Foundation, 2024, p.
44).

2.0.4.3 Long Term
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- In the long term, constructive dialogue games may become part of the higher education
curriculum and internal training for political parties.

- We recommend that political literacy programmes also move beyond school-based
approaches to provide access to political literacy education to adults, elected officials, civil
servants, and other groups.

- Moreover, we recommend shifting institutional narratives from "which powers do we stand
with/against" and towards a framework of solidarity based on recognition of differences and
respect for human rights. This could be done by involving diverse groups in decision-making,
resolving conflicts through dialogue, and communicating in ways that promote cooperation

(e.g., through inclusive language).
In addition, we recommend that:

= To further attune, it is essential to emphasize the importance of democratic debate and
non-violent, pluralistic views as a national issue, rather than a partisan one. The debates
and games should be coordinated by socially respected neutral arbiters (tasked with
charting the common ground).

= To limit everyday radicalization, the risks and potential for everyday extremism should

become a priority for all parties.

2.0.5 Conclusion

A number of key findings emerged from our study. A key finding is that both in 2024 and in
2025 political participation, political voice, institutional trust, and social dominance
orientation are positively associated with everyday extremism. However, when it comes to
the extent to which individuals were willing to go in order to promote their own views, only
political participation showed a significant (positive) link with the overall everyday extremism
measure. This suggests that the more people engaged in political activities, the further they
were willing to go. It is worth highlighting, however, that for the Maltese sample, in both cases
the extent of political activity remained within the bounds of expressing one’s own opinion

not doing anything to oppose somebody else’s.
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Another critical finding is that the only item on the scale which was endorsed at both time
intervals was that of voting for politicians who best represent your views. This means that
Maltese respondents are inclined to delegate their political battles to politicians instead of
speaking up and joining the fight themselves.

In terms of worldviews, only the Localised worldview showed a significant (negative) link to
everyday extremism in 2024, while no worldviews were linked to everyday extremism in 2025.
This suggests that during politically charged times, everyday extremism was primarily a
concern for those with a Localised worldview, who tend to value self-transcendence and
flexible social structures. Once the political climate calmed in 2025, this concern diminished,
and no particular worldview stands out as being linked to everyday extremism. Interestingly,
while there were no direct associations in 2025, indirect effects of worldviews remained.
Notably, for the Localised worldview there is a shift from avoiding political participation in
2024, to become more willing to engage in 2025. In contrast, the Orthodox and Reward
worldviews, which supported political participation in 2024, showed reduced engagement
once the political climate settled in 2025. A further point of interest is that those with a
Survivor worldview consistently supported having a political voice in both years. However, in
2025, they were notably less willing to translate this into concrete political participation. In
other words, they endorsed the opportunity of being heard but did not actively engage in the
political process. Lastly, the Reward was associated with higher institutional trust during the
politically charged period of 2024, but by 2025, in calmer times, their stance shifts to one of
neutrality. All in all, these findings support the notion that worldviews have strong potential
to shape political attitudes and involvement differently depending on the political
circumstances or context.

A final finding worth highlighting concerns the extent to which individuals are willing to go to
promote their own view or obstruct those of others. When promoting their own views, most
were not inclined to go beyond participating in political activity themselves. Conversely, when
obstructing opposing views, most were not inclined to go beyond criticising and/or harassing
to provoke angry responses from the opposition that put them in a bad light. Therefore, in
terms of the extent of their actions, respondents were relatively more willing to go further

along the scale to advance their own views than to obstruct those of the opposition.
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In conclusion, this comparative study has shown that everyday extremism is significantly
heightened during politically charged times, alongside other key socio-political variables. The
findings highlight the critical importance of context when investigating everyday extremism,
as its manifestation is shaped by the broader political climate. Given that everyday extremism
is influenced directly by various factors, including political participation and voice,
institutional trust, social dominance orientation, worldviews, age, and employment status,
one must carefully consider the temporal and political environment in which such behaviours
are investigated. We consider this necessary to gain deeper insight into the dynamic drivers
of everyday extremism and, importantly, how these drivers operate across varying political

landscapes.
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2.1.1 Introduction

The OppAttune project was established to respond to the growing risks posed by the
normalization of extremist narratives in European democracies. Rooted in the concept of
“attunement,” the project seeks to cultivate democratic resilience by countering everyday
extremism, limiting the circulation of harmful narratives, and fostering dialogical engagement
across political and social divides. A central part of this effort is the development and testing
of practical tools designed to help both citizens and practitioners identify, understand, and

mitigate extremist tendencies in daily life.

The present report contributes to Work Package 7 (WP7) by presenting the results of a focus
group organized by PRONI Center for Youth Development in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH).
The aim was to pilot a selected set of OppAttune tools with young people and youth workers,
assessing their accessibility, relevance, and effectiveness in the local context. The tools tested
included: Everyday Extremism Scale, WiDE Lens Survey Tool, I-Attune Online Interactive Self-
Test, “Do Your Relationships Need an Everyday Extremism Check?” Online Self-Test, and BBC
Film — How quickly can online hate spread? Through facilitated group discussion, participants
were asked to evaluate the clarity, usability, and relevance of these tools, highlighting both
strengths and shortcomings. Their feedback provides critical insights into how such tools can

be adapted to BiH’s unique political and social environment.

2.1.2 National Political Context

Bosnia and Herzegovina presents a complex setting for interventions aimed at countering
extremism. The post-war political system institutionalized ethnic divisions through the
Dayton Peace Agreement, creating a highly fragmented governance structure with two
entities, ten cantons, and the Bréko District. This consociational framework, while preventing
conflict recurrence, has reinforced ethnonationalist narratives as dominant forms of political
mobilization. Youth in particular often navigate a political culture marked by ethnic
polarization, low institutional trust, and widespread disillusionment with democratic

processes.
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In recent years, everyday extremism in BiH has manifested less in violent extremist groups
and more in subtle, normalized patterns of exclusion, stereotyping, and hostility between
groups. Hate speech and disinformation campaigns, especially on social media, fuel these
dynamics, reinforcing “us vs. them” divisions and limiting possibilities for constructive public
dialogue. Surveys consistently show that young people are both highly exposed to such

content and skeptical of mainstream politics, which creates fertile ground for polarisation.

For this reason, testing OppAttune tools in BiH provides valuable insight. While these tools
were primarily developed and tested in Western European contexts (UK, Malta, Greece,
Sweden, Kosovo), BiH offers a post-conflict and transitional democracy case where the
everyday manifestations of extremism intersect with unresolved ethnic divisions, fragile
institutions, and pervasive corruption. Understanding how young people in BiH perceive and

engage with these tools is thus crucial to assessing their transnational applicability.

2.1.3 Procedure

The focus group was organized by PRONI Center in July 2025 in Brcko District, BiH. Participants
included young people (aged 16—-24) and youth workers engaged in local civic initiatives. The
group comprised both male and female participants from diverse ethnic and social

backgrounds, ensuring that multiple perspectives were represented.

The session was designed to test the selected OppAttune tools in a participatory format. After
each tool was introduced and used, participants were invited to share their immediate
impressions, followed by an open discussion guided by facilitators. Notes were taken

throughout the session to capture both individual statements and group-level dynamics.

In line with OppAttune’s ethical framework, participants were informed about the aims of the
session, the voluntary nature of participation, and their right to withdraw at any time.
Sensitive content, particularly concerning extremism and online hate, was introduced with
contextual framing, and facilitators were attentive to ensuring that discussions did not

reinforce divisions but encouraged reflection and critical thinking.

The sequence of activities included screening the BBC Film, administering the Everyday

Extremism Scale, reviewing the WIDE Lens Survey, testing the I-Attune and Relationships
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Check online quizzes, and concluding with a plenary discussion to synthesize reflections on all

tools.

2.1.3.1

PRONI selected the OppAttune tools for piloting because they directly address the behavioral
and relational dimensions of everyday extremism that shape youth interactions in Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s polarized environment. Given that young people in BiH are highly exposed to
online hostility, disinformation, and social divisions, the tested tools offered an opportunity
to critically reflect on these patterns through structured self-assessment and guided dialogue.
The tools were also chosen because they align with PRONI’s long-standing methodology of
youth work based on participatory learning, active reflection, and safe spaces for discussing
sensitive topics, allowing us to validate their relevance and accessibility in a post-conflict

society.

2.1.4 Findings & Discussion

2.1.4.1 BBC Film: How quickly can online hate spread?

The seven-minute BBC video was designed to illustrate how quickly online hate and
disinformation can escalate from trivial exchanges to harmful consequences. Participants
generally found the film engaging but noted that it felt more like an example of cyberbullying

than extremism.

Strengths: clear narrative, relatable examples, engaging storytelling.

Weaknesses: lack of contextual introduction, risk of misinterpretation. Participants suggested
that without follow-up questions, viewers might fail to connect the video to broader issues of

extremism.
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This feedback highlights the importance of framing. In BiH, where the word “extremism” often
connotes radical groups or terrorism, materials focusing on online hostility must be carefully

contextualized to highlight connections to everyday polarisation.

2.1.4.2 Everyday Extremism Scale

The Everyday Extremism Scale (EES) was tested in two parts. Participants generally rejected
overtly extremist items but identified several limitations. Some participants admitted they
would adjust their answers to appear less extreme, reflecting social desirability bias.
Questions such as “Would you gaslight someone?” were considered too abstract without
situational framing. While most endorsed equality and respect, some justified force in certain
scenarios (e.g., hooliganism, last-resort self-defense). Several participants stressed that the
tool should be translated into local languages to ensure comprehension and honest

responses.

Overall, while the EES encouraged valuable debate, participants found it too blunt without
contextualization. The tool’s strength lies in opening reflection, but its reliability in measuring

extremism among BiH youth remains questionable.

2.1.4.3 WIDE Lens Survey Tool

The WIDE Lens Survey, designed to capture psychological drivers of extremism, was perceived
as too academic and complex. Participants found the language abstract and difficult to engage
with. They felt it required simplification and localization to be usable in youth settings. This
aligns with broader challenges in translating psychological survey instruments across cultures.
In BiH, where civic literacy is uneven, highly theoretical instruments risk alienating

participants rather than fostering dialogue.

2.1.4.4 |-Attune Interactive

The I-Attune self-test, an online interactive designed to help individuals explore their
democratic actor positions and everyday extremism tendencies, was tested in small groups.
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Participants appreciated its visual design and explanations, which prompted self-reflection
and comparison with others’ responses. However, it was perceived as too complicated, not
user-friendly, and developed for a UK-centric context. Youth recommended making it more
similar to popular “Buzzfeed-style quizzes,” with simpler navigation and more intuitive
qguestions. Participants also noted that the tool should provide clear guidance on what the

results mean, rather than just showing percentages of responses.

2.1.4.5 Do Your Relationships Need an Everyday Extremism Check?

This online self-test was seen as more relatable but still required adaptation. While it
encouraged self-awareness about rigidity and flexibility in relationships, participants found it
repetitive and overly abstract. They suggested embedding it within broader educational

materials or as an “info page” with optional quiz elements, rather than a stand-alone test.

2.1.5 Cross-Cutting Themes

Across all tools, participants consistently highlighted several issues:

1. Need for Contextualization: Tools require clear introductions, local examples, and follow-

up questions to link abstract concepts to lived realities.

2. Simplicity and Accessibility: Tools should be shorter, more user-friendly, and adapted to

the digital habits of young people.

3. Cultural Translation: Instruments designed in the UK/Western Europe must be localized

linguistically and contextually for BiH.

4. Honesty of Responses: Social desirability bias is strong in BiH’s youth context, requiring

creative facilitation to elicit authentic answers.

5. Balance between Reflection and Measurement: Tools worked better as discussion starters
than as reliable diagnostic instruments. Their value lies in stimulating reflection rather than

producing objective scores.
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2.1.6 Recommendations

The Bosnia and Herzegovina case demonstrates that attunement in divided, post-conflict
communities requires long-term, adaptive, and culturally grounded approaches. Youth in
BiH often interpret extremism through group labels rather than behaviors, which reinforces
polarization and hinders recognition of everyday extremist actions across all communities.
Therefore, attunement interventions should prioritize behavior-focused awareness-raising,
explicitly emphasizing that extremism is not inherent to ethnic or political groups but

emerges through harmful patterns of interaction and communication.

Given the high degree of political distrust, institutional fragmentation, and widespread
disillusionment with democratic processes, interventions should avoid rigid time-bound
periodization and instead operate with flexible, cumulative sequencing. Efforts should
combine educational tools, guided reflection, and facilitated dialogue over time, gradually
reinforcing democratic norms and reducing susceptibility to polarized narratives.
Attunement requires the presence of a neutral and respected facilitator/arbiter who can

mediate dialogue, limit extremist behavior, and generate trust across groups.

Youth-focused interventions, including political games, interactive tools, and multimedia
materials, must be adapted to the digital habits of young people, widely promoted on social
media, and delivered through formats that appeal to them (interactive quizzes, visual
storytelling, relatable scenarios). These interventions should be embedded in locally
contextualized workshops that explain the tools, introduce real-life BiH examples, and
provide structured debriefing sessions. The findings underscore that tools alone are
insufficient: their impact depends on repeated engagement, contextual framing, and
opportunities for dialogue that challenge group-based stereotypes and promote behavioral

reflection.

2.1.6.1 Short / Medium / Long-Term Guidelines

Short-term (0—12 months)
e Translate, simplify, and culturally adapt all OppAttune tools for BiH youth.

¢ Introduce contextual framing and facilitated debriefs for each tool.
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¢ Pilot youth-friendly formats (Buzzfeed-style quizzes, simplified scales, short videos).

e Train facilitators to serve as neutral arbiters capable of mediating sensitive

discussions.
Medium-term (1-3 years)

e Integrate the adapted tools into PRONI’s ongoing youth training programs, youth

exchanges, and civic education activities.

¢ Build partnerships with schools, youth centers, and local NGOs to embed

attunement tools into existing educational pathways.

¢ Develop social media campaigns targeted at youth to normalize behavior-based

understanding of extremism.
Long-term (3+ years)

e Establish a sustained attunement framework that supports intergroup dialogue,

democratic participation, and critical media literacy.

e Advocate for institutional adoption of adapted tools at municipal and entity levels,

emphasizing their role in preventing everyday extremism.

¢ Monitor trends in youth attitudes and digital behaviors to continuously refine tools

and ensure long-term democratic resilience.

2.1.7 Conclusion
The focus group confirmed that OppAttune tools hold significant potential for strengthening
youth resilience against everyday extremism in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but they cannot be

applied in a “plug-and-play” manner. Adaptation is essential.

The BBC Film was engaging but required contextual framing. The Everyday Extremism Scale
sparked debate but needs contextualized scenarios, translation, and safeguards against
dishonest responses. The WIDE Lens Survey Tool is too complex in its current form and
requires simplification for youth audiences. I-Attune and the Relationships Check were valued
for interactivity but should be streamlined, localized, and designed with clearer feedback

mechanisms.
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Most importantly, the focus group demonstrated that young people and youth workers in BiH
are eager to engage with such tools, but they require simplicity, cultural resonance, and
opportunities for facilitated dialogue. These findings echo OppAttune’s broader aim of
attuning public dialogue: tools alone cannot change attitudes, but when embedded in

reflective, dialogical processes, they can stimulate awareness and critical thinking.

Future steps should therefore focus on translating and simplifying tools for BiH youth
audiences, embedding tools in structured workshops with contextual introductions and
debriefs, and using tools primarily as educational prompts rather than diagnostic
measurements. By doing so, OppAttune tools can meaningfully contribute to building
democratic capacity and resilience against extremism among young people in Bosnia and

Herzegovina.
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Appendix
Key Participant Quotes

e “The video is more about bullying than extremism; you need to explain the link.”

e “These questions are too broad — | would answer differently depending on the
situation.”

e “It feels like a UK quiz, not for us. Make it simple, like Buzzfeed quizzes.”

e “Translate the questions into our language if you want honest answers.”

These statements illustrate how participants engaged with the tools and provide guidance for

necessary adaptations.
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2.2 Kosovo Report

Countering Oppositional Political
Extremism through Attuned
Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit
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2.2.1 Introduction

This study examines the interaction between political polarization and everyday extremism
in Kosovo. Using the Attune model’s Everyday Extremism Scale (EES), the research explores
how young citizens interpret and experience political extremism, manipulation, and social
polarization in their local contexts. The Kosovar Centre for Security Studies conducted three
focus groups in Prishtina, Prizren, and Gjakova, engaging local activists, civil society members,
and youth. These focus groups provided qualitative insights into how extremism is
understood, how it shapes civic engagement, and how citizens navigate the challenges of

participating in a deeply polarized society.

While the original plan envisioned participation from both Kosovo Albanian and Serbian
communities, the escalation of tensions between Kosovo and Serbia limited participation to
majority-Albanian municipalities. Despite this limitation, the research highlights key dynamics
of everyday extremism and polarization, offering a valuable contribution to understanding

how extremism is perceived and reproduced at the local level in fragile political environments.

2.2.2 National Political Context

Kosovo’s political landscape has long been characterized by deep polarization, both along
ethnic lines and within domestic politics. Divisions between and within political parties have
hindered the formation of stable governments, while prolonged parliamentary deadlock,
lasting more than six months, has weakened institutional functionality. This fragility is
compounded by unresolved disputes with Serbia, whose refusal to recognize Kosovo's

independence continues to shape regional instability and obstruct normalization efforts.

Internally, inter-community tensions remain a persistent challenge, particularly between
Kosovo Albanian and Serbian populations. The broader political impasse has created a climate
of mistrust, social division, and limited dialogue across ethnic and political boundaries. In such
a context, civic activism is often misinterpreted or politicized, and the lines between

legitimate political participation and extremist behavior are frequently blurred.

These conditions provide fertile ground for the spread of extremist narratives and behaviors.
Political manipulation, partisan media, and online disinformation amplify existing divisions,

while a lack of active listening and inclusive dialogue exacerbates mistrust among citizens.
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Against this backdrop, examining everyday extremism through the Attune model offers
critical insights into how ordinary interactions and behaviors can either reinforce or mitigate
polarization, particularly among youth who are navigating their role as active participants in

Kosovo's fragile democracy.

2.2.3 Intervention

The research team at the Kosovar Centre for Security Studies organized three focus groups in
three different municipalities —Prishtina, Prizren, and Gjakova — in Kosovo to test the Attune
model in a highly polarized society. Political polarization in Kosovo is particularly pronounced:
divisions within and between political parties have prevented the formation of a stable
government, and the Parliament has been non-functional for over six months. Additionally,
ongoing tensions between Kosovo and Serbia, as well as inter-community tensions within

Kosovo, have further contributed to a fragile political and social environment.

The initial plan was to conduct focus groups with representatives from both major
communities, Albanians and Serbs. However, due to the deteriorating political situation
between Kosovo and Serbia, the research team was unable to engage participants from the

Serbian community.

Despite this limitation, the research team successfully conducted focus groups focusing
primarily on youth in three majority-Albanian municipalities: Prishtina, Prizren, and Gjakova.
Each focus group included 14-16 participants, representing local activists, civil society

members, and engaged youth.

In each municipality, the EES from the Attune model was applied to assess participants’
perceptions of extremism, social polarization, manipulation, and other relevant factors in
their communities. The focus groups provided rich qualitative insights into how extremism
manifests in everyday interactions and how youth perceive and navigate political, social, and

gender-related challenges in a polarized context.
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2.2.4 Justification of the Intervention

The Everyday Extremism Scale (EES), from the Attune model, was selected as the primary
intervention in Kosovo to examine how political polarization and everyday extremism are
experienced, particularly among youth, within the country’s current political climate. In a
context marked by deep political divisions, institutional instability, and persistent interethnic
tensions, this qualitative approach was essential for capturing lived experiences, perceptions,

and attitudes that quantitative methods might fail to reveal.

The focus groups conducted through the EES framework provided a safe and participatory
environment for young people, civil society members, and activists to engage in open
discussions on sensitive topics such as political manipulation, disinformation, and social
exclusion. Through pre-EES and post-EES exercises, participants were encouraged to reflect
critically on what constitutes everyday extremism and how it can manifest in subtle, often

unrecognized forms.

In a politically polarized society with ongoing ethnic divisions, this intervention enabled
collective reflection on how such conditions influence civic engagement and shape
individuals’ ability to distinguish between legitimate activism and extremist behavior. It also
sheds light on how extremist tendencies can become normalized, beginning with everyday

language and social interaction.

2.2.5 Findings & Discussion

2.2.5.1 Understanding Political Extremism

Political extremism is perceived by participants not merely as adherence to a rigid ideology,
but as the imposition of ideas on others in ways that undermine dialogue, respect, and social
cohesion. Extremism manifests when beliefs are enforced without consideration for differing

perspectives, often creating social division and tension within communities.
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Participants identified several key drivers of extremism in the Kosovo context

Many participants feel disenfranchised or excluded from meaningful decision-making
processes. This accumulated frustration can lead citizens to adopt extreme positions as a form

of expression or resistance.

Longstanding divisions along ethnic, political, or ideological lines create an environment
where extremist behavior can thrive, particularly when political actors or social narratives

actively reinforce these divisions.

In highly polarized contexts like Kosovo, ordinary civic activism can sometimes be
misinterpreted as extremist behavior. Participants noted that distinguishing between
constructive political engagement and harmful extremism requires careful attention to intent,

communication methods, and the impact on others.

Before the EES Exercise

Participants generally perceived extremism as tied directly to extreme political positions or
those who impose their ideas on others, often equating it with visible acts such as protests,
inflammatory speeches, or explicit advocacy of controversial policies. There was limited
recognition that everyday actions, communication patterns, and interpersonal interactions
could also contribute to the dynamics of extremism. Extremism was often seen as something
external, “other people’s behavior”, rather than as behaviors that could emerge in ordinary

political engagement.

After the EES Exercise

Through the application of the EES, participants were prompted to consider both the
promotion of their own views and the undermining of opposing views, including subtler
actions such as online comments, personal attacks, or public shaming. This revealed that
extremism is not only about what one believes, but how one behaves and interacts with
others politically. Participants recognized that behaviors like ignoring opposing perspectives,
spreading misinformation, or engaging in hostile debate contribute to extremism, even when

intentions may seem justified.
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Participants developed a more nuanced understanding of extremism, realizing that even
strongly held political positions, if expressed without openness to dialogue or sensitivity to
context, could be perceived as extreme. This awareness underscored the importance of
evaluating political behavior based on both the ideological content and the manner in which

ideas are expressed and enforced.

They added that extremism is at times a product of common arguments that escalate into
abuse, attacks on individuals or the discrediting of opposing voices. Loyalty-based
relationships that suppress free debate by blindly defending the political actors were also
viewed as an enabler for extremism, as were actions aimed at undermining the legitimacy of
institutions, including refusing to accept court decisions or disrupting parliamentary

proceedings.

2.2.5.2 Manipulation, Media Influence, and Lack of Active Listening

Before the EES Exercise

Participants tended to underestimate the everyday mechanisms through which manipulation
shapes opinions and reinforces polarization. They often associated manipulation only with
overt propaganda, blatant lies, or extreme disinformation campaigns. While they could
identify obvious tactics, such as fabricated news stories or aggressive political messaging, they
were less aware of how subtler, everyday practices, such as trolling in comment sections,
gaslighting opponents in online debates, selective reporting in traditional media, or narrative

framing, gradually normalize mistrust and antagonism.

According to the EES perspective, this lack of awareness reflects how extremism is reproduced
not only through explicit calls to hate or violence but also through ordinary habits of
interaction that erode trust and dialogue. For example, participants described debates—both
online and offline—as confrontational arenas where individuals insist on imposing their own
views rather than listening to others. Such patterns of non-listening foster echo chambers and

hinder collective problem-solving, contributing incrementally to a culture of polarization.
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Generational differences also mattered: participants observed that traditional media outlets
frequently mirror partisan interests, while younger citizens, relying more heavily on social
media—are especially exposed to unverified or manipulative content. Both channels illustrate
how everyday exposure to biased information can reinforce extremist tendencies by shaping

perceptions in one-sided ways.

After EES

Participants developed a more nuanced understanding of manipulation, recognizing both
overt tactics (public deception, false allegations) and subtle strategies (framing and narrative
shifts). This awareness underscored the importance of media literacy, critical thinking, and
responsible information engagement. Participants emphasized that citizens need to actively
guestion sources, seek diverse perspectives, and recognize manipulative strategies to reduce
their vulnerability to political extremism. They also acknowledged that fostering active
listening and creating spaces for constructive dialogue are crucial for mitigating polarization

and supporting a healthier political culture.

2.2.5.3 Promotion of Own Views vs. Undermining Others

Before EES

Activities aimed at expressing and advancing one’s perspectives—such as participating in local
politics, endorsing candidates or institutions, organizing events, or publishing materials to
share ideas—were largely deemed acceptable by participants. These behaviors were
perceived as positive forms of civic engagement, allowing individuals to contribute to public
discourse, influence policy in constructive ways, and strengthen democratic participation.
Participants emphasized that actively promoting one’s views encourages dialogue, builds
community involvement, and provides citizens with a sense of agency and responsibility in

political life.

In contrast, behaviors designed to discredit, intimidate, or harm opponents—including
harassment, trolling, spreading false claims, personal attacks, and public shaming—were

almost universally regarded as unacceptable. Participants highlighted that such actions erode
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public trust, intensify polarization, and cultivate an environment conducive to extremism.
When political engagement shifts from promoting ideas to attacking others, it undermines

rational debate and normalizes hostility, both online and offline.

After EES

Promotion of one's own views was confirmed as positive, supporting active civic participation,
constructive dialogue, and engagement in democratic processes. Participants reflected on
how their actions, such as organizing events, publicly endorsing ideas, or sharing opinions,

could be both influential and responsible if conducted ethically.

Undermining others' behaviors, even subtle acts like online trolling, spreading
misinformation, or personal criticism, were widely recognized as harmful. Participants
acknowledged that these actions erode trust, fuel polarization, and create pathways for

extremist dynamics, even if done unintentionally or in the name of political loyalty.

Participants realized that extremism is not only about ideological positions but is strongly
reflected in behaviors that harm or suppress others. The exercise also helped them identify
personal ethical boundaries, determining which actions cross the line of acceptable political

conduct.
There was a clear recognition of the dual dimension of everyday extremism:

1. Promoting positive engagement and civic responsibility
2. Avoiding actions that harm or delegitimize others

Overall, participants became more conscious of the importance of responsible activism,
moderated debate, and ethical participation, highlighting that constructive engagement is
essential for maintaining social cohesion, reducing polarization, and supporting democratic

norms.
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2.2.6 Key Takeaways Across Municipalities

1. Understanding Political Extremism

Participants realized that extremism is not just ideology but also behaviors that suppress
dialogue, attack others, or escalate conflicts. Drivers in Kosovo include political frustration,
historical polarization, and blurred lines between activism and extremism. After the EES
exercise, participants recognized that even strong political positions can appear extreme if

expressed without openness to dialogue.

2. Manipulation, Media Influence, and Active Listening

Participants observed that political manipulation and media framing—both traditional and
social—shape perceptions and fuel polarization. Lack of active listening worsens conflicts. The
EES exercise highlighted overt and subtle manipulative behaviors, underscoring the need for

media literacy, critical thinking, and constructive dialogue.

3. Promotion of Own Views vs. Undermining Others

Promoting one’s own views through civic engagement was seen as positive, while behaviors
aimed at undermining others—harassment, false claims, or public shaming—were considered
unacceptable. The EES exercise reinforced that responsible activism strengthens democracy,

whereas targeting opponents fuels polarization and extremist dynamics.

2.2.6.1 Overall Shift in Perspectives

Across Gjakove, Prizren, and Prishtine, participants demonstrated a heightened awareness of
both subtle and structural forms of extremism. They recognized the power of media and social
networks in shaping perceptions, understood the importance of civic education and critical
thinking, and emphasized the necessity of gender equality, civil engagement, and constructive
dialogue. Collectively, the discussions underscored that preventing radicalization and

polarization requires coordinated efforts across education, media literacy, civil society, and
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public discourse, highlighting the potential for communities to build resilience against

extremism when these elements are actively promoted.

2.2.7 Post Intervention

After the exercise, many participants reported that it enhanced their understanding
of responsible activism, the value of constructive debate, and the importance of
moderation in political engagement. They also acknowledged that, while they often
criticize extremist behaviors in others, they can sometimes cross the line themselves.
The exercise helped them reassess their own actions, recognize potential oversteps in

debates, and better understand where to draw ethical boundaries.

Most participants mentioned that this was a very important exercise for reflecting on
and rethinking their own positionality and ideological assumptions. By engaging with
different communities and understanding others’ grievances, the exercise created a
space for more open and constructive dialogue. Participants specifically noted that
recognizing shared or mutual identities helped bring people together. While strong,
singular identities can be divisive, exploring commonalities allows for better
understanding, collaboration, and the identification of shared goals. A key insight from
the participants was the realization that anyone can sometimes turn to extremist
behaviors or manipulate information, even when acting in accordance with what they

believe to be true.

Unmoderated or biased discourse, whether online or offline, can normalize hostility,
undermine constructive dialogue, and increase vulnerability to extremist attitudes.
Structured moderation and ethical guidance help create spaces where civic
engagement can remain responsible, inclusive, and resistant to extremism. However,
participants also emphasized that trust in the moderator is crucial: if the moderator is
perceived as partial or favoring one side, this can itself become a source of

polarization.
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Finding commonality emerged as a powerful element within the reflection process,
serving as a key application of the ATTUNE model. By identifying shared experiences,
values, or perspectives among participants, we were able to foster empathy and
mutual understanding. This sense of common ground encouraged more open
dialogue, reduced defensiveness, and created a space where participants could
critically reflect on their own views while appreciating those of others. In this way, the
recognition of communalities became a central mechanism for promoting connection,

reflection, and attunement within the group.

One of the key outcomes was also related to how we ask questions and understand
the origins of participants’ opinions. By asking follow-up questions that encouraged
reflection—for instance, if someone mentioned they might manipulate in different
circumstances—we aimed not to judge but to create a more open and friendly
environment. This approach allowed participants to reflect on their statements and,
in some cases, reconsider their views. The friendly environment, where everyone felt
equal and included rather than detached, was particularly helpful in applying the

ATTUNE model effectively.

2.2.8 Recommendations

2.2.8.1 Short-Term

1. Focus on raising awareness and understanding of what constitutes extremism, particularly

everyday extremism. Many participants expressed uncertainty about who can be considered

an extremist and what behaviors fall under this category. Public campaigns, workshops, and

youth dialogues should clarify these concepts, emphasizing the subtle forms of extremism

that manifest through language, online behavior, and civic interaction.

2. Political and social debates should be organized during less tense political periods, when

emotions are lower and constructive engagement is more likely. Evidence from the study

indicates that timing directly affects participants’ ability to reflect and communicate

effectively. Structured moderation and ethical guidance are essential to ensure balanced,

inclusive, and depolarizing discussions.
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3. Facilitators and moderators should receive specialized training in impartial communication,
conflict sensitivity, and active listening. As participants highlighted, trust in a moderator’s
neutrality is vital;, without it, even well-intentioned discussions can inadvertently deepen

polarization.

2.2.8.2 Medium Term

1. Strengthen citizens’ ability to identify political manipulation, disinformation, and extremist
framing within media and political communication. Civil society organizations, educational
institutions, and local media platforms can play a central role in fostering critical thinking and

developing media literacy programs.

2. Introduce national or local guidelines promoting ethical standards in public discourse, both
online and offline. Such frameworks should encourage responsible moderation, foster
constructive debate, and discourage inflammatory rhetoric in political, media, and social

spaces.

2.2.8.3 Long Term

1. The understanding of political and everyday extremism should be embedded within civic
education curricula, media literacy programs, and public communication strategies. This may
include interactive TV programs, podcasts, and social media campaigns that promote critical

reflection, tolerance, and inclusive dialogue.

2. Establish sustainable, community-based dialogue forums connecting youth, civil society,
and community leaders from different ethnic and political backgrounds. Building on the EES
methodology, these platforms should aim to strengthen empathy, highlight shared values,

and counter divisive narratives over the long term.

3. Support initiatives that emphasize shared experiences, collective memories, and mutual
values among diverse groups. Prioritizing commonalities over divisions can foster empathy,

strengthen social cohesion, and contribute to building an inclusive and resilient civic culture.
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2.3.0 Executive summary

Contemporary research increasingly emphasises the importance of distinguishing violent
extremism from that which emerges in everyday life. Everyday extremism is a relatively new
concept in the social sciences and refers to the normalisation and expression of radical ideas,
attitudes, and behaviours in daily life without conscious identification with extremist groups.
A deeper understanding of everyday extremism is essential, as this phenomenon may

promote extremist narratives and undermine democratic practices.

This report aims to identify everyday extremism within the specific social context shaped by
student and civic protests in Serbia and explore its connection to activism and social
movements. Everyday extremism is examined through attitudes toward the values
represented in student demands (such as the rule of law and proper functioning of the
institutions) and the actions respondents are willing to take to defend those values that is,
how far they are prepared to go in radicalising their actions to achieve these goals. The issue
was explored through hypothetical scenarios based on real social events from the period of
student protests, and situated within the broader context of trust in various institutions (e.g.,
the judiciary, healthcare system, church, etc.). The Everyday Extremism Scale (EES) will be

used to measure levels of everyday extremism.

The research was conducted using a qualitative methodology, with purposive sampling across
five focus groups: (1) students participating in blockades, (2) citizens who support their views
and demands, (3) students who oppose the blockades and demand a return to classes, (4)
citizens who support the latter group’s views, and (5) control group of students and citizens
who do not support either side, completely randomised. This stratification allowed for a more
detailed analysis of different conceptions of democracy, degrees of polarisation, levels of

institutional trust, and the potential for radicalisation and expressions of everyday extremism.
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2.3.1 Introduction
"To tell the truth | can't stand this place... It makes me violent / So violent / But please,

1

please no violence...'

Bob Vylan, Makes Me Violent (2024)

These lines from Bob Vylan’s Makes Me Violent capture the emotional paradox at the core
of this research: the frustration and rage born of systemic injustice and marginalization,
colliding with the normative demand for restraint, civility, and democratic decorum. The
song, widely interpreted as a letter to England a country that admonishes violence while
perpetuating structural harms became an anthem for protest and dissent in the UK, but also

gained traction across contexts marked by deep political disillusionment.

In 2024, the United Kingdom became the first country to legislate a formal definition of
extremism not tied solely to violence or terrorism, but expanded to include behaviors that

“undermine democracy, the rule of law, and tolerance of different views” [UK Government,

2024]. Ironically, the same state that sought to define and contain extremism found itself
confronted with new forms of cultural and political rebellion most notably when Bob Vylan
himself was detained in the summer of 2025 after chanting “Death, death to the IDF” during
a live broadcast at Glastonbury Festival, sparking fierce national and international debate on

the boundaries of speech, protest, and state repression.

It is within this international conversation shaped by the OppAttune project and the work of
institutions like The Open University that this research on Everyday Extremism (EE) in Serbia
emerges. Drawing from fieldwork with university students and other citizens, our study
seeks to understand how individuals navigate personal grievance, political impotence, and
democratic erosion in ways that often resist the binary of radical vs. moderate, or violent vs.

peaceful.

Indeed, even experienced researchers in our fieldwork struggled to “scan” or interpret
responses that were rich, layered, and contradictory. Interviewees frequently expressed
feeling unprivileged, broken, ignored, and abandoned yet also aware of societal

expectations that they remain peaceful, respectful, and “rational.” This produces a
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fundamental tension: what happens when people are told they cannot be violent, but are

offered no meaningful channels for justice?

