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Introduction

Despite the significant progress in containing terrorist threats, a wide array of actors spanning the
ideological spectrum, foreign terrorist organizations, state sponsors, and lone wolves, continue to
shape the nature of the contemporary international security landscape. Within this global context
of terrorism-related risk, the recruitment and radicalization of minors have emerged as a
phenomenon of critical importance in the tactical and strategic modus operandi of the Islamic
State (ISIS), al-Qaeda, and their affiliates. At any given time, children and young people comprise
between one-fifth and one-third of these groups’ forces and receive training in intelligence
gathering, the planning and execution of terrorist attacks, and terrorism-related activities.

In recent years, the threat landscape has further expanded through a digital ecosystem that
provides terrorists and violent extremist actors with a fertile environment for the dissemination of
violent narratives. The sharp increase in incidents of homegrown terrorism involving youth,
particularly related to the dissemination of terrorist propaganda and the planning and execution of
attacks, underscores the evolving nature of extremism and the heightened risks associated with
the engagement of young demographic cohorts.

In light of the evolving nature of the terrorist threat, the ability to prevent and effectively mitigate
the spread of violent ideology and radicalization has become central to security. Terrorist and
violent extremist organizations systematically target children and young people, aware that their
developmental stage, psychologically, cognitively, and emotionally, renders them particularly
vulnerable to ideological indoctrination and manipulation. In many legal systems, the limited
criminal liability of underage individuals further incentivizes their recruitment or exploitation for
terrorism purposes. As a result, the targeting of minors has become a strategic priority for terrorist
and violent extremist groups. Conversely, efforts aimed at prevention, disengagement, and
deradicalization for children exposed to terrorism and violent extremism remain fragmented and
under-resourced. This imbalance risks reinforcing cycles of instability, fostering intergenerational
transmission of extremist ideologies, and fueling the emergence of new waves of terrorism.

Since the onset of the Syrian crisis, thousands of minors from the European Union, either
traveling alone or with family members, have reached conflict zones in Syria and Iraq with the
intention of joining the so-called caliphate (ISIS/Daesh) and other insurgent terrorist groups. The
phenomenon of Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTFs) has renewed attention on the radicalization of
minors within the context of jihadist extremism, a concern that remains high on the agenda of the
European Union and has led, in Italy, to the endorsement of United Nations Security Council
Resolution 2178, adopted in September 2014. 

The phenomena of Foreign Terrorist Fighters (FTFs) and homegrown terrorism have exposed
family ties and parental radicalization as a dimension of the neo-contemporary threat landscape.
Familial structures, albeit not exclusively, emerge as a vector in the transmission of violent
extremist ideologies and as conduits for the ideological socialization and recruitment of minors
through the instrumentalization of emotional ties and relational dynamics. Parental radicalization
and family terror networks are increasingly employed as adaptive strategies by terrorist and
violent extremist organizations seeking to navigate restricted operational environments.
Recruitment and radicalization through family ties are less observable and significantly complicate
monitoring, and prevention efforts. In this regard, a parallel emerges between organized crime
and  terrorism,  with points of  comparison including  cultural and  familial affiliations,  the  criminal 
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involvement of the offspring of mafia members, and the radicalization of underage individuals who
join jihadist terrorist networks. 

Family environments shaped by mafia ideology, characterized by socialization into the
transgression of social norms and the intergenerational transmission of criminal behaviors and
attitudes, exhibit dynamics that also underpin radicalization to violent extremism, including
ideological indoctrination and the establishment of support structures and networks.

Rationale of the Study

Over the past two decades, the convergence between terrorism and organized crime has become
increasingly evident. Although terrorism may be interpreted as a form of organized crime, it
fundamentally differs in its purpose. A terrorist act is inherently directed toward achieving a
political objective, whereas organized crime is exclusively focused on acquiring financial gain or
other forms of material benefit. Despite these essential distinctions, polycriminality reveals a high
degree of interconnectedness between organized crime, terrorism, illicit trafficking, unlawful
financial flows, and human trafficking. In this context, the shared objectives of terrorist and
criminal organizations become markedly clear, and terrorist actors increasingly operate as full-
fledged criminal enterprises. The synergistic space and tactical-strategic cross-pollination among
these actors are widely recognized, revealing clear operational interlinkages and significant
potential for both direct and indirect forms of cooperation. The parameters of convergence
between organized crime and terrorism have been the subject of extensive scientific analysis.
However, the role of family units in transmitting criminal behaviors or extremist ideologies remains
only marginally explored.  Within the context of organized crime, particularly in studies on the
Italian mafia, research has highlighted the role of the family in sustaining and perpetuating
criminal enterprises and offered valuable insights into the mechanisms of recruitment and
socialization of minors within criminal ecosystems. In contrast, family networks within the context
of terrorism constitute a relatively recent phenomenon which, despite its increasing relevance, has
yet to receive comparable scholarly attention.

In consideration of polycriminality and its relevance to both mafia indoctrination and the
radicalization of minors toward violent extremism within family structures, this study offers new
perspectives for the development of effective intervention strategies.This includes leveraging
Italy’s extensive expertise in combating organized crime to confront emerging challenges related
to terrorism. The nexus between organized crime and terrorism, which this study seeks to
examine, remains insufficiently explored in the academic literature. Consequently, the findings aim
not only to fill existing knowledge gaps but also to inform pioneering and innovative strategies
grounded in a consolidated, multidimensional, cross-sectoral, and rule-of-law-based framework.

The Role of the Family in Radicalization: A Literature Review

Despite increasing attention to the family’s role in radicalization, the existing literature remains
fragmented across disciplines, resulting in a disjointed and inconsistent empirical landscape. This
review seeks to synthesize current findings, evaluate the state of knowledge on key themes, and
identify gaps to guide future research.

1. Family Transmission of Extremism

Research  in  psychology, sociology,  and political science indicates that the family functions  as  a 
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primary agent of socialization, shaping core values, beliefs, and orientations. Ideological
transmission within families occurs through both explicit mechanisms, such as direct engagement,
and implicit processes, in which children internalize parental attitudes through imitation. The
degree of ideological congruence among family members varies depending on factors such as
parental attitudes, family communication patterns, social class, and household structure. For
instance, studies have shown that stable parents with congruent political beliefs have a higher
likelihood of successfully transmitting their views, particularly concrete ideas such as religious
adherence or political affiliation. However, while some empirical studies support the notion that
extremist ideologies are transmitted through the family, the evidence remains inconclusive.

Research on political socialization, primarily conducted in mainstream settings, may not be
uniformly applicable to extremist family environments. While some studies on radicalization
indicate ideological influence transmitted through family members, many lack robust evidence of
direct intergenerational transmission. Qualitative analyses document cases of radical beliefs
shaped by parental ideology, yet other research indicates that family influence on extremist
beliefs is often moderated by external factors, particularly peer networks during adolescence.
Empirical evidence remains limited regarding the consistency of familial influence on political and
ideological beliefs across diverse cultural and socio-economic contexts. This research gap is
exacerbated by data limitations that hinder comprehensive analysis of the mechanisms and
conditions facilitating the intergenerational transmission of extremist ideologies. Furthermore,
existing studies tend to disproportionately focus on parent-child dynamics, with comparatively little
investigation into the roles of siblings, grandparents, and extended family members in shaping
radical beliefs.

2. Family as a Vector of Radicalization

Empirical research in terrorism studies increasingly recognizes the family as a critical conduit for
recruitment and radicalization. The literature underscores that familial ties often serve as primary
pathways into extremist groups. Specifically, in contexts involving militant movements, ethno-
nationalist organizations, and jihadist networks, kinship bonds frequently facilitate entry into
violent extremism. Family connections provide the social framework through which individuals are
introduced to, and at times actively encouraged to join, extremist or terrorist entities, and the
presence and involvement of family members also enhances loyalty, ideological conformity, and
group cohesion, with research on jihadist networks in Southeast Asia and Europe indicating that
kinship fosters trust and secrecy and reduces the risk of external infiltration.

Marriage and familial bonds within extremist groups play a particularly significant role in fostering
and solidifying organizational connections. Studies from Indonesia, Bangladesh, and the Middle
East illustrate how in-group marriages create tight-knit communities within extremist groups,
reducing external interference and enhancing commitment to the organization’s cause.
Furthermore, research on foreign fighters highlights that family ties can facilitate transnational
connections, enabling individuals to join global terrorist networks with the support and
encouragement of close relatives. Several large-N studies on foreign fighters who joined the
conflict in Syria and Iraq indicate that a substantial proportion had familial connections within
jihadist networks, which facilitated recruitment and engagement in extremist activities.

Nonetheless, much of this research is constrained by the absence of control groups, which
complicates the establishment of causality and limits the generalizability of findings. Many studies
rely  on  open-source  data,  such  as  government  and  media  reports , that often  lack  nuanced 
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contextual detail, warranting cautious interpretation. Scholars contend that while familial ties may
facilitate entry into extremist organizations, they do not necessarily predict participation in
violence. Furthermore, existing studies rarely examine the moderating effects of family structure
or internal dynamics on recruitment pathways, thereby limiting the applicability of findings across
varying cultural and ideological contexts.

In conclusion, this literature review underscores that, while the family plays a significant role in
radicalization processes, the existing body of research remains fragmented and lacks a coherent
empirical framework. Studies on familial ideological transmission often focus on socialization and
communication mechanisms within the household but tend to overlook the interaction with
external influences. Meanwhile, literature examining the family as an entry point into violent
extremism offers more consistent findings regarding recruitment dynamics, yet remains
constrained by methodological limitations and a lack of systematic comparative analysis.

Objectives and Expected Outcomes

The nature of contemporary terrorism is increasingly characterized by the involvement of minors
and by the role of families in radicalization processes. Through an analysis of familial
relationships and the parallels between organized crime and terrorism, this study seeks to lay the
groundwork for the development of a holistic strategy to effectively prevent youth radicalization.
Additionally, the study aims to foster international cooperation by strengthening security and the
safeguarding of minors within an increasingly complex risk environment.

Specifically:

1.  An improved understanding of the current landscape and emerging trends in terrorism and
violent extremism, including underlying causes, internal and external risk factors, and the
conditions that render minors vulnerable to recruitment and radicalization within and beyond the
family, is generated. This understanding informs the development of tailored and effective
responses and interventions.

2.  A new space for dialogue on the nexus between organized crime and terrorism is created.

3.  A framework for increased multilateral engagement, information sharing, coordination, and
synergies among relevant stakeholders, as well as a platform for further deliberation on the issue
of recruitment and radicalization of minors, is established.

4. The capacity to prevent the radicalization of minors, violent extremism, and terrorism is
enhanced through multidisciplinary, cross-sectoral, and multi-stakeholder proposals, supporting
the development of a holistic strategy aligned with national priorities and consistent with
international standards.

Research Questions

This study investigates the role of familial dynamics in sustaining organized crime and terrorism,
with a particular focus on the involvement of minors. It examines how family structures may
facilitate the intergenerational transmission of criminal and extremist affiliations and considers
how   the  lived   experiences  of  minors  raised   in  mafia-type  environments  can  enhance   our 
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understanding of parental radicalization and youth engagement in violent extremism and
terrorism. Additionally, the research analyzes the Italian legal and policy frameworks aimed at
addressing organized crime and protecting children in these contexts, assessing their
effectiveness and exploring how these mechanisms might be strategically adapted to address
youth radicalization and terrorism. The study also highlights priority areas for policy improvement
to strengthen the prevention of youth radicalization and support efficient responses to evolving
security threats.

Based on these premises, the study is structured around the following three main research
questions:

1.  Given the fundamental role of the family in perpetuating both organized crime and terrorism,
alongside the frequent involvement of minors in related offenses, what insights can be derived
from these dynamics? To what extent does intergenerational continuity in criminal and terrorist
affiliations persist within family structures, and through which social, cultural, and psychological
mechanisms is this continuity sustained?

2. Whereas mafia groups and other forms of organized crime have been the subject of decades of
investigation, family terror networks, radicalization, and the involvement of minors in terrorist acts
and related activities are emerging phenomena in their current manifestations. In light of this, what
new understandings can be derived from the experiences of minors within organized crime to
enhance our awareness of radicalization trajectories and terrorism within family units? What
parallel trends and points of divergence exist between these phenomena?