Serbia today is a microcosm of a broader European democratic crisis. The country’s political
discourse is increasingly dominated by a binary us vs. them logic fueled by hyper-partisan
media, entrenched clientelism, and identity-based grievances (Suboti¢, 2019; Bieber, 2020).
Young people, especially students, are both targets and carriers of this polarization. While
some mobilize in protest, many retreat into apathy or ideological rigidity, alienated by

institutions that fail to deliver justice, inclusion, or credibility (Todorovié¢ & Spasojevi¢, 2021).

Public universities once central to democratic imagination are no longer neutral grounds.
They have become ideological battlegrounds where pro-democracy actors, nationalist
populists, and institutional defenders compete for legitimacy. In such a fragmented space,
youth are highly susceptible to both everyday forms of extremism and authoritarian
justifications for order, blurring the moral and political lines that used to guide public action

(Miller-Idriss, 2018; Mudde, 2019).

This report explores the manifestations, and contextual underpinnings of everyday
extremism and political disaffection in Serbia, within the framework of the OppAttune
project. Drawing on a qualitative approach of the focus group discussions, the study
investigates how identity, institutional trust, political disaffection, and system justification

interact to shape attitudes and behaviors aligned with populist and extremist tendencies.

The research is situated in a period of heightened socio-political tension, marked by growing
public dissatisfaction, recurring protests, and a perceived erosion of democratic norms.
Against this backdrop, we examine the paradoxes of institutional trust, the persistence of
authoritarian and populist narratives, and the role of identity in fostering both resistance

and compliance with dominant political structures.
To achieve this, the report is structured as follows after 2.3.1, introduction:

e 2.3.2 provides a detailed account of the methodology, including ethical

considerations, sampling details, and a justification for the use of focus group
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discussions (FGDs).

e 2.2.3 presents an overview of Serbian context, background and legislation, focusing

on system justification, and also discusses deradicalisation.

e 2.3.4 are results and findings introduces and explains the two everyday extremism

scenarios (EES) used to frame qualitative discussions:

O Scenario 1 explores attitudes around the disruption of institutional

functioning (“from order to disorder”),

O Scenario 2 deals with the inverse — restoring institutional functionality

(“from dysfunction to reform”).

These scenarios provide a thematic lens for interpreting participants’

responses.

o Identity and Belonging, including national, religious, gender, and European
identification

O Institutional Trust and Corruption, especially perceptions of nepotism,
clientelism, and the judiciary

o System Justification and Social Mobility, examining how class and national
identity moderate political attitudes

o Populism and Political Alienation, tracing attitudes toward leadership,
protest, and representation

o Conspiracy Beliefs and Radical Behaviors, especially regarding immigration,

climate change, and vaccination

e 2.3.5 delves into the paradox of the Rule of Law, illustrating how respondents

simultaneously distrust institutions while seeking their protection — a dynamic
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particularly visible in youth responses and discussions of protest.

e 2.3.6 synthesizes findings across methods, offering a comprehensive interpretation
of the Serbian case, grounded in theoretical and contextual insights. Here, we
explore how Serbia’s hybrid political regime, socio-economic inequalities, and
cultural narratives shape everyday extremism and populist expression. It concludes
the report with key reflections, emphasizing the interplay between national identity,
institutional trust, and disaffection. It also outlines critical implications for policy, civil

society, and future research.
e 2.3.7 provides recommendations.

This structure aims to provide both descriptive clarity and analytical depth, contextualizing
the Serbian findings within broader debates on populism, democratic backsliding, and

radicalization in contemporary Europe.

2.3.1.1 Context and Challenges

Serbia is navigating a period of acute political polarization, institutional distrust, and social
fragmentation. This crisis reached a new intensity during the 2024-2025 anti-corruption
protests, which erupted in response to a series of corruption scandals, alleged abuses of
power, and manipulation of democratic processes including the controversial expropriation
of land for foreign investment and persistent governmental disregard for institutional
accountability. These protests, led primarily by students, teachers, and civil society actors,

were marked by sit-ins, road blockades, and creative forms of resistance.

The research underpinning this report was conducted amidst this volatile and emotionally
charged climate. Recruiting participants proved especially difficult due to widespread
surveillance anxieties, politicized public spaces, and deep distrust in institutions including
academic ones. Many youth respondents expressed concerns about retaliation or
misrepresentation, requiring researchers to develop trust-building mechanisms, adapt
consent procedures, and create emotionally secure discussion formats. Focus groups were
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thus not only data collection environments but also spaces of catharsis and political

reflection.

The protests themselves signal a crisis of democratic representation. Public universities,
long seen as incubators of political thought and dissent, have increasingly become sites of
ideological polarization. On one side, students demanded rule of law, institutional
transparency, and anti-corruption measures. On the other hand, narratives defending the
"stabilocracy" a term coined to describe regimes that maintain apparent order through
undemocratic means gained traction among those weary of conflict or nostalgic for strong
authority figures (Biancalana, 2021; Bieber, 2018). This duality between reformist
democratic action and authoritarian reassurance mirrors broader regional trends where
young people are caught between progressive movements and the psychological comfort of

stability in uncertainty (Mudde, 2019; Krastev & Holmes, 2020).

Moreover, the climate of protest sharpened the ambiguity surrounding what constitutes
extremism in the Serbian context. As various groups increasingly adopted confrontational
but non-violent tactics (e.g., road blockades, occupation of public institutions), the threshold
between legitimate dissent and "everyday extremism" blurred. Our fieldwork found that
participants often oscillated between advocating peaceful democratic change and
expressing open frustration that veered into authoritarian or exclusionary discourse
particularly against perceived enemies of the state or democracy. This fluidity makes Serbia
a critical case for analyzing how everyday extremism manifests not only in radical ideologies

but also in mainstream political frustration.

As Scagliola (2023) and Miller-Idriss (2020) argue, the normalization of polarizing discourse,
along with the delegitimization of dissent as extremism, creates a dangerous terrain in
which democratic backsliding can take root under the guise of social order. The ongoing
student protests thus represent not just a political crisis, but also a cultural and
epistemological rupture where the very language of citizenship, extremism, and justice is up

for renegotiation.
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2.3.1.2 Protests in Serbia 2024-25

The recent wave of protests in Serbia, culminating in the 2025 student-led anti-corruption
demonstrations, did not emerge in a vacuum. They were the consequence of deep-rooted
systemic dysfunctions: endemic corruption, institutional erosion, political impunity, and
public disillusionment. The tipping point, however, was a tragedy the collapse of the newly
reconstructed canopy at Novi Sad Railway Station in November 2024, which claimed 16 lives
and injured several others. Constructed as part of a flagship infrastructure project under the
national modernisation of Serbia initiative, the canopy’s failure came to symbolize the
dangers of corruption, negligence, and non-transparent procurement practices in Serbian

public works.

Although the government initially dismissed the incident as an "unforeseeable accident,"
investigative media and whistleblower reports quickly uncovered substantial irregularities in
contracting procedures, including ties between the construction firm and senior political
figures. Public outrage grew swiftly, catalyzing spontaneous vigils, protests, and blockades
first in Novi Sad and then across university towns including Belgrade, Ni$, and Kragujevac.
These mobilizations were spearheaded by students but quickly gained support from

academics, civil society, and everyday citizens.

This period also coincided with an escalating crackdown on dissent, where peaceful
demonstrators, including minors and university professors, were subjected to police
violence, arbitrary arrests, and media smear campaigns. As documented by human rights
monitors and independent media outlets such as KRIK and BIRN, the state's response
increasingly mirrored the “authoritarian stability” model described by scholars of
stabilitocracy (Bieber, 2018; Vracié, 2021). These dynamics directly impacted the everyday
lives of young people, many of whom oscillate between civic resignation and bursts of

radical action.

Importantly, this research was conducted during this fragile and volatile period amid street
protests, ongoing detentions, and media censorship. Organizing focus groups with student
protesters, non-protesters, and various citizen categories required not only methodological

agility but also ethical vigilance and trust-building. In a polarized environment where
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participants feared surveillance or retaliation, even recruiting volunteers posed a substantial
challenge. Nonetheless, the fieldwork captured a vivid tapestry of emotions
disappointment, betrayal, moral outrage, and hesitant hope all surfacing through narratives
that echoed the themes of grievance-based radicalization discussed in the broader literature
on everyday extremism (Demertzis, 2023; Mahendran et al., 2024). This research is a
contribution to OppAttune’s efforts to refine our conceptual understanding of everyday
extremism not as a fixed identity or ideology, but as a relational and situational response to
perceived injustice and illegitimacy, often occurring in democratic grey zones (Zempi &

Awan, 2017; Fangen, 2021).

2.3.1.3. Justification for the Chosen Intervention(s)

The Serbia research team implemented a mixed-method approach that validated and
applied the Everyday Extremism (EE) Scale through both survey data and focus group
discussions (FGDs). The justification for this intervention lies in Serbia’s unique socio-

political context, marked by:

1. A hybrid regime structure, where democratic institutions formally exist but are
undermined by authoritarian governance strategies, state-captured media, and a
shrinking civic space.

2. A polarized and fragmented public sphere, where dissent and extremism often
overlap, especially given Serbia’s unresolved post-conflict identity, persistent
economic precarity, and deep distrust in political institutions.

3. Widespread political alienation, as evidenced in both the quantitative survey and
FGDs. Respondents, especially youth, exhibit frustration, low political efficacy, and
skepticism toward democratic values, while still showing high engagement and

readiness for protest.

The EE Scale was well-suited for this setting because it allowed the team to explore the
“gray zones” of radicalized behaviors and attitudes where disillusionment, ideological

rigidity, and justifications of systemic injustice evolve into social exclusion, intolerance, and
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behavioral extremism. The intervention also helped distinguish between legitimate civic
dissent and norm-normalized exclusionary actions, a particularly relevant distinction in the

Serbian context.

By embedding focus groups across generations and identity lines, including students and
individuals active during the 1990s protests, the intervention also captured temporal and
intergenerational narratives that are critical to understanding how everyday extremism

operates not only politically but socially and historically.

Thus, the chosen intervention was methodologically and contextually justified. It helped
capture micro-level processes of attitudinal polarization, narratives of disaffection, and the
symbolic justification of exclusionary behaviors that conventional tools often miss in

transitional, peripheral democracies like Serbia.
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2.3.2 Methodology

The methodology of the Serbia country report builds directly upon the participatory, multi-
method framework developed through prior OppAttune project workstreams, particularly
the conceptual and operational guidelines outlined in Deliverable 7.1. This includes
alignment with the project's overarching aim to explore everyday extremism through locally
grounded, dialogical processes. The design of the Serbian case study was further informed
by the principles presented in the Intervention Handbook, emphasizing context-sensitive,

intersectional, and comparative analysis across social groups and geographies.

Guided by these frameworks, the research applied qualitative methods including semi-
structured focus group discussions (FGDs), scenario-based elicitation techniques, and
values-based scaling tools (EES). The selection of participant groups and scenario pathways
was intentionally crafted to reflect the acute socio-political polarization in Serbia,
particularly within student and youth populations. Research implementation followed an
iterative, reflexive model, incorporating field-tested tools from OppAttune's earlier stages
while adapting them to the specific challenges of the Serbian context including fieldwork

conducted during active civic mobilizations and under conditions of institutional distrust.

2.3.2.1 Working Definition

Working definition of "everyday extremism", emphasizing that:

e |tis not about abnormality or overt violence, but about normalized discourses and

practices that construct hostile "us vs. them" divides.

® These practices can seem “common-sense” or ordinary, such as semantic
barriers that delegitimize others’ views or narratives that subtly portray outsiders as

threats.

e |tis context-dependent in colonial regimes or under ethno-nationalist systems, even

overt racism may not be framed as extremism.
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Working Definition (Summarized): Everyday extremism refers to ordinary, routinized
narratives and practices that reproduce hostile oppositions between “us” and “them”, often
embedded in the common sense of daily life. These oppositional discourses do not require
abnormal conditions or acts of violence to be extreme; rather, they normalize devaluation,
exclusion, and resentment in ways that support structural inequality or ideological

polarization.

Terminological Note: Extremism vs. Everyday Extremism

In alignment with recent scholarship and the broader Everyday Extremism research
framework, we distinguish between extremism typically understood as the advocacy or use
of violence, threats, or undemocratic means to achieve ideological ends and everyday
extremism, which refers to subtle, normalized, and often socially tolerated actions that

reinforce exclusionary attitudes, polarizing discourse, or authoritarian values in daily life.

However, in both the Serbian language and public discourse, this distinction remains
ambiguous. The term srb. ekstremizam is most commonly associated with terrorism, radical
violence, or militant ideologies, and often elicits strong emotional reactions during
interviews. Participants tend to associate the term narrowly with violent acts or “fringe”
groups, rather than with routine behaviors or rhetoric present in democratic contexts.
When introduced to the concept of srb. svakodnevni ekstremizam (everyday extremism),
many respondents initially expressed confusion or skepticism, often perceiving it as an

oxymoron or political provocation.

During focus groups and interviews, a researcher encountered significant variability in how
participants understood the boundaries of legitimate dissent versus extremist behavior. For
example, actions such as blocking roads, insulting political opponents, or supporting
punitive policing were viewed by some as justified civic action, while others saw them as
signs of societal radicalization. This reflects the contextual relativity of extremism and the

political polarization embedded in Serbian public life.

To maintain clarity and consistency, a researcher adopted a reflective approach, often

explaining the concept of everyday extremism using relatable scenarios (e.g., protest
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slogans, partisan media behavior, student actions). This required active negotiation of

meaning during conversations, with particular attention to not imposing normative

judgments. The Everyday Extremism Scale (EES) was introduced as a visual aid in several

discussions to further facilitate understanding and differentiation.

For the purpose of this study, we operationalize everyday extremism as the normalization of

exclusionary or illiberal political practices ranging from rhetorical aggression and public

shaming to legitimizing coercive state action that may not be overtly violent but still

undermine democratic pluralism. This definitional clarity was essential to guide both

participant reflection and consistent data interpretation.

1. Social Psychological Perspectives

Prejudice & Identity: Initially seen as individual-level pathology, now understood as

part of everyday categorization (Allport, Tajfel & Turner).

Ingroup/Outgroup Dynamics: Extremism emerges when the success of the ingroup

depends on the devaluation of an outgroup (Berger, 2017).

Aversive Racism: Prejudice can be implicit and masked by social norms (Dovidio &

Gaertner, 2004).

Semantic Barriers (Gillespie, 2020): Culturally reinforced cognitive tools that prevent

understanding of the other.

2. Cultural and Narrative Drivers

Culture: Viewed as fluid, lived, and ambivalent (Nelson & Braff, 2020), not reducible

to static typologies.

Narratives: Function as systems of meaning that structure identities, conflicts, and

solidarities (Bruner, 1986; Ochs & Capps, 1996).

Significance-Quest Theory (3N) (Kruglanski & Szumowska, 2021): Extremism arises
when unmet needs are framed by ideologically loaded narratives supported by social

networks.
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3. Socio-Political Drivers

e Populism: A ‘thin ideology’ dividing society into the ‘pure people’ vs. the ‘corrupt

elite’ (Mudde, 2004).

e Ontological Insecurity: When identity and existential stability are threatened, people

adopt hardened, often exclusionary identities (Giddens, 1991; Kinnvall, 2004).

e Political Affect: Emotions such as resentment and ressentiment fuel anti-

establishment and anti-minority politics (Capelos & Demertzis, 2022).

4. Material Drivers

® Socio-economic Marginalization: Poverty, inequality, and lack of services contribute

to ontological insecurity and populist grievance politics.

e Displacement & Scarcity Framing: Migrants are seen as threats to scarce resources

like housing, jobs, or healthcare, even when data disproves it.

2.3.2.2 Research Design

The Serbian country study on Everyday Extremism was conducted through a layered and
iterative qualitative design developed in line with Work Package 7.1 (WP7.1) guidelines. The
design combines structured conversation, scale testing, and contextual scenario
development to probe individual and collective perceptions of extremism, institutional trust,

and the thresholds of civic and political engagement.

2.3.2.3 Sequential Structure

The research unfolded in four distinct stages during each of the focus group discussions

(FGDs):

1. Opening Dialogue — Anchoring in Values and Institutional Trust

Discussions began with introductory, open-ended prompts derived directly from WP7.1
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guidelines to allow participants to self-articulate their core values, social frustrations, and
broader political identities. This phase served two critical purposes:
o To test and localize key constructs identified in the Wide Lens survey
conducted in earlier project phases.
o To familiarize participants with the reflective mode of conversation that
would carry through the FGD.

2. Participants were then introduced to the Institutional Trust battery (InTrust) a 7-
point Likert-style scale measuring perceptions of trust across nine institutional
domains (e.g., judiciary, police, media, EU, political parties). These questions were
contextually grounded in real and recent Serbian events (e.g., judicial inaction, police
brutality, media censorship), and followed by open-ended probes to elicit emotional,
behavioral, and political responses.

3. Engagement with the Everyday Extremism Scale (EEx)

Once participants had articulated frustrations, values, and trust boundaries, they
were invited to engage with a localized adaptation of the Everyday Extremism Scale
(EEx).

This scale presented 12 diverse civic and disruptive actions ranging from peaceful
protest to digital sabotage and participants were asked to rate the legitimacy of each
on a 1-7 scale.

A brief discussion followed to probe emotional thresholds and perceived boundaries
between activism and extremism. This provided a mid-point temperature check for
each participant's normative stance on civic disruption and dissent.

4. Scenario-Based Deep Dive
The core of the FGD involved a structured, linear branching scenario simulating
democratic breakdown and institutional failure in Serbia.

This scenario, designed to trigger dissonance and reflection, placed participants in
escalating hypothetical situations from voting dilemmas and loss of trust in expert
governments, to crises of legitimacy, civil disobedience, and radical options.

At each decision point, participants responded via scale and qualitative discussion,
revealing how far they might go to defend or challenge a political cause.

Notably, different groups were given different narrative angles for example, one set
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was based on defending pro-democracy institutional reforms, while a parallel
version explored commitment to status-quo stability and authoritarian control in the
face of protests.

5. Return to the Extremism Scale — Boundary Reassessment
The final phase revisited the Everyday Extremism Scale (EEx), this time accompanied
by a visual tool. Participants were invited to draw a red line indicating the most
extreme action they could justify in the name of their values.
They were then asked to reflect on whether this line had shifted during the
discussion and why. This stage was crucial in identifying moments of transformation,

consolidation, or contradiction in participants’ normative reasoning.

2.3.2.4 Sampling and Field Implementation

A total of 5 FGDs were conducted online, across diverse urban centers in Serbia including
Belgrade, Novi Sad, Nis, and Subotica representing both university student populations and
general adult citizens.

These groups were selected via purposive and snowball sampling to ensure variation in
political orientation, protest participation, and demographic profiles. The sample also
includes two key informant interviews (Klls) with experienced civil society practitioners and

protest organizers, offering analytical triangulation and deeper insight into activist logics.

2.3.2.5 Goals of the Design

This layered design was intended not just to extract opinion, but to allow participants to

experience and process their own red lines, ideational tensions, and justifications. It blends
normative questioning (What do | believe?) with behavioral reflection (What would | do?), a
process particularly well-suited to capturing ambiguous expressions of everyday extremism

in a polarized society such as Serbia.
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2.3.2.6 Ethical Considerations and Risk Mitigation

This research strictly followed the ethical protocols approved at the outset of the
OppAttune project. Ethical clearance was granted through the official Human Research
Ethics Committee application process, supported by documentation including Forms A, B,
and C (ISAC), with formal consent mechanisms tailored for sensitive political and social

contexts.

All participants were informed about the aims, risks, and confidentiality aspects of the study
before giving their consent. To enhance participant protection, the project adopted a model
of oral consent, as recognized and approved in Form B. Informed consent was obtained
from all individuals, and no identifying personal data were collected or stored. Participants
were clearly informed that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at

any point without consequence.

2.3.2.7 Adaptation to Safety and Logistical Needs

In light of both political sensitivities and logistical constraints, we made a strategic decision
to conduct all Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) online. This approach served multiple

purposes:

e Participant Safety: It provided a secure, low-risk environment for individuals to speak
freely, especially given the politically charged nature of the topic.

e Anonymity and Comfort: Participants joined via online conferencing platform using
only their first names or pseudonyms. They were also encouraged to change their
displayed name to further protect their identity.

o Data Protection: Audio recordings were made solely to ensure accurate transcription
and were only used to extract anonymized direct quotations. All recordings were
securely deleted (DELETE) once the analysis and reporting were completed.

e Cost and Time Efficiency: Online facilitation allowed for broader geographic reach
(including participants from Belgrade, Sombor, Subotica, Kragujevac, Novi Sad, Novi

Pazar, and Nis) while minimizing travel, cost, and logistical complications.
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Participants were required to have their cameras on during sessions to foster a sense of
engagement and authenticity. Nevertheless, all identifying visuals were excluded from the

research archive, and only anonymized content was retained.

Risk Mitigation Strategies

Due to the political volatility in Serbia and the sensitive nature of exploring extremism,

several risk mitigation measures were embedded into the research process:

e Question Framing: All discussion prompts were carefully worded to avoid direct
accusations or politically inflammatory language. This minimized distress while still
addressing controversial themes.

e Researcher Safety: A trained and experienced researcher conducted sessions. Their
familiarity with local contexts enabled them to navigate sensitive discussions
effectively.

e Participant Well-being: Clear exit protocols were established in case participants felt
uncomfortable, and a researcher maintained a neutral stance to ensure

psychological safety.

This comprehensive ethical approach aligns fully with OppAttune’s guiding principles and
reflects our deep commitment to conducting socially responsible and methodologically

rigorous research.
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2.3.3 History and Radicalisation-Related context

When it comes to current radicalisation patterns in Serbia, it is necessary to glance back at
the past. During the 1990s, ethnic intolerance, separatist aspirations, political instability,
international isolation, sanctions, and violent episodes were the main determinants of life in
Serbia. Consequently, xenophobic views plummeted among the Serbian population (Bakic,
2013). In this period, Serbia participated in four ethnic wars (Vujaci¢, 2012), which
exacerbated existing cleavages between ethnic and religious groups. Following the bloody
breakup of SFRY (1991) and wars of Yugoslav succession (Azinovi¢, 2018), Serbia entered the
vicious circle of violence, which continued with the Kosovo war and NATO bombing in 1999
(Morelli and Garding, 2018). Following a series of demonstrations, on 5 October 2000,
Slobodan MiloSevi¢'s regime was overthrown (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2020). It was a crucial
event towards the comprehensive political, economic, and cultural transformation of Serbia.
In 2003, Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindji¢ was assassinated. The assassination had a
political background resulting from close links of the political elite with organised crime
(Baki¢, 2013). It “limited the government’s capacity to sustain its initially dynamic policy of
economic and political reform” (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2020) and “produced major
disillusionment with politics” (Baki¢, 2013, p. 2). The State Union of Serbia and Montenegro
(2003-2006), the successor of FRY (1992-2003), dissolved following the referendum in
Montenegro, and Serbia became independent on 5 June 2006 (Morelli and Garding, 2018;
Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2020). In February 2008, Kosovo (under international administration
based upon UN Security Council Resolution 1244/1999) declared unilateral independence,
igniting ethnic tensions and deepening frustrations in the Serbian society (Vujaci¢, 2012;
CeSID, 2016; Morelli and Garding, 2018; Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2020). Kosovo's independence
is not recognised by the Serbian government. This question represents the most challenging
policy issue in recent years. Since the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) rose to power in 2012,
Serbia has been sliding into authoritarianism (Morelli and Garding, 2018; Bertelsmann
Stiftung, 2020; Damnjanovié, 2020), as it is explained in the following sections. Additionally,
for the first time in the last twenty years, Serbia has the lowest democracy score (48/100 -
transitional or hybrid regime) published by Freedom House in 2020 Nations in Transit

(Damnjanovi¢, 2020).
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Historically, Serbia confronted various kinds of terrorism, mainly ideology-driven, like
bombing of the cinema “20. oktobar” in Belgrade on 13 July 1968 (Cvetkovi¢ et al., 2018).
These glimpses of separatism culminated in the 1990s, following the emergence of the Kosovo
Liberation Army (KLA) (Gibas-Krzak, 2018), separatist militia that sought the separation of
Kosovo from the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia during the 1990s and the eventual creation
of Greater Albania throughout promotion of the Albanian culture, ethnicity, and nation. It was
considered a terrorist group until the breakup of Yugoslavia (Ozardem, 2003). Moreover, the
violent attacks continued even after the war in Kosovo. “According to the official statistics of
the Ministry of Interior of the Republic of Serbia for the period from 1991 to 2004, 10,954
terrorist attacks were conducted with 6,590 persons being killed” (Cvetkovi¢ et al., 2018, p.
283). In recent years, the terrorist threat comes from foreign fighters who returned to Serbia
from conflict areas, like Syria. According to the latest Country Report on Terrorism published
by the United States Department of State, the risk of a terrorist attack in Serbia is low, but the
threat of self-radicalisation to terrorism (especially racially and ethnically driven terrorism) is
an issue of concern (Bureau of Counterterrorism [CT], 2020). The same trend of increased
self-radicalisation that can lead to terrorism has been highlighted by the Serbian Department

for Combating Terrorism of the Ministry of Interior (Cvetkovi¢ et al., 2018).

The abovementioned indicators and the latter chronological description of critical events
from the 1990s onwards provide an understanding of the domestic radicalisation context. To
summarise, the radicalisation patterns and trends have been shaped by post-war fragile
society, governance issues, corruption, erosion of human rights, destruction of the welfare
system, privatisation, ethno-religious tensions, rejection of diversity, loss of hope due to lack
of opportunities, poverty, unemployment, and especially by the identity crisis. These drivers,
mutually interlinked and context-dependent, created the perfect breeding ground for self-

radicalisation and non-violent extremism that can lead to violent extremism and terrorism.

2.3.3.1 Serbian Framework: Overview of Extremism, Everyday Extremism, Human Rights and
Freedoms

As mentioned in the previous chapter, these rights and freedoms, if not met, represent a

breeding ground for radicalisation. Nevertheless, restrictions over these rights due to
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counter-radicalisation actions represent a significant challenge. The evolution and dynamics

of the legal framework are described in this section.

Religious Freedom

From 1946 onwards, Yugoslav constitutions guaranteed religious liberty with notable
restrictions regarding religious practices and gatherings. The 1953 Act on the Legal Status of
Religious Communities was the first legal act to regulate their status as legal entities, but the
restrictions and constant state control over religious matters increased as the legislator was
led by the vision of religion-free public space (Bozi¢, 2019). Similarly, the 1977 Act on the Legal
Status of Religious Communities introduced more rigorous constraints on citizens’ religious
rights and free expression of religious beliefs (BoZi¢, 2019). The 1977 Act was repealed in
1993, and the Act on Churches and Religious Communities 2006 finally filled that legal vacuum.
The Act on Churches and Religious Communities 2006 stipulates, inter alia, the freedom of
conscience and religion (art. 1), the freedom of association and assembly for religious
purposes (art. 5), the autonomy of Churches and religious communities (art. 6). The Act
prohibits religious discrimination (art. 2) and determines that religious freedom can only be
restricted in cases prescribed by the Constitution and laws, if necessary for the protection of
public safety, public order, freedoms and rights of others, especially if used for inciting
religious, racial and national intolerance (art. 3). However, various provisions of the Act
regarding the division between traditional and non-traditional churches (arts. 11-17) and the
registration process (arts. 19-24) are considered discriminatory towards minor religious
communities (Petrovi¢, 2007; Duki¢, 2019). There were several initiatives before the
Constitutional Court for determining the unconstitutionality of some provisions or even the
entire Act (1¥Y3-455/2011, 2013; Duki¢, 2019). Similarly, as noted by European Commission
(2020) in its Serbia 2020 Report, the Act needs to be amended following international

standards.

State and Church Relations
Socialist Yugoslavia was anticlerical, and that sentiment was present until the 1990s when

religion started filling the ideological gap strengthening the trend of desecularisation,

Page 71 of 232

Funded by
the European Union




Countering Oppositional Political

! i ' O p p Att UIN@ | Extremism through Attuned

® Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit

especially from the early 2000s onwards. The Act on Churches and Religious Communities
2006 prescribes the absence of state religion (art.2(3)). The cooperation between Churches,
religious communities, and the State is defined to improve religious freedoms, including the
financial support of the State (art. 30). In the initiatives for determining the
unconstitutionality of the Act, the principle of a secular state was also questioned, inter alia,
regarding the religious instruction in public schools. According to the Constitutional Court’s
Decision in the case 1Y3-455/2011 (2013), the normative framework follows the constitutional
principle of separation between State and Church, as it is the system of cooperative

separation.

Freedom of Speech or Expression

Freedom of expression and media freedom, as its integral part, represent strong indicators of
a democratic society. Serbia’s normative framework in this field has come a long way in the
efforts to comply with the EU framework. In post-MiloSevi¢ Serbia, the media system has
passed through three main stages (Reporters without Borders [RSF], 2019). The first stage
started with repealing the infamous 1998 Information Act in February 2001 used by
authorities to suppress the freedom of expression and punish opposition media and
journalists? (Istinomer, 2017). In 2003, a set of media laws was adopted establishing a media
market with both public and commercial media. In the second stage that took place in the
period 2005-2011, media laws were amended, and regulatory bodies were established.
However, this phase brought high politicisation of the media and subsequently limited their
autonomy (RSF, 2019). The role of regulatory bodies was further weakened, and media
privatisation was delayed. When adopting the 2005 amendments, the authorities did not take
into consideration the requests of journalists, and the adopted amendments resulted in
lowering already reached standards of media freedom (Istinomer, 2018). The Association of
Journalists of Serbia warned that the amendments to the Act were intentionally placed as the
first item on the agenda of the Extraordinary Session of the National Assembly as they had

been written in secret, without public debate or consultation with journalists (Istinomer 2017;

1 Aleksandar Vugié, the president of Serbia, was the Minister of Information at that time and he proposed this Act to the National
Assembly.
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2018) and were declared unconstitutional by the Constitutional Court (Istinomer, 2017;
2018). A third stage is characterised by adopting several media laws in 2014 in line with the
EU framework: the Public Information and Media Act 2014, the Electronic Media Act 2014,
and the Public Media Services Act 2014. The Public Information and Media Act 2014, amended
in 2015 and 2016, is an “umbrella“ law in this field. It also regulates the online space, but only
media portals registered in the Media Register (art. 29). There is a lack of regulation regarding
forums, online platforms, or social networks. These laws were adopted with an emergency
procedure, without necessary debate and transparency in the process (Istinomer, 2017).
Though the 2014 media laws are less restrictive and more liberal concerning media
concentration, they still failed to adequately regulate several vital questions, such as non-
transparent government advertising (Belgrade Centre for Human Rights 2016 [BCHR], 2016).
In its Serbia 2020 Report, European Commission (2020) noted that the implementation of the

media laws should be one of the priorities to ensure media freedom.

Freedom of Association and Political Participation

The Associations Act 2009, last amended in 2018, generally guides the establishing of
independent associations freely organised by citizens united in reaching mutual goals.
However, if the association aims at “violently destroying the constitutional order and violating
the territorial integrity of the Republic of Serbia, violating guaranteed human or minority
rights or inciting and encouraging inequality, hatred and intolerance based on racial, national,
religious or other affiliation or orientation, as well as sex, gender, physical, mental or other
characteristics and abilities” (art. 3(2)), the Constitutional Court will prohibit the association’s
work (art. 50). As it is in line with the highest EU standards, the Associations Act is very liberal
(BCHR, 2020).

For the first time following the Second World War, Serbia had multi-party elections in 1990.
Political association and participation were guided by the Political Organisations Act 1990,
whose provisions were partly anachronistic, and the Political Parties Act 2000 (Stojiljkovié,
2007).In 2009, a new Political Parties Act 2009 was adopted regulating the establishment and
the registration of political parties, among other relevant issues. “The activities of a political
party may not be aimed at violently destroying the constitutional order and violating the

territorial integrity of the Republic of Serbia, violating guaranteed human or minority rights
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or inciting and inciting racial, national or religious hatred” (art. 4(2)). In such cases, the
Constitutional Court will decide on the prohibition of the work of a political party (art. 37) and
the party will be deleted from the Register of political parties (art. 39). The Act on financing
political activities 2011, last amended in 2019, is significant for regulating the financing of

political parties, that is, transparency of funding sources and control of campaign funding.

Freedom of Assembly

In April 2015, the Constitutional Court issued a Decision in the case 1¥3-204/2013 (2015)
declaring the 1992 Public Assembly Act (last amended in 2005) unconstitutional. As stated in
the Decision, the 1992 Act was not in accordance with the 2006 Serbian Constitution and,
therefore, it could not protect the freedom of assembly (/¥3-204/2013, 2015). Some
provisions were considered too restrictive. Following a legal vacuum, the new Public Assembly
Act 2016 was enacted in January 2016. By adopting it, Serbia just formally accomplished its
obligation under Chapter 23 Action Plan (BCHR, 2017). According to European Commission
(2020), the normative framework on freedom of assembly is mainly following European
standards, which is not the case with the ODIHR Guidelines on Freedom of Peaceful Assembly.
The 2016 Public Assembly Act seems even more controversial and restrictive than its
predecessor in various provisions (BCHR, 2017; 2020). The principles of necessity and
proportionality are being questioned. The new law does not stipulate that the restrictions
have to be necessary and proportionate to the purpose in a democratic society. The grounds
for restricting freedom of assembly are broader than those set in the 2006 Constitution, and
they do not meet international legal standards (BCHR, 2020). The Public Assembly Act 2016
stipulates in abstracto prohibitions regarding public assembly times (art. 7), venues (art. 6),
an overly demanding procedure for organisers (art. 11), very high fines for organisers (arts.
20-23), among other non-reasonable restrictions. The reasons for the prohibition of an
assembly are numerous and it seems that the legislator envisaged only two options non-
interference in the freedom of assembly and its prohibition, without mentioning less
restrictive measures that could be taken before resorting to the prohibition as the last option
in a democratic society. State authorities are given space for arbitrary actions and

disproportionate interference in the freedom of assembly (BCHR, 2017; 2020).
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Rights of National Minorities

Following the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s and democratic changes in 2000, Serbia took
necessary steps to comply with the international standards in this area and certain normative
progress has been made (Vujaci¢, 2012). Legal framework? is primarily based on the
Protection of the Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities Act 2002, the National Councils
of National Minorities Act 2009, and the Official Use of Scripts and Languages Act 19913, The
Protection of the Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities Act 2002, considered to be an
“umbrella” law for the protection of minorities, defined basic principles (arts. 3-8): prohibition
of discrimination; measures to ensure equality; freedom of national choice and expression;
cooperation with compatriots in the country and abroad; obligation to respect the
constitutional order, principles of international law and public morals; and protection of
acquired rights. These three acts were last amended in 2018. As noted by the European
Commission (2019) in its Serbia 2019 Report, the 2018 amendments to the laws on minorities
made some progress and the normative framework is mainly in compliance with the European
standards and minority protection framework. However, the issues arise from its ineffective

implementation.

2.3.3.2 State Surveillance Laws, Data Protection and the Right to Privacy

The Personal Data Protection Act 2018 is the main act governing the protection of a person’s
privacy right by regulating the collection and processing of personal data, including the lawful
interception of communications and surveillance. The provisions of this act are mostly copied
from the EU Directive and GDPR (Djeric, Radovic and Petrovic, 2020), without taking into
consideration the specificities of the Serbian legal system and enforcement context (BCHR,
2020). The legislator stated two reasons for adopting the new Act: first, the previous Personal
Data Protection Act (adopted in 2008) proved inadequate in protecting this right in all areas
and, second, the legal framework had to be harmonised with the EU standards (BCHR, 2020,

p. 94). The right to privacy is also regulated by sectoral laws in particular areas, such as

2 Certain rights of the minorities are regulated in more detail by several sectoral laws, such as those regulating education, culture,
discrimination, information, political parties, local self-government.

3 If members of a national minority comprise more than 15% of the total population of the municipality, their language and script
must be in official use in the local self-government unit (art.11).