3.  How does the current legal and policy framework address organized crime and terrorism and
what gaps emerge in relation to the radicalization of minors? How might these frameworks be
strengthened to support the development of a comprehensive strategy for preventing the
radicalization of minors, violent extremism, and terrorism?

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative methodological approach, employing in-depth document analysis
to investigate the parallels between organized crime and terrorism within family contexts, as well
as the intergenerational transmission of criminal behavior and ideological indoctrination. The
primary objective is to explore both phenomena, identify effective strategies applied in combating
mafia structures and criminal indoctrination, and assess their applicability to preventing youth
radicalization within terrorist family networks. Based on this analysis, the study formulates
evidence-based recommendations to inform the development of coherent youth radicalization
prevention strategies.

Data collection is grounded in a comprehensive review of existing literature, case studies,
government reports, and legal documents, utilizing an interdisciplinary framework. This approach
provides a robust theoretical and empirical foundation while enabling the acquisition of direct and
context-specific insights. Data analysis follows a thematic methodology, guided by a
predetermined set of variables, aimed at identifying key themes and recurring patterns emerging
from the document review. The findings are triangulated and validated through consultations with
external experts to ensure reliability and validity.
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Finally, the results are synthesized into a report and disseminated to relevant stakeholders, with
the intent to inform and guide public policies focused on the prevention and management of the
phenomena under investigation.
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CHAPTER 1. Understanding Familial Organized Crime

1. Historical Context and Contemporary Trends

Across theoretical perspectives, the family unit has consistently been recognized in psychological
research as a core structure in the perpetuation of family-based organized crime syndicates. The
principal ally of the mafia lies in an uncritical mindset shaped by enduring prejudices, customs,
and traditions that, despite superficial alterations, remain fundamentally immutable and deeply
embedded within the social fabric.  A key component of this mentality is the concept of 'amoral
familism,'  in which the family is not merely a developmental context for early individual maturation
but rather an exclusive horizon encompassing the entirety of an individual's life trajectory. From
this perspective, the family is an absolute value, and its members subordinate themeselves to it
unconditionally.  Individual identity is therefore primarily constructed through familial belonging.

1

2

3

Mafia-type organizations are entities that seek to preserve the social order they themselves
establish and exhibit a rigid intolerance toward any form of deviance.  Blood ties serve not only as
the foundation of internal cohesion and integrity but also as a guarantee of security, protection,
continuity, and stability. The family, structured through a relational logic saturated by mafia
ideology, therefore constitutes  the primary root of the mafia.  However, its function extends
beyond serving as a referential paradigm for the mafia ethos to become one of the structural
pillars of the mafia’s organizational apparatus. 

4

5

Families represent the core units of Italian organized crime, whether configured as polycentric
systems without a hierarchical apex or as unified structures capable of regulating fluid alliances
and conflicts, and devise coordinated strategies  to manage illicit activities by exercising social,
economic, and territorial control.

6

The familial dimension of the Italian mafia embodies a synthesis between tradition and innovation.
In his volume 'Mafias on the Move: How Organized Crime Conquers New Territories,'  Federico
Varese emphasizes how the preservation of identity parameters, cultural codes, and values is
simultaneously coupled with the need to adapt to socioeconomic shifts in order to expand
influence and consolidate power. The Calabrian '’Ndrangheta' represents the most emblematic
example of this adaptive capacity, and in fact, while its organizational model remains firmly rooted
in blood ties and strategic marriages, it has nevertheless expanded its criminal network well
beyond national borders and established itself as one of the most influential actors in the global
narcotics trade.

7

 Anna Maria Vultaggio, The Psychological Roots of the Mafia (Palermo: Liceo Classico Internazionale 'Umberto I', September 20,
2023), https://www.umbertoprimo.edu.it/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/LE-RADICI-PSICOLOGICHE-DELLA-MAFIA.pdf.

1

 Antonio Clemente, “Amoral Familism,” Noi contro la corruzione, July 31, 2017, http://anticorruzione.eu/2017/07/il-familismo-amorale/;
Edward C. Banfield, The Moral Basis of a Backward Society (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2006), 101ff.

2

 Ibid., 1.3

 Ibid.4

 Leonardo Sciascia, Opere, 3 vols. (Milan: Bompiani, 1956–1991), cited in AA.VV., Op. cit., 52.5

 Ibid., 5.6

 Federico Varese, Mafias on the Move: How Organized Crime Conquers New Territories(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011).7
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Similarly, the Camorra, distinguished by its extreme structural heterogeneity, continuously
reorganizes in response to contextual opportunities. In recent decades, the structure of the
Camorra has undergone significant changes, transitioning, as Lamberti argues, “from families to
holding companies that include financial firms, real estate enterprises, land-moving
cooperatives, construction companies, and [...] forming entrepreneurial groups capable of
significantly influencing the market and attracting even non-Camorra businesses.”  The evolution
of mafia structures has therefore not entailed an abandonment of traditional logics, but rather a
strategic renewal in which core family principles are reframed into increasingly sophisticated and
effective forms of criminal activity.

8

2. The Family as a Pillar of the Mafia: Structures, Hierarchies, and
Organizational Frameworks

The centrality of the family unit in Italian mafia organizations constitutes a common structural
element, although the internal configuration vary significantly across different criminal groups.
Cosa Nostra remains the organization with the most defined structure. Beginning in 1975, Cosa
Nostra underwent a consolidation process that heightened the organization’s threat level by
expanding its membership base, implementing coordinated strategies, and establishing a
replicable organizational model.9

The clan structure established by Cosa Nostra resembles a “pyramidal, hierarchical system.”  At
the top is the rappresentante (representative), who exercises leadership and manages relations
with the broader organization. Subordinate to him are thecapi decina (leaders of groups of ten),
who oversee small groups of affiliates. At the base of the pyramid are the uomini d’onore (men of
honor), whose numbers range between 50 and 300 per family unit.

10

The governance structure of Cosa Nostra extends beyond the individual family unit through a
hierarchical electoral mechanism. Each family representative participates in the selection of the
provincial head, who then becomes a member of the regional commission, Cosa Nostra’s
highest decision-making body, tasked with formulating overarching strategic directives. This
model is standardized across all affiliated families, with the exception of those operating in the
province of Palermo.11

Cosa Nostra’s organizational complexity has historically facilitated both its international
expansion and its ability to manage diverse illicit enterprises. 
However, its structural rigidity has increasingly emerged as a strategic disadvantage when
compared to more adaptable, decentralized, and network-based criminal networks such as the
Camorra or the ’Ndrangheta.

Irrespective of the specific organizational models, mafia leadership consistently coalesces
around  the  figure  of  the  family  patriarch.  This  individual  exercises  absolute  authority  over 

 Alfonso Lamberti, “Structure, Dimensions, and Characteristics of Organized Crime Phenomena in Campania in the 1990s,” in The
Mafia and the Mafias, ed. Giovanni Fiandaca and Stefano Costantino (Bari: Laterza, 1994).

8

 Anton Blok, The Mafia of a Sicilian Village, 1860–1960 (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1974). Italian edition: La mafia di un
villaggio siciliano, 1860–1960 (Turin: Einaudi, 1986).

9

 Maurizio Catino, “La mafia come fenomeno organizzativo,” Quaderni di Sociologia, 83–98. https://doi.org/10.4000/qds.1533.10

 In this case, some contiguous families are controlled by a 'capo mandamento' who is also a member of the 'commission' or
'provincial cupola.'

11



criminal operations while simultaneously serving as the ultimate custodian of tradition,
consolidating power through a value system emphasizing obedience, respect, fear, and cultural
legitimacy. Leadership is exercised by assigning key responsibilities to trusted individuals, often
close relatives, in order to minimize the risk of defection and prevent external infiltration. Federico
Varese observes that these dynamics are particularly evident in the ’Ndrangheta, where the family
head oversees criminal operations and arranges marital alliances to consolidate power. This model
proves effective for managing criminal activities such as drug trafficking and money laundering,
while ensuring security and continuity to the organization. 

3. Parental Roles and Gender Dynamics in Mafia Family Units

Within mafia family structures parental figures hold significant symbolic importance. The father is
positioned as the supreme holder of power and authority within the clan. Consequently, family
members aspiring to emancipate themselves from his authority must inevitably assimilate his
characteristics.12

Mafia affiliates often display a tendency to identify with a “primitive and authoritarian father” and an
attachment to the mother, or rather to her imago, the fantasized maternal figure. In other words, the
mother represents what one desires to have, while the father symbolizes what one aspires to
become. This identification with the father is partial and emerges from feelings of hostility, hatred,
and envy toward a persecutory, authoritarian, and powerful paternal figure.13

A cult of the maternal figure is also present within mafia organizations. The mother is regarded as
the bearer of emotional and cultural heritage, so essential that the supreme leader is referred to as
the “mammasantissima” (the Saint Mother).  Mothers act as custodians of family honor and are
responsible for transmitting the mafia’s cultural code to their children, effectively forming a “hinge
between children and the criminal network.”  Their identity is often narrowly defined through
motherhood, which fosters a profound sense of pride in women, especially when they bear male
children.  Mothers play a crucial pedagogical role in perpetuating the patriarchy by presenting to
their sons a mythologized image of the father.  Daughters, in contrast, view the mother as a role
model and seek to emulate her traits to secure a position within the patriarchal system.

14

15

16

17

18

Women are also often responsible for managing family finances and mediating disputes,  and in
critical circumstances such as the arrest, exile, or death of their spouses of male members of the
clan, they temporarily undertake leadership roles. 

19

Children, or “children of the mafia,” are crucial to strategic endogamy  as primary heirs of mafia
culture and serve as the linchpin in the perpetuation of mafia clans.  A system of anti-social
values is transmitted to  children.   Boys are regarded as  legitimate  heirs  to  criminal  hegemony 

20

21

22

 Ibid., 1.12

 F. Di Forti, Immaginario della coppola storta (Chieti: Solfanelli, 2014).13

 Ibid., 1.14

 F. Vacca, La devianza criminale minorile.15

 O. Ingrascì, Donne d’onore (Milan: Bruno Mondadori, 2007); R. Siebert, Le donne, la mafia (Milan: Il Saggiatore, 1994).16

 Ibid., 16.17

 Ibid.18

 Anna Sergi, Chasing the Mafia: ’Ndrangheta, Memories and Journeys (2022).19
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and are exposed to mafia practices from an early age. In many cases, crime becomes the only
reality known to them.

The family nucleus, mother, father, and children, also serves to preserve an appearance of
normalcy to external observers. The projection of a conventional family image is part of a
deliberate strategy aimed at concealing the criminal nature of the household and ensuring social
camouflage.

4. The Intergenerational Transmission of Criminal Culture

4.1. Mafia Ideology

Giovanni Falcone remarked, “If we truly want to fight the mafia, we must not transform it into a
monster, nor think of it as an octopus or a cancer. We must recognize that it resembles us.”  With
this assertion, Falcone intended to highlight that the term ‘mafia’ does not solely refer to a criminal
organization, but rather to a particular way of being that is deeply embedded within the cultural
substratum of the social group from which it emerges.  The ideological framework of the mafia
reflects “norms and values, lifestyles, social behaviors […] and conceptions of existence that are
intrinsic to the social and civil fabric; that is, to the way reality is experienced and understood.” 
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This cultural environment prescribes specific behavioral models,  and underlying the term mafia
is what has been described as a form of “unconscious, automatic, and dogmatic thinking” that
perpetuates a rigid worldview based on absolute value dichotomies that allow no room for
ambiguity or nuance.  Mafia ideology is a way of thinking that becomes a philosophy of life, a
moral code, and a sociocultural outlook centered on a dichotomous conception of identity, where
“Us” establishes belonging and “non-Us” implies exclusion.
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Mafia ideology is deeply rooted in familial structures and simultaneously elevates the family to the
status of an absolute and foundational value. Virtue, morality, omertà (code of silence),  loyalty,
obedience, and honor exist exclusively within the boundaries of one’s family or clan.
Consequently, individuals are conditioned to uphold these values exclusively within these spheres
of social interaction, with transgressions threatening expulsion, physical harm or even death.
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Mafia ideology shapes both individual and collective behavioral codes, and the value system exists
solely as a form of service to the family or clan. In this respect, the mafia exhibits totalitarian
characteristics,  with the mafioso asserting moral superiority over the ordinary citizen and
compelling adherents to conform to a predetermined ideological tradition as a condition for
acceptance within the criminal organization.