Page 75 of 232

Funded by
the European Union




Countering Oppositional Political

! i ! O p p Att UIN@ | Extremism through Attuned

Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit

employment, education, health, pension. Violation of the right to privacy is incriminated
under the Criminal Code 2005. There is a lack of special regulations regarding online privacy,
so the general rules prescribed by the Personal Data Protection Act apply to some extent

(Djeric, Radovic and Petrovic, 2020; DLA Piper 2021).

Provisions concerning lawful surveillance can be found in several acts, such as the
Personal Data Protection Act 2018, the Electronic Communications Act 2010, the
Criminal Procedure Code 2011, the Police Act 2016, the Act on the Military Security
Agency and the Military Intelligence Agency 2009, the Security Information Agency Act
2002. As stated in the Criminal Procedure Code 2011, the competent criminal court
issues the order for interception and surveillance of electronic communications (and
other special investigative measures) performed by the Military Security Agency, the
Security Intelligence Agency, or the police. The State Prosecutor is authorised to
collect personal data for criminal prosecution. The abovementioned Acts governing
the powers of the police and security agencies contain similar provisions: in cases
when no other means can be used or such use would include disproportionate
difficulties, the special measures of surveillance are requested by the director and
approved by the president of the Supreme Court of Cassation. The Electronic
Communications Act 2010 defines the obligation of service providers to enable the
lawful interception based on the court decision and for a limited period if such
interception is “necessary to conduct criminal proceedings or for the protection of
national security” (art. 126(1)). Similarly, according to the Personal Data Protection
Act 2018, privacy restrictions are allowed if they do not interfere with the essence of
fundamental rights and freedoms and they must be necessary and proportionate in a
democratic society to protect the objectives, such as, among others, national security,
defence, public safety, criminal prosecution, judicial independence, other important
general public interests, particularly significant state or financial interests of the
Republic of Serbia (art. 40). Such a broad and vague list is often criticised for leaving

room for misuse by authorities (Djeric, Radovic and Petrovic, 2020).
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2.3.3.3 National Legal Framework on Radicalisation and De-Radicalisation

The following section will focus on the evolution and dynamics of the legal framework

regarding terrorism, hate crime and hate speech.

Radicalisation to Extremism and Terrorism

For many years Serbia has been dedicated to countering terrorism and, over time, its
legislative approach in this field has become more restrictive and punitive (in 2019 life
sentence was introduced), thus broadening the criminalisation of numerous offences
concerning terrorism. Since becoming a country candidate for the EU membership in 2012,
Serbia has taken numerous steps to harmonise its legal framework with the EU and other
relevant international standards in preventing and countering radicalisation, violent
extremism, and terrorism. The Country Reports on Terrorism 2019: Serbia, published by the
Bureau of Counterterrorism (CT) of the United States Department of State, identified the
radicalisation to terrorism as one of the main concerns, especially racially and ethnically
driven terrorism (CT, 2020). Thus, in this section, we shall provide a brief overview of relevant

national laws on terrorist offences.

Serbian Criminal Code 2005 dealt with domestic and international terrorism solely in two
provisions until the adoption of the 2012 amendments that led to the harmonisation with the
2005 CoE Convention on the Prevention of Terrorism and the 2002 EU Council Framework
Decision on Combating Terrorism (2002/475/JHA) (CT, 2013). In 2017, the EU adopted a new
directive on terrorism (Directive 2017/541), and Serbian parliament amended national laws
according to new directive. Therefore, the Criminal Code 2005, last amended in 2019,
criminalised the act of terrorism in Article 391 stipulating that the person who engages in
terrorism will be sentenced to imprisonment from six months to fifteen years (depending on
the exact activity stated in the article and whether the act was perpetrated in a group) or
even a life sentence in case of intentionally killing one or more persons in the commission of
a terrorist attack. Besides the offence of terrorism, the Code sanctions public incitement to
the commission of terrorist offences (art. 391a), recruitment and training to commit acts of
terrorism (art. 391b), the use of a lethal device (art. 391c), destruction and damage to a

nuclear facility (art. 391d), financing terrorism (art. 393), and terrorist association (art. 393a).
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Significant progress was made in 2014 when the Criminal Code 2005 introduced two new
criminal offences: participation in war or armed conflict in a foreign country (art. 386a), which
stipulates the sanction of imprisonment from six months to five years, that is, from one to
eight years if the crime was perpetrated within a group; and organising participation in war
or armed conflict in a foreign state (art. 386b), which stipulates the imprisonment from two

to ten years for organisers, even if the perpetrator is not Serbian citizen.

The Act on Organisation and Jurisdiction of Government Authorities in Combating Organised
Crime, Corruption and Other Serious Crimes 2002, last amended in 2013, governed the
suppression of domestic and international terrorism until 1 March 2018, when the
implementation of the new 2016 act started. The Act on Organisation and Competences of
State Authorities in Suppressing Organised Crime, Terrorism and Corruption 2016, last
amended in 2018, is the main act that establishes the institutional framework for detecting
terrorist crimes, prosecuting, and sentencing the responsible persons and entities. Though
the Act covers the offences related to terrorism as per the provisions of the Criminal Code,
there is an important gap. As already said, the Code regulated the offences related to foreign
fighters back in 2014, but this Act does not mention them at all. Similarly, the Act does not
explicitly mention the Criminal Police Directorate's Service for Combating Terrorism and
Extremism, instead, the competences for countering terrorism are given to the Criminal Police

Directorate's Service for Combating Organised Crime (arts. 4 and 6).

The Act on the Prevention of Money Laundering and the Financing of Terrorism 2009
regulated, for the first time, terrorist financing by defining the preventive and repressive
measures in line with international standards in this field. The Act ceased to apply in 2014 and
a new Act regulating the matter was adopted three years later with the implementation
starting in April 2018. The Act on the Freezing of Assets with the Aim of Preventing Terrorism
and Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction 2015, last amended in 2018, and the Act
on the Prevention of Money Laundering and the Financing of Terrorism 2017, last amended in
2020, determined the competencies of Serbia’s financial intelligence service - the
Administration for the Prevention of Money Laundering (under the Ministry of Finance) in the
field of prevention and detection of terrorist financing and money laundering. According to
the Act on the Prevention of Money Laundering and the Financing of Terrorism 2017, the
National Money laundering and terrorism financing risk assessment should be updated at
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least once in three years (art. 70). The Act on the Freezing of Assets with the Aim of Preventing
Terrorism and Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction 2015 provides the legal basis for
adopting domestic lists of terrorists, implementing the UN lists of designated individuals,
groups or entities, as well as the procedure of freezing the assets of terrorists. However,
independent human rights experts have pointed out that the anti-terrorist laws, especially
those related to preventing terrorist financing, are misused by the state authorities to
intimidate and subtly eliminate undesirable NGOs, that is, those critical of the government’s
policies and practices. They further stated “that such use of the Serbian Law on the Prevention
of Money Laundering and the Financing of Terrorism interferes with and limits the freedoms
of expression and association of people belonging to these groups, and their right to take part
in the conduct of public affairs” (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights [OHCHR],
2020). Civil society organisations are significant stakeholders in addressing the grievances and
other drivers of radicalisation and extremism, thus the mentioned state’s actions will

undermine the efforts to counter-terrorism.

By adopting the Act on the Export and Import of Arms and Military Equipment 2014, the Act
on the Export and Import of Dual-use Goods 2013 (last amended in 2019), and the Act on Arms
and Ammunition 2015 (last amended in 2020), significant progress has been made in
controlling the trade of weapons and military equipment, thus preventing terrorists from
obtaining weapons and means for committing terrorist attacks, controlling and monitoring

the trade of weapons and military equipment.

The Act on Border Control 2018 and the Act on Foreigners 2018 (amended in 2019) are also
relevant as they regulate the protection of the State border and irregular migration and

provide further harmonisation with the EU standards.

The Security Information Agency Act 2002 (art. 12), the Act on the Military Security Agency
and the Military Intelligence Agency 2009 (art. 6), and the Police Act 2016 (arts. 11, 19, 22)
are also important laws as they define competences of the police and security agencies in the
prevention, detection, and suppression of extremism and terrorism, as well as the
cooperation in this field. The Act on the Enforcement of the Prison Sentence for Criminal
Offences of Organised Crime 2009, last amended in 2010, refers to the terrorism offences as
defined in the Criminal Code 2005 before the 2014 amendments on terrorism, thus it is

outdated but still in force. The Act on Execution of Criminal Sanctions 2014, last amended in
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2019, governs the enforcement of criminal sanctions, including terrorism-related sentences,
and defines the competences of the Administration for the Enforcement of Penal Sanctions

(under the MOJ).

2.3.3.4 Hate Crime and Hate Speech

The provisions of criminal, anti-discrimination, and media laws are relevant for prohibiting
and sanctioning hate crime and hate speech. As in the case of the terrorism-related legal
framework, the actual progress in this field has been made since Serbia became a candidate

country for EU membership.

Ethnically driven violence and hate crimes peaked during the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s.
“Ethnic hate crimes in fragile post-conflict societies such as Serbia are cause for additional
concern and attention” (Jokanovié, 2018, p. 34). Thus, the adoption of the Protection of the
Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities Act 2002 was an important step towards

prohibiting discrimination and improving the protection of national minorities.

Similarly, the radicalisation of supporters' groups which began with the breakup of Yugoslavia
in the 1990s has become a serious security issue, especially because of their violent mindset,
intolerance towards particular groups (such as Roma), and their links to extremist and
criminal organisations (Mededovi¢, Kovacevi¢ and Knezevi¢, 2020). The Act on Prevention of
Violence and Misconduct at Sports Events 2003, last amended in 2018, provides definitions of
misconduct and violence at sports events, which include incitement to hatred on the grounds
of national, religious, racial, or other characteristics that may lead to physical violence (art.

a).

However, until the adoption of the general anti-discrimination law in 2009, isolated anti-
discrimination provisions included in sectoral laws regulated the matter in certain fields, such
as education or employment, or towards particular groups of people, like national minorities.
The Act on the Prohibition of Discrimination 2009 is a systemic law governing the general
prohibition of all forms of direct and indirect discrimination, as well as the procedure of
protection against discrimination. Principles of non-discrimination and equality are enshrined
in the law. The Act introduced the Commissioner for the Protection of Equality who acts upon

complaints received from citizens. Article 2 defined basic terms, like discrimination and
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discriminatory treatment, and enumerated a wide range of grounds for prohibiting
discrimination, inter alia, nationality or ethnic origin, language, race, religious or political
beliefs, citizenship, sexual orientation, gender identity, and other personal characteristics.
Furthermore, the Act prohibits hate speech (art. 11) and association aimed at inciting racial,
national, religious, and other intolerance or hatred (art.10). Hatred-driven discrimination is
treated as a severe form of discrimination (art. 13). According to the European Commission
(2020, p. 36), the anti-discrimination legislation complies with the international standards,

but further necessary alignments with the EU legislation are severely delayed.

Another important law related to the prohibition of hatred-driven acts, freedom of
expression, and freedom of assembly is the Act on Prohibition of Manifestations of Neo-Nazi
or Fascist Organisations and Associations and Prohibition of the Use of Neo-Nazi or Fascist
Symbols and Insignia 2009. “Manifestation, featuring symbols or insignia or any other action
of members or supporters of neo-Nazi and fascist organisations and associations, is
considered to be any organised or spontaneous public appearance which provokes,
encourages or spreads hatred or intolerance towards members of any nation, national
minority, church or religious communities” (art. 5). However, this article does not mention
the LGBT community even though its members are often targeted by far-right extremists and
neo-Nazi organisations. The registered organisation or association will be deleted from the
register if conducting or participating in any of the abovementioned activities (art. 2).
Monetary sanctions are envisaged as well (arts. 7 and 8). The Act also addresses the
incitement to hatred by spreading neo-Nazi or fascist propaganda materials using computer

systems (art. 6).

Speaking of online context, it is important to mention the Act on Organisation and Jurisdiction
of Government Authorities for Fight Against High Technological Crime 2005, last amended in
2009. Despite not explicitly mentioning discrimination or hate speech, this Act is relevant for
the online spreading of hate speech as it applies, inter alia, to criminal offences against human
rights and freedoms (art. 3(3)), when computers, computers systems, data, networks, and

their products, constitute the object or means of committing the criminal offences (art. 2(1)).

Though the issue of crimes committed out of hatred was not a novelty in Serbia, the legal
basis for criminal prosecution of hate crimes was set in 2012 by introducing Article 54a in the

Criminal Code 2005 following the 2012 amendments. Article 54a of the Code (Special
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circumstances for determination of a sentence for a hate crime) stipulates that the Court will
take as an aggravating circumstance the fact that the crime was committed out of hatred
towards another person on the grounds of national or ethnic origin, race, religion, sexual
orientation, gender identity. Primarily, art. 317 (Incitement to national, racial, and religious
hatred and intolerance) and art. 387 (Racial and other discrimination) address hate speech.
Additionally, art. 344a (Violent behaviour at a sporting event or public gathering) also
sanctions the incitement to racial, religious, national, or other hatred at sporting events or
public gatherings resulting in violence. The violation of the abovementioned crimes will be
punished by imprisonment. In order to provide a better understanding of article 54a of the
Code, the Public Prosecutor's Office, the OSCE Mission to Serbia and civil society
representatives jointly developed the Guidelines for the prosecution of hate crimes in the
Republic of Serbia aiming to improve detection and prosecution of hate crimes (Kilibarda et

al., 2020).

Provisions of media laws are vital for fighting hate speech. The Public Information and Media
Act 2014 and the Electronic Media Act 2014, both last amended in 2016, explicitly address
and prohibit hate speech in art. 75 and art. 51, respectively, though other provisions indirectly
refer to discrimination and spreading of hate speech as well. The acts define restrictions on
freedom of speech in case of violating provisions relevant for curbing hate speech. Though
the registered online media platforms are subjected to the national law, forums, blogs, social
networks, and other platforms are not regulated by national laws, instead, the companies
owning those platforms provide terms of use that more or less prohibit hate speech. Media
self-regulation is also important, and the journalists act upon the Serbian Journalists’ Code of
Ethics adopted in 2006, which contains several provisions on hate speech, including the online

sphere (Press Council, 2015).
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2.3.4 Results and findings

The findings presented in this section reflect a complex and often contradictory landscape
of attitudes, emotions, and justifications expressed during the fieldwork. Participants
primarily students and young people across Serbia articulated a broad spectrum of values,
grievances, and political imaginaries. While many expressed strong commitments to
democratic principles, justice, and the rule of law, these ideals were frequently entangled
with deep skepticism toward political actors, institutions, and change processes. The data
reveal both moments of civic hope and flashes of frustration, distrust, and emotional
volatility, an ambivalence that frames everyday extremism not as a static identity, but as a
shifting response to lived injustice. Rather than clear-cut ideological positions, the
discussions suggest fluid boundaries between civic activism, radical disillusionment, and
moral transgression. These results offer a vital entry point into understanding how everyday

extremism is negotiated, normalized, or resisted in youth political culture.

2.3.4.1 Description of the variables

The variables used in this report derive primarily from the WIDE Lens Survey and previously
validated academic frameworks. However, many of these constructs were actively
reinforced, debated, and nuanced during the focus group discussions and scenario-based
exercises conducted as part of this qualitative phase. These discussions provided rich insight
into the lived experience of constructs like institutional trust, anomia, political efficacy,
perceived inequality, and everyday disaffection, which were not only theoretically relevant

but also viscerally felt by the participants.

The design of the focus group protocol ensured that we began by revisiting participants’
beliefs around institutional trust, mobility, and systemic fairness echoing constructs such as
System Justification (Kay & Jost, 2003), Social Dominance Orientation (Pratto et al., 1994),

and Anomia (Chryssochoou, 2018). We then transitioned to targeted questions from the
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Everyday Extremism Scale (EEx) to identify perceived thresholds of legitimate dissent or

resistance, drawing from frameworks on extremism (Staerklé & Green, 2018).

Importantly, the scenario-based segment allowed us to simulate real-world dilemmas
involving political crisis, institutional collapse, and protest escalation. These simulations
prompted participants to reassess their beliefs dynamically particularly their tolerance
toward non-normative behavior, civil disobedience, and political radicalization allowing a

deeper qualitative mapping of variables such as:

e Political Efficacy (Bene & Boda, 2023)
e Voicing of Political Opinion

e Dimensions of Democracy

e System Justification

e Disaffection and Anomia

e Worldview Typology (Sammut et al., 2022)

The final round of discussion returned to the Everyday Extremism scale (EEx), enabling us to
observe potential shifts in self-assessed thresholds after participants engaged in debate and
deliberation. This methodological loop from baseline attitudes to scenario stress-testing

and back provided insight not only into what participants believed, but also into how those

beliefs evolved in response to emotionally charged, ethically complex situations.

This mixed-approach linking structured variable design with qualitative probing provides the

foundation for the results that follow.

Extremism and Everyday Extremism (for details please refer to D5.1)

Everyday extremism is defined as “the ‘ordinary’, everyday narratives and practices which
(re)produce hostile oppositions between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Extreme everyday narratives are
part of what may be understood as commonsense, manifest, often normalized, in everyday
discourse and interaction. What makes such narratives extreme is not their ‘abnormality’,
but the fact that they communicate an us/them opposition built upon a requirement for

hostility to the other side(s), to the extent of ascribing a lesser value to them, potentially also
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dehumanizing them. In dialogical interactions, oppositions in perspectives can be productive

for human development and social progress.” (D5.1 p. 9-10)

In this research we focused on behaviors of everyday extremism by using the everyday

extremism scale constructed for OppAttune (University of Malta) and is detailed in D6.1

Extremism Ecological Scale.

Please indicate on the scale provided the extent to which you think each action is

legitimate...

1. Deny the opposition’s version, even if true, and claim the opposite, even if false (i.e.

gaslighting)

2. Comment, criticize and/or harass (e.g. social media trolling) to provoke angry responses

from the opposition that put them in a bad light, regardless of the content
3. Undermine the opposition personally

4. Disrupt a formally organized event to draw attention

5. Actively promote and publish your personal views

6. Vote for candidates who support action that is in line with your views

7. Become active in local politics

8. Promote events for others to attend

To meaningfully explore the spectrum of attitudes associated with everyday extremism, we
grounded our research in the Everyday Extremism Scale (EES), which conceptualizes
extremism not only as overtly violent or illegal behavior but also as subtle forms of social

and political exclusion, moral transgression, and civic polarization.

In order to simulate how individuals respond to political breakdowns, moral dilemmas, and
institutional crises, we designed two structured, narrative-based scenarios. These were
developed to test how deeply held values translate into support for non-democratic,

disruptive, or even extreme actions in everyday contexts. Each scenario was closely tied to
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the perceived erosion or defense of the Rule of Law and the demand that “institutions do

their job” arecurring theme in recent Serbian student-led protest movements.

2.3.4.2 Scenario 1: From Order to Disorder — Breakdown of Institutional Trust

The first scenario simulates a gradual institutional collapse, tracking participants’ responses
from a moment of hope (the fall of the government and rise of a reformist, expert-led
administration), to a progressive unraveling of democratic processes. Participants are
presented with decisions to make as the system transitions from order to dysfunction. Key

dilemmas include:

® Support for technocratic reform vs. traditional political elite

e Trust in a failing government

® Reactions to EU pressure and national sovereignty

e Support for radicalized protest groups (legalists vs. radicalizers)

e Justification for sabotage, civil disobedience, or joining resistance

This scenario probes participants’ thresholds of justification for extreme behavior asking
not only what they believe is right, but how far they would personally go when institutional

decay becomes intolerable.

2.3.4.3 Scenario 2: From Crisis to Restoration — Defense of the Status Quo

In contrast, the second scenario explores a different ideological terrain the stabilocratic
worldview. Here, the system is depicted as fragile but intact, threatened by street protests,
foreign interference, and youth radicalization. Participants are asked how far they would go

to defend stability, national unity, and institutional continuity. This scenario includes:

o Defense of “order” against protest movements
e Support for police actions and limitations on dissent

e Reaction to threats from NGOs, foreign actors, or youth groups
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e Moral justification for suppressing disruption in the name of social peace

This scenario taps into authoritarian and populist tendencies particularly those captured by

the Extremist/Populist Beliefs Index (WIDE), which includes statements such as:

e “Elections don’t matter because politicians say one thing before and do another
after.”

® “Only a strong leader can bring the change we need.”

e “Politicians’ incompetence and corruption have led society to decline.”

e “In politics, when one group wins, the other loses.”

By contrasting oppositional radicalization with systemic authoritarian defense, these two
scenarios allow us to examine the dual logics of everyday extremism: those seeking to
dismantle the system from below, and those willing to undermine democratic norms in

defense of it.

2.3.4.4 Findings for Serbia

In our research on the EE through “us vs. them” dichotomy, this section emphasizes the
powerful role language plays in shaping perceptions of legitimacy, justice, and political
affiliation. Particularly in polarized societies like Serbia, where institutional trust is low and
public discourse is weaponized, language becomes more than mere communication, it
becomes a tool of alighment, accusation, and resistance. This dynamic was acutely visible in
the wake of the 2025 protests, when public figures, media outlets, and online commentators
deployed a highly symbolic vocabulary to label both sides of the student-led mobilizations.
Protesters were variously framed as “blokaderi” (blockers), “ustase” (a term historically
associated with WWII fascist collaborators), or “izdajnici” (traitors). These slurs aimed to
delegitimize dissent by linking it to historical enemies and national betrayal. Conversely,
student activists and their supporters used terms like “¢aci” (slang for brainwashed loyalists),

“lojalisiti” (regime apologists), and even ethnicized terms like “Siptari” (a derogatory term for
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Albanians, used symbolically to accuse others of treachery), to mark out government-aligned

individuals as corrupt or morally compromised.

This discursive landscape reveals more than a dichotomy and it exposes deep profiling, moral
panic, and a normalization of conflict-laden terminology that treats political dissent as
existential threat. The shift from political disagreement to moral categorization signals a
broader societal pathology: disagreement is no longer negotiable, it is punishable. The use of
these labels activates affective boundaries and threatens civic trust, as well as public

participation in democratic deliberation.

This process, rooted in Ranciere’s theory of dissensus, illuminates how language disrupts the
“distribution of the sensible.” In Serbia, public space is increasingly contested not just through
protest, but through the vocabulary used to describe protest. By calling a group ustase, one
delegitimizes their voice before they even speak; by calling someone ¢aci, one dismisses their

arguments as pre-programmed propaganda.

These forms of linguistic extremism lie at the heart of what we term everyday extremism not
the organized actions of radicals, but the casual, repeated acts of symbolic exclusion that

fracture social trust and institutional legitimacy.

In the Serbia country study, two distinct scenarios were used to probe the public’s

relationship with institutional trust, political polarization, and everyday extremism:

Scenario 1 — Rule of Law Undermined

This scenario describes a case where a high-profile official is caught violating the law (e.g.
corruption, nepotism), yet the judiciary fails to act, and institutions appear paralyzed. The

guestion posed is: How far would you go to ensure that institutions “do their job”?

Participants responded with a mix of resignation, symbolic defiance, and retributive
imagination. Some envisioned blocking court buildings or publicly shaming officials, while
others imagined “leaking” information or organizing vigilante-style digital campaigns to

expose corruption. Quotes:
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e “If justice doesn’t come from the courts, people will find it in the streets.”

e “I wouldn’t break anything, but I’d block the entrance every day until someone

notices us.”
® “These people are untouchable unless we make them uncomfortable.”

e “If they don’t hear us legally, they’ll hear us symbolically.”

Real and composite transcripts echoed these sentiments, highlighting the fragile balance
between belief in institutional frameworks and deep-seated frustration with their perceived

failure.

Scenario 2 — Disruption as Civic Duty

Here, the system technically functions, laws are upheld, elections are held, but is widely
perceived as biased, slow, or unjust. The scenario describes a protest tactic where students
peacefully and repeatedly walk across pedestrian crossings, disrupting traffic but not breaking

the law an homage to the 1996 “Uhapsite semafor” (Arrest the traffic light!) protests.
Participants were asked: Is this too far? Is this legitimate? Quotes:

® “That’s extremism, they are idiots!”
o “Iwill send the police to beat them every day. You bend them until they crack.”

e “Authorities are polite towards the resistance. They’ll call it extremism, but its the

threason what these students are doing.”

e “Yes, I'd doit. It’s uncomfortable for the state and this state is more powerful than a

small group of young people.”
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This scenario sparked laughter, irony, and an unusual consensus many participants felt
provoked into this kind of protest by the very absurdity of the institutions they are expected
to respect. The re-enactment of “zebra tactics” became a symbol of absurdist resistance in

the face of systemic stagnation.

Beyond Dichotomies: EE as a Site of Conflict

The findings from both scenarios confirm that language is not merely descriptive it is
performative. In Serbia, the battle for legitimacy takes place as much in what is said as in who
says it. Political labels are not benign; they are weapons. Words like “izdajnik”, “blokader”, or

“ustasha” serve to delegitimize, dehumanize, and frame dissent as treachery.

In response, protestors have co-opted humor, irony, and ambiguity. They wear their labels as
badges “Yes, I’'m a Caci” turning insults into emblems of resistance. This appropriation echoes
tactics seen globally where marginalized groups reclaim slurs, but it also shows a unique

Serbian twist: protest as performance, dissent as metaphor, and legality as theater.

In such an environment, the threshold for what counts as “extremism” becomes murky. As

one participant put it:
“Is walking across a street extreme now? Then maybe we all are.”

(I) Strong National, Religious, and Gender Identification: In the focus groups conducted in
Serbia, discussions around national, religious, and gender identity emerged as deeply
emotional and politically charged. These identities do not function merely as personal
affiliations but as symbols of collective legitimacy, morality, and resistance. Across scenarios,
participants repeatedly drew on their national heritage and religious symbols as moral
compasses, especially when reflecting on what is considered acceptable or unacceptable in

public life.

“I’'m proud to be Serbian, but sometimes | wonder if that pride is being hijacked by people

who use it to divide us,” noted a 22-year-old student from Nis.

“Faith is personal, but in Serbia, it’s made public and political and that’s where things get
dangerous,” said another participant during a discussion on institutional trust.
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The contrast between past and present roles of the Serbian Orthodox Church was particularly
prominent. Many referenced the iconic moment when Patriarch Pavle walked with students
in the 1996 protests, seen as a gesture of solidarity and humility. The symbolic weight of that

act still resonates.

“Old Head of Church walked with the people. Porfirije (contemporary head of church) sits

with the regime,” said one participant.

“That’s the difference. One blessed bread with us, the other blesses tear gas,” added

another, drawing laughter and nods from the group.

This perceived betrayal of moral authority by the Church has stirred a form of silent dissent
among the youth. Where religious identity once served as a source of unity, it now acts as a
dividing line, especially in the context of the 2024-25 protests where Patriarch Porfirije’s

apparent alignment with government narratives has triggered widespread disappointment.

Simultaneously, gender identity surfaced in nuanced and layered ways. While many
acknowledge progressive shifts in visibility and awareness, traditional roles and expectations
remain dominant. Female participants voiced frustration at the persistence of patriarchal

norms, particularly in activism spaces:

“Even when we protest together, it’s the guys who hold the megaphones. We make the

banners, they make the speeches,” said a participant from Belgrade.

“They love us on the front lines until it’s time for the mic,” added another.

Here, gender intersects with nationalism, often to the detriment of inclusivity. Some male
participants also reflected critically on masculinity’s role in extremist rhetoric, especially

regarding “defending the nation.”

“We are raised to be soldiers, not citizens. That’s the problem,” said one young man from

Novi Sad.

Together, these identities form the core symbolic battleground of everyday extremism in
Serbia. They shape how legitimacy is claimed, how dissent is perceived, and how the boundary

between “us” and “them” is drawn and redrawn. These focus groups reveal that while identity
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offers a framework for belonging, it also enables moral panic, profiling, and exclusion,

particularly in the current political climate.

(1) Low Institutional Trust: Widespread distrust in state institutions emerged as one of the
most consistent themes across both the survey data and focus group discussions in Serbia.
Institutions such as political parties, the judiciary, parliament, and mass media are perceived
as corrupt, inaccessible, and politically co-opted. This aligns with pre-protest research by
Demostat (2023), which showed that 67% of citizens expressed low or no trust in any state
institution, citing long-standing patterns of nepotism, clientelism, and impunity. A related
study by BCSP (2023) emphasized that trust in the police and judiciary is especially low among
the youth and economically vulnerable groups, who view them as tools of political power

rather than protectors of public safety.

Focus group participants echoed and deepened these findings, often using blunt language to

describe institutions:

“Institutions? You mean the party offices?” (Male, 26, Subotica)

“It’'s not about trust anymore it’s about survival. If you don’t have a cousin in the

municipality, forget getting anything done.” (Female, 24, Kragujevac)

“We call it the ‘ministry of bribes’... even police jobs are auctioned off to the highest bidder.”

(Male, 28, Novi Pazar)

These narratives reflect not only disaffection but also the normalization of corrupt practices
within the institutional fabric of everyday life. Several participants also mentioned the term
“stranacka knjizica” (party membership card) as a “real diploma” in Serbia, seen as the

primary qualification for job acquisition.

The Paradox of State Dependency and Institutional Decay

Interestingly, despite pervasive distrust in political institutions, trust in banks and the

scientific community remains relatively high, suggesting a division between perceived

“political” and “professional” institutions. Focus group participants attributed this to their
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non-political mandate and international oversight, particularly in science and healthcare

sectors:

“I trust doctors and researchers... they don’t care who’s in power.” (Female, 23, Nis)

“Banks have rules. Politics doesn’t. That’s the difference.” (Male, 25, Belgrade)

This distinction underscores a paradox of selective trust: institutions perceived as technical
and apolitical maintain credibility, while those associated with governance are rejected as

illegitimate, self-serving, and often dangerous.

Police Brutality, Injustice, and the Collapse of Civic Legitimacy

The issue of police misconduct and selective enforcement surfaced strongly in the FGDs,
particularly after recent incidents of violence during peaceful student protests, and the
canopy collapse in Novi Sad, which became a national symbol of institutional failure and lack

of accountability.

“When it collapsed, | wasn’t shocked | was just waiting for them to blame it on the rain.”

(Male, 20, Novi Sad)

“Our taxes went into someone’s pocket, not into safety and a man died for it.” (Female,

25, Novi Sad)

The Novi Sad railway station canopy collapse, which killed 16 people and injured others,
fueled a broader public outcry about institutional negligence and politicized procurement
practices. Despite obvious structural warnings, no meaningful reforms were enacted after the

incident, reinforcing the idea that state institutions are neither accountable nor responsive.

Participants widely shared that institutional failure is expected, while justice is considered
either symbolic or strategically delayed: “They pretend to investigate, but in Serbia,

investigations are where scandals go to die.” (Male, 29, Belgrade)
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Fractured Social Trust and Surveillance Culture

Beyond institutional distrust, focus group respondents also highlighted declining
interpersonal trust, a phenomenon supported by findings from NIN magazine (2024) and

Demostat’s longitudinal surveys. As one participant said:

7

“You stop trusting people when the system teaches you everyone’s out for themselves.

(Female, 21, Kragujevac)

Some linked this mistrust directly to surveillance practices, such as the widespread belief that

“protesters are filmed and tagged”, feeding fears of political retaliation:

“I know people who didn’t go to protests because they thought they’d be blacklisted for jobs
later.” (Male, 24, Belgrade)

The accumulated effect of these patterns from institutional betrayal to social atomization
points to a systemic erosion of the social contract in Serbia. This creates fertile ground for
everyday extremism, where informal justice, exclusionary rhetoric, and distrust become
default survival strategies. While public discourse may still invoke ideals of reform and
progress, the lived experience captured in these FGDs paints a more cynical and precarious

reality. The state is neither feared nor respected it is simply circumvented.

Rethinking Populism in the Serbian Context

Populism in Serbia cannot be adequately measured or understood using conventional
Western frameworks. As Jan-Werner Miiller (2016) emphasizes in What Is Populism?,
populism should be identified not by its policy content but by its antipluralist claim to
represent the true people, often coupled with disdain for institutional checks and balances.
In Serbia, this style of governance has morphed into a particularly durable form of what
scholars have termed “stabilitocracy” a hybrid regime that maintains outward appearances

of democracy while hollowing out democratic norms and institutions from within.

In the Serbian case, populism is less about radical policy proposals and more about power
consolidation. Under President Aleksandar Vuci¢ and the ruling SNS party, populist discourse

functions as a mechanism for legitimizing unaccountable rule. It manifests through the
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demonization of critics (as “foreign mercenaries,” “enemies of the state,” or “traitors”), the

n u

delegitimization of protests (e.g., students labeled as “blokaderi,” “ustase,” or “izdajnici”),
and the constant invocation of a monolithic national identity to marginalize dissent. According
to Miiller, a core feature of populism is the rejection of pluralism and the claim to exclusive
moral representation of the people. This is fully on display in Vuci¢’s Serbia, where the
opposition, civil society, and media are portrayed as illegitimate and anti-national. However,
the Serbian context also reveals another dimension where populism thrives in a space of

democratic exhaustion, where elections are hollow rituals, and institutions exist in form but

not in function.

Bieber (2018) argues that Serbia has become emblematic of the “stabilitocracy” phenomenon
where regime type that maintains regional stability for the benefit of international actors
while subverting domestic democratic norms . This system is built on clientelism, party control
over the judiciary and media, and the strategic use of EU rhetoric to deflect criticism. As a

result, populism in Serbia does not emerge as a challenge to the system, it is the system.

This is further elaborated in The Loop by Stoji¢ (2022), who notes that Serbia’s ruling party
has mainstreamed populist narratives, eliminating the distinction between radical populist
outsiders and institutional incumbents . Populism has thus evolved from a political strategy
into a mode of governance that centers on personalization of power, marginalization of

opposition, and performative democracy.

Empirical Signals from Focus Groups and Protest Movements

The focus groups conducted as part of this research project offer a rare bottom-up view of
how these dynamics are perceived by citizens. When asked about political leadership, many

participants expressed strong skepticism about both the opposition and the ruling elite:
“I don’t trust any of them. Vucic, the opposition, they all look after their own interests. We
are just the audience.” Male participant, 29, Novi Sad

“If elections changed anything here, they’d be banned. It’s a circus. You vote, and they still

do what they want.” Female participant, 33, Nis
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These statements reflect a form of anti-political populism, not driven by loyalty to a particular
leader or movement, but by a disillusionment with the political system itself. This is consistent
with Miller’s insight that populism often gains traction where democratic institutions have
failed to deliver. The recent student protests in 2024—2025 also illustrate this erosion. Rather
than supporting traditional party platforms, protesters are demanding systemic

accountability, transparency, and institutional reform.

“The traffic light works better than our institutions. At least it follows some rules.” Student

protester, Belgrade, 2025

Unlike the classic narrative where populism is viewed as a deviation from democratic
normalcy, the Serbian case suggests that populism has become the default operating logic of
the state. As the Geopolitical Report outlines, the collapse of Serbia’s “stabilitocracy” may
already be underway due to mounting public resistance, economic stagnation, and
international pressure . However, unless there is a broader transformation of political culture,
populism is likely to remain deeply embedded in Serbian political life.

HYPERLINK https://www.geopolreport.com/reports/the-collapse-of-serbian-stabilitocracy-a-

domestic-crisis-and-its-geopolitical-fallout

Conflicted Relationship with Globalization and European Integration

The focus group discussions reveal a persistent ambivalence toward globalization and
European integration among Serbian participants. While some respondents acknowledged
the opportunities tied to EU accession such as education, employment mobility, and
modernization, many more expressed skepticism, disappointment, or outright
disillusionment. These views echo the earlier findings, which showed low global and European
identification, paired with strong national attachments. The participants’ narratives speak to
a deeply rooted feeling that Serbia is caught between aspirational alignment with Europe and

a defensive stance shaped by historical grievances and unfulfilled promises.