32
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4.2. The Family as a Matrix of Mafia Socialization and Indoctrination

Within the family, individuals fulfil basic psychological needs for the acquisition of  identity  while
simultaneously undergoing the initial processes of conditioning toward mafia ideology.  The family
serves as a shaping environment that imposes and enforces saturated behavioral models that
must be replicated by its members.
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In this light, the family can be understood as a matrix that codifies the rules, norms, and values
governing each member’s attitude and behavior, known as the “code of honor.”  As Fiore asserts,
“these rules are unwritten because they are ingrained in the mind of each individual through the
extended process of instruction that the future man of honor undergoes within the family.” 
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The transmission of the mafia cultural code and its faithful reproduction are crucial for the
construction of a shared identity, minimizing internal conflict, regulating deviance,  and ultimately
sustaining the equilibrium of the criminal system.
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The mechanisms underpinning ideological transmission align with the concept of socialization
described by Luciano Gallino: “Any process of social interaction intended to transmit, either across
generations or among specific groups within the same generation, norms of behavior, orientations
[…] as well as customs and practices, spanning all spheres of life.” 41

Children, as previously established, are regarded as strategic human capital intended to
perpetuate mafia dominance across generations,  and therefore are systematically indoctrinated
from an early age within the family structure. 
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The formation of a mafia identity begins with early exposure to a value system that opposes
conventional society,  reinforced through the normalization of violence, weapons, and criminal
behavior intended to equip the child with the core skills required to become part of the criminal
organization. 

43

Mafia behaviors do not emerge as a contingent manifestation of criminality but rather as the result
of an intentional and structured pedagogical process.  It is possible to refer to a mafia
pedagogy  as a fundamental feature of juvenile criminal development. According to Cavadi,
mafia pedagogy is characterized by: Authoritarianism, imposing a rigid vertical power hierarchy
centered on reverence for the dominant figure; Amoral familism, which subordinates all forms of
loyalty and solidarity to the family unit; Paternalistic machismo, establishing a strict patriarchal
division of roles and the subordination of women; The principle of omertà, as an inviolable norm of
silence; Honor, which binds the individual to a regime of obligations; Devaluation of honest labor,
replaced by predatory practices; Violence, as the sole instrument for conflict resolution;
Instrumentalization of religious symbols, used to legitimize mafia authority; and distorted ideals,
including profit, opportunism, hyper-competitive individualism, and exploitation of the vulnerable.
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A striking example of mafia pedagogy can be found in the testimony of the mafia defector Emilio
Di Giovine, who recalled:

“Silence was normal. It was one of the first things they taught me. One day, my mother’s brother,
knowing I had seen two cousins argue, asked who started it: ‘Tell me, I won’t do anything.’ I
stayed quiet. But he kept pushing: ‘Tell me, I won’t do anything.’ I stayed quiet. Finally, I gave in.
It was a trap. As soon as I told him, he slapped me so hard my head spun for half an hour. I still
remember it well. These things don’t go away. After the violence came the explanation: ‘Look,
Emiliuzzeddinu, it’s not that I slapped you because I’m mad at you, but so that you’ll always
remember […], before saying anything to anyone, especially the police, think twice.’’ 47

This episode encapsulates the essence of mafia pedagogy, which sculpts behavior from early
childhood, embedding the individual into a normative system distinct from that of the state. Isaia
Sales, in “Le Strade della Violenza”, emphasizes that mafia socialization occurs not only through
explicit teachings but also through observation. Young people learn not only what is said, but
what is done.

Key to this process is the constant reinforcement of family values through a system of rewards
and punishments. Youth who demonstrate loyalty and competence are granted increased
responsibility and prestige, while those who deviate from expectations face harsh consequences,
and this fosters an environment where conformity is incentivized and deviance severely
discouraged.
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The child is socialized through a complex web of meanings that reshape their understanding of
right and wrong, honor and shame, obedience and rebellion. The acquisition of the mafia code is
not incidental but results from a gradual internalization of cognitive patterns and social practices
that firmly embed the child within the criminal milieu. 

In this respect, mafia pedagogy is not merely a vehicle of cultural reproduction but an instrument of
identity formation. The criminal trajectory of the child, therefore, is not an aberration or deviation
from family education, but its most coherent outcome. The child born into such a context becomes
a product of it and, entrapped by the “cognitive shell” of the family unity, is unable to form a distinct
identity.48

Ultimately, criminal obedience, defined by Lavanco and Di Maria as the “willingness to commit or
condone violent acts not out of personal motivation but from adherence to a superior authority
accepted without critical evaluation”,  reflects the coercive dimension of mafia pedagogy. It
conceals a latent compulsion toward violence as well as a fear of being cast out of the family’s
protective sphere.

49

The child subjected to mafia indoctrination therefore becomes “deviant.” According to Sutherland’s
theory of differential association,  deviance is the product of alternative socialization patterns
within their community. In reality, their behavior is norm within that system and a direct outcome of
deliberate pedagogical investment.
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Mafia pedagogy, in conclusion, redefines the parameters of legitimacy and illegitimacy. A child
considered deviant by law may not be regarded as deviant according to the family’s social
standards, and if the dominant cultural values of the family endorse such conduct, it may persist
despite any incongruity with the external environment.51

5. The Involvement of Minors in Criminal Networks

The involvement of minors in the mafia is gradual. Drawing from the analysis of Antonio Nicaso
and Nicola Gratteri,  this process may be understood as a slow progression in which the minor,
initially assigned seemingly marginal tasks such as passive observation, lookout duties, or
message delivery, becomes engaged in a preliminary phase of training. These responsibilities,
which may appear peripheral at first, constitute the initial stages of a deeper assimilation into the
logics of the criminal organization.
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As time progresses, the child, who has spent years internalizing “day after day, the elements of a
pervasive mafia  culture,”   assumes  increasingly  significant roles  in  drug  trafficking,  extortion,53
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and the management of the clan’s financial resources. Criminal training then unfolds under the
constant supervision of senior members who provide mentoring and guidance. At this stage, the
child is an “apprentice” who absorbs and learns criminal practices, ultimately becoming a
component of the mafia system. In this formative process, family meetings are important, as they
expose the child to the clan’s internal dynamics and offer a detailed view of the criminal
apparatus.  54

The progressive involvement of children in the mafia ecosystem unfolds through a series of tests
assessing loyalty and courage. Participation in violent or more significant criminal activities
represents a critical phase of this process. Each such act serves as a form of oath, a tangible
affirmation of the unbreakable bond between the youth and the organization. Over time, the
adoption of this criminal culture becomes complete, transforming the minor into a committed
actor.

6. The Recruitment of Minors in the Mafia: A Genealogy of Practices and
Processes

The primary agent of socialization, the family, is characterized, in mafia contexts, by value
conformity to the criminal domain.  In this regard, Armao argues that between these two spheres,
the family and the mafia, there exists:

55

“Relations that may be defined as interdependent, rather than simply causal, wherein behavior
within the family is oriented toward supporting or even reinforcing the clan’s rules; and,
conversely, any actions that may subvert the code of conduct are avoided. […] The mafia must
maintain this type of family, which is not only the most suited to supplying a first reservoir of
manpower for recruitment but also, more importantly, a fully consolidated ideological apparatus
capable of cultivating in its members a sense of belonging that ensures cohesion.” 56

Given the risks under which the mafia operates, the recruitment process of members is
particularly delicate. Catino, highlighting the potentially existential risks posed by the poor
selection of personnel, observes that mafia clans require “more reliable information about their
prospective candidates than legitimate organizations.”  According to Catino, recruitment takes
place along four principal axes:

57

1.Restriction of the recruitment pool to individuals from the local territory, neighborhood, family,
or prison.

2.Collection and verification of biographical information and assessment of the candidate’s
commitment to the criminal cause through prolonged observation.

3.Selection via an arduous initiation process requiring tests of criminal skills and strong
disincentives for entry.

4.Sponsorship by guarantors.

 Federico Varese, Mafias on the Move: How Organized Crime Conquers New Territories (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2011).
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Recruitment based on family ties ensures a high degree of reliability and discretion and positively
impacts the efficacy of the criminal organization.  Kin recruitment also mitigates defection risks,
since stronger familial bonds reduce opportunities for exit and create serious constraints for those
considering cooperation with the authorities, since it would entail implicating one’s own relatives.
In a context marked by vulnerability, where trust is critical and the risk of external infiltration
persistent, the involvement of already-known individuals significantly reduces the potential
complications of adverse selection  allowing for greater control and discipline.

58 59

60

61 62

Although kinship ties may sometimes engender centrifugal dynamics, such as the formation of
internal factions and escalating rivalries, mafia clans that rely predominantly on family-based
recruitment mitigate such risks through the establishment of higher-order coordinating bodies
tasked with resolving disputes and preventing the escalation of internal conflicts.  Male children
within the ‘Ndrangheta, an organization that exclusively recruits on the basis of blood ties, are
effectively ‘Ndrangheta members in the making, and involvement in the criminal organization is
perceived as a natural right derived from lineage. However, progressing through the ranks is
contingent upon the child’s demonstrated value and those who fail to meet expectations are
gradually marginalized.
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The testimony of Scriva:

“When a young boy is considered sharp, his inclination toward delinquency has been observed
and is clear that he possesses the essential traits to enter the organization, he is initially
approached by young affiliates and gradually integrated. The young man must also meet certain
family criteria. It is essential that his father never served the government as a police officer, his
mother and sisters must be regarded as respectable women, and his relatives must never have
testified against any members of the organization. Once these conditions are confirmed, the youth
may be inducted into the clan through an ancient rite that is still recognized and practiced today.” 65

6.1 Initiation Ceremonies: The Role of Symbolism, Rituality, and Status Agreements

Starting in the latter half of the 19th century, criminal organizations began to evolve by adopting
ritual ceremonies, internal statutes, and regulatory structures that came to characterize the mafias
as opaque, quasi-fraternal orders.  Mafias were therefore organized in a way that resembled
secret societies such as the Carbonari or Freemasonry, characterized by clandestine practices
and obscure codes of conduct. In this regard, Cesare Lombroso observed in 1876:
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“These groups exhibit a distinct form of organization. Almost all are led by a chief who holds
dictatorial authority, and, as in primitive tribes, is obeyed more for his personal qualities than
through any democratic consensus. They all rely on external affiliates and protectors in times of
need, and adhere to a kind of code or ritual which, though unwritten and impersonal, is followed to
the letter by the majority.” 67

Contrary to common interpretations that associate ritual practices with anti-modernity, archaism,
or folklore,  mafias are instead characterized as “systems of norms and rules of conduct, and
rituals with references to the organization’s sagas, cultivated and upheld both by leaders and
ordinary members. This constitutes a source of strength that allows mafias to succeed where
many modern enterprises fail […] and rituals are not […] crude and anachronistic remnants of a
lost world […] rather, they play an extremely important role in the functioning of the organization
and remain highly relevant today.” 
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Rituality is therefore intrinsic to the idea of mafia and the way these organizations perceive
themselves.  Rituals provide the mafia with opportunities for self legitimation,  for elevating
group membership, and for creating a sense of shared identity.  Ceremonies employ archaic
language rich in symbolic references, allusions to historical or mythical figures, and a quasi-
religious dimension that marks a rite of passage and the assumption of a new identity.
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Examples of Mafia Oaths:

The Oath of the Brotherhood of Girgenti (1884):

“I swear on my honor to be faithful to the brotherhood, as the brotherhood is faithful to me, and as
this Saint and these few drops of my blood burn, so too shall I shed all my blood for the
brotherhood, and just as this ash cannot return to its original state, nor this blood to its former
condition, so I cannot renounce the brotherhood.”

Tommaso Buscetta (1948):

“May my flesh burn like this Saint if I break my oath.”