“They [EU] keep telling us we’re close, but we’ve been waiting for 20 years. It’s like we’re

always good enough to be lectured, never good enough to be accepted.”
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Male, 35, Kragujevac

“They said Europe means jobs, travel, and rights. What did we get? Corruption, brain drain,

and closed doors.”

Female, 42, Novi Sad

Participants often framed Europe as both a goal and a threat. For some, the European Union
symbolized a set of abstract ideals such as freedom, prosperity, justice, that Serbia was
denied. But for others, it embodied external pressure, unwanted cultural shifts, and economic

dependence.

“Globalization means foreign companies coming here, buying everything, and paying us

peanuts to work like slaves.”
Male, 29, Nis

“We don’t hate Europe, but we want Europe to respect us, not just use us as a buffer for

migrants or as cheap labor.”

Female, 27, Subotica

What emerged clearly from the discussions was that globalization was not necessarily
perceived as a neutral or even beneficial process. It was often equated with loss of
sovereignty, cultural dilution, and economic exploitation. Participants cited examples such as
foreign ownership of land, outsourcing of factories, and EU-mandated reforms that were seen

to benefit elites while worsening local conditions.

“Our government sold everything to foreigners, banks, factories, even our rivers. They call

that progress.”

Male, 50, Belgrade

This narrative reveals how economic insecurity and nationalist sentiment intertwine to
produce resistance to supranational integration. For younger participants, particularly those
with education or international experience, the view was more nuanced but still tempered

by frustration:
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“Yes, | went to high school in Austria. Yes, it changed my life. But | had to leave because
nothing works here unless you’re part of a political party. That’s not Europe’s fault, but they

pretend not to see it.”

Female, 25, Belgrade

Several participants also expressed concern over perceived Western double standards,
pointing to the Kosovo issue, media portrayals of Serbia, and support for authoritarian

governments in the region.

“They bombed us in 1999 and now want to lecture us about democracy? Please.”
Male, 41, Pirot

“Europe turns a blind eye when Vucic acts like a dictator, as long as he keeps the borders

shut and migrants out.”

Female, 40, Subotica

This skepticism resonates with broader theories about the so-called local turn in identity
(Escobar, 2001; Robertson, 1995), which suggest that in reaction to globalization, people
increasingly find security and meaning in local, national, and ethnic affiliations. The emotional
weight of the Yugoslav collapse, the NATO bombing, and the long, inconclusive EU accession

process all contribute to a collective memory of exclusion rather than integration.

“We’re always the last in line. That’s why we hold on to what’s ours, our faith, our history,

our identity.”

Male, 37, Kraljevo

In this context, the focus group discussions confirm that Serbian respondents experience
Europeanization not as linear progressions but as ambivalent, uneven, and at times coercive
processes. The result is a public that is simultaneously aspiring and defensive, torn between
the desire to “belong” to Europe and the perception that Europe does not, and perhaps will

not, fully accept them.

The focus group discussions vividly revealed an overwhelming sense of political alienation.

Participants frequently articulated a disconnect between themselves and the institutions that
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supposedly represent them, echoing in both subgroups of the participants, which clearly
showed a declining political efficacy which goes beyond general trust in the institutions, both
national and international.. However, this alienation is not tantamount to apathy. Instead, it
manifests as frustrated engagement for system transformation paired with deep skepticism

toward the political structures (elite).

In Scenario 1, participants were asked to reflect on an everyday situation where institutions
failed to respond properly to a public crisis, leading to public protests. The scenario assumed
a shift from order to disorder, prompting reactions about institutional paralysis, injustice, and

the erosion of trust.

“It’s always like that here (in Serbia). When things collapse, no one is accountable. You call
the police? They say it’s not their job. You report corruption? Nothing happens. So what else

is left but to protest?”
— Female, 31, Nis

“People are not extremists because they want to be. They’re just tired of shouting into the

void. When no one listens, you look for someone who promises to burn it all down.”

— Male, 38, Pancevo

This disenchantment was often directed at political parties, judicial institutions, and the
media, with many respondents expressing that these entities are not merely ineffective but
actively complicit in maintaining injustice. Focus group participants frequently described a

clientelist and nepotistic system that rewards loyalty over merit and silences dissent.

“The only real democracy we have is on Instagram. At least there we can say what we want

without someone calling our boss the next day.”

— Female, 24, Belgrade

In Scenario 2, where participants were invited to imagine alternatives to a failing system (i.e.,
a contrasting dynamic of “disorder to order through an alternative path”), many responses
gravitated toward populist ideals, albeit with critical nuance. There was an appetite for a
‘strong leader’, but not necessarily a dictator, rather someone imagined as morally

uncorrupted, outside the party system, and capable of resetting the rules.
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“We need someone who knows, someone untouched. Not a politician—maybe a teacher, a

doctor, someone who knows the struggle. Someone who actually gives a damn.”
— Male, 45

“I’'m not against democracy, but this kind of democracy didnt bring anything good for me.
We vote for the best person we know, our president. Maybe we need a new kind of politics,

not just new faces.”

— Female, 39, Novi Sad

This kind of rhetoric aligns with Miiller’s (2016) argument that populism thrives where
democratic institutions are perceived as hollow performances rather than genuine channels
of representation. In such spaces, “the people” are not merely an electoral base but a moral
community betrayed by elites exactly the sentiment echoed in nearly every discussion group.
Additionally, focus group participants revealed that even those with progressive or moderate
views found themselves attracted to anti-establishment narratives due to a profound sense
of betrayal and humiliation particularly in light of recent political events, corruption scandals,

and the mishandling of public crises such as the Novi Sad canopy collapse.
“It was not just the canopy. It was everything behind it, the lies, the cover-up, the way they
blamed the wind. It broke something in people.”
— Female, 36, Novi Sad

This breakdown of trust, combined with a lack of viable political alternatives, means that

many citizens oscillate between withdrawal and confrontation, fueling radical political

imaginaries even among those who reject extremism.

These findings underline a critical insight: populist tendencies in Serbia do not stem from
ideological radicalization, but rather from structural disillusionment and political betrayal.
The desire for change—expressed in both scenarios—is not inherently anti-democratic, but

reflects a demand for accountability, dignity, and authentic participation.

As one participant summarized:
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“They say we’re becoming extremists. But what do you call a system that makes you feel

invisible every single day?”

— Male, 23, Kragujevac

This perspective challenges simplistic interpretations of populism as emotional or irrational.
In the Serbian context, populist sentiments are often rooted in rational critiques of a broken

system.
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2.3.5 The Rule of Law Paradox in Serbia: Between Trust and Transgression

The Serbian political landscape is characterized by a hybrid regime that oscillates between
formal democratic institutions and authoritarian practices. This duality fosters a paradox of
the rule of law, wherein trust in legal frameworks coexists with frequent transgressions of
institutional norms often justified by appeals to higher moral, national, or populist goals. This
dynamic has been particularly visible during recent waves of student protests (2024—-2025),
which simultaneously invoke the law as a moral authority (“Let the institutions do their job”)
and challenge it through acts of civil disobedience, such as prolonged blockades of the

institutions or traffic disruptions framed as protests.

The findings from focus groups illustrate how deeply this paradox permeates everyday

political reasoning.

“We don’t trust the courts or the police, but we still shout: ‘Let the institutions work!” it’s

not about belief, it’s about what should be.”

This ambivalence is echoed in Cianetti et al. (2023) who argue that in hybrid regimes like
Serbia, institutions are invoked performatively, not because of trust in their actual capacity,
but to legitimize dissent or reinforce group morality. Institutions thus serve both as symbols

of order and targets of outrage.

2.3.5.1 Rule of Law as a Strategic Reference Point

In Scenario 1 (Disruption for institutional functionality), participants largely adopted the view

that disruption is justified if it helps restore a sense of legal order:

“If courts were truly independent, we wouldn’t need to block traffic. But since they aren’t,

blocking traffic becomes our form of justice.”

This reflects what Bozic (2018) calls “strategic legalism,” wherein citizens appeal to legality

not as a belief in the system, but as a rhetorical weapon against corruption and state capture.
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Conversely, in Scenario 2 (Disruption against institutional overreach), the red lines became

more visible. Participants expressed concern that:

“Too much noise and chaos, and the same system we want to fix becomes more broken.

There must be limits.”

Here, the rule of law paradox manifests as conditional trust: support for institutions only holds

when they are perceived as aligned with group values or morality.

Support for the institutions in Serbia often goes hand-in-hand with the justification of political
order, even if that order is exclusionary or authoritarian. Populist regimes often conflate the
will of the majority with legality, making opposition not just unlawful but immoral. In Serbia,
this is further complicated by what analysts like Kmezic (2017) call “stabilitocracy” a regional
regime type where apparent institutional stability masks democratic erosion. Participants in

the focus groups frequently mirrored these discursive tropes:
“Vuci¢ may not be perfect, but at least he keeps the system from collapsing.”

This intertwining of populist logic and system justification results in increased everyday
extremist behaviors (EEB). The data suggests that when people believe the system is just and
beneficial to their group, they are more willing to engage in exclusionary or disruptive actions

in its defense even while criticizing its failings.

2.3.5.2 Conspiracy Beliefs and Institutional Distrust

The coexistence of systemic loyalty and conspiratorial thinking is a distinct feature of Serbian
public life. Unlike in Western contexts, where conspiracy beliefs often align with anti-
government sentiments, in Serbia, conspiracy narratives often reinforce existing power

structures, especially through state-aligned media (see Panti¢, 2020).

“It’s not that we believe everything the government says but we don’t trust the West either.

Everyone has an agenda.”
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This cognitive dissonance allows citizens to simultaneously justify the system and distrust it,
especially when filtered through strong class or national identifications, which serve as moral

compasses rather than ideological anchors.

2.3.5.3 Trust Without Belief, Law Without Legitimacy

The Serbian case exemplifies the paradoxical interplay between rule of law, populist
discourse, and civic behavior. Citizens invoke legality not because they trust it, but because it
remains the only moral reference point in an otherwise disillusioned society. This strategic
use of legal discourse both to defend and resist institutional authority highlights the blurred

lines between compliance and contestation, and order and disruption.

The more individuals justify the system on class grounds, the more they engage in EEB to
defend their status. When national identity dominates, system justification may reduce the
likelihood of extremism, framing institutions as protectors of national integrity. This duality
reinforces the need to understand extremism in Serbia not as a radical rupture but as a

byproduct of systemic contradictions and trust asymmetries.
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2.3.6 Conclusion: Overall assessment and contextualization of Serbia findings

This country report emerges from a series of five focus group discussions (FGDs) conducted
online across Serbia between August and early September 2025. The decision to hold FGDs
in a digital format was informed by ethical and logistical considerations, ensuring participant
safety, geographical reach, and economic feasibility. In total, 38 individuals participated
ranging in age from 21 to 64 with a nearly balanced gender representation (21 female, 17
male). Participants represented a diverse set of social backgrounds and self-positionings,
though the sample leaned from younger audience towards middle aged participants and
highly educated individuals, which introduces some bias toward more informed or

ideologically reflective perspectives.

Despite these limitations, the data offers a rich and nuanced lens into everyday extremism
in Serbia, a phenomenon shaped not by radical ideology alone, but by layers of institutional
disillusionment, political alienation, socioeconomic precarity, and contested notions of
identity. One of the most consistent themes across the FGDs was a deep and pervasive
distrust in institutions. Political parties, the judiciary, and mainstream media were perceived
as corrupt, clientelistic, and fundamentally unaccountable. Participants frequently cited
nepotism, protectionism, and institutional inaction as both causes and consequences of
public frustration. “The police protect the powerful, not the people,” one participant noted
during a session, echoing widespread concerns of selective justice and political
protectionism. Incidents such as the canopy collapse at the Novi Sad train station and the

retirement home fire were frequently invoked as symbolic failures of a hollowed-out state.

These sentiments are consistent with pre-protest survey data, which reveal that trust in
political institutions continues to plummet. Yet even these spaces were not immune from
suspicion. As one participant put it: “You either play the system or you get played. Even

knowledge doesn’t protect you anymore.”

Serbian society exhibits high levels of political alienation, particularly among youth.

n u

Participants described the political process as “a show,” “rigged,” and “a theater without an
audience.” Many did not identify with any political party, but viewed elections as highly
important. However, this alienation did not translate into total apathy. On the contrary, the

recent wave of student protests triggered by institutional breakdown and civic neglect was
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seen by many respondents as a turning point. “It’s not that we don’t care,” a 24-year-old

participant said, “it’s that they made caring feel useless.”

This creates a fertile terrain for populist narratives, but in a Serbian-specific register. Insights
on populism as a claim to exclusive moral representation, many participants resonated with
slogans such as “Only a strong leader can fix this mess.” Yet, these statements were not
always grounded in ideological extremism. Rather, they often reflected desperation, fatigue,
and the erosion of democratic efficacy. As one respondent admitted: “If nobody listens,

maybe we need someone who forces them to.”

The ExPop measure used in this study demonstrated limited internal consistency, likely due
to this contextual complexity. In Serbia’s hybrid regime, restricted media, and authoritarian
backsliding respondents’ apparent support for strong leadership often masks anti-

establishment anger rather than full populist alignment.

Two scenarios were introduced during FGDs to explore behavioral thresholds and
democratic boundaries. The first scenario involved symbolic disruption for the sake of
institutional functionality (e.g., “What would you do for the system to finally work?”), while
the second involved orderly dissent in the face of an already dysfunctional state (“What

would you do because the system already doesn’t work?”).

Participants’ responses revealed a paradox of the rule of law. While many advocated for
democratic reform and institutional respect, they also admitted willingness to engage in
disruptive or even extreme behavior when institutions failed to deliver justice. This aligns
with quantitative findings: those who justified the system more were also more willing to
engage in Everyday Extremist Behaviors (EEB), particularly if they had strong class
identification. Conversely, for those with strong national identification, system justification
reduced the likelihood of EEB. In short, trust in institutions can either restrain or enable

extremism, depending on how that trust is socially anchored.

As one participant said: “We block the street not because we want chaos, but because the
law is already broken.” This echoes Ranciere’s theory of dissensus—where radical
democracy emerges not from conformity, but from rupturing the status quo to reclaim voice

and visibility.
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Participants expressed strong national, religious, and gender identifications, with weaker
ties to European or global identity categories. This aligns with previous findings in the
literature on Serbia’s “local turn” in identity politics (Escobar, 2001; Robertson, 1995). For
some, globalization was equated with economic decline, cultural erosion, and imposed
values. “The EU gave us visa-free travel and took everything else,” one participant argued.
Others saw global or European identities as aspirational but detached from daily realities.
These identity dynamics often shaped participants’ perceptions of political legitimacy and

institutional trust.

This identity-based polarization feeds into susceptibility to misinformation and
conspiratorial thinking, especially on charged topics like vaccination, immigration, and
climate change. While only a minority expressed openly conspiratorial beliefs, a larger
number indicated a readiness to “question everything” due to the credibility vacuum left by

the state.

Beliefs about social mobility had a nuanced effect on political engagement and EEB.
Contrary to expectations, a belief in mobility did not reduce disaffection or bolster trust.
However, the perception of blocked mobility significantly increased willingness to engage in
EEB. Participants who saw no future in Serbia expressed higher openness to transgressive or
oppositional tactics, particularly among youth: “When nothing changes, you start thinking of

changing it yourself.”

This dynamic points to a structural frustration embedded within Serbia’s socio-economic
landscape. While some middle- and upper-class individuals justified the system to maintain
status, others particularly from precarious classes resorted to scapegoating migrants, Roma
communities, or dissidents to externalize economic anxiety. The everyday extremism
observed in this study should not be understood as fringe or ideologically dogmatic. Rather,
it reflects micro-level ruptures that mirror macro-political dysfunctions. From blocking or
boycotting media, these actions are often symbolic forms of protest, born out of

institutional disenchantment rather than ideological radicalization.
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2.3.6.1 Remarks

This report should be seen as a baseline, not a verdict. Its value lies in surfacing the
ambivalence, contradictions, and unresolved tensions within Serbian society. The data
reveals a citizenry that is neither apathetic nor radical, but fragmented, frustrated, and in

search of meaningful engagement.

The methodological approach, rooted in grounded scenario-based discussions and
contextual variables, affirms the need for intersectional and locally sensitive tools in
understanding extremism. Serbia’s case reinforces the notion that everyday extremism is
not born in the margins, but often in the very center of perceived normalcy, where

democratic deficits, identity struggles, and broken social contracts converge.

Going forward, future interventions must prioritize restoring institutional legitimacy,
improving civic trust, and creating democratic spaces for youth and marginalized voices.
Only then can Serbia move from a cycle of dissent and distrust toward a more inclusive and
resilient political culture. The findings presented here directly inform a set of short-,
medium-, and long-term recommendations, outlined in Section 7, that aim to guide practical

interventions and policy responses.
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2.3.7 Policy and Programmatic Recommendations

Building on the findings of the Serbia report and inspired by insights from other D7.2

country cases, the following recommendations are proposed:

2.3.7.1. Short-Term Recommendations (0—12 months)

1. Awareness-Raising on Everyday Extremism:

a. Launch civic media campaigns to explain what EE is and how it differs from
legitimate protest.

b. Use relatable, Serbia-specific examples (e.g., student protests, online hate
speech, neighborhood exclusion) to demonstrate the behavioral thresholds
of EE.

2. Educational Attunement Workshops:

a. Organize school- and university-level dialogues and workshops using FGD
insights and EE Scale items as role-play material.

b. Involve participants from protests and opposition movements to humanize
civic dissent and counter stigmatization.

3. Appoint Respected Chairs and Moderators:

a. When holding public interventions or debates, ensure these are led by

broadly trusted public figures (academics, artists, former dissidents).

b. This increases credibility and helps bridge inter-group mistrust.

2.3.7.2. Medium-Term Recommendations (1-3 years)

1. Curriculum Integration:
a. Integrate findings on EE and polarization into civic education modules.
b. Use debate-based learning and simulations that address Serbia’s own
historical political dilemmas (e.g., 1990s protests, current youth activism).

2. Structured Youth Participation Mechanisms:
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a. Develop local youth councils or forums that work with municipalities to
amplify youth voices and diminish alienation.

b. Involve students from recent protest movements to mainstream civic
engagement as a democratic value rather than a threat.

3. Online Counter-Narratives:

a. Address digital platforms where EE behaviors proliferate.

b. Work with influencers and digital content creators to produce
counternarratives that dismantle us-vs-them dichotomies (e.g., between

“true Serbs” and “traitors”).

2.3.7.3. Long-Term Recommendations (3—5+ years)

1. Policy Reform for Institutional Trust-Building:
a. Use the report’s findings to advocate for anti-corruption and transparency
laws as a baseline for reducing systemic mistrust.
b. Prioritize reforms in education, media regulation, and judicial independence.
2. Historical Dialogue and Memory Work:
a. Support cross-generational storytelling projects between 1990s protestors
and current student activists.
b. Frame extremism not as imported pathology but as a locally embedded
practice rooted in unresolved trauma, exclusion, and social marginalization.
3. Monitoring and Updating EE Measurement Tools:
a. Build on the EE Scale and incorporate longitudinal measurements to track
shifts in disaffection, justification of violence, and normalization of hate.
b. Partner with regional scholars and institutions to contextualize and adapt the

scale beyond Serbia.
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Additional Notes from the Report

e Justifying the system in Serbia often increases everyday extremism (EEB), particularly
among those with strong class identity — but this reverses among individuals with
strong national identification.

e Trust in institutions, usually considered a buffer against extremism, can paradoxically
enable exclusionary behaviors when tied to authoritarian populist regimes.

e The current Serbian moment, especially in light of the 2024-25 student protests,
offers a window of opportunity to redirect civic disaffection into participatory reform

— but this requires clear messaging and symbolic re-legitimation of dissent.
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2.4.1 Introduction

For the application of WP7 in the context of Cyprus two focus group discussions
were carried out with two of the major youth political party organizations, EDON (left-wing)
and NeDISY (right-wing). In the context of the focus group discussions three attunement
tools were employed. The Everyday Extremism Scale, the Vote for Me Videos and a
Reflexivity tool. The aim for each tool respectively will be discussed in detail in a following
section. Overall, with the implementation of all three tools we aimed to 1) assess
participants abilities to recognize political rhetorical practices, 2) their ability to reflect on
the elements needed to sustain political dialogue, 3) their abilities to reflect on their own
political practices and 4) reflect on how they engage with political positions that differ from

their own.

The focus group sessions were successfully implemented, albeit with some
limitations discussed below . The data were analysed to provide an understanding of how
these young politicians came about to construct and reflect on their own and others’
political practices as well as the changing socio-political context around them. We conclude
this report with some reflections on the implementation processes of these tools, the
implications of their implementation, along with some recommendation about their future

use.

2.4.2 National Political Context

Cyprus is a small Mediterranean island with a unique socio-political context, shaped by a
long history of interethnic conflict between the two major ethnic populations of the island,
Greek Cypriots, and Turkish Cypriots (Papadakis, 1998). Over the years, members of the
communities had peacefully co-existed in various mixed villages across the island, however
especially between 1960 and 1974, there has been an increasing inter-ethnic animosity
between Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots, (Papadakis, 1998). In 1974 the conflict
between the two communities peaked, cumulating to the Greek hounta coup that took
place in July of 1974 and subsequently a few days later the war broke out. Hence ever since
1974, Cyprus has been in a de facto division with Greek Cypriots predominantly living in the
South (internationally recognized as The Republic of Cyprus) and Turkish Cypriots

predominantly living in the North (Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, only recognized by
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Turkey) (Papadakis, 1998). This division, infamously known as the Cyprus issue, has for
decades shaped the socio-political arena of the island and subsequently the context of party
politics for the both communities (Hellenic Observatory, 2021). Specifically, regarding the
Greek Cypriot community political parties, these have been established based upon their
differing political approaches to the solution of the Cyprus issue (Charalambous &

Christophorou, 2015).

Currently in the Republic of Cyprus there are 8 political parties holding Parliament seats
(DISY, AKEL, DIKO, DIPA, EDEK, ELAM, Movement of Ecologists, and Volt Cyprus). The two
majority seat holders in the parliament are DISY (17 seats) and AKEL (15 seats). These two
parties also have been the parties of the two previously elected presidents Nicos
Anastasiades (DISY 2023-2018, 2018-2013) and Demitris Christofias (AKEL 2008-2013). DISY
is a center-right wing, neo-liberal conservative democratic party and AKEL is a left-wing
socialist/communist progressive party. Guided by their distinct political ideologies, these
two parties have had very distinct political takes on various issues regarding the socio-
political context and specifically on the solution to the Cyprus issue. Currently both parties
officially support the Bicommunal Bizonal Federation solution to the Cyprus issue, however
they hold different approach to the solution processes especially due to their differing
ideological perspectives. Moreover, their political practices differ on issues like immigration
with the DISY formally supporting the current official EU policies and practices (Cleaver,
2024). Contrarily AKEL has famously and vocally opposed the recent official EU policies,
criticized push-packs, and encouraged a humane approach and integration of immigrants

into society (AKEL C.C. Press Office, 2023).

In the Cypriot society, party-society links have been traditionally very strong (Charalambous,
2014) and have consequently shaped youth party politics as well, with most political parties
having a counterpart youth party. Specifically, DISY has NeDISY as its youth party
counterpart and AKEL has EDON. NeDISY has been founded in 1978 and EDON in 1959,
where both youth parties also have their own university and high-school level student union
organizations. Both youth parties’ official political manifestos share baseline political
ideologies with DISY and AKEL respectively. NeDISY is described by a liberalist/neoliberalist
ideology focusing on encouraging freedom of expression, supporting open market economy,
encouraging the implementation of technological advancements aiming in the
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modernization of the country, akin to a modern EU. EDON is described by a socialist left-
wing democratic ideology, encouraging social progress supporting social justice and equality
focusing on providing solutions to the issues often impacting the youth of the country. As
will be discussed on the following section, these are the two youth parties that were chosen
to participate in the focus group discussions in the context of this work package, due to

them being the two youth parties holding majority in the youth party scene currently.

2.4.3 Procedure Methodology

2.4.3.1 Sampling procedure:

At the beginning of July 2025, | reached out to a member of EDON and of NeDISY, using
personal connections, asking them to find interested and available members of their
respective organisations to participate in a focus group discussion about political practices
and political participation. | arranged the focus group discussions at the end of July at a time
of convenience for both groups. The focus group discussions took place at each youth
party’s offices. The participants for both focus group discussions were decided based on the
youth parties’ members availability at the time, which was limited during the month of July

especially for EDON.

2.4.3.2 Sample

There were 6 participants in the NeDISY focus group session, some of whom hold various
leadership positions in the youth party. For the EDON focus group discussion there were 4
participants, members of the EDON youth party. All were male between the ages of 18-35.

Although two female members showed interest at first, they could not attend in the end.

Although there are no official data to suggest the percentage of male to female ratio of
members in either of these two youth parties, in the wider socio-political context of the
island female representation in politics is limited, which may be a reason why there were no

female participants in the group discussions.
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2.4.3.3 Ethics

Before proceeding with the implementation of the tools during the group discussion, an
ethics approval was obtained from the National Bioethics Committee of Cyprus with
reference number (EEBK. EMN. 2025.01.218). A consent form was prepared to inform
participants of the procedure and aim of the research, to inform them how their data will be
handled and how their anonymity will be ensured in the context of this research (i.e., using

pseudonyms).

Procedure: Before the focus group discussions, participants were asked to complete the
consent form for their participation and to proceed with the completion of the Everyday
Extremism Scale tool (see Appendix 2.4A). The focus group discussions took place in the
Greek language and followed a semi-structured outline, starting off with an opening
discussion on political participation and citizenship then moving to the implementation of

two tools (see Appendix 2.4B).

2.4.3.4 Tools employed

Everyday Extremism Scale (in Greek): This scale was developed as part of the Work Package
6 of the OppAttune program. It aims to assess the levels of extremism expressed both
regarding individuals’ actions and their reactions to their political opponents’ actions. In the
context of this Work Package 7, it was implemented prior to the focus group discussions,

where participants were asked to complete the questionnaire online on a Google Form.

The aim of implementing this tool was to organize participants into sub-groups for
discussion based on their extremism scores. Participants were paired so that each sub-group
included one individual with a high score and one with a low score. This High—Low pairing
was designed to assess whether bringing together participants with differing levels of
extremism could foster multi-perspective interactions, encourage more nuanced

conversations, and promote greater reflexivity on the topic.
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Vote for Me Videos with Greek Subtitles: This tool was developed during Work Package 6
of the OppAttune program. It aims to assess viewers ability to recognize and reflect on
political rhetorical practices and how these potentially impact viewers ability to recognize
how such political rhetoric shape political mobilization and followership. There are 5 videos
within this tool, with each lasting 3 minutes, and every video represents a specific political
rhetoric. Video 1 is considered to present a Conservative political rhetoric, Video 2 is
considered to present a Nationalist political rhetoric, Video 3 is considered to present a
Progressive political rhetoric, Video 4 is considered to present a Revolutionary political
rhetoric and Video 5 is considered to present a Technocrat political rhetoric. During the
focus group discussions, the videos were presented in the above random order in both focus

group sessions.

During the sessions, each video was presented followed by two questions. The first question
aimed at assessing participants’ understandings of the communication techniques and
practices of the Vote for Me speakers. The second one aimed at examining participants
capacity to assess the speaker’s ability to maintain a political dialogue and consequently
reflect on the techniques and practices needed to maintain a political dialogue. When all
videos were presented then a last question was asked to participants to discuss which
speaker they would mostly closely identify with. This question aimed at identifying

participants ability to reflect on their own political practices.

Reflexivity tool: This tool was developed as part of the Work Package 6 of the OppAttune
program. For the purposes of this implementation it was designed to encourage
participants' reflection regarding their political practices especially in relation to how they
come to construct their political rhetoric and communication practices. Specifically,
participants had to reflect on various forms of communication practices, as can be seen in
the context of the Everyday Extremism Scale, which have previously been observed and
researched in relation to peoples’ political practices. These are the forms of communication
practices that participants were asked to reflect on: “Humor”, “Irony”, “Direct attack of an
opposing perspective”, “Direct critique of an opposing perspective”, “Making fun of an

opposing perspective”.
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In the implementation of this tool as discussed earlier, participants were divided into
subgroups. For the NeDISY focus group there were 2 sub-groups with 3 participants in each
sub-group (see Table 1 p. 9 for how participants were divided). For the EDON focus group
there were 2 sub-groups with 2 participants each (see Table 1 p. 9). Participants were first
asked in their subgroups to discuss which form of communication they would use and
reflect on why or why not they would use it and what form of communication style they

would use to respond to their assumed political opponents.

Lastly, participants were asked to create a political message suitable for presentation on a
social media platform, focusing either on the topic of immigration or on LGBTIQ+ issues.
Recording was stopped during the sub-group sessions, both to allow participants to speak
more freely and because the simultaneous discussions in the same room made the

recordings practically unusable.

Participants were also asked to construct a political message in relation the topics
mentioned above. However, due to time constraints and the limited availability of
participants in both focus group sessions, they were unable to complete this task in writing.
Instead, once the recording resumed, participants shared their responses to the first two
guestions orally and collectively discussed how they might construct a political message,

explaining their ideas rather than producing the written paragraphs as originally intended.

The aim of this reflexivity tool was to assess participants’ awareness on their political
communication practices, how they engage with political rhetoric in public and encourage

reflexivity on the impact that their practices could have.

2.4.3.5 Rationale for Choice of Tools

The participants approached in the context of the implementation of the tools, as previously
discussed, were members of youth political party organizations. This choice, as
aforementioned, was based on the fact that in the Republic of Cyprus there are strong party-
society links, where parties continuously have had an extensive influence on Greek Cypriots’

political practices (Charalambous, 2014; Charalambous & Kanol, 2019).
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Moreover, the Cyprus issue has been a driving parameter behind the choice of participants
and the respective tools we implemented in the context of 7.2. Specifically, the Cyprus issue,
beyond shaping the political participation practices of Greek Cypriots (Hellenic Observatory,
2021), it has also been extensively influential in shaping the expression of everyday
extremism in this context through framing national-identity rhetoric (Charalambous &
Christoforou, 2018). Namely, extremist rhetoric as expressed at the everyday level, often
targets the out-group’s Turkish-Cypriots’ ethnic and cultural differences in comparison to the

Greek-Cypriot in-group (Baider & Constantinou, 2020).

Youth parties are hence an indispensable part of the political culture in Cyprus and have a
continuing influence in shaping the socio-political context of the island. Namely, they can be
important stakeholders when it comes into either limiting or enhancing the expression of
everyday extremism consequently shaping political rhetoric around the Cyprus issue. It is for
this reason that developing or enhancing skills such as the ability to identify political
rhetorical devices, the ability to reflect on how they come to construct their political
messages and the ability to build and maintain a dialogical interaction are essential for young
politicians in this particular context. As such, the tools we chose to implement aimed to build
on the aforementioned skills, which are necessary in the reduction the expression of everyday

extremism.

The “Vote for Me” videos tool was chosen specifically to assess and subsequently enhance
participants (i.e., young politicians) abilities to identify political rhetoric devices and hence
reflect on the impact it could have on those consuming such messages. They were also
chosen since they would help us identify participants’ skills in recognizing basic components
necessary to maintain a dialogical interaction. This is essential when encouraging young
politicians to reflect on their own knowledge regarding vital components needed to maintain

a constructive dialogue.
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The Reflexivity Tool was chosen with the aim to have participants reflect on their practices
regarding the ways they come to construct their political messages and their choice of
rhetorical devices in doing so. Moreover, by choosing this tool we aimed to encourage
participants to reflect on the ways that their political messages could come contribute to the

expression of everyday extremism in the current socio-political context.

Lastly the Everyday Extremism Scale, as implemented in the context of the delivery of the
Reflexivity Tool, was chosen in order to assess participants’ abilities in handling the

emergence of different perspectives in the context of political dialogue.

2.4.3.6 Analytical procedure

Phase 1: The data from the Everyday Extremism Scale were analyzed prior to the focus
group discussion. Participants individual scores on the Everyday Extremism Scale along with
the mean for each focus group were calculated prior to the implementation to the focus

group discussions (see Table 1 p. 9).

Phase 2: The recordings from the two groups were transcribed and the data were coded.
Twelve codes (described in detail below in Appendix 2.4C) were developed using a
combination of an inductive and an abductive approach (i.e., codes developed based both
on the questions/aims and the answers of participants). Any quotes and extracts that can be
found in this report, have been translated from Greek to English and participants were given

pseudonyms to ensure anonymity.

In order to answer the questions regarding the applicability and efficacy of the second tool
“Vote for Me Videos ” 5 codes were created: 1. “Recognizing the communication
style/rhetoric techniques of the speaker”, 2. “Commenting on video speakers’ ideological
perspective”, 3. “Associations made between the context of Cyprus and the videos’
speakers”, 4. “Recognizing the speaker’s ability to maintain a political dialogue”, 5.
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“Relationship between participants’ and speakers’ beliefs”, 6. “Associations made between

the context of Cyprus and the videos speakers”.

To answer the questions regarding the applicability and efficacy of the reflexivity tool 4
codes were created: 7. “Managing a different political perspective”, “Managing differing
perspectives between participants”, 8. “Practices to shape their political massages”, 9.
“Comments on the way political opponents shape their political messages”. Codes that
related to issues other than the tools were: 10. “Mentions of the context of Cyprus”, 11.

“Mentions of ideology”, 12. “Reaction to misinformation/extremism”.

The data were coded in Atlas.ti, and a definition was created for each code (see Appendix
2.4C). A preliminary thematic analysis was conducted using the report created for each code
by ATLAS. The findings of this analysis will be discussed below under the heading of each

tool.

2.4.4 Findings

2.4.4.1 Tool 1: Everyday Extremism Scale

The results of the first tool can be seen in Table 2.4A below. A higher score on the Everyday
Extremism Scale meant that a participant would be more likely to use some of the proposed
forms of everyday extremism in their own political practices or as a response to their
political opponents’ practices. Specifically, two participants of the NeDISY focus groups had
the lowest scores on the Everyday Extremism Scale amongst all participants across both
youth parties and an EDON participant had the highest score amongst all focus group
participants. On average NeDISY had a lower score on the extremism scale than the EDON
group. An overall comment regarding the results from the Everyday Extremism Scale is that
although EDON participants were more vocally critical of various forms of extremism
(particularly populist rhetoric) they scored higher on average than NeDISY participants who

were not as extensively vocal on their criticism of various forms of extremism.

The scores on the Everyday Extremism Scale were used in the implementation of the

reflexivity tool to pair participants as seen in Table 1 below. Specifically, for the NeDISY
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session, participants were divided into two sub-groups where each sub-group had 3
participants (as seen below) with differing scores (Low and High scores) on the Everyday
Extremism Scale. For the EDON session participants were divided into two sub-groups as
well and each sub-group had 2 participants (as seen below) with different scores (Low and

High scores) on the Everyday Extremism Scale.

Table 2.4A
Focus Group 1: NeDYSI Focus Group 2: EDON
Everyday Extremism Scale Score out of 84 Everyday Extremism Scale Score out of 84
Participant 1 =52 Participant 7= 50
(Subgroup A) (Subgroup A)
Participant 2= 55 Participant 8=57
(Subgroup A) (Subgroup A)
Participant 3= 46 Participant 9= 54
(Subgroup A) (Subgroup B)
Participant 4= 52 Participant 10 =61
(Subgroup B) (Subgroup B)

Participant 5 =57
(Subgroup B)
Participant 6= 42
(Subgroup B)

Mean=50.67 Mean= 55.5

As also explained above, the purpose was to incorporate in the same subgroups’
participants of differing scores on the Everyday Extremism Scale to potentially encourage
differing perspectives to emerge in the context of their interactions. However, the
participants pairings did not seem to have a distinctive effect the discussions as intended.
Participants in practice had provided a unifying front and argumentation regarding their
choices of communication styles, as will be discussed further below. The reason possibly
explaining this lack of diversified perspectives,, could be the need for group conformity, as
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participants were called to participate as part of the same organization and wanted to

present a unified perspective on the issues discussed.

2.4.4.2 Tool 2: Vote for Me Videos

Based on the codes that emerged from the analysis, participants in both focus groups
demonstrated an ability to recognize the communication styles and rhetorical techniques
used by the Vote for Me speakers. Under the code “Recognizing the communication
style/rhetoric techniques of the speaker,” participants identified each speaker’s
argumentation line, rhetorical strategies, and the media through which the message could
have been disseminated. They also distinguished when speakers employed emotive

language, appeals to emotion, and populist rhetoric.

For Video 1 (Conservative rhetoric), participants highlighted the speaker’s argumentation,
and, in EDON’s group, they also exemplified the use of emotive language. For Video 2
(Nationalist rhetoric), participants from both groups emphasized the populist techniques,
with NeDISY noting the use of slogans and all participants commenting on the reliance on
social media. For Video 3 (Progressive rhetoric), all participants discussed the
argumentation line, while EDON participants also noted populist elements. For Video 4
(Revolutionary rhetoric), both groups commented on rhetorical techniques, with EDON
again emphasizing argumentation. For Video 5 (Technocratic rhetoric), all participants
recognized the argumentation strategy. Superficially, NeDISY’s participants noted the
speaker’s political strategy, and EDON’s participants again identified the elements of a

populist rhetoric.

Differences emerged overall between the two youth parties. EDON participants were
consistently more analytical, often linking rhetorical practices to broader political ideologies,
and they frequently criticized the speakers for using populist rhetoric and language (see
Extract 1, Appendix 2.4D, for their discussion of Video 3). In contrast, NeDISY participants

were generally less analytical and more concise in their evaluations.

Notably, Video 2 (Nationalist rhetoric) attracted the most critical engagement from both

groups. Participants strongly criticized the speaker’s communication style, particularly the
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use of social media and populist slogans (see Extract 2, Appendix 2.4D, for NeDISY

participants’ comments).

To address the second research question concerning participants’ ability to recognize the
qualities and techniques that sustain political dialogue, code 4 (“Recognizing the speaker’s
ability to maintain a political dialogue”) was analyzed. The findings indicate that participants
did reflect on whether the Vote for Me speakers could engage in political dialogue; however,
their justifications were often limited and lacked depth. In both groups, reflections on what
constitutes a dialogical political interaction were not always explicit. For example, when
evaluating the Video 3 speaker (Progressive rhetoric), EDON participants mentioned that
providing evidence to support one’s arguments could help maintain dialogue, but they did
not elaborate further. Similarly, when discussing the Video 1 speaker (Conservative
rhetoric), NeDISY participants focused on reiterating the communication techniques they

had already identified earlier, rather than offering new insights into dialogical qualities.

Regarding the broader question of what constitutes a dialogical political interaction,
participants were not able to provide detailed descriptions of techniques that could sustain
dialogue. Instead, they tended to emphasize the opposite by identifying characteristics of
non-dialogical interactions. For instance, EDON participants, in relation to the Video 1
speaker (Conservative rhetoric), noted that the inability to provide counterarguments,
reliance on slogans, and use of populist rhetoric as the means that undermine a dialogical
interaction. NeDISY participants, when reflecting on the Video 4 speaker (Revolutionary
rhetoric), highlighted aggression and the intent to attack political opponents as features
that prevent dialogical interaction. Overall, participants expressed a level of uncertainty
about their responses regarding speakers’ ability to sustain dialogue and rarely offered
explicit criteria for what constitutes as a successful dialogical engagement. This suggests
that, as young politicians themselves, they may be developing their understanding of
political dialogue by focusing more on the communication practices to avoid than on those

that could actively foster a dialogical interaction.

The analysis for the last question posed in the context of the second tool focused on
participants ability to reflect on their own practices in relation to the videos’ speakers

(based on code “Relationship between participants’ and speakers’ beliefs” ). Participants in
Page 130 of 232

Funded by
the European Union




Countering Oppositional Political

! i ! O p p Att UIN@ | Extremism through Attuned

Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit

the process of discussing their own practices and beliefs, they would firstly reflect on the
various speakers' practices. This was evident for the NeDISY session where participants in
the process of reflecting on their own beliefs they were comparing between their reflections
of Video 1 (Conservative rhetoric) and Video 5 (Technocrat rhetoric) speakers (see for
example Extract 3 Appendix 2.4D). For the EDON participants this question did not elicit
much of a reflection process, their response was unanimous and straightforward (they
agreed on Video 4 (Evolutionary rhetoric), possibly because EDON participants were
reflecting and associating between their own practices and the speakers throughout the
entire discussion in the context of the Vote for Me videos tool. The analysis of this question
regarding the Vote for Me videos tool suggests that the tool could potentially benefit by
some more prompting questions to enrich understanding on how participants reflect on

their own practices when discussing other politicians’ practices.

2.4.4.3 Tool 3: Reflexivity Tool

Due to the time constraints of both sessions’, the implementation of this tool was limited,
and participants did not get to complete the activity as intended. Namely participants in
each sub-group were meant to write up a paragraph or two of their proposed political
messages regarding either the topic of immigration or LGBTIQ+ issues., but they did not
have time to do so. Instead, they discussed their thoughts orally. Moreover, there was not
enough time for more follow up questions to assess how the sub-group division pairings

have shaped their respective discussions and reflections.

Despite these limitations, sufficient data was gathered to assess participants’ ability to
reflect on their own political practices. This was examined through the analysis of codes 7, 8,
and 9: “Managing a different political perspective,” “Managing differing perspectives
between participants,” “Practices to shape their political messages,” and “Comments on the
way political opponents shape their political messages.” This analysis suggests that
participants primarily reflected on their own practices through reference to their political
opponents. Both groups consistently highlighted direct critique of an opposing perspective
(i.e., an option of the Extremism Scale), as their preferred communication strategy from

those they were asked to choose from (i.e., “Humor”, “Irony”, “Direct attack of an opposing
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perspective”, “Direct critique of an opposing perspective”, “Making fun of an opposing
perspective”). When asked how they would construct their political message or which
techniques they would choose, participants first critiqued their political opponents’

practices and then used these critiques as a reference point for their own strategic choices.

In the NeDISY session, participants further noted that their communication style would also
take into account their constituents’ demands. While their default strategy was direct
critique of an opposing perspective, they acknowledged the possibility of employing “direct

attack” if voter expectations required it (see Extract 4, Appendix 2.4D).

These findings suggest that participants’ communication practices are shaped not only by
their opponents’ strategies but also by the socio-political context in which they operate. In
this sense, politicians may adapt their rhetorical choices in response to the expectations and
demands of their constituents, while simultaneously positioning their practices in opposition

to those of their political rivals.

During the EDON focus group discussion, the participants were more detailed on their
attempt to explain how they would construct a political message mixing both a reflection on
their own strategies and a reflection on their presumed political opponents’ strategies, see
Extract 5 (Appendix 2.4D). Their approaches overall seemed to be more ideologically guided,
suggesting that ideology could be acting as the guiding mechanism in both the reflection

and construction process of their communication strategies.

Overall, both focus group sessions’ participants were also very readily critical of most of the
communication techniques specifically, “irony”, “making fun of an opposing perspective”
and to an extent “direct attack of an opponent”. Which highlights a pre-existing reflection
on political communication strategies, possibly explained by their pre-existing experience in
youth party politics. The communication technique of “humor”, has been also considered to
an extent by some participants from both sessions’ as response to a political opponent’s

message, however participants agreed between them that it would not be a constructive

way to communicate their political message.
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Concluding, the implementation of this tool exemplifies that participants, in reflecting on
their own practices’, they primarily highlight their political opponents’ practices before

discussing and commenting on their own.

2.4.5 Policy Recommendations

A policy suggestion that aims on short-, medium-, and long-term guidelines as implemented
in the context of Cyprus will take into consideration the unique socio-political context of the
island. Namely these policy suggestions will take into consideration: the Cyprus issue and
how it has affected political participation (Hellenic Observatory, 2021), the past strong
party-society links (Charalambous, 2014) as well as the overall decreasing political
participation of young everyday citizens (Christodoulou et al., 2017) . Henceforth, the
policies we propose below aim on the whole at enhancing youth’s skills in combating the
expression of everyday extremism. At the short-term level, they will focus on youth political
party members (young up-and-coming politicians) and at the medium-term level they will
focus on young people overall (both politically organised and non-politically organised
young people). At the long-term, this policy aims at the reform of various socio-political
institutions (e.g., youth party organizations, civil society organizations, formal educational
institutions), which can be influential regarding the limitation of everyday extremism and
the safeguarding of a democratic future in the context of Cyprus. Specifically, long-term
institutional reforms and changes that aim in the reduction of the expression of everyday

extremism, as will be exemplified below.

Short term level: This policy, informed by the tool implementation process, should focus on
strengthening key skills among young up-and-coming politicians. The “Vote for Me” videos
demonstrated the value of helping young politicians develop the ability to sustain
constructive dialogical interaction and to understand how their use of political rhetorical
devices can either reinforce or reduce everyday extremism. Likewise, the Reflexivity Tool
proved useful in encouraging reflection on their own political practices, dialogue strategies,

and rhetorical choices.

Taken together, these tools would be effective components of a short-term policy aimed at

enhancing young politicians’ reflexivity and accountability. Youth political organizations
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should implement such practices internally, recognizing their responsibility for the potential
impact their discourse has on the expression of everyday extremism within Cyprus’s unique

socio-political context.

Medium-term level: This medium-term policy aims to strengthen youth citizenship
education beyond the narrow group of young politicians, focusing instead on everyday
young citizens aged 18-35. As highlighted in the European Youth Strategy (2025), young
people need the skills required to sustain democratic life, including the ability to recognize
everyday expressions of extremism. Although our tools have so far targeted young

politicians, it is the broader youth population that is crucial for safeguarding democracy.

Given the declining political participation of young people in Cyprus (Christodoulou et al.,
2017), enhancing their capacity for informed and active citizenship is essential. Research
shows that fostering critical, informed citizens is key to countering extremism and
strengthening democratic institutions (Sklad et al., 2022). Existing initiatives—such as the EU
Knowledge Hub on the Prevention of Radicalisation and Cyprus’s Youth Empowerment and
Innovation Project (2017-2020)—demonstrate how media literacy, critical thinking, and

active citizenship skills can support these aims.

Accordingly, this medium-term policy should focus on developing young people’s critical
thinking and reflexivity so they can identify and respond to everyday forms of extremism in
political content. Tools like the “Vote for Me” video could be incorporated to help young
citizens understand rhetorical strategies in political discourse and their effects on
perceptions of extremism. Adapted versions of the Reflexivity Tool could further support the

development of critical and reflective civic engagement.

Implementation could begin through civil society organizations as part of non-formal
citizenship education, with potential for long-term integration into formal educational

curricula.

Long-term level: A long-term policy should focus on institutional reforms that reduce the
expression of everyday extremism and safeguard democratic institutions. For young, up-

and-coming politicians, this requires embedding the development of critical, reflexive, and
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responsible communication skills within youth political organizations themselves. Such
organizations must become more accountable for the wider socio-political effects of their

discourse.

At the institutional level, this policy calls for reshaping practices related to youth politics and
citizenship education in both formal and informal settings. Integrating citizenship and
political education into the formal curriculum from an early age is essential for cultivating
informed, active citizens. Educational reforms should prioritize critical thinking, reflexivity
(e.g., media literacy), and opportunities for meaningful community engagement—skills that

help young people recognize and counter everyday extremism.

For example, curricular initiatives could promote critical engagement with political
discourse, as recommended by the European Youth Strategy (2025), and foster active
citizenship through community-based learning, as seen in programmes such as the EU
Knowledge Hub on the Prevention of Radicalisation. These approaches help young people
develop practical dialogue skills and grounded civic experience, strengthening their ability to

challenge extremist narratives.

Overall, this long-term policy aims to reduce everyday extremism within the unique socio-
political context of Cyprus. Such institutional shifts would support a sustainable democratic
culture and contribute to a future resolution of the Cyprus issue by limiting the persistence

and influence of everyday extremism.

2.4.6 Conclusion

The implementation of these tools, overall, as seen from the analysis above, was effective in
providing answers to most of the questions we posed in the context of each tool. Firstly, the
Everyday Extremism Scale tool was effective in helping us group participants in the context
of the focus group discussions and provided us with an idea on where these participants, on
average and individually, scored on the Everyday Extremism Scale. Although the sample size
doesn’t allow for extensive interpretations about extremism tendencies within these two
groups, it provided us with some first thoughts that were used to interpret the reflexivity

tool. Specifically, from the descriptive analysis of this tool we saw how EDON'’s participants,
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overall and on average, scored higher on the Everyday Extremism Scale than NeDISY
participants. Comparatively EDON’s participants, even though they scored higher on the
Everyday Extremism Scale, they were more critical of various forms of extremism during the

context of their discussion.

Secondly, the Vote for Me videos tool allowed us to effectively assess participants’ abilities
to recognize and reflect on politicians’ communication styles and rhetorical techniques, as
well as their abilities to recognize a politician’s ability to maintain a dialogical interaction.
For example, the analysis showed that participants were capable of recognizing the
communication styles and rhetorical techniques of the Vote for Me videos’ speakers.
Moreover, through the analysis we concluded that participants were able to recognize a
speaker’s ability to maintain a political dialogue, however were not conclusive regarding
their reflection on what constitutes a dialogical political interaction overall. The analysis also
demonstrated the extent to which participants related their own practices to those of the

Vote for Me video speakers.

Lastly, the Reflexivity tool allowed us to assess the reflection processes that occurs when
participants reflect on their own political practices. From the analysis of this tool, as
discussed earlier on, participants of both sessions would choose “direct critique of an
opposing perspective”, as the primary form of communicating their political message.
Specifically, during their reflection process regarding their choice of a communication
technique, participants argued that they would first discuss their political opponents’

practices and then shape their communication strategy accordingly.

Below, however, | will discuss in more detail some of these tools’ limitations, some
additional remarks as well as possible suggestions for future implementations of the above

tools.

For the Vote for Me Videos tool, a limitation to consider was that more questions were
necessary to prompt much more complex reflection processes regarding 1) participants
conceptualization of the necessary elements of a successful political dialogical interaction
and 2) their reflection processes regarding the association between their own beliefs and
the Vote for Me speakers’ beliefs. A suggestion for future implementation of this tool is that

more questions are added that specifically prompt participants on the above discussion
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points. For example, “Name some of the key components of a dialogical interaction as
exhibited by a Vote for Me speaker” and “Which of the speaker’s talking points you feel

align better with your party’s ideology and why”.

For the Reflexivity tool, a limitation not inherent in the tool, was time management which
did not allow for the complete implementation of the tool, specifically participants did not
have enough time to write up their proposed political message in a paragraph. A suggestion
would be that in the future implementation of these tools are to be implemented in
separate occasions that would allow for a deeper more reflexive discussion process to occur
and allow participants to complete all tasks. Moreover, regarding the implementation of the
Everyday Extremism Scale tool in the context of the Reflexivity tool, due to time limitations,
we cannot provide enough evidence to suggest if it served its initially intended purpose.
Specifically, as aforementioned, the intended purpose of the Everyday Extremism Scale tool
was to group participants from each focus group discussion, who scored differently (High-
Low) on the scale, into sub-groups during the implementation of the reflexivity tool. We
presumed that this sub-group pairing would have encouraged different perspectives to
emerge during that discussion. In practice what was observed was that participants
perspectives were aligned with one another during those discussion. Potentially if more
time was available more questions would have been asked to assess if there were indeed
any disagreements or any differing perspectives that were left undiscussed and assess the

possible reasons behind participants uniformity in their responses.

A detail worth highlighting in the context of the implementation of these tools is the identity
of the focus group participants as young politicians. This parameter has played a critical role
in the reflection process that occurred during the discussions. Namely these participants
have been involved in politics throughout their youth, some even had leadership roles in
their organizations. This can be seen in the analysis, through participants fast, concise, and
detailed responses especially regarding the communication techniques of the Vote for Me
videos speakers. Specifically, EDON participants did not even need to be prompted on some
occasions to share their takes on the rhetorical techniques exhibited by the speakers. The
same tools if implemented in discussions with participants who do not have the same

experiences in politics could potentially yield a different reflection process, i.e., it would
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take more prompts for participants to reflect on the speakers’ rhetorical practices, however

it could also yield more nuanced discussions and reflection processes.

The analysis of the implementation of the above tools, has highlighted some interesting
discussion points that are worth exploring in the future implementation of these tools.
Namely, the implementation of these tools during the discussions encouraged participants
to reflect on the context of Cyprus. Specifically, both sessions’ participants seemed to
exhibit an overall increased reflexivity on how the political context of Cyprus has been
changing and shaping in return the identity and the rhetorical practices of Greek Cypriot
politicians. Namely, participants reflected on Fedias Panayiotou the independently elected
MEP in the European Parliament in 2024 who previously was a famous local Youtuber and
TikToker. Participants through their discussions on Fedias’s election/campaigning process
reflected on the changing relationship between politicians and voters/citizens. In the
context of that discussion there was an extensive critique on the use of a populist rhetoric
and the consequences of such an approach on the socio-political context of the island. This
speaks to the tool’s potential efficacy in also encouraging participants to reflect on the
effect that changing socio-political context has on the relationship between politicians and
citizens. Specifically, a suggestion for the future implementation of these tools, is that it
would benefit from incorporating questions that directly assess how participants come to
reflect on the changing socio-political context and the impact it could have on their political

practices.

In summation, beyond its limitations, this analysis has concluded that these tools have the
potential to act as nuanced reflection exercises, even amongst experienced young
politicians, encouraging a reflection process regarding the impact of certain political
practices on the wider socio-political context. Specifically, these tools can encourage young
politicians to assess the socio-political context more reflectively and effectively reflect on
the role they come to play in shaping said socio-political context, for example through their

use of political rhetoric.
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Appendix 2.4A: Everyday Extremism Scale in Greek

EES1 1. Na apvnBeite tnv ekdoxn TnG avtimaing

TIAEUPAG, KOO KOLL OV TIPOKELTOL VLo

oAnBeLa, KAl va LOXUPLOTELTE TO aviiBeTo
akoOpa Kat av elvat Pepa (e aAAa Aoyla
va KAVETE TOUC AAAouC va apdlofntouv

TOV €QUTO TOUG)

EES2 2. IXOALoUOG, KPLTIKA Kal /1) mapevoxAnon
(rtx. mpooPoAég ota social media) pe otoxo
OPYLOUEVEG AVTIOPAOELS TNE AVTILTOANG
TIAEUPAC, OL OTIOLEC TNV EKBETOUV APVNTIKA,

AOXETO OO TO TMEPLEXOUEVO

EES3 3. Na uTtoBAAETE LOXUPLOUOUG yLa
QVAPHOOTN CUUTIEPLPOPA OXETLKA LLE TNV
avtimaAn MAgupaA, akOun Kal av avtol

elvat avainbeig

EES4 4. Na UTTOVOULEUCETE TNV avTimaAn MAsLpdA
O€ TIPOOWTILKO eTtinedo (my. pEow
ETUOECEWV OTOV TPOOWTTLKO TOUG

Xapaktripa)
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EES5 5. N VIPOTILAOETE KOl VO KPLTLKAPETE

dnuoota tnv avtinain mieupd

EES6 6. Na Stakoete pia emionpun ekénAwon

woTe va Tpafnéete TNV mpoooxn

EES7 7. Na mpowBeite evepyad kal va
SNLOGCLOTIOLELTE TIG TTPOCWTILKEG OAG

anoelg

EES8 8. Na Ynoilete umoPnrdloug mou
urnootnpilouv SpAacelg oUUPWVEG LE TIG

anoYeLg oag

EES9 9. Na elote evepyol 0TNV TOTILKI TIOALTLKN
oknvn
EES10 10. Na urtootnpilete dnuoaoia moALtikoug,

Beopoug kat/n MPOowWTa TOU AoKOUV
ETLPPON, TWV omolwv oL amoeLg

oUHUwWVOULV pE TN SIKA oag

EES11 11. Na Balete autokOAANTA, TVaKISEC Kal

adioeg og SNUOOLOUC XWPOUG

EES17 12. Na npowBeite ekGNAWOELG yLa val

mapakoAouBroouv Kat aAAot
1 - KaBoAou

7 - ArtoAuta

Appendix 2.4B: Focus group guide
Pre-research stage

Before the day of the focus group meetings participants will be asked to complete the
Everyday Extremism Scale. Their scores will be calculated and used to divide participants
into smaller groups for Activity 1 described below.

Page 142 of 232

SRl Funded by
B the European Union




Countering Oppositional Political

! i ! O p p Att UIN@ | Extremism through Attuned

Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit

Research stage: Focus group guide
Part 1: Introduction and meeting the participants.

General questions regarding their understanding of the concept of citizenship, civic and

political participation.

1. How would you believe that a citizen would participate in the civic life of his/her

country?
2. How would you describe yourself as a citizen of your country?
3. How would you define political participation?

4. Do you believe that your political participation has the capacity to influence the

civic life of your country? And how?

5. Do you believe that young people in Cyprus are motivated in participating in the

civic life of their country?

Part 2: Political Rhetoric

A series of 5 videos will be presented to the participants. These videos were created in the

context of a research program. The following instruction will be given to the participants.

“Now | will show you 5 videos that represent 5 imaginary politicians in the European context
and were created in the context of a research program, by researchers in the United
Kingdom... Each video has Greek Subtitles and lasts approximately 3 minutes. In each of this
the person depicted expresses their beliefs on some political issues with the purpose of
attracting possible votes. | will stop after each video and ask you questions. In each and
every case there is no right or wrong answers, so | ask you to please share any thought that

may occur.”

1. In which way to do you that the speaker tries to persuade the voters possibly
to vote for him/her.

2. Do you believe that the speaker could maintain a dialogue with a political
opponent. Why yes? Why no

3. Which of the political politicians that we just watched in the videos comes

closer to the way that you personally express your political views? Why?
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Part 3: reflection on political practices

The participants will be divided into two smaller sub-groups that are composed of people
that had different scores on the Everyday Extremism Scale and they will be given the

following instruction:

“Imagine that you are asked to write a message for a social media post on behalf of your
political group regarding the topic of immigration or LGBTQIA+ issues. Could you answer the
following questions in the context of your sub-group and then we will discuss your

responses all together.”

1. Could you pick a few different ways that you could present your message on
social media. Specifically, if you had to choose some of the following means,
which would you chose and why? (Humor, Irony, Direct attack of an opposing
perspective, Direct critique of an opposing perspective, Making fun of an
opposing perspective).

2. Which of the above you wouldn’t choose and why?

3. What would you do in the context of an interaction with people with an opposing
perspective regarding the topic you chose to post about?

4. With reference to the topic you chose, prepare a small text (1-2 paragraphs) that

you would use to present your political group’s stance on social media.

When this activity comes to an end participants will be asked if any disagreements emerged
in the context of their sub-group discussions. If they respond affirmatively, they will be

asked how they approached those disagreements in the context of this activity.
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Appendix 2.4C: Code definitions

Codes definitions from the analysis of the Vote for Me videos

1.

Recognizing the communication style/rhetoric techniques of the speaker:
participants recognizing the clues that define the speakers’ communication style and
technique, the rhetorical devices used, and the modes of political rhetoric used by

each video speakers.

Commenting on video speakers’ ideological perspective: recognizing and
commenting on the Vote for me Video speakers’ ideology and commenting on how
that could potentially influence their political attitudes.

Associations made between the context of Cyprus and the videos’ speakers:
references and comparisons with the political context of Cyprus, regarding
politicians in the context of commenting on the Vote for me Video speakers.
Recognizing the speaker’s ability to maintain a political dialogue: with different
perspectives: how participants comment on the Vote for me Speaker’s abilities to
maintain a dialogical interaction with political opponents mentioning the speakers’
abilities for a dialogical communication.

Relationship between participants’ and speakers’ beliefs: in which way participants
align their own beliefs with those of the Vote for Me speakers in the context of

commenting on the Vote for me videos.

Codes from the analysis of the reflexivity tool

6.

Managing a different political perspective: how participants respond to different
political perspectives and beliefs and in which way they choose to manage them in
the context of the discussion of the reflection of their own political practices
Managing differing perspectives between participants: how participants managed
any disagreements that emerged during the context of their discussion on reflecting
on their own political practices.

Practices that shape their political massages: which are the practices and rhetorical
means that participants would use when trying to shape their political messages in

the context of the discussion on reflecting on their own political practices.
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9. Comments on the way political opponents shape their political messages: how
participants were commenting on the differences between them and their political
opponent in the strategies they would use to shape their political message during

the context of the discussion on their own political practices.
General codes

10. Reaction to the misinformation/extremism: how the participants commented and
reacted to the misinformation and extremist political rhetoric

11. Mentions of ideology: how participants were discussing and commenting on
ideology either on their own or their political opponents.

12. Mentions of the context of Cyprus: how participants were commenting on the
context of Cyprus on the during the entire discussion focusing on the political
context of Cyprus in comparison to other political context referring to political

strategies of various Cypriot politicians.
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Appendix 2.4D: Results

Extract 1: EDON participants discussing the 3rd Vote for me Video:
Participant 8: he is using a populist rhetoric

Participant 7: he is only talking about immigrants

Participant 10: what | saw in this, | don’t know if you agree with me, is that even

though he is talking about injustices and so on... but he... but ... we all work together

and bring about solutions and so forth but | didn’t see him to particularly mention

how we will eliminate injustices and he is not really talking about the
system.
Extract 2 NeDISY participants discussing the 2nd Vote for me Video:

Participant 6: A comment for this video it goes with the things we discussed earlier

for youth participation, with catchy slogans...

Participant 2: and it would definitely be catchier. And because the other video was in

a bigger picture, but this one is for TikTok Instagram.
Extract 3: NeDISY participants discussing which video speaker would closely identify with:

Participant 4: [...] So all of us are between the first and the fifth one, right? So. There are
some differences between the first and the fifth one, they highlight the problems, he says
he wants to solve the issue he says but he doesn’t say how. He uses some expressions and
some pretty slogans about the nation and so forth, which as the youth of DISY do represent
us but it does not mean that some details of the fifth video don’t represent us. Because we
are the youth of DISY, and | am part of the business world emmm and technology. And |
want to use the data base and the digital world to fix the issues [...] So strictly speaking... we
can’t choose between... we are between the first and the fifth one, with some details from

the first and some details from the fifth.

Extract 4 NeDISY participants during the discussion of the reflexivity tool on which

communication technique they would choose when responding to a political opponent:

Participant 3: [...] Because you understand that the character of a politician is created based

on the demands of the citizens... the voters, so from the moment that it is to the
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understanding of politicians that the people, a big portion of them, want to see a
disagreament but in no way we are talking about making fun or being sarcastic, or a an
argument to a big extent. Obviously in some occasions discussions might become more

intense [...]

Extract 5 EDON participants during the reflexivity tool discussion on how they would

construct their political message:

Participant 9: So not to get away from the topic of our discussion...because we were talking
about getting a message through social media, a paragraph or two it says here... And
because there are plenty of arguments like we have already discussed that you can de-
construct to justify that these arguments, these things are misinformation, a populist
rhetoric ... so just with presenting their arguments that we have discussed and so many
others and to deconstruct those fake narrative... of these parties or those who support
these positions in regards to immigration or anything that has to do with the LGBTIQ
community... [...]. So the response to a populist rhetoric is scientifc experitise and

argumentation [...]
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2.5 Irag Report
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2.5.1 Introduction

This report comes in the context of the profound challenges Iraq has faced since 2003. As is
well known, Irag emerged from the wreckage of devastating wars—the first and second Gulf
Wars, the US invasion, sectarian conflicts, and the ongoing war on terror—and embarked on
a nascent path toward democracy. It is still crawling toward full stability. The country has
witnessed radical political, security, and social transformations that have directly impacted
the state of human rights and the social fabric. The fall of the former totalitarian regime led
to chaos, as well as the absence of clear plans and strategies for democratic transition, in
addition to political and security stability. Achieving stability and building sustainable peace
now faces numerous challenges, including confronting extremism and terrorism,
strengthening the foundations of democracy, which requires enforcing respect for human
rights, protecting minorities and women, achieving justice, building a state of institutions
based on the rule of law, ensuring a peaceful transfer of power through elections, and

enhancing political participation.

In this context, this research report by the HHRO provided its researchers with an opportunity
to use a range of intervention tools to address the challenges facing Iraq, particularly in the
field of human rights. It also provided a systematic approach to understanding violations,
ways to address them, and how to achieve desired or undesired outcomes for attunement. It
enabled researchers to analyze relations between minorities and ways to achieve consensus
among them. Researchers were able to uncover and deconstruct narratives that link the
disruption of human rights at the expense of security. This was in addition to increasing
knowledge about the Everyday Extremism Scale’s use to develop rational intervention tools

to reduce extremism and encourage constructive political participation.

The report also represents an important experiment for the Iraqi research team in achieving
the goal of the seventh package (WP7) of the OppAttune project. This involves selecting
specific interventions that are appropriate to the Iraqgi context and the work of the HHRO, an
Iraqi civil society non-governmental organization. The report also applies a set of rich tools
developed by our consortium partners throughout the project and compiled into a guide

called the handbook of Intervention tools for Attunement. The guide provides researchers
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with a set of tools and techniques for implementing interventions that are appropriate for
their human rights work. These interventions can be tested by selecting the necessary tools
to generate new insights and results from each intervention, ultimately aiming to limit the
spread of extremist political narratives, which is the ultimate primary goal of the OppAttune

project.

The report is structured in three sections. The first, in addition to the introduction, includes
an overview of the political context in Iraq. The second section includes the applied
interventions and tools used from the handbook of Intervention tools for Attunement,
whereas the third includes conclusions, recommendations, and general ideas. The report
examines the general Iraqi political context and focuses on three key interventions that
represent prominent hotbeds of tension and polarization in Iraqi society, constituting realistic

approaches for human rights, social, and humanitarian interventions:

e The first addresses relations between religious and ethnic minorities, particularly the
tensions between Shabaks and Christians in the Nineveh Plain, as an example of the
challenges facing peaceful coexistence in areas characterized by religious and ethnic
diversity, where shared interests, identities, and history intertwine with factors of

fear, mistrust, and conflict over resources and land.

e The second focuses on the complex relationship between security and human rights
in lrag, examining how official and unofficial narratives are used to justify human
rights violations under the pretext of combating terrorism and imposing security and
stability. This has led to the disruption of public freedoms and weakened citizens’

confidence in both the political and security processes.

e The third focuses on the phenomenon of political extremism, opposition to the
political process, and reluctance to participate in elections, with the expansion of
boycotts and elections being viewed as ineffective. These pose a threat to the political
system’s legitimacy and opportunities for reform, reflecting a practical gap between

the people and political elites.
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The report adopted a qualitative methodology based on the use of intervention tools for
attunement. The first intervention utilized a set of Policy Toolkit for developing the regularity
rights tools, the second utilized a Narrative Breaker Tools, and the third utilized the Everyday
Extremism Scale. The information, data, and answers to the questions required for the
interventions were developed based on a variety of sources and the research team’s
expertise, including their legal and field experience in the local context. These tools enabled
the research team to deconstruct dominant narratives, understand polarization dynamics,
and identify intervention opportunities to promote human rights, social cohesion, and

stability.

This report not only monitors the human rights challenges facing Iraq, but also attempts to
provide a more in-depth picture of the outcomes of the three interventions, demonstrating
how analytical tools can contribute to deconstructing narratives, understanding patterns of

belonging, and measuring indicators of everyday extremism.

The report also seeks to present practical conclusions and recommendations that can be
implemented by government institutions, civil society, and international bodies, ensuring the
promotion of human rights, reducing extremism, and finding real trajectories and pathways

toward achieving social cohesion and sustainable political development.

2.5.2 An Overview of the Political Context in Iraq

2.5.2.1 The General Political Context

Iraq, as a state before and after 2003, faced a number of challenges. These are the reasons
for the state’s inability to fulfill even its minimal role, which is based on providing security,
ensuring law and order, enacting contemporary human rights and economic legislation, and
achieving sustainable development. These challenges cannot be overcome without the
establishment of certain basic conditions, which must begin first with the provision of

appropriate legal frameworks, as well as effective political ones.
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Among these challenges are those related to the form of the state before 2003, which was
based on a highly centralized structure that dominated all social, political, and administrative
sectors. The lIraqgi state relied on a massive, unproductive bureaucracy, corrupted by
numerous factors related to the ruling system’s form and policies. It also relied on an arbitrary
security apparatus and a single-party system, with no regard for multipartyism, to maintain
the centralization of power and the ruling system. This resulted in a complete merger and
unification of the state and the authorities, and consequently a lack of distinction between

the government, the state, and the party (Al-Jazeera Centre for Studies, 2010).

The collapse of this totalitarian regime and the move toward democracy after 2003, without
clear plans and strategies for the nature of this transition, created a kind of chaos and
confusion. The American civil governor in Iraq, Paul Bremer, dissolved the army and previous
security services in the hope of establishing new ones, with a new doctrine that embraced
the concepts of democracy and respect for human rights. In 2005, a new constitution issued
for Iraq, to build a new Iraq that would be a model democratic state. This trend, however, led
to the emergence of sectarian and ethnic tendencies that posed a threat to the state’s
effectiveness. It was also a reason for obstructing its political development and hindering the
implementation of programs and plans set by successive governments formed after 2005, in
the face of numerous crises. This has been obvious in the political performance of all state

institutions in confronting the Iraqi reality from 2005 until now (Baker M., 2022).

The dismantling of the totalitarian regime’s institutions in Iraqg, in favor of a democratic
trajectory, generated a sectarian crisis in the country, in which religious and sectarian
tendencies exploded and spilled over into politics. This further transformed them into
genuine threats to social cohesion, as well as the state’s existence. Sectarianism, in its political
form, is thus linked to a lack of integration in establishing a national identity based on

citizenship and social cohesion.

Instead of addressing divisions, the focus in the political process has been on creating
representatives for each sect. This has deepened sectarianism and shifted the focus to

sectarian identity rather than national unity. Political leaders have subsequently focused on
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mobilizing their electoral bases and social support based on sectarian and ethnic identities,
rather than bridging the gap between sects, denominations, and ethnicities (Baker M., 2022).
These sectarian, denominational, and religious divisions in Irag have created a legacy of
exclusion and contributed to the emergence of sectarian leaders and chieftains. The approach
to building an Iraqgi nation has thus failed to create leaders and statesmen who transcend their

sectarian, denominational, and national affiliations.

The current reality in Iraq is therefore linked to sectarian conflict, quotas, and the
intensification of sectarian and ethnic competition. One of the destructive results of this has
been the exclusion or marginalization of important segments of society, particularly
minorities. Moreover, it has generated a sense of exclusion, increased divisions among Iraqi
society’s components, and a weakening sense of citizenship. It has also undermined human
rights, led to a decline in state stability and the protection of minorities, violating their rights,
as well as those of other citizens in general. Sectarian and denominational affiliation has
further become a tool for dividing society and creating sectarian and regional political elites,
creating an environment of insecurity and fear, and undermining basic human rights (Hasan

H., 2014).

In this context, political competition for power and interests has created a new reality
whereby each component or group has become divided, whether within majorities or
minorities. The Shiite component is now divided into several political groups competing for
power, as has the Sunni component, and so have the minorities. Minorities have also begun
to fight among themselves over the quota seats granted to them in parliament, generating
political polarization, with some pro-Shiite and others pro-Kurdish. Conflicts have further
intensified among them over property and resources, as the distribution of power has shifted.
Those closest to power that is sectarian in nature, such as the Shabak, have become stronger,

while others, such as non-Muslim minorities, have felt increasingly marginalized.