The initiation ritual or “baptism” represents one of the most significant moments in a mafioso’s
criminal life as it marks the transition from being an “ordinary man” to a “man of honor.” In the
ceremony,  the candidate symbolically signs what Max Weber defined as a “status contract,”  that 
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is, a contract that entails “a modification of the individual’s overall legal quality, their universal
position, and social habitus,” transforming them into “something qualitatively different from before”
and simultaneously binding them in a “contract of brotherhood” with the other members.  In
essence, the initiation rite binds the neophyte to their group in a fraternal manner, creating a
relationship defined by irrevocability.

74

Case Studies 

Salvatore and Sandro Lo Piccolo (Cosa Nostra, Sicily)

Salvatore Lo Piccolo, nicknamed “the baron,” was one of the most powerful Cosa Nostra bosses in
Palermo. After the arrest of Bernardo Provenzano in 2006, Lo Piccolo assumed a leading role in
the mafia’s power structure. His son, Sandro, born and raised in this context, was educated from a
young age in the logics of territorial control and criminal enterprise. Both were arrested together in
2007 during a police raid at a villa in Giardinello, in the Palermo province. Convicted of murder,
drug trafficking, extortion, and mafia association, father and son managed a criminal empire
extending from local racketeering to international narcotics trade. Their convictions were partly
based on the discovery of a “ledger” listing the names of shopkeepers and entrepreneurs extorted
by the clan. Following in his father’s footsteps, Sandro handled extortion schemes and inter-mafia
negotiations, exemplifying how power transmission occurred directly through the bloodline.

Antonio and Giuseppe Pelle (‘Ndrangheta, Calabria)

Antonio Pelle, known as “Gambazza,” was a key leader of the powerful Pelle clan of San Luca, at
the center of a bloody feud with the Nirta-Strangio clan. His son Giuseppe continued the family
legacy, becoming one of the main actors in the management of the clan’s criminal activities.
Arrested in separate operations, both Antonio and Giuseppe were convicted for crimes related to
international drug trafficking and violent confrontation in San Luca. Giuseppe, in particular, was the
younger and more dynamic face of the clan, responsible for managing international narcotics trade
and serving as a bridge between the old and new generations. The Pelle family exemplifies the
dynastic nature of mafia leadership, in which each generation inherits control over criminal
operations as if it were a family business.

Edoardo and Massimiliano Casamonica (Casamonica Clan, Lazio)

The Casamonica clan, known for its control over parts of Rome, is notable for its highly extended
family structure, where even distant relatives play active roles. Edoardo Casamonica, one of the
clan’s historical leaders, and his son Massimiliano were convicted of crimes ranging from usury
and drug trafficking to extortion and physical violence. In 2021, wiretaps revealed how
Massimiliano, under his father’s guidance, had expanded the clan’s operations into money
laundering through seemingly legitimate commercial activities. The Casamonicas’ reach extended
to illegal real estate dealings and infiltrated government contracting. The Casamonicas’ case
illustrates how family ties are leveraged not only to maintain internal cohesion but also to expand
criminal enterprises into new sectors.
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CHAPTER 2. Understanding Family Terror Networks

1. Historical Context and Contemporary Trends

Within the landscape of terrorist threats, family terror networks can be understood as a “subset” of
individuals who, across the full spectrum of socio-economic, racial, religious, ethnic, and national
or transnational backgrounds, embark on a pathway of radicalization.  Manifestations of this type
of terrorism are not exclusive to any single ideological orientation but rather marked by a pluralism
ranging from “religiously inspired movements to national liberation struggles and from hate-based
ideologies to diverse forms of political extremism.” 
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The consolidation of ties between jihadist militants and local communities through marriage
represents an ancient practice deeply rooted in tribal traditions.  Several Arab fighters in
Afghanistan, for instance, gave their daughters or sisters in marriage to fellow jihadist
combatants.  More recent examples were found within the inner circle of Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi,
as well as Usama bin Ladin himself, who reportedly arranged his own marriage to Amal al-Sada,
member of a powerful tribe from the mountainous town of Ibb, in order to strengthen Al-Qaeda’s
recruitment efforts in Yemen.
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In their neo-contemporary iteration, family terror networks represent an increasing concern and are
observed in a multitude of contexts, including insurgent movements in the Middle East, Africa, and
Southeast Asia as well as homegrown terrorist cells in Europe and the United States.

Kinship ties are a critical factor in the involvement of minors with jihadist groups affiliated with the
Islamic State (ISIS/Daesh) and Al-Qaeda. Families that express political frustration or promote
Salafi-jihadist ideology significantly influence the recruitment process of children by groups like Al-
Shabaab, Al-Qaeda’s affiliate in East Africa, and it has been documented that nearly two-thirds of
the minors in Al-Shabaab’s ranks are initially approached by individuals within or close to their
family unit.  In the Sahel, many young militants have at least one parent affiliated with an
extremist movement.
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Parental figures act as catalysts in the radicalization process and in the co-optation of their
children into terrorism and terrorism-related offenses. As noted by Shiraz Maher,  families have
also been key targets in ISIS propaganda campaigns, portrayed as ideal models of a utopian,
collective, and transgenerational jihadist project. One of the narratives exploited in this context
promoted the state-building agenda of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, who, upon proclaiming the
restoration of an Islamic caliphate, declared hijra (migration) to its territory as an individual
obligation  (wājib ‘aynī)  for  every  Muslim.   These early waves of migration were essential to  the
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bureaucratization of the caliphate’s institutional structures and helped project the image of a
“pure,” self-sufficient Islamic state and solidified its political legitimacy. Subsequently, tens of
thousands of foreign nationals from more than 80 countries traveled to conflict zones in Syria and
Iraq to join the Islamic State and other insurgent terrorist organizations.  Among them, at least
4,640 minors were either brought by their parents to the conflict zones or born to families of
foreign fighters who had settled in the region.  In addition, hundreds of other foreign minors
reached conflict areas independently, drawn by Islamic State propaganda and its sophisticated
online recruitment strategies. The issue of Foreign Terrorist Fighters remains, even in 2025, one
of the unresolved legacies of the Syrian conflict. It has underscored the central role of the family
as both unit of an utopian jihadist society and a vehicle for the radicalization and exploitation of
children in terrorism.
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Kin terrorism is not exclusively encompassed by the parent-child dynamic but extends across the
broader web of familial relationships and blood ties, including siblings, cousins, and other
members of the extended family. Despite the varying roles of family members within intra-family
radicalization dynamics, kinship provides both opportunities for ideological socialization and
fulfillment of core psychological needs, such as reduced cognitive dissonance, the preservation of
meaningful relationships, and peer validation.  In this context, children may also face varying
levels of direct or indirect pressure to conform to the family’s ideological orientation, in a process
Donatella della Porta describes as “affective focus and cognitive closure.”  Ultimately, familial
bonds can serve as a powerful channel for the transmission of violent political commitments,
which in turn reinforce the very ties of loyalty that facilitated their emergence.
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2. The Family as a Pillar of Terrorism: Structures, Hierarchies, and
Organizational Frameworks

Family terror networks encompass both hierarchically organized groups and autonomous cells
that are either unaffiliated or only loosely connected to broader extremist movements.  In his
typological analysis of jihadist family units, Farhad Khosrokhavar identifies several categories,
including: the headless patriarchal family, characterized by the absence of a paternal figure; the
neo-traditional family, which replicates hierarchical traditions while partially adapting to modern
sociocultural norms; the secular patchwork family, often fragmented and lacking cohesive values;
and the jihadi fratriarchy, where leadership is assumed through fraternal or peer relationships.
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A family terror network emerges when one or more members of a given household demonstrate a
willingness to support or engage in terrorism, albeit through varying modalities and degrees of
involvement.   Within these units,  members  occupy multifaceted roles, ranging  from  leadership 90
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to execution, and from active supporters to passive enablers, participating in various phases of the
planning and conduct of attacks.91

Leadership and strategic decision-making typically reside with dominant family figures, who also
exert a disproportionately influential role in radicalization and internal recruitment processes.
While these roles, within a patriarchal framework, are often associated with the father or a senior
male figure, women may also assume active roles in political violence.
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Dean Alexander identifies, for instance, the Chechen “Black Widows” as women whose spouses,
engaged in jihadist militancy, were killed either by Russian military actions or during terrorist
operations. The term is commonly extended to encompass women who radicalize subsequent to
the loss of other close family members, reflecting a pattern of grievance-driven mobilization within
conflict-affected populations.

Alexander further emphasizes that family terror networks exhibit “a high degree of self-sufficiency,
autonomy, and flexibility,”  characteristics typical of informal and decentralized structures
increasingly observed in contemporary manifestations of terrorism, which, when interacting with
internal systems of “beliefs, values, power, and control,” enhance the network’s operational
capacity. The abandonment of a planned attack within a family cell is, in fact, considered
“exceedingly rare, as it would result in a profound loss of honor and irreparable disgrace for both
the individual and the wider family unit.” 
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3. Parental Roles and Gender Dynamics in Family Terror Networks

Intra-group dynamics of kin terrorism reveal a rigid adherence to traditional gender roles,
underpinned by patriarchal ideological paradigms and a deeply entrenched misogynistic
substratum.  Within jihadist contexts and most explicitly among those aligned with the Islamic
State, the family unit is often conceptualized as comprising “a mother, whose primary function is to
bear and nurture the ‘lion cubs’ of the caliphate, and a father, glorified as an Islamic warrior, both
united in the aspirational project of constructing a community (the neo-Ummah) under the supreme
authority of a ‘super-father’ embodied in the figure of the Caliph.” 
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In this gendered structure, women are relegated to subordinate and peripheral roles affording
limited agency and decision-making power.  The widespread perception of women in jihadist
movements as apolitical, irrational, and inherently victims  is, however, a reductive and overly
simplistic interpretation. Mia Bloom, in her analysis of women’s roles in al-Qaeda and the Islamic
State,  asserts that jihadist women are,  in fact,  subversive and transgressive actors who,  through 
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insurrection, seek to challenge the foundational constructs of masculinity and virility within
patriarchal settings.  This view is echoed by Kathleen Rice, former District Attorney of Nassau  
County: “There’s no doubt that many women were victimized by ISIS. But there are women who
actually join the fight, not on the front lines, but as operatives, as wives, as mothers.” 
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The involvement of women in jihadist organizations is therefore complex and non-uniform ranging
from severe forms of exploitation to active recruitment, intelligence gathering, terrorist financing,
indoctrination of offsprings, and the provision of logistical and operational support. Women are,
therefore, critical, albeit often underestimated, elements of the jihadist ecosystem. One
particularly salient phenomenon is their recurrent deployment in suicide bombing operations. 