Undoubtedly, external and internal factors have contributed to the entrenchment of political
sectarianism in Iraq, especially in the regional states neighboring Iraq. This has impacted the

state’s effectiveness and performance in all areas. The role of political groups and their
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interaction with society, which is composed of a mosaic of diverse groups, has also had an

impact on consolidating this reality (Baker M., 2022).

Sectarianism’s entrenchment has led to a decline in any sense of belonging to the homeland
and has resulted in the spread of sectarian culture as an alternative to a national one built on
unity. Unfortunately, the homeland has turned into an arena for the clash of external, regional
and international factors. Consequently, this has hindered and continues to hinder the
establishment of a modern state based on the principles of citizenship, justice, social
freedoms and democracy. In the midst of this scene, human rights have been squandered and
the rights of minorities have been lost. Even their privacy has been violated. Favoritism and
opportunism have become widespread in state administration, while officials and state
employees have sought refuge under the shadow of sectarianism, thus spreading all kinds of

corruption in society (Al-Kaht M., 2014).

2.5.2.2 The Rise of Terrorism

This sectarian and quota-based reality that emerged in Iraq after 2003 led to the growth of
terrorist forces and the emergence of dangerous terrorist groups such as Al-Qaeda and ISIS.
These exploited such sectarian divisions and conflicts, and in 2014, ISIS was able to occupy a
third of Iraqg’s territory, including the Nineveh Governorate, the second largest province after
Baghdad. Despite the military elimination of these terrorist groups, this situation’s
repercussions resulted in a weak, state lacking sovereignty and subject to interference from
regional and international powers. This transformed the country into an arena for regional
and international conflict, particularly the ongoing conflict between the United States and
Iran. Subsequently, this has led to the emergence of movements loyal to one party or another,
as well as the rise of political actors and armed groups outside the state framework. These do
not obey orders from the government and state judicial institutions, and sometimes even

operate outside the state’s agenda or approved diplomatic and political interests.

The repercussions of these political junctures and the intersection of interests have resulted
in a politically and security-unstable state. The current stability is merely relative and could

collapse at any moment, amid societal fears for the future. This is because there are still
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weapons circulating outside the state framework, ongoing violence against women and
minorities, the presence of thousands of internally displaced persons in camps spread across

the country, and the existence of thousands of unemployed youth (Al-Jazeera, 2023).

In contrast, the international community has sought, and continues to provide assistance to
Iraq to support stability and create an environment conducive to democratic action and
respect for human rights. The United Nations Assistance Mission for Irag (UNAMI) has thus
played a clear role in supporting Iraq to overcome its political and security crises. International
and national non-governmental organizations have also played a vital role in building
capacity, strengthening social cohesion, assisting in election monitoring, and supporting the

political process in Iraq to ensure the stability of its democratic system.

Despite the peaceful transfer of power, manifestations of democracy, and periodic elections,
there is widespread public dissatisfaction with the political process. Elections often end in
accusations of fraud, difficulties in the post-election formation of governments, and are
marred by chaos and human rights violations. Government formation in particular is
undergoing a difficult labor due to the quota system, which has produced weak governments
unable to meet citizens’ needs and provide basic infrastructure, services and development.
This has created a state of mistrust between citizens and political elites, and the reluctance
of the majority of people, especially the youth, to participate in elections. Citizens are also
dissatisfied with the current political process. The street has gradually begun to grow restless
with Iragi democracy and talk of human rights. Society has thus begun to view everything that
is happening as part of a conspiracy theory, pre-planned and fabricated by the West and
regional countries, and that elections are nothing but a fabricated, meaningless farce

(Deutsche Welle, 2021).

This has created a kind of everyday extremism, making some people more extreme than
others, avoiding electoral participation, engaging in the political process, or supporting it.
Participation has become limited to those affiliated with political parties and movements. This
has complicated the work of the Independent High Electoral Commission, which is striving to

launch awareness and engagement campaigns with Iragi civil society organizations to
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increase participation in elections and establish more effective governance systems to
monitor them, in order to enhance citizen confidence in the electoral process, its credibility,

and its integrity (Independent High Electoral Commission, 2025).

2.5.3 Practical Interventions and Tools Used

After reviewing the Handbook of Intervention Toolkit for Attunement, the Iraqgi research team
identified three interventions that they considered pose challenges and problems,
demonstrating the greatest opportunities for practical application and implementation to
control and reduce everyday extremism. These interventions are the closest and most

appropriate to Iraq’s specific contexts.

The team thus discussed each intervention separately, and the researchers presented various
ideas about it, including its general outlook, context, and the tools needed to implement it.

They also discussed the contexts that would make the intervention most effective.

The First Intervention was identified as: Relations between minorities in Iraq — Tensions

between the Shabaks and Christians in the Nineveh Plain.

The Second Intervention: Suspending human rights in the context of the war on terror and

imposing security in Iraq.

The Third Intervention: Political extremism opposing the political process, particularly

electoral participation.

2.5.3.1 The First Intervention: Relations between minorities in Irag — Tensions between the
Shabaks and Christians in the Nineveh Plain

Context

This intervention’s aim is to address the dynamics of relationships that drive extremism and
polarization among the minorities themselves, despite their marginalization by the majority
in terms of full political rights and effective participation in state institutions. This is in light of

a long history of political and social discrimination, lack of protection, and lack of the right to
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express religious and ethnic identities. In addition to being targeted and affected by
marginalization and exclusion, as well as exposure to extremist rhetoric, there are tensions
between minorities that sometimes take on a competitive or conflictual aspect. The Iraqi
research team therefore decided to focus more specifically on the relationship between the
Christians and Shabak. Christians in the Nineveh Plain are of ethnic Assyrian-Syriac-Chaldean
origin, while the Shabak are a predominantly Shiite Muslim group (80% of them are Shiite and
20% are Sunni). Their ethnic origins are a hybrid of Persian and Kurdish, but they are all

Muslims.

The rationale for this intervention lies in its alignment with the project’s primary objective:
countering political extremism through balanced dialogue and fostering harmony. This is
particularly crucial given the urgent need to promote peaceful coexistence and social
cohesion among the diverse segments of Iraqgi society, especially religious and ethnic
minorities in volatile regions like the Nineveh Plain. Following 2003, the Nineveh Plain
underwent radical demographic shifts, with thousands of Shabak, a Shiite Muslim minority,
migrating from Mosul to the historically Christian region. The Shabak and Christians were
therefore chosen as case studies in the Nineveh Plain in northern Irag. Similar examples exist,
such as the relationship between Yazidis and Muslims in the Sinjar region of northwestern
Iraq. This demographic shift has generated complex political and social tensions. Despite their
shared marginalization by the majorities, the Christian and Shabak minorities continue to

experience tensions and polarization between them.

The Policy Toolkit was chosen because it provides a structured framework for analyzing
property and organizational rights, offering a deeper understanding of how rights claims are
linked to the everyday extremism. Another reason for selecting the Hammurabi Human Rights
Organization for this intervention is its monitoring of minority rights in Iraq and its specialized
programs in this area. Measuring extremism and polarization among minorities and their
relationships with one another is central to the topics addressed in the Intervention
Handbook and is relevant to it. Furthermore, the use of tables within this toolkit (4.1 to 6.2)
enabled researchers to identify contexts and provide diagnostic and predictive tools for

outcomes.
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After 2003 and the change in Iraqg, as well as the spread of sectarianism that led to violence
in Nineveh, the Shiite Shabak in Mosul’s center were exposed to attacks by terrorist groups,
including Al-Qaeda and others, because they are Shiites. This led to thousands of them
migrating to Christian areas in the Nineveh Plain, which caused a change in the demographic
composition of the area’s towns, especially the Christian ones. This subsequently increased
the fears and anxiety of Christians for their lands, as well as for preserving their customs,
culture and lifestyle in their areas, especially in light of the existence of cultural, linguistic,
lifestyle and economic differences. The majority of the Shabak who were displaced to
Christian areas, especially the towns of Bartella and Qaraqosh, are Shiites. In 2009, armed
clashes occurred between Christians and Shabaks as a result of the passage of mourning
processions that are usually carried out by Shiites and are called Arbaaen (the 40th day after
Imam Hussein’s martyrdom). These took place in an area where Christians were celebrating
Christmas, resulting in a kind of provocation among the Shiites, who do not prefer expressions
of joy during their days of mourning. These religious differences and the distinction between
customs created a sense of tension. Furthermore, the Christians refuse the ownership or sale
of property and land to the Shabak, which has generated hate speech between the two sides.
Moreover, Christians demand that the Shabak refrain from encroaching on their towns and
villages and urge them to reside in their own villages. This is in order to preserve the cultural
and religious heritage in Christian areas, where the demographic composition has begun to
change due to this Shabak encroachment on Christian villages, consequently making

Christians a minority in their own areas.

To mitigate this extremism, the HHRO research team chose to address the relationship
between the Shabaks and Christians in the Nineveh Plain using the Policy Toolkit. The team
relied on Table 4.1 from the Handbook of Intervention Toolkit for Attunement, using the
reference questions to define the context of regulatory rights. Table 4.2 was used to define
the contexts in which rights claims might lead to extremism. Table 5.1 was used to define
patterns of belonging within the context of regulatory rights, Table 5.2 was used to define the
type of belonging that could be applied in the relationship between minorities, Table 5.3 was

used to measure the degree of everyday extremism through patterns of belonging, Table 6.1
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included questions and options related to identifying the potential possibilities of desirable
or undesirable outcomes from regulatory rights trajectories, and Table 6.2 was used for
interactive questions to promote thoughtful reflections on the potential outcomes within

regulatory rights trajectories.

Desired Rights

Iragi minorities demand a set of political, administrative, cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and
religious rights to protect them, as well as their physical and moral existence. These include
the right to political participation and fair representation in all state institutions at the federal
level, local authorities, and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. They also include their linguistic
rights and the preservation of their identity, in addition to religious and cultural specificity, as
well as the right to non-discrimination and equality in all aspects of the state, such as the

army, police, security services, and other state and governmental bodies.

Rights Tracked by the Government or Key Actors

The Iragi Government and state agencies are responsible for implementing the guarantees
provided to minorities by the Iraqgi Constitution and relevant international conventions
ratified by Irag. This requires a commitment to the participation of minorities in security and
administrative positions, as well as implementing policies that provide protection for
minorities from violence, targeting, sectarian conflict, murder, rape, and the erasure of their

cultural and linguistic identity.

Governance Levels

The implementation of rights is monitored at the local level, where Shabaks and Christians
reside in Nineveh Governorate, and at the national level, where the federal government in
Baghdad and, to some extent, the Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq, are located. It is
also monitored at the international level, through United Nations offices, UNAMI, and

international human rights organizations.
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Government Bodies that Guarantee these Rights include:

Executive state institutions—represented by Iragi ministries, the Iragi judiciary, the Nineveh
Provincial Council and governor, as well as district and sub-district councils (local authorities).
Civil society organizations also play a role in guaranteeing these rights, as do syndicates,

advisory councils, the Human Rights Commission, and other independent bodies.

Social Fabric

The Nineveh Plain region’s social fabric is characterized by the presence of diverse ethnic
minorities, including Christians (Assyrians-Syriacs-Chaldeans and Armenians), Shabaks,
Turkmen, Arabs, and a small number of Kurds. Religious minorities include Muslims,
Christians, Yazidis, and Kaka’is. There are also tensions, with clear religious and political
divisions, in addition to the geographical overlap between these groups, which have a long
history of competition and conflict. However, while there are currently cohesive social

relations within each group or component, there is weak communication between the groups.

The equation regarding the distribution of power dynamics changed after 2003. The Shabak
accused Christians of being supported by American forces during their presence in Irag. On
the other hand, the Christians accused the Shabak of not being considered a minority, given
that they are part of the Shiite majority that controls the government and possesses armed
militias, tribal influence, as well as sectarian and religious political forces that dominate
decision-making in the region. Both sides are weakly represented in local councils, as well as
at the federal government level, yet there is competition between Shabaks and Christians

over resources, power, land, and property.

In regard to how each side views the other, both Christians and Shabak view the other with
caution and fear. There is a mutual sense of threat and difference, which sometimes escalates
and at others subsides, with limited efforts and attempts at coexistence. However, the two
sides have coexisted side by side in the region without armed conflict for more than 15 years,

despite the presence of weapons and armed groups possessed by both sides.
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Concerning cultural factors’ contribution in influencing organizational responses to the
protection of rights, there are differences between the two groups in beliefs, traditions, and
even in clothing, language, and social celebrations, due to religious and ethnic differences.
Christians speak Syriac-Aramaic, the language spoken by Jesus Christ, while the Shabak speak
their own language. Their shared historical presence in one specific area of land, however, as
well as the challenges and targeting they face, have generated shared stories and suffering,
especially after the terrorist organization ISIS targeted the region and led to mass
displacement. These stories can contribute to creating an atmosphere of understanding and

attunement.

As for the economic disparity between the two sides, the equations of economic disparities
have changed over the past decade, playing an influential role in shaping attitudes and
behaviors. During this time, the Shabak have shifted their economic and political interests
due to their proximity to the political establishment and the support they received from it
due to their shared sectarian affiliation. Prior to that, the balance had tilted in the Christians’
favor. The Shabak now possess significant economic interests in the region, while their villages
and areas had not received sufficient development compared to Christian towns and areas.
This disparity in development has had an impact on demographic change. The Shabak have
always sought to move to or reside in Christian areas due to their urbanization and the
presence of urban and recreational facilities, schools, hospitals, and service institutions.
Meanwhile, Shabak areas lack the same level of services. This is a result of the former regime’s
discriminatory policies, which neglected Shabak areas in terms of development and

organization.

Unemployment rates do not represent a significant disparity between the two groups.
Shabaks, however, are prohibited from owning property in Christian areas, and the Iraqi
constitution prohibits property ownership in certain areas where the purpose is demographic

change.
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Historical Trajectories

Both sides have faced the same historical events that the region experienced, particularly the
suffering and tragedies associated with terrorist groups such as Al-Qaeda and ISIS, as well as
acts of murder and religious and sectarian cleansing. Christians and Shabaks were exposed to
relatively similar treatment by terrorist groups, and both were subjected to forced
displacement during ISIS’ invasion of the region in 2014. The Shabak presence, however, has
increased in historically Christian areas, changing the demographic makeup. In other words,
the Shabak are gradually encroaching on areas that have been historically Christian for over
a thousand years. This, therefore, is one of the main areas of disagreement and conflict

between the Shabaks and Christians.

Means of Communication between the Groups

Most of the means of communication are traditional, occurring between religious and tribal
leaders, often during holidays or religious occasions, or through the exchange of condolences
and sympathy during natural disasters and crises. Social media is also increasingly being used,
and these methods are often divisive or biased. Civil society organizations, including the
HHRO and human rights activists, have additionally been channels of communication

between the two sides.

The Legal Framework for the Protection of Rights

The framework upon which Iraq relies in dealing with minority rights is the Iragi Constitution
and Iragi laws, which derive their spirit from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and
the international human rights conventions ratified by Iraq. However, many constitutional
articles, provisions, clauses, agreements, and international instruments signed by Iraq are not
effectively implemented, either due to a lack of political will or the political tensions plaguing

the political process in the country.
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The Impact of International Relations on Regulatory Rights Processes

International relations play an important role in influencing rights processes, whether through
United Nations oversight and pressure, as well as support from human rights organizations
and international humanitarian associations. External international actors also sometimes
influence the creation of tension, conflict, or mitigation based on their own interests. The
United Nations, through UNAMI, has played a role in enhancing the protection of minorities
by urging the Iragi Government to play its role in addressing the conditions of minorities in
the Nineveh Plain and establishing national reconciliation committees to resolve tensions
between them. Other international organizations have also contributed to promoting
development in their areas, resolving conflicts, and building peace, particularly the United
States Institute of Peace (USIP) and the HHRO, which has been working to ease tensions
between the Shabaks and Christians. Other national organizations and entities have also

played a role in this regard.

Technology’s Role

The information revolution, technology, and digital media have played a significant role in
contributing to both education and incitement. The rapid transmission of information and
attitudes has thus had both a positive and negative impact. Social media has especially played
a significant role in increasing tensions between Shabaks and Christians, particularly through
the dissemination of hate speech by some on both sides. The role of technology has therefore

been more negative than positive.

The contexts in the relationship between the Christians and Shabak can be described as
uneasy, since both sides live in an environment of historical tensions. Unresolved conflict and
ongoing competition, therefore, can either lead to peaceful coexistence or the escalation of

tensions (Table 4.2 of the Handbook of Intervention Toolkit for Attunement).

We found that the index measuring the degree of everyday extremism in the relationship
between Christians and Shabak has an unstable dimension. The extent of extremism thus falls
within non-conflictual levels of tension, requiring careful handling to avoid escalation (Table

4.3 of the Handbook of Intervention Toolkit for Attunement).
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Belonging

Referring to Table 5.2 to help identify patterns of belonging, we explored and analyzed the
contexts of interventions in the relationship between Shabaks and Christians within the
context of specific regulatory rights. This context focuses on how groups feel connected to
their rights, while addressing issues of representation, inclusion, participation, and

protection.

In terms of representation, minority representation in the legislative, executive, and judicial
branches is generally very modest. As for Christians and Shabaks, the former have a quota of
five seats allocated to them in the Iraqgi parliament, while the latter have one seat. These
guotas allocated to them, however, are confiscated and the large blocs attempt to seize them
through political maneuvering and deals conducted both before and after elections.
Minorities therefore lack real representation, whether in Parliament or in the executive
branch of authority. They also live in disputed areas, such as the Nineveh Plain, northeast of
Mosul, and are not included in plans and policies for developing solutions for their areas. At
the same time, they have clear social representation, especially for Christians through
religious Church figures, while the Shabak have tribal and social ones. Moreover, Christians
perceive themselves as marginalized and their voices unheard within the political system.
Minorities in general, especially non-Muslim ones such as Yazidis, Christians, and Mandaeans,
have lost confidence in Parliament due to the dominance of major blocs and the exploitation
of minority quotas for their own interests. This has led to the marginalization of their genuine

demands.

As for conflicts and tensions, there are occasional flare-ups, sometimes turning into clashes.
Recently, however, because Christians possess a militia force, and on the other side there is
a Shabak militia force, and both have the same patron, the matter does not cause fear or
concern, since both forces are supported by neighboring Iran. Nonetheless, both Christian
and Shabak communities have security concerns and psychological scars from previous acts

of violence they were subjected to by terrorist groups.

Page 166 of 232

Funded by
the European Union




Countering Oppositional Political

! i ! O p p Att UIN@ | Extremism through Attuned

Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit

In regard to the social fabric, there is a sense of mutual social isolation due to a sense of weak
protection and insecurity. Joint economic projects between the two sides, or companies in
which members of Shabak and Christian communities contribute, are rare due to suspicion
and mistrust of each other. While attempts are being made to initiate discussions and
dialogues to enhance cohesion, as long as sectarian politics prevail, state institutions cannot
achieve comprehensive development and stable security. Economic and social discrimination
against some minorities—particularly non-Muslim ones, including Christians and Yazidis—

continues to impact their presence in society.

As for minorities’ participation in the political process, it is very modest and superficial. The
authorities have not even given them sufficient opportunities to participate in decision-
making on crucial issues that concern them. This is compounded by a lack of concrete
programs to enable them to participate effectively, despite the presence of energies,
capabilities, and competencies that could contribute positively to the political process. The
current governmental system does not guarantee equal participation. This is perhaps due to
the presence of minorities in disputed areas, the existence of institutional differences, and
the failure to resolve administrative and political disputes between the federal government
and the Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq regarding such disputed areas, where the
populations are predominantly composed of minorities. The price of these policies is paid by
the minority communities themselves, which increases inter-ethnic tensions and encourages

their migration outside the country.

In regard to initiatives to enhance minority participation, there are integration programs and
projects here and there, but they are temporary and not comprehensive, and are often

implemented by non-governmental and civil society organizations.

Concerning the fair distribution of resources and services in public life, there are mutual
accusations among minorities, particularly Christians and Shabaks, of discrimination and
injustice. Christians feel oppressed and excluded from the decision-making center and do not
have an influential role in shaping the country’s policies and destiny. They view the Shabak as

supported by the government, given that the Shiite majority holds power in the country.
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Meanwhile, the Shabak view Christians as more important to the government’s efforts to

improve its international image due to their religious, European, and Western influence.

As far as legal protection is concerned, despite the existence of constitutional and legal
guarantees to protect minority rights, as well as judicial and political safeguards, law
enforcement and implementation are weak, particularly in addressing the reality of disputed

areas where minorities live.

As for how minorities are represented in the media regarding issues of public space, they are
often portrayed in a stereotypical, distorted, orincomplete manner, which negatively impacts

public opinion, integration and social cohesion, and consequently, any sense of belonging.

In regard to the issue of discrimination, the Christian minority feels more discriminated
against, given that it differs from the majority not only in religion but also in nationality and
ethnicity, more so than the Shabak, who adhere to the majority religion. Christians clearly feel
discriminated against and excluded, as there are laws that violate their rights, particularly
those pertaining to personal status matters related to marriage, divorce, inheritance, child
custody, adoption, as well as Article 26 of the Unified National Card Law, which stipulates the
conversion of minors to Islam if one of their parents does. This article is considered by
Christians to be in conflict with the principle of equality guaranteed by Article 14 of Iraq’s
constitution, as well as the well-known Islamic principle: “there is no compulsion in religion.”
Given the lack of a separate law regulating their personal status, Christians are subject to the
same rules as the Muslim majority governing such matters. Furthermore, their political
representatives often lack decision-making independence due to political pressure from

majority blocs.

In terms of how public discourse or speech in public places contributes to belonging, it is often
the case that such discourse and speech concerning minorities is characterized by tension and
an emphasis division. In other words, these are Christians and those are Shabak Muslims,
Shabak Shiites, Shabak Sunnis, Assyrian Christians, or Chaldean Christians. The discourse is

often characterized, therefore, by division and separation.
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To determine the type of belonging that can be applied to the relationship between
minorities, specifically between Shabaks and Christians, it is a precarious belonging, based on

Table 5.2.

To measure the degree of everyday extremism through patterns of belonging, using Table 5.3,
the relationship between Shabaks and Christians can be considered to be precarious, as the
proposed indicators indicate that both groups live in fragile and unstable societal conditions.
Based on reports from the HHRO, which monitored the state of political, economic, and social
instability in the Nineveh Plain, the degree of everyday extremism reflects a lack of trust and

fear regarding their situation in society, ranging from mild to severe.

2.5.3.2 Intervention Results

To diagnose the intervention results, the research team used Table 6.1 to identify potential
outcomes in minority rights trajectories, specifically the relationship between the Shabaks

and Christians.

In regard to rejection, it appears that there is an implicit and sometimes overt refusal by some
of the major political forces on both sides to engage in rapprochement and participate in
dialogue. There is even a denial of the presence and existence of one side or the other, which

exacerbates conflicts, leading to isolation and political deadlock.

State of Coexistence
The current situation is calm, according to a modus vivendi, amid temporary agreements,
formalities, political courtesies, and the exchange of formal visits to achieve relative stability.

This stability is fragile, however, given the persistence and continuation of differences.

Dialogue
In appearance and form, there is a form of dialogue and rapprochement, and there are formal

and informal dialogue channels between the Shabaks and Christians. There are dialogue
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sessions and workshops sponsored by international and local organizations that promote
minority rights and organize gatherings to build social cohesion and rapprochement between
minorities. The reality, however, reflects the absence of political will to achieve real, clear

progress.

Transformations

In terms of the transformational aspect, there are few efforts to bring about reforms and
opportunities to enhance minority rights and address tensions among them. Such efforts
include amending laws, joining some international and regional agreements, and attempting
to adhere to international instruments related to minorities. The general political and security
situation in Irag, however, does not create a real environment for effective transformation.

Indeed, the overall situation hinders this.

Interactive Questions

The interactive questions posed by the HHRO's research team to identify potential outcomes
in minority rights organizing processes aim to foster a deeper understanding of organizational
responses that could lead to potential consensus and create a harmonious process. The

questions were:

e How can we mitigate the rejection and tension between minorities, specifically

between the Shabaks and Christians in the Nineveh Plain?
- Establish communication channels between the Shabaks and Christians, form a
negotiating team between them, and work to sign a code of conduct for

cooperation between the two parties and resolving outstanding issues.

- Agree on exchange visits between social and religious figures from both sides.
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- Make collaborative efforts with state and governmental bodies to address the

issue so that tension does not escalate into violent conflict.

e What are the mechanisms for building trust between the two parties (Shabaks and

Christians)?

- Encourage Shabaks and Christians to engage in joint economic projects to
strengthen trust between them. The HHRO has adopted some projects to achieve

this.

- Encourage the media to broadcast issues that reduce tension and help bring the

two parties closer together.

- Establish joint mechanisms to encourage dialogue and identify shared priorities,

led by elites from both sides.

- Establish executive mechanisms to oversee minority issues within the Nineveh

Provincial Council.

e How can government and local administrations be assisted in addressing and

improving representation and fairness in resource distribution?

- The HHRO organized a campaign to urge the government to prioritize Shabak areas
that had been neglected in terms of development, to reduce the developmental
disparity between these and Christian areas. The Organization called on the Iraqi

Government to do so and submitted a position paper on the subject.

- The HHRO worked with its partners to develop participatory budget to ensure that

minority areas are not deprived of general budget allocations.
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- Monitor and document implemented policies and provide data on progress.

e What methods can be used to foster constructive dialogue, transform tension into
sustainable reconciliation, and bring about positive transformations in the

relationship?

- Establish channels to encourage communication, attunement, and cohesion

through civil society organizations and activists between the two sides.

- Establishing joint bodies and committees to resolve problems between the two

parties.

- Establishing complaint follow-up and fact-finding committees.

2.5.3.3 The Second Intervention: Suspending Human Rights in the Context of the War on
Terror and Imposing Security in Iraq

Context

The rationale for choosing this intervention is that it aligns with the project’s main objective
of combating political extremism, in addition to fostering political harmony and security
stability. The issue of prioritizing security and the elimination of terrorism over human rights
has created an unjust equation, forcing citizens to accept human rights violations in exchange
for security and stability amid violence and dangerous terrorist groups. There was a need,
therefore, to reduce the waste of human rights violations justified under the guise of
maintaining security and enforcing the law, and to find tools to deconstruct these narratives
within the Iragi context. This aims to create a stable political environment and build trust
between society and the various state institutions. Consequently, the Narrative Breaker tool
was chosen, based on the evidence gathered by various research groups, to deconstruct
official narratives and understand how symbols, images, and phrases are used to justify
human rights violations. It also aims to enhance understanding of how fear and
manifestations of influence and power are used to modify public behavior and promote

acceptance of violations.
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Since 2005, Iraq has been waging a fierce war against terrorist forces such as Al-Qaeda, ISIS,
and other armed terrorist factions. Iraq’s streets, marketplaces, and government centers have
witnessed serious terrorist attacks and bloody bombings that have claimed the lives of
hundreds, if not thousands, of innocent civilians. After the military elimination of these groups
at the end of 2017, the Iraqgi mindset has become increasingly dependent on the use of force
to impose security. Consequently, recruitment has increased in the police force and security
agencies, such as National Security, the Intelligence Service, and Counter-Terrorism Forces.
Security checkpoints and barriers still exist at the entrances and exits of cities and vital areas,

even in some markets, shopping centers, important streets, and banks.

Although the Iraqi constitution guarantees freedom of movement and expression, as well as
the right to demonstrate and assemble, these constitutionally guaranteed rights are
frequently subject to disruption or suspension. A draft law on freedom of expression and the
right to assemble and demonstrate was presented to parliament for four parliamentary
terms, but was not passed due to political tensions and numerous objections. Furthermore,
movement between Iragi provinces, and between the central government and the Kurdistan
Region of Irag, sometimes requires approval, the presentation of a personal ID, and
guestioning. It has become commonplace for citizens at checkpoints to hear questions like,
“Where are you coming from? Where are you going? Why are you heading to this or that
place?” These phrases have become routine for citizens, and they must always have their ID

card with them.

In many cases, moving from one place to another requires obtaining a residence permit. For
example, an Arab moving from Baghdad to Erbil requires a permit to enter the Kurdistan
Region of Iraq (a residence permit) under the pretext of protecting the Kurdistan Region of
Iraq’s security. Sometimes, they may have to stand in line for hours to obtain this. If the same
citizen who obtained a residence permit to enter Erbil intends to travel to Sulaymaniyah in

northeastern Iraq, it is not recognized; instead, a new one is required to enter Sulaymaniyah.
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Demonstrations and gatherings demanding services or certain rights are met with violence
and beatings, and approvals must be obtained from executive authorities for any gathering
or demonstration. All of these complex procedures and the violations that occur during them
are justified under the guise of maintaining security, enforcing the law, and preventing
terrorist and enemy forces from exploiting or investing in gatherings, protests, and
demonstrations, even if they are peaceful. This is what happened clearly and publicly during
the 2019 youth protests, known as the Tishreen protests, which claimed the lives of

approximately 600 young Iraqis.

Analyzing and Deconstructing the Narrative

Our research team decided to apply the Narrative Breaker Tool to this intervention
(suspending human rights in the context of the war on terror and imposing security in Iraq).
Using this, we analyzed how extremist narratives are used to justify the suspension or
disruption of human rights and deconstruct these narratives within the post-2005 Iraqi

context.

Slogans such as “The homeland comes first,” “Terrorism has no religion,” “Our priorities are
security,” “The war on terror,” and “No voice is louder than the sound of the cannon” became
common. Another narrative, aimed at achieving security and combating terrorism in Iraq,
stated, “There is no time to talk about human rights, such as freedom of expression, freedom

II’

of assembly and demonstrations, and the right to a fair tria

Numerous symbols and images have been used in the circulating narratives, including images
of terrorist organizations (ISIS and others), video clips of executions, beheadings, and
murders—symbols that threaten national security. Images of security forces and militias,
along with flags and slogans, are used as symbols of security, power, and authority, but in
some narratives, they are also used as symbols of violations, such as checkpoints and images

of stereotypical terrorists.

Phrases such as “protecting the homeland,” “fighting chaos,” and “eliminating terrorism” are

used to justify strict measures to achieve stability and security.
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Terms such as “ethnic discrimination,” “sectarian discrimination,” “arbitrary arrests,” “house
searches and arrests without judicial warrants,” and “no human rights” refer to violations

committed under the pretext of imposing security.

It is clear that these symbols and images are used in conflicting narratives between calls for
security and countering terrorism, and those of human rights defenders who monitor

violations during security and law enforcement operations.

The aforementioned posting of images of soldiers on the streets and setting up checkpoints
at the entrances and exits of areas and cities are nothing but symbols that suggest control,
power, authority, and discipline. They create feelings and impressions of an impending that
there is future dinger, and perhaps permanent, and that these measures must be taken to
protect society. However, such narratives generate certain feelings among people. If we
explore the emotional side of such symbols and images, they can arouse collective fear and
anxiety of explosions, suicide bombings, the rise of terrorism, and chaos. They can also often
provoke anger and resentment over real violations committed by security forces and armed
groups. This anger may be directed at terrorists, intruders, or traitors. The narratives also
generate hesitation and confusion among citizens between their need for security and the
simultaneous fear of losing rights, such as the right to freedom of expression, demonstration,

and demanding freedoms.

Citizens may sometimes feel a false hope that sacrificing their rights will ultimately lead to
lasting security. Furthermore, resentment over the violations and arrests that occur can
ultimately lead to increased political, sectarian, and ethnic polarization within society. For
example, when arrests occur in Sunni areas, they are interpreted as targeting Sunnis, even if
the targeting is legal and justified. If the arrests occur in a Christian area, for example, the
authorities are accused of targeting Christians, and the same applies to Kurds, Turkmen, and
Yazidis. People’s emotions are often manipulated through these narratives. For example, the
risks may be exaggerated beyond their reality, increasing fear and anxiety. The community

may be portrayed as a constant target for attack, with terrorist groups targeting everything
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in sight. Such narratives are also used to categorize people as “patriots,” “suspects,” or
“rebels.” In Iraq, protesters are often labeled as followers or henchmen of the former regime,
even if they are demanding services such as electricity or clean water. They are also labeled
as agents or traitors loyal to the United States, and so on. Here, conspiracy theories are

employed.

Those most harmed by the distribution and dissemination of these narratives are Iraqi
citizens, particularly civilians in areas of military and security operations, as well as religious
and ethnic minorities who have been subjected to grave violations in the country, such as
Yazidis, Christians, Shabak Shiites, and others. These have been subjected to gross abuses in
their areas, their towns and villages have been destroyed, and their property has been lost in
counterterrorism operations. At the same time, they have been victims of violence and
terrorists, and atrocities amounting to war crimes and genocide have been committed against
them. Civilians in disputed areas are often victims of the pursuit of security, especially during
security operations characterized by violence and lack of accountability, as was the case in

the operations to liberate Mosul, as well as other towns and cities, from ISIS.

On the other hand, human rights activists are among those targeted, often subjected to
pressure and arbitrary arrests while defending human rights, as are journalists and media

professionals who convey the truth to the public.

A close look at the political, social and cultural context behind these symbolic images and
scenes clearly reveals the state of conflict in Iraqg, the presence of uncontrolled weapons
outside the state framework, the lack of sustainable security stability that Iraqis experience
even after the elimination of ISIS, the presence of internal conflicts between political forces
and militias, and the presence of armed conflict that sometimes appears here and there. For
example, in August 2025, an armed conflict broke out between two armed factions over a
political position in Baghdad’s Al-Saydiya area. This reveals a severe weakness in the rule of
law and governance, as well as the absence of accountability and the achievement of justice.

As previously mentioned, there is an escalation between those calling for combating
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terrorism and those demanding the protection of human rights in an environment filled with

intertwined political, sectarian and regional tensions that impact Iraqi society as a whole.

These narratives convey messages of harmful violence or hatred. Some security narratives
convey direct messages of violence through the application of excessive and legally
unjustified force. There are also counter-narratives that incite hatred against security forces
or militias accused of violations. This reality creates a hostile climate and environment that
increases polarization and allows extremism to spread and escalate. On the other hand, these
narratives create a familiar binary of “us” and “them”; “us” refers to the state, authorities,
security forces, and honorable citizens who love their country, whereas “them” refers to
terrorists, Baathists, anarchists, and American agents. Human rights activists are sometimes
placed in the “them” category, with human rights defenders sometimes accused of
“supporting terrorism” or “threatening national security.” As a result, many of them have

been arrested, beaten, or forcibly disappeared due to their opposition. This division is

sometimes used to exclude opponents in order to cling to power and authority.

In regard to the public’s role and how it interacts with images and narratives, over time, a
state of justification or tolerance for violations develops under the pretext of “everything is
easy for security.” The public itself has begun to believe that in unsafe, unstable, and
dangerous circumstances, discussion of freedoms should be avoided, giving security agencies
the right to take strict measures. Sometimes, public interaction stems from fear, especially
for those who object to security measures. They are silenced by the assertion, “If you’re not
with security, then you’re definitely with the terrorists or you sympathize with them.” This

fear, even among those who object to arbitrary measures, forces them to remain silent.

As for reflections on the public’s role in interpreting images and narratives, as well as
responding to their content, awareness of the manipulation of interpretation is often absent

due to the dominance of official media and the weakness of independent media.

2.5.3.4 The Third Intervention: Political Extremism Opposing the Political Process, Particularly
Electoral Participation
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Context

The most significant justification is the growing dissatisfaction with the political process,
despite the peaceful transfer of power and the holding of elections. This dissatisfaction is
fueled by a rising tide of public distrust and widespread rejection of the political process,
which is plagued by corruption and weak governance. This leads to continued political
instability and daily extremism, especially since elections are often marred by accusations of
fraud, and the formation of governments in each cycle is fraught with difficulties frequently
accompanied by human rights violations. This, therefore, is one of the most significant
challenges facing political life in Iraq, impacting all aspects of institutional and legal stability.
It also leads to a substantial increase in hate speech and the proliferation of both opposing
and supporting narratives. While this phenomenon may be similar to experiences in other
comparable countries, Irag’s unique circumstances stem from its relatively recent experience
with democracy, its flawed understanding of the process, as well as the weakness of its
legislative framework and the rule of law, all of which have fostered the growth of these
narratives. Our choice of this intervention is also consistent with the search for remedy
through the use of the Intervention Handbook and the selection of the Everyday Extremism
Scale tool, through which it is possible to measure daily extremism, which separates positive
and negative behaviors and also determines the transition of behaviors from individual to
collective, in order to reach solutions and remedies to reduce or minimize the resulting

extremism and polarizations.

Iraqi lawmakers have adopted the personal right to vote. Therefore, there are no longer
restrictions on participation or non-participation. Thus, as long as it is a constitutional right,
there is no obligation to participate. Rather, it is a citizen’s personal choice, expressing their
acceptance or rejection of participation, and their rejection or acceptance of the political
process, or the political system as a whole. Voting, therefore, is a referendum on the political
system’s nature, and broad participation indicates acceptance of this system and the
achievements it has accomplished, which have met with voter satisfaction. Boycotts, a
common and growing phenomenon in lIraqg, reflect the setbacks and failures that have
characterized this system and its political process, as well as the extent of the frustration and

disappointment felt by those boycotting this system’s bitterly negative performance and the
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political process that produced it. The legitimacy of elections thus remains linked to the extent

of participation.

Participation rates bridge the gap between representatives and the majority of the people, or
they widen when they fail to perform their assigned duties. Councils (e.g., the House of
Representatives, provincial councils) become a burden on citizens when their purpose
becomes prestige, power, and wealth, dividing spoils and legitimizing theft. This has
characterized the political process in Irag, which has been met with escalating popular
rejection, culminating in the October 2019 demonstrations that toppled the regime’s

legitimacy.

Perhaps among the most important reasons for boycotting elections are:

Citizens’ lack of confidence in the political process’ outcomes.
e The adoption of a poor and unpopular electoral law, as it ignores the voter’s will.

e The negative image of Parliament’s performance and the perception that it is

redundant.

e The manipulation of voters’ will and choices, as well as their lack of trust in the

Electoral Commission and its results.

e The dominance of political blocs has contributed to the political process’ failure

without renewal, having oppressed the people since the regime change until now.

e The failure of the process of selecting independents, as it later emerged that most of

them had subordinated their work to these failed blocs.

e Limiting the ability of qualified and scientific elites to win, through a systematic

attempt to undermine the state.
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e Promoting vote-buying and the exploitation of political capital, tools, and power

capabilities to influence voters, leading to the educated classes’ antipathy.

e The raging conflict between the political process’ poles, as well as the failure to take
effective measures to hold corrupt individuals accountable and bring down the leaders

of corruption mafias.

Opportunities for Extremism in the Election Context

Voices of boycotting the electoral process are rising, led by a large political bloc from the
Sadrist movement, which has explicitly and consistently declared its boycott of elections. A
widespread popular view has also emerged that elections will not achieve any change in a
political process based on quotas. Consequently, calls are increasing to expose corruption
cases through social media and to highlight the role of each politician, whether their
performance is positive or negative. This point has been exploited by some to create

electronic armies to defend some politicians or attack others.

It has thus become clear that voices of extremism have become evident in various areas. The
extent of their influence, though, cannot be easily measured by efforts to undermine them,
given the various means of mobilizing supporters to participate in the elections. However, we
relied on applying the Everyday Extremism Scale to the intervention (political extremism
opposing the political process in Iraq, particularly electoral participation), according to the
matrix indicated in Table 12 of the Intervention Tools for Attunement Guide, to identify

prevailing trends among Iragis and seek clear results.
A- Behaviors Directed at Rejecting the Opposition’s Views:

1- Denying the opposition’s narrative, even if it is true, and claiming the opposite, even

if it is false (i.e., manipulating opinions):
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The behavioral intentions regarding the mechanisms that will be used to encourage or compel
an election boycott are not yet clear. However, what appears to be the political apparatus of
the largest parties has imposed a political vision for boycotting elections to refrain from
participating in a political process tainted by corruption and an electoral process financed by
corrupt funds or funds allocated to the work of ministries. Meanwhile, the behavior of others
tends to instill a spirit of despair among another group of the public, leading them to refrain
from participating. Extremism remains at an acceptable level, but it is on the rise with the
continued injection of media and material resources to support the election boycott. This
narrative is escalating in the media, particularly through social media sites widespread in Iraq,
in various ways. Some use comedy, while others use official statements and documents to
reinforce their vision. Nothing clear has been issued denying the validity of the justifications
for boycotting the elections or the validity of the claims promoted by the opposition blocs
regarding them. The HHRO has contributed to monitoring public sentiment through its
ongoing programs, which explore the internal environment in some Iraqi regions within the
framework of capacity-building projects. These programs are the first pulse sensors for
understanding trends. The current proposal of a different vision, however, by active
government agencies and political programs attempting to attract voters to the ballot boxes
is moving in a direction with unclear results, because the idea of change (despite all the

obstacles) is still on the table.

2- Commenting, criticizing, and/or harassing (e.g., social media trolling) to provoke
angry reactions from the opposition, portraying them in a negative light, regardless

of the content:

The circumstances surrounding Iraq, including the war between Israel and several countries
in the region, have contributed to developing the public’s understanding of the state’s general
policy toward many regional issues in which Iraq is involved. Consequently, the Iragi public
has begun to shift toward political polarization, affecting its psychological state by raising
secondary issues based on sectarian or ethnic origins to bolster electoral alignment and gain
public support in the elections. This process precedes every election in Iraqg, and it appears to

have failed to achieve its goals so far, as the public remains focused on corruption and political
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guotas in state administration. Judicial tools have thus emerged to prosecute those who incite
such calls, whether to boycott the elections or to change the political system in Iraqg. Criminal
complaints have been filed against many activists with the aim of reducing the role played by
the opposition. Electronic armies have also emerged to monitor any comments or posts

calling for a boycott.
3- Making allegations of misconduct against the opposition, even if they are untrue:

During the current election preparations, the parties supporting the elections or the parties
in power began to make extensive use of the legal framework for candidacy requirements,
which stipulates that “the candidate must be of good character and conduct and not be
subject to accountability and justice procedures.” The electoral commission in Iraq has
disqualified many candidates on the grounds of “not being of good character and conduct” —
general statements based on photos, comments, or previous positions. Hundreds of
candidates have also been disqualified because they have criminal records, even if they were
accused of crimes based on anonymous reports. Hundreds more have been disqualified
because they were subject to accountability and justice procedures, even though some of
them participated in previous elections. All of these measures have contributed to creating
an environment conducive to boycotting the elections more than they have removed the

boycotters.

It appears that all of these measures are intended to create a favorable political environment
to facilitate the next government’s formation; after all previous administrations have faced

the same problem of difficulty forming Iragi governments after each election.
4- Undermining the Opposition Personally:

In order to undermine the opposition and those boycotting the elections, some political
parties have resorted to disseminating extensive and accurate information regarding some
opposition leaders’ personal lives. Stories about opposition members’ corruption and

personal relationships thus became public, and all their meetings, comments, and
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participation became the focus of media attention, with the aim of catching them in any kind
of compromising situation. While these actions may have achieved some results in
temporarily removing such individuals from the electoral scene, they also contributed to

strengthening the boycotters’ narrative concerning the electoral process’ corruption.
5- Exposing and Publicly Criticizing the Opposition:

Today, the Iraqi arena has become a stage for each party to expose the other. The
government’s control over financial resources, however, has contributed to strengthening its
role in exposing the positions of some political parties calling for a boycott. Public criticism of
the opposition now comes directly from the highest levels (e.g., heads of government parties

or political leaders) at every opportunity, with the aim of reducing popular support for them.
6- Disrupting an officially organized event to attract attention:

Many political forces have worked to create disputes during the organization of conferences
that other parties wish to convene, with the aim of disrupting them and preventing any calls
for opposition to measures taken by the powers that be. This process has been repeated in
more than one region, particularly when important political leaders participate in such

activities.
B- Behaviors Directed at Promoting One’s own Opinion:
7- Promote and actively disseminate your personal opinions:

On the positive side of the issue, and to influence the Iragi arena in the face of calls for a
boycott, which may find an acceptable basis among a large segment of the public from various

sectors of Iragi society.

The HHRO and numerous civil society actors have sought to promote a sense of belonging

and the peaceful transfer of power, as well as to foster a culture of sound choice based on
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the public interest, rather than partisan or material ones. They targeted youth, women, and
minorities in Iraq, along with their regions, to limit the effects of any calls for a boycott, which
might result in a political group maintaining control over the reins of power without knowing
the opinions of others. The Organization used interactive dialogue, training, publications, and

research to express its views on these calls for a boycott.
8- Vote for candidates who support actions that align with your views:

To strive for change that may align with the reasons for a boycott, but takes a different path,
it is important to call for votes for candidates with electoral platforms that are consistent with
the people’s orientations. Voting should not be based on ethnic, sectarian, or political
affiliation. This measure may not have a significant impact given the other parties’ efforts to
find ways to align politically by creating crises and distorting the electoral platforms of others.
The HHRO supports the idea of free voting based on discussing platforms and learning about
the candidates’ plans, not on affiliations, and advocates for this through its discussion and

dialogue platforms in various sectors.
9- Be active in local politics:

A presence in various civil society, university, and media events is a foundation for dialogue
and discussions to support efforts to bring about change through elections and prevent the
suppression and devaluation of opposing views. Based on this, the HHRO has sought to be
actively present at various events and in various regions of Iraq, from Basra in the far south

to Duhok in the far north.

10- Provide public support to politicians, institutions, and/or influencers whose views

align with yours:

The political arena is now, weeks before the upcoming elections, crowded with pro- and anti-
opposition views. Efforts to counter public pressure on voters (whether to boycott or

participate) thus require us to make quick and immediate decisions to support the views of
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politicians who present viable and credible electoral platforms that can lead to improving

Iraqg’s situation in various fields.

This process requires a careful review of electoral platforms and everything happening in the
arena to understand the candidates’ post-election orientations. Generally, significant changes
appear in the electoral platforms when positions are distributed based on alliances. Such a
measure helps justify the HHRO's stance against boycotting the elections. We must therefore
be careful, especially in Iraq, which is rife with corruption cases and attempts to exploit the

freedoms it gained after 2003 in the most abhorrent manner.
11- Distributing posters, banners, and billboards in public places:

To express opinions opposing or supporting electoral platforms or certain ideas, the HHRO
prints and publishes posters on various occasions. These do not express political orientations
as much as they express what is supposed to be the case in a democratic country facing a
massive onslaught by corrupt individuals, and where considerations of nationality, affiliations,
and political views are increasingly magnified. These leaflets and posters are distributed

during all programs implemented by the Organization.
12- Promoting events so others can attend them:

Through its programs, the HHRO seeks to spark broad public discussions regarding events that
occur and become the focus of public debate, whether over government decisions, parties,
or politicians. Such discussions contribute to promoting dialogue and the peaceful transfer of
power, as well as enhancing opportunities to help make the right choices during elections and

increase participation.
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2.5.4 Results

2.5.4.1 First Intervention: Relations between Minorities in Iraqg — Tensions between the
Shabaks and Christians in the Nineveh Plain

By using the Policy Toolkit in the above intervention and analyzing the context, affiliation,
and outcomes, a deep understanding was gained concerning the relationship between
minorities, as well as a diagnosis and prediction of the challenges and opportunities available.
This intervention helped the HHRO and the research team to develop an intervention plan
strengthening the relationship between Shabaks and Christians, mitigate problems between
them, and address shortcomings. This will create a peaceful, competitive environment based
on dialogue, free from conflict and disputes. It will also foster a climate of inter-minority
relations within Nineveh Governorate that promotes the protection of the existence of

minorities, as well as their religious and ethnic diversity.
Through this analysis, the following was revealed:

- The relationship between Shabaks and Christians is characterized by historical fragility
and recurring tensions, resulting from religious, cultural, linguistic, and economic

differences.

- Belonging analysis tools have shown that both sides are experiencing a state of mutual
mistrust, and that the everyday extremism index is at an unstable level, making tensions

likely to escalate at any moment.

- The current coexistence is fragile and based on superficial agreements, rather than

genuine solutions to the causes of conflict between the two sides.

- The absence of effective dialogue channels and effective government policies to manage
diversity and protect minorities increases the likelihood of local conflicts erupting. It also
contributes to the entrenchment of feelings of marginalization and exclusion, which may

push some groups to rely on forces outside the state, or engage in local conflicts.
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- These tensions threaten the Nineveh Plain’s social fabric, hindering reconstruction efforts
in areas affected by terrorism and complicating the return of displaced persons and

migrants to their areas of origin.

2.5.4.2 Second Intervention: Suspending Human Rights in the Context of the War on Terror
and Imposing Security in Iraq

The security sector in Iraq still suffers from the legacy of the former regime’s centralized
repressive apparatus and the weak culture of respect for human rights among some of its
personnel. Furthermore, the weakness of training programs aimed at strengthening the
relationship between security and rights hinders the building of trust between citizens and
security services. Within this framework, the Narrative Breaker Tool revealed the existence
of an official discourse that systematically links security to power and neglects to address
rights. It also demonstrates that the necessities of the war on terror and the enforcement of
security require the suspension of human rights, which opens the door to justifying
repression, arbitrary arrests, and the restriction of public freedoms. Official narratives have
created a binary of “us” (the state and security services) versus “them” (the opposition and
suspects). This has led to the criminalization of anyone who opposes this approach,
particularly activists and journalists, accusing them of being agents, supporters of terrorism,
or henchmen of the previous regime. The public is thus divided between those who consent
to surrendering their rights to freedoms and movement in exchange for security, and those
who believe that these very violations fuel extremism and increase the state’s weakness.
Civilians and minorities are the ones who pay the heaviest price for this equation, having been

subjected to multiple violations by both terrorist groups and the state’s security services.

To elaborate further on the expected outcomes of implementing this tool, they are as follows:
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First: Revealing the nature of the use of images and narratives for manipulation:

- It demonstrates that there is a clear contradiction between the war on terror and human
rights narratives, which could lead to an escalation of the discourse of fear and hostility

between the two parties.

- Deconstructing the narrative reveals how symbols and emotions are used to justify
repressive measures that harm civilians and undermine freedoms, in order to impose

power and security.

- Spreading fear can be exploited to push through political decisions that undermine the

enforcement of human rights.
Second: Promoting critical awareness:

- Encouraging the demand for rights without compromising security by posing questions
such as, “Is it true that sacrificing rights will bring me security?” and “Are all those who
object to the exceptional measures to impose security henchmen of the former regime,
agents, or terrorists?” and “Who guarantees the rights of victims and those affected at

the expense of imposing security?”
Third: Controlling public discourse and making it more balanced:

- Presenting counter-narratives that emphasize that respect for rights is not incompatible

with security, but rather enhances it in the long term.

- Highlighting the voices of victims and those affected by rights violations in the name of

imposing security and combating terrorism.

- Presenting narratives that resist violence, emphasizing that it only breeds more violence,

and that violating rights breeds extremism rather than eradicating it.

Page 188 of 232

Funded by
the European Union




Countering Oppositional Political

! i ! O p p Att UIN@ | Extremism through Attuned

Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit

2.5.4.3 Third Intervention: Political Extremism Opposing the Political Process, Particularly
Electoral Participation

According to the Everyday Extremism Scale used in this intervention, mitigating the effects
of extremism will, under some circumstances, be possible and effective, potentially achieving
the desired results, or some of them. While boycotting is a voter’s right, it also poses a
challenge to the chances of change and the loss of opposition voices in the context of an
electoral process whose results will be known in advance if calls for boycotts continue to be

influential.

The tools identified in the guide appear important in public life and can influence the
orientations of voters, or some of them. Based on this, the guide offers significant assistance
in changing behavioral patterns and reducing extremism, whether in the opinion of those who
support participation in the elections or those who boycott them. It thus provides an
opportunity for non-governmental organizations to contribute to mitigating the effects of

extremism and creating an atmosphere for dialogue and interaction between various sectors.
The results of this intervention therefore reveal the following:

- The rise of extremist rhetoric opposing the political process and the growing loss of trust
in state institutions has led to the reluctance of large segments of citizens to participate

in the elections.

- Electoral boycott is no longer an individual choice. Rather, it has transformed into a
collective phenomenon led by a broad spectrum of political forces and masses

dissatisfied with the political process.

- The deadlocks in the political process and rampant administrative, financial, and political
corruption have fueled a growing sense among the public that participation is futile,

deepening the gap between citizens and the political system.
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- The Extremism Indicators Index showed that boycotts are not limited to expressing
negative attitudes toward the elections. Rather, they have become a mobilization
behavior that reinforces polarization and is sometimes used as a political tool by major

parties.

- The role of civil society organizations and human rights organizations has remained
limited in confronting opposition to elections, despite some efforts to promote a culture

of participation and democratic dialogue.

- Abstention from elections threatens the political system’s legitimacy and weakens

chances for peaceful reform within institutions.

2.5.5 Recommendations
Based on the findings of the interventions implemented in Irag and the analysis of

contributions from other countries, we propose the following recommendations:

2.5.5.1 Regarding the relationship between minorities in Irag — tensions between Shabaks
and Christians in the Nineveh Plains region

Short-term recommendations

- Establish permanent communication channels or dialogue platforms between
Shabaks, Christians, Yazidis, and others (in mixed areas) under the supervision of
local and international civil society organizations to exchange views and resolve
conflicts peacefully.

- Strengthen the role of independent media in combating hate speech on social
media platforms (this aligns with the Malta Team’s experience).

- Organize awareness and community campaigns on the importance of diversity and
the values of coexistence using local media and public awareness seminars, as well
as utilizing social media networks, focusing on success stories of cooperation

between minorities (this aligns with the Malta Team’s experience).
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Medium-term recommendations

Launching joint economic projects such as establishing agricultural cooperatives
or joint craft associations, in which both parties participate to promote mutual
interests, build trust, and reduce tensions, with the provision of technical and

financial support from the Iragi Government and international organizations.

Long-term recommendations

Reform development policies to ensure the equitable distribution of resources and
services in minority areas, thereby reducing the drivers of displacement,
migration, land conflict, and demographic change.

Enact new legislation or amend existing legislation to provide a precise legal

framework for action.

2.5.5.2 Recommendations regarding the disregard for human rights in the context of the war
on terror and the imposition of security in Iraq

Short-term recommendations

Urge the media, especially independent outlets, to deconstruct official narratives
and offer ones based on facts, expose violations, and protect journalists and
activists from harassment (this aligns with the findings of the Portugal Team’s
experience).

Launch public awareness campaigns that challenge the narrative of “no rights
under terrorism” and emphasize that sustainable security can only be achieved
through the protection of rights (this is consistent with the findings of the Portugal

Team’s experience).

Medium-term recommendations
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- The need to include analyses of this narrative in media curricula and workshops to
enhance society awareness of inflammatory rhetoric, as well as to advocate for a
dialogue that integrates security and human rights within Iragi national policies.
This includes using the Narrative Breaker Tool to deconstruct narratives during
dialogue sessions and workshops (this aligns with the Kosovo Team’s experience).

- Urging the Iragi Government to integrate human rights into its security doctrine
by training security and police forces on the principles of international
humanitarian law (this is consistent with the findings of the Kosovo Team'’s

experience).
Long-term recommendations

- Calling upon the Iragi National Government and international powers to establish
robust legal frameworks that guarantee the rights of victims and those affected by
security operations (this aligns with the findings of the Serbia Team’s experience).

- Adopting clear strategies for implementing Iraq’s international obligations.
The Hammurabi Human Rights Organization’s Role in the Medium Term

- Regarding the role of the HHRO in implementing this intervention, after using the
Narrative Breaker Tool and dismantling the dual narrative “security equals power
and rights equal weakness” by formulating new narratives that integrate security
and human rights, it needs to take a series of steps to analyze existing narratives
and design alternative ones. True security begins with considering “human beings
as the supreme value,” and the “safe citizen” as the primary objective. This
requires producing short videos and brochures that explain the relationship
between protecting rights, combating terrorism, and establishing security.

- Training security personnel, police officers, and local mobilization forces through
workshops and by expanding the understanding that “there can be no security at

the expense of rights; both are required simultaneously.”
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Establishing a platform for dialogue or a forum for security and rights where
community leaders, security officials, and human rights activists can meet
regularly to resolve conflicts. The goal of all this is to achieve a result that creates
a common understanding of competing narratives, delivers positive media
messages and alternative messages that reach people in simple language,
promotes a balance between security measures and human rights, works to

continue the dialogue, and formulates common codes of conduct.

2.5.5.3 Recommendations regarding intervention by political extremists in the political
process, particularly concerning electoral participation

In the short term

Launch community and youth awareness campaigns focusing on the importance
of political participation as a means of change, rather than passive boycotting (this
aligns with the findings of the Malta Team’s experience).

Encourage public debates and media programs about electoral platforms, rather
than targeted campaigns, while supporting lists and candidates who present viable
projects (this is consistent with the Malta Team’s experience).

Focus on the role of youth in the democratic process and understand the tools that

they use for engagement.

In the medium term

Strengthening voter confidence in the High National Elections Commission
through international oversight and the deployment of international and local
observers to ensure independent and effective monitoring, as well as the
transparent and clear publication of election results (in line with the Serbian
model).

Establishing a network of civic alliances comprised of local civil society
organizations to support electoral integrity and counter the use of political money

and vote buying (this aligns with the Serbian Team’s experience).
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Focusing on democracy in social media and identifying pathways for harmony

through indicators of such democracy.

In the long term

Reforming the electoral system to make the electoral process more transparent
and representative (this is consistent with the Kosovo Team’s experience).

Reforming the electoral law and modernizing the counting and sorting
mechanisms (this is consistent with the results of more than one participating

team’s experiences).

Regarding the HHRO’s recommendations concerning the standards and tools used

in the guide, and following its implementation, we offer the following

recommendations

Promoting the tools indicated in the Intervention Handbook to encourage their
widespread use in similar applications.

Building a culture of scientific research based on the experiences of others and
building upon it.

Supporting dialogue in Irag among various sectors based on this Intervention
Handbook and tools.

Strengthening civil society’s role in accordance with the standards indicated in the

Intervention Handbook.

2.5.6 Contributions from Other Teams Participating in the Work Package

The findings of other teams in the OppAttune project and the experiences gained have
provided insights and lessons that can enhance Irag’s capacity and approach to addressing
political extremism and promoting stability. The experiences in Kosovo, in addition to Bosnia

and Herzegovina, focused on finding common ground between conflicting groups, as well as
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the importance of emphasizing political participation and the role of youth within it. This

experience can be applied in Iraq by focusing on youth-led education and fostering dialogue.

Cyprus and Malta relied on developing communication strategies to dismantle extremist
narratives and utilize media and social platforms for this purpose. Iraq can benefit from
adapting these strategies within local media, working to combat extremist content, and

promoting constructive political dialogue.

In Portugal, ethnographic games were used to encourage diverse political perspectives,
particularly investing in younger generations and encouraging their engagement in

constructive political action. This serves as a model that can be emulated in Iraqg.
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2.6.1 Introduction

This part of the report discusses the use of the ethnographic gamification method
developed by the University of Coimbra team in Portugal to track, attune and limit everyday
extremism. By ethnographic gamification we mean the production and use of knowledge
obtained via ethnographical practices and methods in the development of games. Following
a Participatory Action Research (PAR) framework, we developed the content and gameplay
of a quiz game aiming at exposing Portuguese adults to discursive elements of extreme
narratives identified during WP5 research on the drivers of everyday extremism in a fun,
educational and dialogical environment. Our aim was to promote attunement through social

dialogue by focusing on two dimensions: knowledge and debate.

The Portuguese team chose to focus on the ethnographic gamification tool alone due
to the grounded and context-related element which is the basis of this method. A qualitative
intervention, this tool reflects the specificities of the evolving Portuguese political, social and
ideological landscape, as well as the drivers of everyday extremism that have emerged in the
past two years. This presented itself as a unique opportunity to utilize the expertise and
knowledge of the Portuguese team of the rapidly changing political environment in the
country vis-a-vis its historical, mnemonic and ideological background; make use of research
data coming from qualitative ethnographic interviews performed in several regions of the
country in which recent electoral results have shown a radical shift in political choices with a
clear tendency towards extreme ideologies; and test and enhance an evidence-based tool
which has been designed specifically to tackle fracturing issues, common-sense narratives and
widely spread discourses that have emerged from the ethnographic research promoting
creative avenues for non-violent social and political dialogue. This choice adds another layer
of complexity to the combined results of the tested interventions in D7.2, contributing to a
better understanding of the role of context to the development of extreme narratives and the

means for limiting this phenomena.

In line with traditional quiz games, our approach favors the diffusion of knowledge
and information through gameplay. We selected elements of social, political and mediatic
discourses containing expressions of everyday extremism from ethnographic sources and
transformed them into a quiz question database. Our proposal was to address widely
circulated and accepted misconceptions, preconceptions, fake news and misrepresentations

Page 198 of 232

Funded by
the European Union




Countering Oppositional Political

! i ! O p p Att UIN@ | Extremismthrough Attuned

Dialogue: Track, Attune, Limit

that support everyday extremism in Portugal in line with the findings of WP5 research in the
country. Different from traditional quiz games, we sought to design a set of gameplay rules
and guidelines to foster an environment of debate among participants, especially across
competing teams. Healthy competition and difference manifested in non-violent ways are
encouraged in accordance with the Attunement Model and the project’s attunement tennis
metaphor. However, instead of team victory, attunement through dialogue, debate and

constructive dissensus is our central concern.

Successive implementation phases have provided useful insights to improve the
efforts aiming at countering extremism and promoting attunement through ethnographic
gamification. Our research shows that participants are usually comfortable with engaging
with quiz games that address highly controversial, and often polarizing, issues. The use of
ethnographic knowledge in question development and design contributes to the
development of material grounded in every contextual reality and framed in terms familiar to
players. This not only facilitates social dialogue but also ignites debate on issues that are
oftentimes overlooked but that are not abstract and concern the everyday lives of players. In
practice, questions regularly prompt swift and lively debate among players, regardless of

gameplay rules.

In addition to quiz game properties and characteristics, gameplay is an important
element for fostering attunement through dialogue and education. In this case, the role of
the game facilitator outweighs the importance of written or pre-agreed rules. Although game
rules design took into consideration the need to balance the competitive nature of the game
with the goal of attunement, both game test and implementation phases reinforced the
preponderance of the role of game facilitator in fostering successful attunement processes.
His/her main role is to ignite debate among participants, and across teams, and to maintain
them within the boundaries of healthy and respectful discourse. This means enabling
effective communication of opposing, and often contradictory, perspectives allowing for
informed dissent to emerge and not aiming to reach consensus. It also signifies being able to

allow discourses that navigate in sensitive waters to be explored in non-judgmental ways.

In the following sections, we will discuss the advantages and limits of gaming
development and gameplay implementation in attunement promotion through ethnographic

gamification. The combination of play, education and debate creates an environment for
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contesting widely circulated and accepted misconceptions, preconceptions, fake news and
misrepresentations that support everyday extremism. Ethnography proves to be an asset for
the development of intervention tools, with adherence to PAR principles ensuring both
scientific consistency and transformative potential. These efforts contribute to the toolbox of

democracy promotion and its values.

2.6.2 Intervention background: corruption, political turmoil and growing right-
wing populism in Portuguese politics

Throughout the last decades, authoritarian tendencies have shifted the political and
social landscape of European democracies. While right-wing, populist and nationalistic
options were emerging and consolidating in several European democracies, Portugal seemed
to represent the exception (Politico, 2016). However, the belief that the country represented
a “democratic oasis” in an ever-expanding European authoritarian desert shattered quickly.
In the last decade, rampant growth in electoral support to the country’s now second largest
parliamentary force, the Chega party (which means “enough” in Portuguese), confirms this

profound transformation.

An amalgamation of political, economic and social aspects explains the rise in Chega
popularity and support®. Among these are the effects of consecutive corruption scandals and
investigations. The former leader and PM from the left-center Socialist Party, José Sécrates,
is currently on trial for several charges of corruption and money laundering. The judicial saga,
which lasts for more than a decade, includes the pre-trial detention of the former PM for nine
months as well as a prolonged legal battle before the trial. Other defendants include disgraced
former top bankers, two CEOs of the country’s top energy and communication companies
and personal friends and party and family members of the former PM (RTP, 2025a). This has
been but one of several high-profile corruption scandals and investigations launched in the
last decade. Media reports and judicial investigations produced an important number of
corruption allegations against political figures, entrepreneurs and businessmen, members

from the judiciary and leaders of sport clubs. Against this background, a majority of the

4 For a deeper analysis, see Andreouli et al. (2024) “Framework paper on emergence of opposition drivers across
sites and shared dialogical interventions”, available at https://oppattune.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/D5.1.pdf.
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country’s public opinion supports the idea that corruption is a widespread phenomenon

(Publico, 2024a).

If the salience of corruption in Portuguese society and the impact of these scandals on
the country’s political landscape seemed undeniable, the abrupt political shift witnessed since
the second half of 2023 confirms the assumption. In 2022, Antdnio Costa, currently the head
of the European Council, had won reelection for a third mandate after a snap election was
called by the Portuguese President, amidst lack of parliamentary support for the government
budget proposal (DN, 2021). After winning an absolute majority, it was expected the socialists
would rule comfortably for the next 4-year term. However, on November 2023, in the context
of a judicial investigation into alleged illegal practices in the concession of several energy
projects, police authorities found over € 70.000 in cash at the bureau of the PM’s chief of staff
(CNN Portugal, 2023). The resulting political turmoil led to the immediate resign of the PM,
who considered that his institutional figure could not be under or involved in any suspicious,
and new snap elections, which were held in May 2010. Only a year after the Socialist Party
absolute majority election, the country witnessed the return to power of the leading center-
right opposition party, PSD, evidencing the impact of corruption perceptions in public opinion

and, therefore, in electoral results.

However, shortly after accessing power, the now PM Luis Montenegro was involved
on a mediatic scandal of his own, over accusations of lack of transparency and conflicts of
interest (Publico, 2025a). Unable to stave off political pressure, the government pressed for
a vote of confidence on the country’s parliament which, after rejection, dictated its downfall
and a new call for snap elections (Euronews, 2025). With left and center-left opposition
parties unable to capitalize on the political opportunity, Montenegro was able to maintain his
office after PSD won the May 2025 legislative elections. However, the growth and
establishment of the far-right party Chega occurred in tandem with the national political

evolution.

André Ventura, a former PSD member and celebrity TV soccer pundit turned into a
charismatic party leader, operated an important upset in the Portuguese political arena.
Founded in 2019, the party elected its first MP (André Ventura) to the national assembly that
very same year. When the Socialist party won the 2022 legislative elections, the party grew

to 7 MPs; and by 2023’s snap election, it controlled 12 seats on the legislature (out of 230). In
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the aftermath of Antdnio Costa’s premiership, Chega’s meteoric rise was confirmed. In 2024,
Ventura’s party obtained a staggering 50 MPs, representing a little over 18% of the total vote.
The traditional duopoly that existed since the Portuguese democracy solidified in the 1980’s
was shattered. This trajectory would be reconfirmed by 2025’s snap election: Ventura’s party
won a total of 60 seats, and became the second largest legislative group, ahead of PS. For the
first time in its democratic history, the biggest opposition party in parliament was a right-
wing, populist, nationalist party. Chega was by then the ninth most represented populist party

in the national assemblies of EU states (ECO, 2025).

The effects of the growing representation of Chega are felt both in Portuguese politics
and policy. The political debate over “red lines” and the need for compromises pressures the
governing PSD-led coalition to find common ground with either the socialists or Chega. While
Montenegro has publicly stated that he would not search for common ground with Ventura’s
party (RTP, 2025b), several political figures from the right pressure for greater convergence
of positions (SIC Noticias, 2025). In effect, Montenegro’s government has picked up several
key policy priorities of Chega. Recent changes to the country’s immigration law accommodate
some of the demands of Chega’s electorate and are supported by the party’s apparatus (DN,
2025). These include greater restrictions in immigration regularization statuses, the
strengthening of immigration entry conditions and the creation of specialized police forces to

tackle illegal migration (Governo de Portugal, 2025; Publico, 2025b).

Moreover, in line with the discourse of Chega, the government has pursued a “tough
on crime” stance, which it often links to immigration. Despite the fact that Portugal remains
one of the safest countries in the world (Institute for Economics & Peace, 2025), and that
general crime numbers declined as recently as 2024 (Sistema de Seguranca Interna, 2025), a
discursive trend around issues of (perceived) insecurity have led the government to adopt a
“preemptive” approach to crime fighting (Publico, 2024c). The government created a
specialized unit in the Portuguese police forces (PSP) to deal with migration issues, whose
competencies were dispersed since the dissolution of the previous police authority>. In
addition, traditional police forces directed (large scale) operations in search for

undocumented migrants, which were criticized for representing activities against the

5 The former border authority, SEF, was dissolved by Anténio Costa’s government following the torture and
murder of an innocent migrant detained at the Lisbon airport at the hands of border patrol agents (JN, 2025).
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perception of insecurity (Expresso, 2024) rather than actual crime-fighting activities. In
addition, critics of these activities claim they create unfair and unfounded connections

between migration and crime (Publico, 2024b).

It is worth noting that the context of corruption and perceived corruption, as well as
the erosion of trust in democratic institutions, are not the only explanation for the rise of
everyday extremism in Portugal. The research on the drivers of everyday extremism in the
country performed in the context of WP5 and described in D5.2 point to a combination
between these factors and structural problems that have pervaded everyday life in the
country. For instance, the context of permacrisis that has marked the Portuguese political,
social and economic landscape since the turn to the XXI century is a key narrative framing the
acceptance and reproduction of exclusionary politics and discourses in the country. This is
connected with both the prolonged effects of the 08-09 subprime crisis in country, as well as
with the responses to said crisis in which austerity and a feeling of abandonment coming from
international institutions such as the EU have created an important source of instability and
a feeling of insecurity in the country. The material dimensions influencing the rise of
extremism in Portugal and beyond have resulted in a sense of loss of perspectives for the
future which was accompanied by the housing crisis, the welfare state system crisis and a
perceived migration crisis. A combination of structural issues with institutional crises have
created the context in which the country has experienced a profound change in its political

landscape.

Our interventions occurred with this background. Corruption scandals, economic
crises and successive electoral periods have significantly shaped public discourses. On the one
hand, we witnessed the entrenchment of high levels of perceptions of corruption and popular
revolt against traditional political parties and their responses to structural problems. On the
other hand, successive snap elections contributed to the emergence of election fatigue. At
the same time, the moderate center-right PSD has chosen to co-opt some of the priorities of
the populist Chega party, contributing to the normalization of discourses and perceptions that
remained somewhat marginalized. Assuming the capacity for generating attunement through
gamification requires a careful and constant consideration of lived experience, everyday life

and current affairs, game development must take into consideration the social environment
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and discursive textures of its objects. We claim ethnography is an excellent tool for doing

precisely that.

2.6.3 Attunement through ethnographic gamification: lessons learned

Our use of ethnographic gamification as a tool for dialogical engagement in promotion
of attunement was deployed in two different intervention settings. In one setting, game
sessions took place with closed groups. These were composed of volunteers from the student
body and academic staff of the University of Coimbra, in Portugal, or of family members and
acquaintances of project researchers. Game sessions also took place during public events,
especially in editions of the European Researcher’s Night (ERN), in the city of Coimbra. In this
case, passersby and visitors were spontaneously invited to or freely approached the gaming
site. One online test was also developed as a pre-ERN event for schools in the region of

Coimbra through the zoom platform.