Females, including women and girls, are often prioritized for such missions,  as sociocultural
constructs attributing a character of nonviolence to the female gender have been strategically
weaponized by numerous terrorist organizations. These perceptions allow women and girls to
more easily bypass security protocols and surveillance measures than their male counterparts.
In addition, the use of female suicide bombers elicits significant psychological and emotional
reactions among the public, fostering a climate of insecurity and vulnerability that enhances the
visibility of terrorist organizations and furthers their strategic objectives.
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Boko Haram, the Nigeria-based jihadist insurgency operating also in Cameroon, Chad, and Niger,
is among the most prolific in its use of women and girls in suicide attacks.  As of August 2017,
approximately 106 females, including minors between the ages of 7 and 17, had been identified
as suicide bombers in Nigeria and the Lake Chad region, and by 2019, women accounted for
56% of Boko Haram’s suicide attackers.  While Boko Haram is not the only group to deploy
female operatives,  its use of women and girls is significantly pronounced and associated with
higher lethality rates than male operatives.
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Another role assigned to women within the jihadist ecosystem is to ensure biological reproduction
and the ideological indoctrination of children, with a view to safeguarding the generational
continuity of the jihadist enterprise. 
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Procreation and imparting an education aligned with the group’s ideological tenets increase the
movement’s human capital and amplify its military, sociopolitical, and symbolic power. For this
reason, Mia Bloom argues that “terrorism is increasingly becoming a ‘family affair,’ with kinship ties
serving as a persistent risk factor in recidivism or re-engagement with extremist networks.” 
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The recruitment and exploitation of minors in jihadist movements, a defining feature of the evolving
dynamics of terrorism throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, reflects the capacity of
terrorist organizations to adapt to shifting conditions.112

The Islamic State, in particular, has fundamentally transformed the nature of children’s
participation in terrorism.  In territories under its control in Syria and Iraq, ISIS implemented a
systematic indoctrination program, overhauling educational institutions, reformulating curricula to
incorporate ideological precepts and military training and instilling “an uncompromising and
totalizing adherence to Salafi-jihadist ideology.”  Under ISIS, the radicalization and mobilization
of minors as spies, frontline fighters, suicide bombers, and executioners serve both to enhance
operational capacity and to ensure long-term ideological proliferation, enabling the group to
withstand territorial losses, evade counterterrorism efforts, and maintain generational continuity.
Unlike other terrorist groups, the Islamic State deliberately and overtly publicized its use of children
for propaganda purposes to obtain broader media exposure.  In the ISIS context, childhood is no
longer seen merely as a passive target of terrorism but as an active site of ideological investment,
where children serve as instrumental actors in strategies designed to sustain the jihadist project.
This is particularly evident in the role of children within ISIS-affiliated families as sponge-like
recepients of Salafi-jihadist ideology.  In this context, ISIS does not merely mandate marriage
and childbearing but actively positions kinship as a conduit for ideological transmission. Jessica S
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4. The Intergenerational Transmission of Extremist Ideology

4.1. The Salafi-Jihadist Doctrine

Salafi-jihadism is a binomial concept comprised of two interrelated components: Salafism and
jihadism. Salafism is predicated on the strict application of Islamic law as set forth in the Qur’an
and the Hadith, guided by the foundational principle of al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ (the pious predecessors).118

Jihadism, in contrast, refers to militant action undertaken in the name of Islam (jihad). 
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Jessica Stern defines Salafi-jihadism as “a branch of Salafism that considers any government
deviating from the implementation of Sharia as illegitimate and infidel, and therefore subject to
overthrow through the use of violence.” 119

Aligned with Sunni Islam,  Salafi-jihadism is embraced by those who interpret Islamic texts
through a rigidly literalist lens and actively commit themselves to armed jihad. It represents a
theological-political worldview rooted in fundamentalist dogma and the normalization of violence
in all its forms as a legitimate tool to achieve specific religious and political objectives. This
perspective gives rise to the most radical form of religious exclusivism, broadening the conceptual
scope of unbelief (kufr) and polytheism (shirk) and advancing a highly restrictive interpretation of
Islam.
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Salafi-jihadism also constitutes the apex of religious politicization. It not only seeks to restore the
Islamic political order in accordance with its historical archetype but also invokes jihad as a form
of retaliation against perceived tyranny and ignorance, with the ultimate aim of establishing a
global caliphate.122

Salafi-jihadism emerged in the early twentieth century following the collapse of the Ottoman
Empire,  and has since been adopted by numerous militant movements including the Islamic
State, Al-Qaeda, Boko Haram, Al-Shabaab, Ansar Dine in Mali, and other factions in Afghanistan
and Pakistan.  According to Manasir, in its modern iteration, the Islamic State pioneered a proto-
concept of Salafi-jihadism characterized by three defining features: sectarianism and the
widespread application of takfīr (excommunication), the establishment of the caliphate, and a
highly sophisticated propaganda apparatus leveraging advanced media strategies.
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The Salafi-jihadist doctrine is grounded in specific tenets, including: (a) Muslims are obliged to
associate exclusively with “authentic” Muslims and dissociate from all others who fall outside this
narrow definition; (b) governing in defiance of divine law constitutes kufr (disbelief) and any
opposition to the Islamic State is tantamount to apostasy; (c) all Shi’a Muslims are considered
apostates deserving of death; (d) the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas are heretical.125

4.2. The Family as a Matrix of Socialization and Radicalization into Violent
Extremism

The family context offers unique opportunities for terrorism. By its very nature, the family unit
constitutes an environment of high permeability to radicalization, since internal trust capital
facilitates the rapid and deep adoption of extremist beliefs.126
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The family unit, therefore, serves as a privileged conduit for the transmission of radical ideologies,
antithetical values, and distorted worldviews, playing a dual role as both catalyst and enabler of
individual radicalization processes. Familial networks have proven particularly decisive in youth
radicalization trajectories, often exerting a greater influence than individual grievances,
socioeconomic conditions, or other structural factors.127

The family serves as a primary source of identity, offering belonging and reinforcing internal
validation mechanisms through ties that promote collective adherence to shared views. Family
members are exposed to ideologically charged informational flows which are often accepted
uncritically, particularly when extremist ideology is intertwined with emotional dynamics.
Influenced by groupthink, family members demonstrate diminished capacity to question familial
precepts, resulting in high conversion rates to radical beliefs within kin structures. Ideological
transmission and internalization is, however, not a static process. Empirical research by Nicoló
Scremin  highlights the role played by life events and transitions in reorienting internal pathways
of extremism within the family either reinforcing or disrupting ideological transmission. In this
regard, parenthood may become an opportunity for identity renegotiation, acting as a protective
factor by fostering a return to prosocial values and promoting disengagement from extremism or
intensifying militant commitment through the legitimization of a radical pedagogical mandate. In
cases where parenting becomes a risk factor, as seen in individuals who conceive child-rearing as
a means to “protect the white race” or perpetuate the jihadist project, ideological transmission
fuses with the family’s educational function, and radicalized parents initiate indoctrination from an
early age.
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Jihadism subsumes the child into a monolithic self. Through the dreamlike heroism attributed to
the father and the extraordinary maternal self-sacrifice, romanticized, exoticized, and often imbued
with playful dimensions, the child internalizes a sense of contribution to a vibrant and organic jihadi
collective. This imagined community extends beyond the domestic sphere to encompass the
transnational ideal of a renewed global Islamic community (neo-Ummah).131

In ideologically oriented families, the child’s identity formation process is shaped by a binary and
manichean worldview mirrored by the rhetoric and meta-narratives advanced by jihadist
propaganda and takes concrete form in the large-scale manifestations of modern jihadism. The
dreams sold by the caliphate, for instance, partially materialized between 2014 and 2016, when
numerous foreign minors perceived an opportunity to elevate their social status - from anonymity
to “heroism” - as participants in a “sacred” mission within a global Islamic militant community under
the banner of Daesh.

Ideological indoctrination within families may occur through both coercive and non-coercive
mechanisms  and is observed across white supremacist movements   and  jihadist  organizations132
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alike  with parents either limiting exposure to mainstream content or severely restricting their
children’s access to alternative perspectives.
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The radicalization of minors is also significantly shaped by geographic, cultural, and social factors.
In small, politically and culturally homogeneous rural communities, where implicit bias and
prejudice may flourish due to limited exposure to divergent perspectives, parents tend to express
ideological views more openly and exert less direct control over their children’s education and
social interactions. In these contexts, the environment itself reinforces ideological alignment
across generations, reducing the need for explicit parental enforcement.  By contrast, in more
diverse and inclusive urban and suburban environments, ideologically oriented parents often
adopt more stringent forms of control, including by imposing homeschooling, in order to minimize
exposure to alternative worldviews and to directly manage their ideological development.

135

136

In these contexts, the child is deliberately immersed in extremist ideology and progressively
assimilates the parents’ worldview through repeated exposure to hate-laden language and routine
practices. This conditioning does not necessarily lead to immediate adherence to fully developed
ideological systems but fosters a gradual internalization of distorted narratives, weakening the
child’s critical defenses over time. In this respect, the family context operates as a semantic and
value-laden preconditioning environment, priming the child for heightened receptivity to extremist
doctrines, especially when such messages are reinforced through peer networks or digital
spaces. An ideologically oriented family environment does not, in itself, imply radicalization but
rather creates a fertile ground for the absorption of extremist narratives.

The dysfunctionality of the family environment also emerges as a variable in youth radicalization
regardless of whether the dysfunction is linked to an ideological framework.  Drawing on Farhad
Khosrokhavar’s typologies of jihadist family structures, the collapse of the family unit, marked by
paternal absence or inadequacy, poverty, social decay, or a deep sense of humiliation and
inferiority can result in deviant, rebellious behavior and, in some cases, in jihadism.  Through
radical Islam, the child regains a sense of dignity and substitutes the absent father figure with the
Caliph, a divinely designated leader, embracing extremist violence as a means to free themselves
from previously internalized stigmas. 
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Juvenile radicalization may also arise as a reaction against suffocating traditionalist family
models,  where jihadism develops in  opposition  to  established domestic norms and in pursuit  of
solidarity lacking within the family unit. The newly acquired jihadist identity is especially significant
because it is formed in opposition to perceived ‘others’ and provides an exclusive sense of
belonging that reshapes and reverses the individual’s fragmented sense of self. 
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5.    The Involvement of Minors in Terrorism and Violent Extremism

Families may play a central role in the intergenerational transmission of extremist ideology, the
financing of terrorism, recruitment, and operational support. Kin-linked operatives have been
identified across various manifestations of terrorism, including independent networks, state-
sponsored entities, and autonomous cells and this type of terrorism encompasses a broad range
of familial relationships including parents, siblings, spouses, and children, each of whom may
perform distinct roles on the basis of the group’s objectives.

At the family level, the selection and execution of attacks are contingent upon the group’s
operational capacity, the prevailing socio-political environment, and the extent of radicalization
among its members, often involving the full spectrum of terrorist activities, from planning and
coordination to execution and efforts to evade detection.

The involvement of offsprings into terrorist or extremist activities is a multidimensional process.
Children may be precociously introduced to radical ideologies that are legitimized and normalized
within the domestic sphere. However, the radicalization process of minors does not invariably
culminate in full ideological adherence or engagement in acts of violence and some youth, initially
attracted to terrorist causes and the sense of belonging they appear to offer, may later dissociate
and renounce the ideological convictions of the family. Nonetheless, ideological principles
internalized in the family context are often deeply entrenched as they are rooted in emotional
bonds of trust and protection. 

Parents or close relatives may exert both direct and indirect psychological pressure on children,
sometimes through coercive and intimidating methods, to induce support to the cause or compel
participation in violent acts. A child’s compliance is typically the result of complex interpersonal
dynamics informed by emotional dependency, and perceived moral obligations. At the family level,
therefore, radicalization takes place through emotional ties, and the domestic setting becomes a
means for ideological dissemination, radicalization, and militant activism. 

6. The Recruitment of Minors in Terrorism and Violent Extremism: A
Genealogy of Practices and Processes

The recruitment of minors into violent extremist or terrorist movements is a complex and
multifactorial phenomenon. At the familial level, recruitment processes are primarily relational in
nature. Far from being reducible to a mere process of ideological persuasion or individual
mobilization, the recruitment of children in these contexts unfolds through the activation of intra-
familial social capital. The family emerges as a privileged environment for co-optation, where
kinship, shared values, and relational trust rooted in emotional ties lower the cognitive cost of
ideological adoption and behavioral conformity. In such environments, the family serves as both an
epistemic filter and a catalyst for block recruitment processes, whereby intra-family social pressure
mobilizes the entire household toward forms of extremist activism.139

Unlike mafia recruitment models, where the involvement of offspring in the criminal organization
takes   place   through   structured   mechanisms,   family  terror  networks,  especially  in  Western
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contexts, exhibit an absence of formal recruitment procedures, and a child’s radicalization, as well
as the auxiliary or direct involvement in terrorism or related offenses that follows, result in a de
facto integration into the jihadist ecosystem. 

Belonging to an ideologically oriented family does not necessarily lead to a child’s engagement in
violent extremism or terrorism, but it does act as a significant amplifier of either vulnerability or
resilience, depending on the specific relational dynamics and the quality of the emotional bond
that connects the child to the family environment. In settings where intra-familial cohesion is
strong and parent–child bonds are ideologically saturated, the minor may internalize extremist
values as an expression of social belonging. In such instances, violent extremism emerges as a
relational continuum. Conversely, in dysfunctional family units marked by relational fragmentation,
absence of parental figures, or deficits in cohesion, the child may embark on a path of individual
radicalization as a compensatory response to identity vacuums, trauma, or a search for existential
meaning.

In such cases, a child’s adherence to extremist ideologies and potential involvement in terrorist
cells or formal affiliation with more structured militant movements does not necessarily result from
direct familial influence, but rather stems from the child’s individual and structural vulnerabilities.

Particularly complex is the role that kinship plays in child recruitment in conflict zones or near
conflict zones, where survival is often interwoven with high-risk dynamics and negotiation with
non-state armed actors, insurgent groups, or violent extremists. In such contexts, a parent’s
decision to relinquish their child to militant groups, whether for marriage, logistical support, or
direct combat, cannot be explained solely through ideological loyalty and must be instead
contextualized in light of compounding variables of insecurity, implicit or explicit coercion, and the
exploitation of socio-economic vulnerabilities by armed actors. For instance, documented cases
show that family members have voluntarily handed over their children to Boko Haram for
martyrdom in exchange for financial benefits and protection assurances.  A contextualized
reading of these dynamics necessitates close attention to the intersections between kinship and
the fulfillment of basic needs and security.

140

The model implemented by the Islamic State, by contrast, was exceptionally sophisticated and
reflected a logic of youth militarization. At the height of the caliphate, families were not merely
understood as a conduit for ideological transmission but as central units within a political-territorial
jihadist project. In Syria and Iraq, children were systematically indoctrinated and assigned
different roles on the basis of their age and gender, spanning propaganda, logistical assistance,
and, eventually, direct combat, as in the case of the so-called ‘Cubs of the Caliphate.’

It is essential to underscore that the ontological threshold marking the transformation of a
radicalized individual into a terrorist is defined by the passage to violent action regardless of
formal organizational affiliation. Participation in a violent act, considered the ultimate expression
of radicalization, effectively classifies the individual as a “terrorist,” and redefines familial bonds
from mechanisms of ideological socialization into vectors of active engagement in violence.
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7. Case Studies 

Hamza bin Laden (Al-Qaeda)

Born in 1989 in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, and raised between Afghanistan and Sudan, Hamza bin
Laden was immersed from early childhood in an environment marked by clandestinity, jihadist
ideology, and the veneration of martyrdom. Receiving both military and ideological indoctrination
under the direct supervision of Al-Qaeda leadership, Hamza bin Laden became the subject of
propaganda materials during adolescence and was portrayed as the “prince of jihad.” Following
the death of his father, Usama bin Laden, in 2011, Hamza gradually emerged as a symbolic figure
for younger generations of jihadists, aided by a carefully curated media strategy that positioned
him as the natural heir to the global struggle against the West. In 2015, Al-Qaeda officially
endorsed his role through audio and video messages that called for renewed terrorist activity.
Designated by the United States as an “emerging threat,” Hamza was ultimately killed in a
counterterrorism operation in 2019. His trajectory, shaped by intergenerational radicalization
exemplifies the relevance of family dynamics in contemporary manifestations of terrorism.

The Kouachi Brothers (Charlie Hebdo Attack)

The Kouachi brothers, perpetrators of the January 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack, represent a
paradigmatic instance of familial radicalization. Born in Paris to Algerian immigrant parents, both
brothers experienced early childhood trauma: their father died prematurely, while their mother,
suffering from extreme social degradation and forced into prostitution, died of a drug overdose.
Orphaned and deprived of a stable family structure the Kouachi brothers were placed in care
centers for most of their youth. Despite obtaining vocational qualifications, the brothers
demonstrated persistent difficulty in maintaining stable employment and exhibited a deep-seated
resentment toward the authority of the white employer, perceived as a modern embodiment of
colonial domination. The experiences of marginalization, poverty, social exclusion, and unresolved
childhood trauma heightened their vulnerability to jihadist networks. Chérif Kouachi was first
arrested in 2005 while attempting to travel to Damascus to join insurgent groups and later, in 2011,
he received paramilitary training in Yemen funded by Anwar al-Awlaki. The Kouachi brothers were
killed by French security forces on January 9, 2015, following the mass shooting they carried out
on January 7, during which twelve individuals were murdered, including eight Charlie Hebdo
journalists.

Allison Elizabeth Fluke-Ekren (ISIS)

In June 2022, Allison Elizabeth Fluke-Ekren, also known by her nom de guerre Umm Mohammed
al-Amriki, pleaded guilty to providing material support to a designated terrorist organization while
residing in Mosul, Iraq. Initially aligned with Ansar al-Shari’a in 2016, she later joined the Islamic
State (ISIS) alongside her second husband, a sniper unit commander who was killed in an airstrike
that same year. In the summer of 2016, she entered a third marriage with a Bangladeshi national
responsible for building drones for ISIS. In total, Fluke-Ekren entered into five marriages, often
strategically aligned with her roles in terrorist networks. Beyond the provision of material support,
Fluke-Ekren committed egregious criminal acts, including human trafficking, and coerced her 13-
year-old daughter into marrying a foreign ISIS fighter. Fluke-Ekren is also alleged to have
commanded a female combat unit, the Khatiba Nusaybah, composed of over 100 women and
girls, some as young as ten, trained in the use of AK-47 assault rifles, grenades, and explosive
vests. The Fluke-Ekren case underscores the convergence of gendered agency and criminality
within the landscape of jihadist terrorism.



CHAPTER 3. Minors between Mafia and Terrorism: A Comparative
Analysis

1. The Family Unit as a Vector of Ideological Transmission and Deviant
Pedagogy

The family is a central locus of primary socialization. It plays a crucial role in shaping a child’s
sense of self and constitutes the nucleus around which identity is formed, offering not only a
sense of belonging but also protection from an external environment perceived as hostile,
ambiguous, and potentially delegitimizing.

In both terrorist and mafia contexts, the family performs a pedagogical function grounded in
deviance, wherein the transmission of norms, values, and behavioral codes, whether aligned with
mafia or Salafi-jihadist ideology, relies on internal trust capital and mechanisms of emotional
validation and render children particularly susceptible to distorted, yet totalizing, perceptions of
reality. The high permeability of the family structure, already highlighted in jihadist milieus, finds a
parallel in the normalization of mafia codes through domestic education, where criminal attitudes
and behaviors are integrated into daily life and gradually internalized.

The family’s function as a normative agency is reinforced in both contexts through groupthink
dynamics that inhibit the critical thinking. In jihadist families, this manifests in a diminished
propensity to question violent extremist dogma, whereas in mafia-proximate environments, the
child develops a moral framework centered on honor, respect, and loyalty to the clan as supreme
values.

A further convergence lies in the psychosocial compensatory function that both ideologies
exercise over children. Jihadist radicalization and mafia affiliation offer frameworks for identity
redemption and mechanisms of personal elevation - the caliph as the ideal father figure on one
side, the boss as the emblematic role model on the other - through which the minor has an
opportunity to react to marginalization, social exclusion, or dysfunctional family dynamics.

Lastly, it is important to note that parenthood, in both contexts, may act as either a risk factor or a
potential vector for disengagement. The process of identity renegotiation triggered by the birth of
a child can drive an individual toward prosocial values and even cooperation with judicial
authorities or, conversely, be ideologically instrumentalized to serve the group’s goals.

2. The Instrumentalization of Minors within Criminal and Terrorist Agendas

Within both jihadist and mafia contexts, the child is not merely exposed to violent ideologies or
deviant behavioral codes, nor simply deprived of autonomy and individuality. Rather, the minor is
actively embedded within a family system that directs their mobilization and instrumentalization for
illicit or terrorist purposes. In kin recruitment, blood ties catalyze the cooptation of children into the
criminal ecosystem or terrorist operations.

In such frameworks, childhood is redefined in functional terms vis-à-vis the group, and the child
shaped as a strategic asset. This convergence between seemingly heterogeneous contexts
underscores how the instrumentalization of children, despite differing in cultural, ideological, and
operational specifics, shares a unifying foundation: the violation of their fundamental rights.141
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3. The Role of Women in Education, Ideological Transmission, and Militancy

The role of women within mafia and jihadist family units reveals significant parallels in the
intergenerational transmission of ideology and in the structuring of educational dynamics within
rigidly regulated patriarchal frameworks. Although the two contexts differ in sociocultural and
ideological terms, the role of women converges along at least three primary dimensions:
pedagogical function, reproduction of patriarchal order and activism under conditions of structural
marginalization or threat to group’s cohesion and stability.

Motherhood becomes the primary medium through which the continuity of the criminal or jihadist
consortium is ensured. In mafia-type organizations, the maternal figure serves as a bridge
between the child and the criminal environment, as custodian of familial honor, and as an active
agent in the transmission of the mafia’s cultural code, reinforcing also a deviant pedagogy
grounded in the mythologization of the father and the glorification of male lineage.

Similarly, in the jihadist ecosystem, the woman-mother plays a strategic role in ensuring both the
biological and ideological reproduction of the neo-Ummah through the early indoctrination of her
children. She therefore becomes a primary instrument in ensuring the generational continuity of
the jihadist project.

Both systems are based on gendered hierarchical structures that assign women a formally
subordinate but functionally decisive role. Motherhood constitutes a privileged arena for
exercising an otherwise impossible frontline role and enables women to act as ideological vectors
and guarantors of the group’s internal cohesion. This process is evident both in the pedagogical
functions of mafia mothers, who convey an idealized image of the father and criminal values, and
in jihadist mothers, who transmit distorted worldviews.

A further point of convergence is the emergence of deviant forms of empowerment, wherein
women assume active roles in leadership and militancy. In mafia contexts, this occurs through the
temporary assumption of family leadership in the absence of the patriarch while in jihadist ones,
through participation in suicide missions (also as a form of social redemption), recruitment
activities, and other auxiliary roles. 

It is crucial to emphasize that in both contexts, motherhood is instrumentalized as an ideological
mandate aimed at shaping individuals aligned with the values of the group. The education
imparted by mafia or jihadist mothers may be interpreted as a form of cognitive and emotional
pre-conditioning that instills deviant narratives and normalizes structural violence.

In summary, women in mafia and jihadist settings are central figures in the processes of
ideological transmission. Although formally marginalized, they sit as foundational pillars of child
pedagogy, ensuring simultaneously the adaptability, effectiveness, and longevity of the group,
and, in a broader perspective, of the movement or organization as a whole.

 F. Occhiogrosso, “Minors and Mafia,” in Encyclopedic Dictionary of Mafia and Anti-Mafia, edited by M. Mareso and L. Pepino (Turin:
Edizioni Gruppo Abele, 2013), 376. See also the report by the Italian Ombudsperson for Childhood and Adolescence, Marilina Intrieri,
at the conference Mafia Indoctrination and Parental Responsibility: Jurisprudential Orientation of the Juvenile Court of Reggio
Calabria, Italian Senate, 24 November 2015: “In the Reggio Calabria region, in 2013, a protocol was signed between the Judicial
Offices of the Court of Appeal District for coordinated judicial interventions aimed at protecting disadvantaged minors, including so-
called ‘mafia minors,’ whether as perpetrators or victims of criminal offenses.”
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CHAPTER 4. Pathways for the Protection of Minors in Mafia
Contexts: Judicial Approaches and Intervention Models

The necessity to address organized crime, an issue that has assumed markedly unique
characteristics within the Italian context, has required, over time, the development of increasingly
sophisticated measures. The progressive refinement of such frameworks has been, in part,
prompted by the very evolution of the strategies and methods employed by criminal
organizations.142

In 1982, the enactment of anti-mafia legislation through the so-called “Rognoni–La Torre Law” 
introduced into the Italian legal system a new and more nuanced definition of criminal conspiracy,
replacing the pre-existing provision within the Penal Code with that of mafia-type association.
Article 416-bis of the Penal Code  identifies the key features of this offence, including the use of
intimidatory force derived from the associative bond, which generates a condition of subjugation
and omertà (code of silence), and the organization’s capacity to establish relationships with public
authorities in such a way as to enable profitable infiltration into legal economic activities regulated
or financed by those authorities.  Presuming a hierarchically organized structure, additional
attributes include the exertion of territorial control that yields internal and external legitimization, a
reputation facilitating transactional authority, and a violent internal code of conduct in pursuit of
the organization’s interests.
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The Rognoni–La Torre Law represents a synthesis of legal and meta-legal notions and has
represented, in the words of Aldo Cimmino, “a veritable Copernican revolution in the judicial
approach to confront mafia-type criminal organizations.” 147