Game sessions started with a short reference to the research project, the game format
and its contents. Even though game rules were mentioned, familiarity with the format and
the purpose of dialogical engagement (not competition), meant that gameplay was only
marginally affected by them. Players were asked to choose the game (1v1 or group matches)
and gameplay (questions exclusive to each player/group or posed to all participants) formats.
Even though the rulebook defined round time limits indicated by an hourglass, these were
often ignored during gameplay. This allowed for greater flexibility, with players having time
and space to discuss questions, often presenting their rationales, supported by either formal
knowledge or personal experience, of the issues. This also gave players time to read the
guestion cards by themselves, dissipating doubts and fomenting their understanding of the

specificities of each question.

To balance game pace and ensuring movement and progression throughout rounds
(which adds to the ludic dimension of the experience and prevents debate fatigue and/or
hostile polarization) we added some fun and curious questions to the database. Especially
those that made use of supporting documents (e.g. X/Twitter or Facebook posts or
publications; fake-news pages; etc...) introduced moments of break and relaxation from more

contentious questions and periods, while maintaining the possibility for attunement. In
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several cases, players assumed the role of information “surgeons”, carefully breaking down
telltale signs of disinformation and fake news. A fan favorite was a True or False question
about whether Donald Trump’s first wife had been buried in one of the US President’s golf
courses. The positive answer surprised and amused most players and alerted them to the

need for critical appraisal of information and its sources.

Attunement processes assumed different pathways throughout gameplay. Even
though quiz games have an in-built educational purpose, our intervention shows that
attunement is in many cases achieved with inter-group/inter-player communication. In every
intervention, debate among players dominated the gameplay process. In several cases,
players jointly contributed different bits and pieces of knowledge and information in search
for common understandings. They also actively engaged in debate over the meaning and
interpretation of quiz questions and adopted a critical posture on the analysis of multiple-
choice options. In several cases, debate often got hold up on discussing specific concepts and
possible interpretations. After players recognized the plurality of possible interpretations and
meanings which, regardless of our game development best efforts might nevertheless
emerge, the game host clarified the specific sense given by the authors to those specific
guestions. We believe this dynamic represents a clear demonstration of attunement, in the
sense that players strove to find a common understanding amongst themselves, meanwhile
recognizing the possibility of competing positions. The question on whether Portugal was a
wealthier country before the 1974 democratic revolution brought to the fore, in several
interventions, the question of what the concept of “wealthy country” means. Even though
game developers used the mainstream GDP/capita definition to represent country wealth,
the question purposefully exposed players to the myriads of possible meanings and

interpretations that circulate in different discourses.

Even though the game host should adopt a stance of neutrality throughout the game,
chances for attunement through dialogue increase when he actively promotes debate among
players. This can take various forms. Often, debate becomes stalled when a participant is
unable to articulate her opinion clearly. The game host should adopt an inquisitive stance,
showing curiosity more than lecturing, and gently demanding clarification on someone’s
opinion. A similar stance occurs when players are misunderstanding or missing the nuance in
certain game questions. This also happens with players that are uncomfortable, especially in
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early stages of gameplay. By exploring players’ opinions, the game host might make them
more comfortable with the experience of being open to debate and dialogue. However, his
interventions should not lead to one-on-one interactions with players, but rather to ignite
debate among participants. This can be done by adopting a genuinely curious attitude and
tones. In one of our game sessions, a foreign student was clearly struggling with engaging
with issues that related to Portuguese politics and society. With a gentle intervention from
the game host when debating a question that versed on perceptions of Portuguese society
towards migrants, the shy player was able to provide her opinion based on her own
experience. From that moment onwards, she became a more willing participant, as she

recognized that all forms of knowledge can be useful and valid to the game.

A least interesting, but nevertheless effective, form of attunement takes place within
the narrower educational framework and purpose of quiz games. In this case, attunement
comes from obtaining knowledge and information via the quiz answer book. This game
element should be carefully curated to provide the game host with all the information and
detail concerning each question. However, given the ethnographic character of the
knowledge used to develop the question database, as well as the issue variety present in the
game, the prospective game host should familiarize himself with the issues approached
carefully, especially the nuances, misunderstandings and preconceptions and circulate in
forms of everyday extremism. This is necessary not only for a correct interpretation and
explanation of the game position in each question, but also as an essential tool for better
navigating debate between players. For example, one of the questions from our database
relates to how much the Portuguese state has invested in the country’s airline national
company (TAP). TAP is a highly politicized issue, and the overall public opinion is that too
much money has already been spent on the flagship company. However, prior to the Covid-
19 pandemic, the Portuguese state had not invested any public funds in the company since
the early 2000s. Almost every player was unaware of such particularity, given the mediatic
and political discourse surrounding the company. In this case, the answer book was a valuable
means for carefully explaining and elucidating the issue to players, clarifying the funding flows

which actually happened.

The process of answer validation through recourse to the answer book by the game
host constitutes a hierarchical moment of evaluation. Although the inherent power dynamic
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of this procedure cannot be avoided, it can nevertheless be recognized and addressed.
Attunement through dialogue occurs when the power of reasoning overcomes the power of
authority. Henceforth, attunement is the product of convincing rather than imposing. This
means that the figure of game host should be not imposed upon players, but himself be open
to questioning and debate if needed. Furthermore, the game host should recognize the
validity of divergent points of view, possible limitations, shortcomings or errors in questions,
as well as valid (re)interpretations of possible answers. It is not uncommon for widely
circulated discourse to reproduce essentially contested information or interpretations. We
claim attunement occurs not through the imposition of an interpretation, but the recognition,
acknowledgement and cataloguing of different meanings and perspectives, equipping citizens
to engage in political and social dialogue in a healthy way. Attunement is brought about by
knowledge acquisition as much as by the recognition of different points of view and
perspectives. A clear example of this situation occurred twice on a question concerning
corruption in Portugal. One multiple-choice question from our database asks players whether
they consider that corruption has been rising in Portugal in recent years. Given that corruption
is hard to measure, most prominent indicators are based on perception indexes rather than
actual, hard data. In addition, greater mediatic exposure to corruption cases make the
phenomenon more visible, thus negatively influencing perceptions of it (Rizzica & Tonello,
2015). The correct answer was that despite corruption perception indices for Portugal have
been worsening, there was simply no clear way of telling if corruption was increasing, given
methodological limitations. Several players contested our approach: they claimed that from
their perspective recent judicial investigations and media cases proved corruption was on the
rise. In one case, another player confronted a contesting participant by reference to an
interesting example: corruption in Portuguese soccer. He argued that even though
Portuguese soccer remains plagued by corruption scandals, throughout the 1980s and 1990s
corruption was even more rampant, albeit much less mediatized and subject to judicial
scrutiny. Another interesting way of framing the issue was to remember the difficulties
authorities faced when assessing the number of Covid-19 infections during the pandemic.
Given that many infected individuals were asymptomatic, changes in testing protocols
dictated changes in authorities’ abilities to effectively track with precision the real number of

cases (see for example Elbanna, 2022). In the end, while it was important to recognize the
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validity of these players’ initial standpoint, it was paramount to introduce them to the

nuances of these discussions.

Despite its success in attunement promotion, ethnographic gamification has its limits.
While some of these can be addressed and limited during gameplay, others are unfortunately
beyond the scope of this intervention tool. Competitive players can present a challenge to
attunement dynamics. Pure competitive logic can lead players to adopt non-dialogical stances
towards other teams or players, despite the best efforts to limit these behaviors by tinkering
with game rules and victory conditions. If players see their participation as a must-win
situation, dialogical engagement can be harmed. Egotistical and overly aggressive competitive
behavior might contaminate gameplay, rendering the exercise completely inutile. When this
happens, the game host must gently, but firmly, refocus gameplay towards a more easy-going
and cooperative atmosphere. Even though this comes at the risk of making competitive
players withdraw from greater interaction, our experience shows that the opposite might
occur. When faced with downplaying the competitive aspect of gameplay, competitive
participants often redirected their energy and focus towards dialogue and debate. In one of
our interventions, a more “heated” player forced the game host de-escalate the situation by
reminding all that the activity was, overall, just a game, and that respect was owed to all

regardless of their opinions.

If participants do not adhere to basic democratic values or refuse to follow general
healthy rules of debate and discourse, the game host should terminate gameplay and
interrupt the activity. During a gameplay session that took place at a public event, one of the
participants smirked at the contribution given by another player, which led to a brief, but ugly
and uncomfortable, exchange of words between them. In this case, the game host promptly
intervened, clarifying the position of the first participant, asking the offensive player to refrain
from personal attacks and stick to the merits of arguments, and reminding that unless these

rules were followed, the session would be promptly terminated. Tension soon subsided.

Finally, our experience showed that ethnographic gamification is of little to no effect
if participants refuse to accept or engage with basic, factual verifiable information. Individuals
that believe in or adhere to conspiratorial discourses and narratives pose a serious challenge
to attunement through ethnographic gamification. When in gameplay with other players,

they often dismiss the activity altogether, claiming the answers reflect adherence to or
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cooptation by shadowy forces, hidden interests and “they”. Communication develops in
frustrating back-and-forths that have little chance of success. Although trained professionals
from the fields of de-radicalization might successfully address such cases, other social
professionals and academics might find the exercise frustrating and stressful. In a public
event, a pleasant old couple accepted our invitation to play the game. When asked if it was
True or False that there was a concerted effort to substitute the native Portuguese population
by foreigners, the gentleman candidly answered yes. When confronted with the fact that the
“replacement theory” was but a widely debunked conspiracy theory, they happily nodded in
disbelief. Despite their extremely cordial demeanor, the couple were avid consumers of
YouTube conspiracy content, who believed the masonry had orchestrated a large cabal to
control the world. When faced with the contradictions of their own reasonings, they
redirected the conversation towards other conspiratorial topics, including Covid-19 vaccine
denialism, anti-transgender discourse and Q-Anon conspiracies. Even though the
conversation was nice, it became clear that ethnographic gamification was insufficient to
promote attunement in this case, although its proven ability to deconstruct hostile narratives
and extremist discourses points to the potential for improvements that can reach wider

audiences and increase its transformative potential.

2.6.4 Guidelines and recommendations

As discussed in this report, Portugal has represented a context in which democratic
institutions are formally stable but have been marked by political volatility, diminished
institutional trust and public dissatisfaction with the political and economic establishment.
However, the country’s history shows that this has not always been the case and that this
rapid shift has occurred in a very short period of time, connected with material concerns,
perceived corruption and ontological insecurity, as Portugal was described in Europe as an
oasis regarding the phenomena of rising extreme politics until 2023. The results from the
research developed in the country in the context of WP5 (D5.2 and D5.3) and WP7 (D7.1 and
D7.2) point to the potential for extremism being rooted into both domestic and external
factors. Ethnographic research alongside political and media analysis suggest that external
shocks and multilevel crises intersect with internal political dynamics to shape citizens’
experiences of uncertainty and dissatisfaction.
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Over the past decade, a context perceived as being of permacrisis has deeply
contributed to the changing political landscape in the country. On the one hand, the European
handling of the subprime crisis, discourses related to what was described as a migration crisis
in 2015, the Covid-19 pandemic and geopolitical instability associated with the war in Ukraine
and, more recently, the reemergence of other international violent conflicts have contributed
to an increasing feeling of threat and isolation. On the other, the housing crisis, lack of
economic perspectives, the welfare state crisis connected to public education and health
systems and recurring corruption scandals have set the stage for the mobilization of extreme

narratives in the country.

These results point to the importance of grounded and context-based approached to
understand the specificities that contribute to the transnational phenomena of rising
extremism in each context. The findings from the Portuguese implementation of
ethnographic gamification demonstrate that this tool is an effective mechanism not only for
attunement, but also for tracking and limiting everyday extremism in polarized and divisive
societies. The multilevel nature of the drivers of everyday extremism, from external pressures
(economic crises, perceived migration crisis, pandemic effects, geopolitical uncertainty, EU-
level discourses) to internal dynamics (corruption scandals, political volatility, party-system
reconfiguration, normalization of radical rhetoric and institutional distrust) reinforces the
need for implementing strategies and tools that are phased, grounded, context-responsive

and aligned with the dialogical principles of the Attunement Model.

Based on experimental sessions, ethnographic insights, and iterative testing, the
following short-, medium-, and long-term recommendations constitute a comprehensive
Attunement Toolkit for developing and deploying ethnographic gamification in several

contexts.

2.6.4.1 Short-term Guidelines (0-12 months)

Short-term actions should prioritize creating favorable conditions for attunement,
particularly in a political climate where external crises and internal turbulence amplify
defensive attitudes and susceptibility to extreme narratives. At this initial stage, interventions

must be lightweight, adaptable, and deployed strategically.
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1. Prioritize implementation in politically calm, non-electoral periods

Evidence from gameplay shows that participants engage more openly when the political
environment is not charged by electoral contestation. In calmer periods, individuals
demonstrate greater willingness to reason, reflect, and reconsider prior assumptions—core

conditions for attunement.

2. Deploy the ethnographic game in informal, low-pressure settings

Introduce gameplay in environments that lower psychological and social barriers—
community events, cultural festivals, university open days, libraries, or municipal activities.

Informality supports participation across generations and reduces the risk of polarization.

3. Use ethnographically curated question banks to activate grounded debate

The tool’s success relies heavily on using locally resonant narratives identified through
ethnographic research (see D5.3 Methods Handbook). The questions reflecting narrative
drivers of everyday extremism in the implementation context can be drawn from existing
sources such as reliable fact-checkers. Short-term implementation should continue updating
guestion cards with material emerging from evolving crises, media discourses, and everyday

conversations.

4. Strengthen the role of the facilitator as the primary attunement agent

Facilitators must model curiosity, neutrality, and respect, gently steering dialogue without

imposing interpretations. Training should focus on:

encouraging informed dissent rather than consensus

preventing escalation

navigating sensitive topics non-judgmentally

managing players who exhibit competitive or aggressive behaviors

5. Ensure early identification of limits

Short-term implementation should include clear protocols for:

o dealing with participants who reject factual information
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e addressing conspiracy-based reasoning
e terminating sessions when democratic norms are breached. This protects the integrity

of the tool and prevents reinforcing harmful narratives

2.6.4.2 Medium-term Guidelines Guidelines (1-3 years)

Medium-term strategies should transform ethnographic gamification from an
episodic activity into a sustained attunement practice integrated across educational, civic

and institutional ecosystems.

1. Formalize structured debate formats grounded in “common-ground first”

Gameplay evidence shows that players reach higher levels of attunement when
disagreements begin with shared definitions or common concerns. This mirrors findings from

other OppAttune zones. Medium-term scaling should adopt a structured debate sequence:

1. Identify shared realities or concerns
2. Explore divergent interpretations
3. Allow constructive dissensus

4. Validate multiple perspectives while clarifying factual baselines

2. Introduce ethnographic gamification into formal education and youth programs

Integrating the tool into civic education, social sciences, youth work, and higher education

will support early development of:

argumentative skills

critical media literacy

comfort with pluralism

resilience against oversimplified narratives

This is essential in a context where both external crises and internal politics shape

generational perceptions of threat, inequality and institutional credibility.

3. Develop a continuously updated attunement knowledge base
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A national or regional repository should be maintained to merge:

e new ethnographic findings

e emergent misinformation trend

e updated question banks

o gameplay insights across municipalities

e This allows medium-term interventions to remain responsive to shifting political and

social landscapes
4. Expand implementation into hybrid and digital environments
Given the relevance of online misinformation and platform-driven polarization, medium-term

deployment should include:

¢ online versions of the game
e mobile-friendly attunement challenges

e moderated digital forums grounded in the same rules of constructive dissent

2.6.4.3 Long-term Guidelines (3+ years)

In the long run, the goal is to embed attunement as acore democratic
competency and establish ethnographic gamification as a structural tool supporting

democratic culture, political literacy and resilience to extremism.

1. Mainstream attunement into national education curricula

Long-term consolidation requires embedding attunement components—including
ethnographic awareness, argument literacy, conflict navigation, behavioral moderation,
media literacy—into formal schooling from primary to higher education. This builds a

generation equipped to manage polarization and resist extreme narratives.

2. Integrate attunement methodologies into political party training and parliamentary
education
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Given Portugal’s internal political drivers (volatility, corruption fatigue, normalization of
populist rhetoric), long-term change depends on institutional actors. Political parties, youth

wings, and public administration training schools should adopt attunement practices to:

e improve deliberative quality

¢ reduce antagonistic mobilization

e increase democratic accountability
3. Establish permanent Attunement Labs and Everyday Extremism Observatories
These would:

e monitor evolving discursive climates

e track new forms of everyday extremism

¢ test new question banks and gameplay formats

e support municipalities, schools and NGOs with expertise

e provide ongoing training for facilitators
Such infrastructures ensure sustainability beyond the project cycle.

4. Reform debate formats across institutional and media ecosystems

Long-term interventions should support:

o debate formats that prioritize reasoning over performance
e moderators trained in attunement principles
e mandatory common-ground framing

¢ media partnerships for public civic education

5. Link the tool to participatory and deliberative democratic mechanisms

Ethnographic gamification can become a gateway activity for:

e citizens’ assemblies
e participatory budgeting

¢ youth councils
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o deliberative polling
¢ This helps reduce polarization by preparing citizens to engage constructively in high-

stakes democratic processes

2.6.5 Conclusion

In this part of the report, we demonstrated how attunement can be achieved through
ethnographic gamification, i.e. the use of ethnographic knowledge in the development of a
quiz game. In the first part, we acquainted our readers with the Portuguese political and social
background against which our research took place. We then explored and discussed the
attunement dynamics that took place throughout gameplay during our interventions.
Through the several stages of application and evaluation of this tool, we demonstrate how
these processes take place, the different dynamics and agents involved, and how attunement
can be promoted through specific procedures and positionings. Finally, we provide a set of
guidelines and recommendations for the short-, medium- and long-term on using and scaling

this tool as an institutionalized attunement practice.

Our interventions with ethnographic gamification, developed, piloted, improved and
evaluated during the course of one year from WP5 to WP7 (July 2024 to September 2025) in
several locations in central Portugal, demonstrated the potential of the tool towards social
dialogue and the promotion of attunement. Our argument is that quiz games can contribute
to attunement through a combination of fun, knowledge and debate. Despite being a game,
the dialogical dimension must overlap the competitive logic inherent in this type of ludic
activity. In effect, gameplay aims at supporting an environment prone to healthy, open and
honest discussion, free of judgment, which allows participants to expose and explore each
other’s ideas, premises and arguments. In the end, although attunement might be reached
through different processes, it is paramount that individuals associate the procedure with a

pleasant and engaging activity.
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2.7.1 Introduction

This study examines the usability of Attunement toolkits from the Attunement Model in the
context of the UK. While various toolkits were designed, and implemented, in the UK
context, the present report focuses specifically on the i-Attune self-test diagnostic, a tool
aimed at allowing citizens to assess their (i) own susceptibility to extremism, (ii) capacity for

Attunement and (iii) ability to sustain dialogue in highly polarized situations.

2.7.2 Political Context

As with many of the case study countries in OppAttune, the UK faces its divisive political
landscape that in many ways continues to challenge democratic institutions and practices. In
2024, 85% of British citizens indicated that they believed British society was divided, with
over half considering differences in people’s political views to be so divisive that they pose a
danger to society (lpsos, 2024). Compared to 2018, in 2024, people were also less likely to
perceive these differences of opinion as healthy for society and less inclined to engage in
conversation with those who hold opposing political views. A core challenge facing many
parts of the world today, including the UK, is how to tackle rising polarisation. This is
particularly important as political polarisation has been found to correlate with reduced
support for democracy and democratic norms (Kingzette et al., 2021; McCoy & Somer

2019).

A key divisive issue in the UK is immigration, which played a key role within the Brexit
debate, and continue to impact policy and practice following it. For example, following
Brexit, the United Kingdom ended its participation in the EU's freedom of movement policy
on January 1st, 2021. Subsequently, 2022 marked an unprecedented peak in net migration
figures, predominantly comprising individuals from countries outside the European Union
(Lindop, 2023). This outcome generated significant frustration among Brexit supporters who
had championed EU departure as a means to curtail immigration levels (Palmer, 2024). A
separate contentious matter in recent years involves unauthorized maritime arrivals
crossing the English Channel from France, which reached 45,700 individuals in 2022
(Migration Observatory, 2023). Particularly divisive has been the debate surrounding
appropriate state responses to those entering through irregular routes. These concerns

prompted the then-Conservative administration to enact the lllegal Migration Bill, which
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prohibited asylum claims from individuals arriving through unauthorized channels (Refugee
Council, 2023), alongside implementing the Rwanda partnership—an arrangement to
relocate asylum seekers to Rwanda as a preventative measure. Following Labour's electoral
victory in July 2024, this Rwanda arrangement was terminated. Nevertheless, elevated
immigration levels and irregular channel crossings continue to generate considerable
political division, including 2024 UK summer riots which occurred in the aftermath of mass
murders in Stockport and the false claims the perpetrator was an asylum seeker

(Venkataramakrishnan, 2025).

2.7.3 Tools and Interventions

As part of OppAttune, and through Work Package 6, the Open University team (in
collaboration with partners) developed a number of Attunement tools which were
implemented by partners but also tested in the UK. These include the Everyday Extremism
Scale (led by Malta; D6.1), the ‘Vote for Me’ films (D6.3), the Sustaining Dialogue
Attunement Tool (D6.4; English & Mahendran, 2025) aimed at examining the extent to
which individuals can maintain democratic parameters within a conversation when
discussing contentious topics, the online i-Attune interactive (D6.7). In addition to tools
associated with deliverables, additional tools were developed such as an online interactive
titled ‘Does your relationship need an everyday extremism check?’ and three BBC films. We
provide an overview of some of these tools before focusing the remainder of the UK report

on the i-Attune.

Vote for Me Films: Five films were created within Work Package 6. The aim of the films is to
understand how psychological drivers become mobilised in political rhetoric, providing
insight into persuasion and followership. This intervention evaluates participants' capacity
to identify and critically analyse political rhetorical strategies, as well as their understanding
of how such rhetoric influences political mobilization and the development of political
followership. The tool comprises five three-minute videos, each exemplifying a distinct form
of political rhetoric. The videos represent the following rhetorical approaches: Video 1

demonstrates Conservative rhetoric, Video 2 illustrates Nationalist rhetoric, Video 3
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showcases Progressive rhetoric, Video 4 embodies Revolutionary rhetoric, and Video 5
presents Technocratic rhetoric. The films were used as part of an interview study within
Work Package 6 in both the UK and Greece (with Greek Subtitles) and their appeal and
impact on citizens was examined through these interviews. For more information on this,
see Deliverable 6.3 as well as Vergouli, Mahendran and Ntontis (2025; 2025, July 6; 2025,
July 10).

‘ Nationalist l ‘ Technocrat ] ‘ Progressive ‘ ‘Conservative‘ ‘Reuolutionary

Figure 2.7A Vote for Me Films

BBC FILMS: Multiple forms of interventions were created through Work Package 6. Some
interventions aimed at public awareness raising, such as three BBC Films. The films titled
‘Everyday Extremism’, ‘Armchair Detectives’ and ‘Extreme Language’ all focused on
sensitizing the public to what everyday extremism entails, the role we ourselves play in
reproducing it, and how it manifests through certain language strategies online. In the BBC
Film Extreme Language, OppAttune Postdoctoral Researcher Dr. Anthony English engaged
four citizens in examining and analysing how certain language strategies might promote
more extremist framing of issues. These include considering how a post frames an issue in
binary ‘Us v. Them’ term, how it promote an understanding of Trust as Exclusive to only one

‘side’ and how it uses references to Time to create a sense of urgency and emergency.
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Figure 2.7B Cover art for BBC Film — Everyday Extremism.

In the BBC Film Everyday Extremism (See Figure X above), celebrity host Zara McDermott
was exposed to the Everyday Extremism Scale and completed it in the episode with the help
of OppAttune Malta Pl Professor Gordon Sammut. Key recommendations were also shared
as part of the video, encouraging viewers to think about their own role in producing and
spreading hostile content online. Professor Kesi Mahendran ends the video by suggesting
we ‘slow down’ and reflect on how what we post might affect others, and to consider how

we in turn would respond to the same kind of messages.

Other interventions, focused on developing tools aimed at promoting self-reflection.
Namely, as part of Work Package 6 we designed and created i-Attune, an interactive online
self-test aimed at promoting reflective, non-polarising engagement. I-Attune was built in
partnership with Enigma Interactives Ltd. and is now publicly available on the Open

University’s Open Learn platform, as well as the OppAttune website.

2.7.4 Procedure
The i-Attune tool is free to use via online link and can be completed anonymously. As part of
our intervention, we piloted the tool to get feedback on how it impacts self-reflection

around democratic engagement, positionality and perspectives on everyday extremism.
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Participants complete a 20-minute guided interaction that asks them to engage with
different scenarios, select choices on politically polarizing topics and watch the OppAttune
designed Vote for Me Film to select which politician they prefer (see Figure 2.7C below). As
part of the interactive, participants also complete a set of questions from the Everyday
Extremism Scale. The platform went live on September 2025 and has since been available

for completion.

Section1 . R
R P R R S N AT R B R R P B R R R P T

0% Complete

Which image best represents how democracy really works?
Drag and drop to place in order of preference

| ’
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| ! R
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Figure 2.7C: An example of the i-Attune interactive. To learn more about i-Attune, see

Deliverable 6.7.

The i-Attune tool enables users to gain insight into their engagement with democratic
dialogue and their role in it, through providing feedback on which ‘type of’ democratic actor
they are out of five positions (see Figure 2.7D below); Peacemaker, Guardian, Researcher,
Avant-Garde and Common-senser). Functioning as a digital mentor, the tool prompts users
to examine their own political awareness and conversational approaches. The platform
seeks to foster critical reflection on political conduct, including behaviours such as
disseminating divisive material on social media, while enhancing users' understanding of

how their perspectives might be interpreted by others. Additionally, it works to strengthen
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users' capacity to resist misleading and false information, thereby supporting more

constructive participation in democratic processes.

The i-Attune tries to capture the extent to which you can attune to others with whom you disagree. If you achieved a mixed-hybrid position, you are able to navigate
contradictory arrangements with other positions.

A high Everyday Extremism score could make you less able to attune
to different positions and may limit your democratic capacities.

* Click on a card to find out more

Figure 2.7D Screenshot of i-Attune results on Democratic Position.

2.7.5 Results and Findings

In this section we focus exclusively on the Findings related to the i-Attune interactive. To
date, the i-Attune has been completed over 950 times. Through pilot testing we gained
feedback on the overall usability, design and clarity of the tool. These findings are outlined
in D6.7 and will not be repeated here. Instead, we focus on qualitative feedback and
reflections from participants after they completed the tool. For context, at the end of
completing the i-Attune, participants were given results that communicated 1) their
democratic position (see Figure 2.7D above), and 2) their everyday extremism score (see

Figure 2.7E below).

Six of these questions measured your capacity for Everyday Extremism.

What is Everyday Extremism? :

Everyday Extremism is when on-line and offline narratives containing extreme political ideas become normalised into our everyday lives.. -

Everyday Extremism can seem harmless but has the potential to spréad and become dppressive, impair your own democratic skills, and limit the ability of others
to engage in democracy. $

Based on the answers provided, your score is 19 out of 84

Click on a card to find out more :

# Anti-Democratic
Citizen Position

R v
Engaged Citizen Activist Citizen Antagonistic | Disruptive Citizen
Position Position 2 Citizen Position B Position

Figure 2.7E Screenshot of i-Attune results on Everyday Extremism score.
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While other partners used the i-Attune tool as part of a group discussion setting, the UK team
opted to invite individuals who completed the tool to self-reflect on its impact and insights.
We draw on these to evaluate the usefulness of the i-Attune as a potential intervention tool

for addressing the ‘attuning’ dimension; namely for building democratic skills among citizens.

In the feedback received we found that the intervention indeed triggered self-reflection
among users and there the democratic positions were in many ways reflective of how they
see their own roles as democratic citizens. For example, one wrote that engaging with i-
Attune wrote “it made me think deeper about what social values are important to me and

what | would focus on addressing politically and socially”.

Another participant reflected on how they completed i-Attune and then engaged with it again
on a different occasion. On the first try, their democratic position was Pacifist, on the second
attempt it changed to Avant-Garde. As the participant reflected “It makes me think of the
importance of education to make informed choices that represent my current values and can
guide my actions consequently. The activity also made me think of the importance of keeping
an open mind able to challenge my own assumptions and acknowledge other’s ideas to reach

new consensus”.

Self-reflection also emerged from reacting to the description of the various democratic
positions. As a third participant wrote “This activity was very eye-opening and interesting. My
result was peacemaker. However, | think in the future | need to find the courage to take a
particular stance in politics even if it might cause disputes.”. In other words, the i-Attune
enabled both self-reflection on one’s politics and on how one might desire to be political in a

different way.

Among all participants who provided feedback on their i-Attune experience, all shared the
results around their ‘democratic position’. We consider this an important benefit of the
interactive as it means it enables people to share their democratic position in a non-
stigmatizing way. In other words, if positions had been framed as ‘better or worse’ along a
continuum, we likely would not have, for various social desirability reasons, seen participants

disclosing their positions.

As these reflections were shared on a forum, it opened up a dialogue around the democratic

skills capacities that were needed to enable us to better engage with extreme and hostile
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content, particularly in an online environment. Interestingly, this included reflecting on one’s
own limitations, rather than only considering the weaknesses in reasoning by others. As one
participant in response to another; “I think [name] also brought up an interesting point about
changing your views after learning new information, because | feel that this seems to be a
very difficult thing for a lot of people. | know I’'ve fallen victim to this at times, probably
everyone does at some point, but I’'ve noticed that people really seem to struggle with this
nowadays. Maybe it’s just more evident because of social media, but people only seem to
double-down on their own ideas when presented with information that challenges their ideas

and views. Is this something that other people have noticed as well?”

The engagement with the i-Attune tool thus triggered not only self-reflection, but a self-
reflection that could be shared to established common ground (“probably everyone does at
some point”) and an opening up of dialogue by offering a question up for others to engage

with. We see this as an important outcome of the i-Attune and its potential as an intervention.

2.7.6 Recommendations

Based on the results and feedback from the i-Attune intervention, there are several
recommendations and considerations to outline. Firstly, as reflected in the feedback from
Bosnian colleagues, the i-Attune seems more applicable and adapted to a UK audience /
context, and this was highlighted in the pilot data as well. Thus, an important consideration
for the use of this, or any Attunement Tools, is the extent to which it can be adapted and
translated into localized knowledge systems. This is particularly important for the use of

images and the assumed implicit knowledge about what they represent.

Beyond this caveat, we recommend two main uses for the i-Attune; as a tool of self-
reflection, and as a starting-point for shared dialogue around questions of democratic
engagement, the skills it requires and the strategies politicians, and citizens, use to achieve
their intended political goals. Firstly, using the i-Attune as a tool for self-reflection. A core
aim of OppAttune has been to identify pathways towards strengthening citizen’s democratic
skills and ability to resist the appeal of extremist narratives. Part of that entails being able to
identify political manipulation, disinformation and extremist framings within media and

political communication (as discussed by the Kosovar report as a medium-term
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recommendation). The integration of the i-Attune as a tool for self-reflection and
awareness-raising (short-term recommendation) can work towards medium-term

recommendations aimed at upskilling citizens.

A secondary, but equally important, main use of the i-Attune is as a tool for dialogical
engagement across citizens. As was evident from our results and participant feedback,
engagement with the tool encouraged participants to share their experiences, and
vulnerabilities in the context of how we process information, opening up a space for
dialogue about this as a shared challenge, rather than a partisan, or polarizing, issue.
Similarly to how inoculation theory has been applied to tackle misinformation and political
manipulation through exposing individuals to how emotionally manipulative headlines in
the media work (for example), the i-Attune, alongside the BBC Films produced, evidence the

potential for this kind of approach for building citizen’s capacities towards attunement.
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3.0 Conclusion

The country reports submitted for the purposes of this deliverable detail findings from the
various validation and implementation exercises undertaken during the course of Work
Package 7. The findings of this fieldwork raise some cause for concern but also provide some
glimmers of hope. In essence, the findings demonstrate that political attunement is not a
carefully regulated procedure in real life settings, but an exercise that is prone to
manipulation, deceit, priming effects, framing effects, and other self-serving ‘dirty’ tactics
that nudge a citizenry towards the negative polarity of everyday extremism. Politics
transpires thus as not a game played on the basis of rules, but a game involving the twisting,
revising and manipulation of rules. In democratic contexts, as in any others, politics remains
concerned with winning in a zero-sum environment, potentially at any cost.

In this light, Attunement interventions are not to be considered as a magic bullet, but a set
of tools that serve to foster reflexivity about one's behaviours and generate insight into how
easily ‘we’ could become as bad as ‘them’. Such insight helps shift the understanding of
extremism from an attribute of people to a description of behaviour. This comes with the
realisation that even good people can act in immoral ways.

It is hard to draw a line as to which behaviour, in which context and when, is to be deemed
extremist. Everyday extremism inhabits the grey zone between inaction on the one hand
and violent extremism (i.e. terrorism) on the other hand. Its effects can only be gleaned in
hindsight depending on the counter-effects they stimulate. Everyday extremism met with
inaction for the sake of non-escalation leads down a path of defeat that might be counter-
productive. On the other hand, fighting fire with fire might lead to an escalation of conflict
that might also be counter-productive. The Serbian case in particular raises the question of
when activism becomes extremism. Judgment regarding this bi-polar dimension is a matter
of personal morality and real-world decisions regarding what means justify which ends, as
well as practical considerations regarding what changes political activity precipitates in
actual fact.

A key finding that has emerged from this collective exercise is that one ought to be primarily
concerned with one's own behaviour over that of others. In politics, as the findings have

demonstrated, it is all too easy for individuals to delegate their battles to politicians who
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transpire as all too willing to assume them in the clamour for votes, as the findings from
Malta and Cyprus make clear. In tandem, the two constitute a case for direct democracy
over representative democracy. The latter, in Iraq, lies at the basis of sectarian conflict that
commonly degenerates into outright violence. By contrast, direct democracy entails a focus
on issues, circumventing the evocation of partisan identities when choosing amongst
alternatives. Increased direct democracy stands to complement representative democracy.
The former offers a citizenry the possibility to decide what to do, the latter who gets to do
it.

However, the slippery slope in everyday extremism that triggers escalatory action
sequences pertains not to what citizens want, say or do, but what they do about what
others are doing. The moment others become the issue in the issue, we enter the grey zone
of confrontation and there is no telling where that effectively ends. It is therefore
imperative for citizens to understand the value of their opinions in a diversified sphere that
includes opposing others and that these must not be limited in ways that might be self-
inhibitory. Objections are useful insofar as they lead to an understanding of what actions
consequently impede which others. Forcing one’s opinion or stance on others, however,
leads down a slippery slope where there is no telling when breaking the law, which is
typically deemed as doing the wrong thing, becomes effectively the right thing to do (i.e.
disobeying or resisting an immoral imposition).

It is worth bearing in mind that politics is a recursive dynamic and that democratic
engagement, unlike violence, allows for sustained impetus and coalition building over time.
Such matters, which to the trained observer transpire as self-evident, may not be so obvious
to the layperson. We conclude by underlining the immediate need for political literacy in
Europe that could help citizens understand the democratic process and its virtues, as well as
democratic freedoms that are worth defending even in the face of substantive opposition,
the skills that are needed to appraise others’ views as well as the limitation pertaining to
one’s own, and finally the risk democratic systems, institutions, as well as individuals

themselves face when matters are taken too far.
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