It is indisputable that minors are implicated in illicit activities led by the mafia. A “diagnosis of
mafiosity” concerning youth demographics was conducted in the context of the “Mafia Minors”
project, funded by the European Commission’s AGIS 2004 Programme (Directorate-General for
Justice and Home Affairs).148

Data provided by public prosecutors in the regions of Apulia and Campania indicate that between
January 1990 and October 2002, 148 minors were registered for mafia-type association under
Article 416-bis. Between 2002 and 2004, prosecutors in Calabria and Sicily expanded data
collection and reported a total of 61 charges against 51 minors, evidencing their repeated
involvement in multiple proceedings. A data point of particular significance to this study and to the
development of preventive intervention strategies targeting family members is that 40.3% of the
minors examined by AGIS had one or more relatives directly involved in legal proceedings under
Article 416-bis.  However,  it is important to  note that it is not standard practice for the children  of

 Elisabetta Cesqui, “L’Italia di fronte alla mafia,” Rivista di Studi e Ricerche sulla Criminalità Organizzata 3, no. 4 (2017): 5–13,
https://doi.org/10.13130/cross-9742.
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procedimenti per il sequestro e la confisca dei beni, art. 1. 
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14, 2024.
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mafia bosses to be charged under Article 416-bis,  and “not all forms of familial association
translate into legally demonstrable criminal acts, such that would allow the judiciary to detect and
formally sanction mafia affiliation through this provision.”  Therefore, the reported data does not
exhaustively reflect the reality of juvenile involvement in mafia-type organizations.
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The pronounced negative influence of adults on minors, coupled with the acknowledgment of the
“multi-problematic nature of certain family backgrounds,”  has been the subject of thorough
inquiry by the Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria. Its President, Roberto Di Bella, reported that over
the past two decades, more than 100 proceedings related to mafia association have been handled
along with over 50 proceedings for homicides and attempted homicides perpetrated by minors who
followed the trajectories of their parents under Article 416-bis, illustrating a “tragic logic of
generational continuity.”  In response, the Court initiated an experimental pathway for the
protection of minors that, alongside changes in judicial interpretation, led to a legal orientation
rooted in the overarching principle of the best interests of the child.
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1. Mafia Indoctrination, “Abusive” Families, and Parental Responsibility

Parental responsibility, as established by Legislative Decree No. 154/2013, governs the system of
rights and duties jointly vested in parents and that are to be exercised in the best interests of the
child.  Key supranational sources, including the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was
incorporated into Italian law by Act No. 176/1991, enshrine the application of children’s rights,
including those relating to education, within the framework of the best interests of the child
principle.  Parental responsibility is therefore not interpreted as an uncontested and arbitrary
power of parents over their children, but rather as a public duty (munus) to be exercised in the
child’s interest, in order to guarantee the constitutional and civil code rights, enshrined in Article 30
of the Constitution and Article 315 of the Civil Code, pertaining to support, education and
upbringing.  Within the context of parent-child relations, parental responsibility must therefore be
interpreted as a tool aimed at safeguarding and promoting the superior interest of the child, and it
constitutes the guiding criterion in the exercise of all parental prerogatives.
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The principles outlined imply that “the role of parents, particularly with respect to the education of
children, cannot be divorced from shared social values and the social structures in which the family
is embedded. Parental pedagogical action must align with those foundational principles of
collective conscience that society, at any given historical moment, deems essential to civil life, and
conversely, must reflect the interests of the child in being socially educated to become a citizen
capable of living in a democratic society, as envisioned by the constitutional framework.”
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The mafia family unit represents an “abusive model”  with respect to the child, fostering
adherence to the criminal logic by transmitting a value system that is antithetical to the rule of law
and inducing violent and deviant behaviors.  Insofar as it (mis)educates the child into
unlawfulness, the mafia-affiliated family can cause serious harm to the fundamental rights of
children, their development and formation.
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Mafia indoctrination can therefore be interpreted as a violation of the duties inherent in parental
responsibility, thereby justifying state intervention where the parents are demonstrably incapable
of fulfilling their educational role.  Against this backdrop, the protective measures adopted by the
Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria are grounded in the serious harm caused to the interests of
underage children, and in the incapacity of individuals affiliated with mafia-type (‘ndranghetist)
organizations to fulfill the obligations of parenthood.
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In order to protect minors raised in family environments closely linked to the mafia who exhibit
“manifestations of social dangerousness, a high risk of deviance […] and a lifestyle marked by
association with convicted offenders,”  and to ensure their regular psychological and social
development while offering them the opportunity to experience social, cultural, psychological, and
emotional contexts alternative to those of origin,  the Court developed a legal orientation that
prioritizes the exercise of de potestate judicial interventions, based on Articles 330 and 333 of the
Italian Civil Code, aiming at the suspension or revocation of parental responsibility.
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2. Limitation, Suspension, or Termination of Parental Responsibility: The
Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria

The protective measures employed to safeguard minors pursuant to Articles 330 and 333 of the
Italian Civil Code  by the Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria primarily involve the limitation,
suspension, or termination of parental responsibility and, where necessary, the removal of the
child from the family environment. These interventions are applied uniquely in cases where the
transmission of mafia values or the risk of violating the minor’s right to life necessitates separation
from the biological family, with the aim of “shielding them from an otherwise predetermined fate
due to their close proximity to a criminal and mafia-influenced environment and the transmission
of deviant values.” 
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These measures, which are preventive in nature, may also take the form of administrative actions
in response to irregular conduct  and involve placement under social services supervision, foster
care with another family, or care centers.

167

While acknowledging the autonomy of parents in educating their children, the Reggio Calabria
bench sets a “firm threshold regarding the content of the educational model to which minors must
be exposed. Falling below this threshold constitutes a failure to fulfill the duties inherent in the
parental role. A pedagogical model that contradicts the minimum standards that must guide the
upbringing of every child may therefore be subject to judicial review, insofar as it conflicts with the
responsibilities assigned to parenthood under the Italian Constitution.”

These types of judicial interventions stem typically from criminal proceedings.  Within this
framework, judicial authorities in Reggio Calabria have initiated actions culminating in the signing
of a memorandum of understanding, which stipulates that whenever the Public Prosecutor, in the
course of an investigation, identifies circumstances that may jeopardize the welfare of a minor,
such findings must be promptly communicated to the Juvenile Court.
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It is essential to stress that judicial decisions regarding the termination or limitation of parental
responsibility (de potestate)  are not discretionary but are guided by a pragmatic evaluation
model for assessing parental conduct. “Tavolo 10” (Table 10) which explored the relationship
between parental responsibility and mafia indoctrination, has articulated guiding criteria based on
the following dimensions:
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1.Case-specific evaluation through investigative processes aimed at determining whether a de
potestate measure truly ensures the optimal psycho-social development of the minor;

2. Interdisciplinarity between judicial assessment of the specific case and assessment of family
relationships, context, and the educational systems and processes in place;

3.Development of a comprehensive recovery plan for the minor and, when compatible with the
best interests of the child, the gradual restoration of family ties.

Accordingly, the Court emphasized that identifying the best interests of the child necessarily
entails a balancing of the child’s fundamental rights, including the right to be raised by both
parents and to remain in the family of origin, with the right to healthy and harmonious psycho-
social development, as enshrined in the founding principles of the Italian Constitution.171

Measures involving termination of parental authority are not intended as punitive or sanctionatory
toward the parent. Rather, they are to be understood as “an opportunity for the reclamation of
parental roles.”  Judicial practice has demonstrated that the effectiveness of child protection
interventions depends on their integration with prescriptive support measures involving the family
unit such as parental education programs or initiatives aimed at rebuilding parenting capacities. 
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The juvenile judge may, for instance, order the family to participate in rule of law courses or
activities that foster disengagement from educational models rooted in a culture of violence and
domination.  As emphasized by the Italian Ombudsperson for Children, the judicial protection of
minors should not be limited to physical separation from the family context but instead rely on a
system of interventions capable of ensuring both the minor’s right to a safe environment and the
provision of comprehensive support to the family with a view of enabling it to resume its
pedagogical role.
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In this regard, the Framework Agreement  between the judicial offices of Reggio Calabria and
Catanzaro and the Ministries of Justice and the Interior was established to “dismantle the family
unit’s adherence to criminal logic and implement intervention strategies aimed at offering, even to
adults, an opportunity to choose a different path.”  The agreement has led to the
implementation of the “Liberi di Scegliere” (Free to Choose) project, designed to provide a support
network aligned with judicial measures, as well as access to cultural, educational, and
employment opportunities that present the minor with tangible alternatives to a mafia lifestyle.
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By adopting an integrated and cohesive approach, the Court has markedly enhanced the
effectiveness of its judicial interventions and pioneered scalable methodologies nationwide,
coordinating the work of state actors across criminal, civil, and administrative spheres. As noted
by Judge Ramondino, the intention was clearly to institutionalize judicial practice and foster
synergy among regional departments and this approach allowed for the structured implementation
of judicial measures and the creation of an integrated child support system.

3. Outcomes and Prospects of Child Protection Measures for At-Risk Minors

The analysis of the impact of judicial and extra-judicial measures adopted by the Juvenile Court of
Reggio Calabria outlines an innovative model of intervention. Removal orders mandating the
removal of minors from their familial and community contexts have proven particularly effective in
assisting children exposed to high criminogenic density environments. These measures provide a
concrete opportunity for emancipation and serve as a preventive mechanism against the
consolidation of mafia-style delinquent trajectories. Data collected since the inception of this
jurisprudential orientation is encouraging.

In documented cases, including those involving only provisional removal from the family unit, a
significant improvement was observed in key indicators of educational and social inclusion.
Children resumed school attendance previously interrupted, participated in civic education
initiatives, and were involved in social programs. These positive outcomes were achieved through
a synergistic, multi-agency approach involving juvenile protection services, district judicial
authorities, law enforcement agencies, and trained volunteers including psychologists, educators,
and juvenile crime specialists. Wider analysis indicates the presence of a developmental potential
in the minors that often remained latent due to their socio-familial environment.
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As emphasized by senior magistrates  engaged in the fight against juvenile organized crime, the
effectiveness of such protective interventions is contingent upon the specific circumstances of
each individual case. There is no universally applicable protocol as each situation presents unique
variables, including the degree of internalization of mafia subculture, the minor’s level of
entrenchment within the criminal milieu, and the position of family members within the mafia
syndicate. Additionally, criminological literature and field experience establish that the efficacy of
interventions is inversely proportional to the minor’s age. Beyond a certain threshold, the child may
have already assimilated the deviant codes of the criminal organization, complicating efforts at
cultural requalification and social reintegration.
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A particularly salient dimension concerns the auxiliary role that this intervention protocol plays in
facilitating judicial cooperation from women affiliated with mafia families. The protection of minors,
achieved through their removal from the damaging environment and their subsequent reunification
with their mothers in a safe location, also constitutes a tangible incentive for defection from the
criminal syndicate. While cases persist of mothers attempting to perpetuate mafia indoctrination
among their children, an increasing number of women, following prolonged incarceration either of
themselves or their spouses, have expressed the intention to shield their offspring from a
preordained criminal fate.

In this regard, the Juvenile Court acts as a pivotal actor in the emancipation of women within mafia
contexts, relieving mothers of a burden that, under ordinary circumstances, would be
insurmountable if undertaken autonomously. This often results in a tacit, yet substantial,
acceptance of rehabilitative pathways established in the best interest of the child.  The
intervention developed in this domain has further generated “unforeseen ruptures” within the
internal fabric of mafia families and opened new avenues for legal, psychological, cultural, and
societal rehabilitation.
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CHAPTER 5. Terrorism and Radicalization in Italy: A State-of-the-
Art Analysis

1. Italian Terrorism: Historical Context and Institutional Responses

The phenomenon of Italian political terrorism, when examined within a global and European
framework, represents a paradigmatic case of trans‑ideological radicalization responding to a
peculiar sociopolitical climate. Between the late 1960s and early 1980s, an era conventionally
designated the “Years of Lead”, acute polarization escalated into armed confrontation and
large‑scale terrorist activities.  The distinctive feature of Italian terrorism lies in both the
multiplicity of its violent manifestations and its enduring nature, with ideological confrontations
spanning multiple decades. Compared to analogous European scenarios, Italian political violence
appears anomalous, rooted partly in the active involvement of elements within the intelligence
services and extra‑parliamentary political groups aiming to destabilize the democratic order.
This period was marked by social fragmentation and the co‑existence of competing terrorist
actors vying for ideological dominance and generating a pervasive atmosphere of insecurity
through frequent attacks.
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Statistical data from the period illustrates a sustained escalation: the number of active armed
groups rose from just two in 1969 to ninety‑one in 1977, peaking at 269 in 1979. That same year,
Italy registered 659 terrorist incidents, the highest annual total on record.  Between 1969 and
1988, terrorism claimed approximately 415 lives and left over 4,000 injured.  Despite this
intensity, Italian terrorism, whether Marxist‑Leninist or far‑right, ultimately failed. The government
responded with sweeping legal reforms aimed at enhancing police powers and capacity  and
created specialized counterterrorism units, such as the Carabinieri’s GIS, the Polizia’s NOCS, and
later, the SVATPI‑ATPI section of the Guardia di Finanza.  The scale of the threat justified Italy’s
adoption of emergency legislation (such as Art. 289‑bis and 270‑bis c.p.)  to address what was
deemed an exceptional threat to public safety.  These statutory measures formed a dynamic
and complex legal framework in response to “multiform and unpredictable” threats necessitating
extraordinary and rapid remedies.  However, the response was fragmented and reactive, relying
primarily on case-specific repressive measures rather than a coherent framework.
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Following the 11 September 2001 attacks, Italy formally incorporated international terrorism into
its criminal code through Law 438/2001.  Subsequent legislation, particularly Law 43/2015,
enacted after the Paris attacks, specifically aimed to curb Islamic radicalization, criminalize travel
abroad for terrorist support, and intensify pre‑emptive penal measures. The anti‑financing law of
2016 (Law 153/2016) extended this framework by criminalizing financial assistance to
transnational extremist networks and these instruments further enhanced surveillance, infiltration
and extended investigatory techniques beyond ordinary procedural limits.
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Over the past decade, lower thresholds for punitive intervention were established, yet a
comprehensive, integrated preventive strategy continued to remain absent, effectively positioning
a repressive legal structure as Italy’s primary anti‑terrorism instrument.

2. Radicalization: Context, Challenges, and Intervention Strategies

Several endemic and circumstantial factors have have contributed to radicalization in Italy being
less widespread than in many Central and Northern European countries.  Italy has experienced
fewer Foreign Terrorist Fighters, no domestic attack, and only small‐scale plots that were
neutralized pre‑emptively. Deputy Prefect Dr.ssa Caterina de Mutiis attributes this distinctive
climate to two main factors: a shorter timeframe since migratory flows began in Italy, and the
absence of a deep‑rooted third generation of migrants within its national cultural fabric.  In
addition, effective counterterrorism bodies and a judicial framework shaped by experiences of
domestic terrorism in the 1970s have enabled the development of a solid apparatus.
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Nonetheless, the terrorist threat in Italy remains tangible, due in part to the country’s symbolic
relevance in global jihadist narratives and the presence of radicalized individuals within its
borders.  Extremist ideology in Italy currently spreads through two primary avenues: digital
platforms and the prison system.  Social media accelerates communication, allowing extremist
actors to build networks, legitimize violence, and recruit,  and Italy is witnessing the early
emergence of an Italian jihadist community within digital spaces.
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On the other hand, the prison environment, marked by conditions of social isolation and in certain
instances proximity to radicalized individuals, continues to constitute a high-risk setting for the
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Amri, radicalized within a Sicilian penal milieu before perpetrating the 2016 Berlin Christmas
market attack, exemplifies this dynamic.199

Italy’s current security strategy relies on extensive investigations, monitoring based on indicators
of radicalization, and administrative expulsions for non‑citizens deemed security threats.  Yet,
this system remains predominantly repressive, with no corresponding investment in preventive
frameworks.
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Although radicalization has been recognized as a policy concern,  a legal definition was only
introduced with the Dambruoso‑Manciulli Bill (2017),  which defined it as “sympathy or overt
adherence to jihadist ideologies founded on violence and terrorism”.  The subsequent Fiano Bill
(2022)  built on this foundation by proposing comprehensive preventive, deradicalization, and
social reintegration programs emphasizing respect for religious freedom and human rights.
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Both legislative initiatives represents Italy’s first steps toward the development of an integrated,
preventive strategy to address radicalization.

 Case of Anis Amri, perpetrator of the December 2016 Berlin Christmas market attack, whose radicalization reportedly began in
Sicilian detention.
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CHAPTER 6. Developing a Holistic Approach to Preventing Child
Radicalization

The need to design a policy framework and a comprehensive strategy aimed at preventing
radicalization has been the subject of considerable reflection at both institutional and extra-
institutional levels. Today, there is widespread recognition of the necessity to complement existing
measures with non-repressive interventions.  The absence of large-scale terrorist attacks in Italy
in recent decades can be regarded, on the one hand, as a positive indicator, reflecting the
robustness and, in some respects, exceptional efficacy of the Italian security apparatus. On the
other hand, it framed radicalization as a limited and episodic emergency rather than a structural
priority, and this perception has delayed the development of a systemic, long-term preventive
strategy. 
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In its 2025 report to Parliament, the Italian intelligence services noted an increase in “cases of
radicalization among young individuals, including minors, and small groups who remain in constant
communication with foreign actors through instant messaging platforms,” highlighting that “the
young age of the individuals involved, a marked fascination with violence, limited or absent
religious literacy, and the presence, in several cases, of relational difficulties and psychological
vulnerabilities, delineate an evolving threat profile.”  The issue of youth radicalization,
particularly in light of the increased presence of minors in terror-related incidents and their
susceptibility to ideological influence, requires a critical reassessment and a significant increase of
resources dedicated to developing a broader strategy to address the dynamic nature of terrorist
threats, and the demographic and sociocultural shifts associated with violent extremism.
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At present, no country has developed a fully integrated framework that effectively synchronizes
child protection with preventing and countering violent extremism. In some jurisdictions,  sector-
centric models, partially overlapping in these areas, have been implemented. However, such
frameworks are often ideologically biased, fragmented, and lacking a multi-disciplinary approach
that comprehensively addresses child vulnerability. The Italian context exemplifies this
fragmentation, where child protection remains primarily within the socio-legal domain, while
terrorism is treated exclusively as a matter of national security, dissociated from welfare and
prevention strategies.
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criteria have been developed that place particular emphasis on individual background,
biographical information, and radicalization processes, which are considered essential to
understanding the phenomenon.  The judiciary has also become a main actor in developing
targeted interventions to address the complexity of radicalization.  Particularly relevant to this
study is the fact that the first Italian court intervention on radicalization involved a fourteen-year-
old Algerian national.  The minor, under investigation for incitement to commit acts of
terrorism,  was reportedly planning a lone-wolf attack against a school. Following preliminary
inquiries, the court ordered that he be placed under the direct supervision of the juvenile justice
social services and accompanied by a tailored rehabilitation and social reintegration plan. The
case is significant because it marked a precedent in the adoption of a coordinated, inter-
institutional and multidisciplinary approach to addressing youth radicalization.
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The intervention, developed under the guidance of juvenile social services in close collaboration
with psychologists, technical experts, and civil society actors, delivered a holistic response that
mobilized complementary professional competencies. In addition to psychological support, a
counselor was appointed to address the minor’s lack of awareness regarding the implications of
his planned conduct and to provide opportunities for theological reflection aimed at fostering
recognition of how violent extremist groups distort Islamic teachings. Importantly, in this context,
the role of intelligence and security agencies remained marginal, with these interventions
representing neither the exclusive nor the dominant institutional response. The court’s
intervention avoided the juvenile’s criminal conviction and facilitated a genuine process of re-
engagement with society, initially perceived as hostile by the minor, through the cultivation of civic
and social responsibility. 

Equally important is the recent “Memorandum of Understanding on Juvenile Subjects Embedded
in Criminal Environments Linked to Jihadist, Supremacist, Neo-Nazi, and Accelerationist Terrorist
Organizations,”  signed by the General Prosecutor’s Office, the Juvenile Prosecutor’s Office,
and the Anti-Mafia District Prosecutor’s Office of Perugia. Entered into force in March 2025, the
Protocol is rooted in “the necessity to enhance inter-institutional collaboration within the judicial
system to ensure an effective and coordinated response to phenomena of radicalization and the
involvement of minors in terrorist organizations.”  The Memorandum applies to all cases where
minors are implicated, either explicitly or latently, in conduct related to terrorism, extremism, or
radicalization. It mandates the activation of early preventive measures, with particular emphasis
on educational intervention and safeguarding the minor’s well-being.

213

214

215

 Radicalizzazione Violenta: Riconoscimento del fenomeno, 212.209

 Ibid. 210

 C. Caparesi and L. Tamborini, “Una metodologia innovativa per la deradicalizzazione nel processo penale minorile: L’esperienza di
Trieste,” Gnosis: Rivista Italiana di Intelligence, no. 1 (2019).

211

 Italian Penal Code, Art. 414 – Istigazione a delinquere.212

 Luca Fiorucci, “Minori e rischio terrorismo: Progetto per difenderli,” La Nazione, March 2025,
https://www.lanazione.it/umbria/cronaca/minori-e-rischio-terrorismo-progetto-270f48d9?live; Protocollo d’intesa in ordine a soggetti
minorenni inseriti in contesti criminali riconducibili ad organizzazioni terroristiche di matrice jihadista, suprematista, neonazista ed
accelerazionista, signed by the General Prosecutor’s Office of Perugia, the Juvenile Prosecutor’s Office, and the Anti-Mafia District
Prosecutor’s Office, https://pg-
perugia.giustizia.it/cmsresources/cms/documents/PROTOCOLLO%20MINORI%20TERRORISMO_signed_signed_signed.pdf.

213

 Ibid. 214

Ibid. 215 



48

Increasingly, parallels are being drawn between “mafia offspring” and young jihadists, where the
former are shaped by familial and cultural affiliation with criminal organizations, and the latter by
radicalization and association with terrorist networks.  The convergence between organized
crime and terrorism, particularly the role of family units in transmitting mafia and extremist
ideologies, which is central to this study, is also reflected in Italian judicial responses. Italian
jurisprudence has adopted models from both anti-mafia and counter-terrorism frameworks.
Despite differences in the nature, objectives, and sociocultural contexts of these phenomena, and
acknowledging the growing nexus between organized crime and terrorism, the family unit, whether
as a risk or protective factor, represents a common denominator. Accordingly, the overarching
objective of the Italian judicial response is to interrupt the intergenerational transmission of violent
ideological commitments and to prevent the cyclical reproduction of identity models rooted in
illegality, violence, and criminal behaviors, be they extremist or mafia-adjacent in nature.
Furthermore, both fields emphasize the need to safeguard the psychological, physical, and moral
integrity of children in these contexts, in alignment with constitutional principles and international
and regional legal standards, and stimulated important reflections on the exercise of parental
authority, religious freedom, and the best interests of the child as unifying concerns.
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Ultimately, judicial intervention in cases involving minors exposed to organized crime
environments marked a significant advancement, grounded on a preventive, educational, and
multidimensional approach designed not only to sever the minor’s ties with dysfunctional
environments but also to foster autonomy, resilience, and social reintegration. Although rooted in
distinct legal domains, these interventions share a holistic, systemic, and preventive paradigm,
integrating psychosocial and educational dimensions, and enabled by inter-agency cooperation
among the judiciary, social services, educational institutions, and local communities.

It is essential to highlight the scope of application of the Perugia Protocol, which explicitly includes
“family or community contexts in which radicalized individuals may influence minors.”  In
collaboration with the Anti-Mafia District Prosecutor’s Office, the Protocol mandates an
assessment of “appropriate protective measures, prioritizing recovery pathways and the definitive
removal of minors from high-risk environments.”  Given the recent adoption of the Protocol, it
remains unclear to what extent the practices of the Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria have been
aligned with its provisions. However, the Reggio Calabria Court’s experience, recognized for its
innovative approach to assisting minors in mafia contexts, provides a valuable precedent for
adapting such models to the prevention of child radicalization within family units. The inclusion of
removal measures within the Perugia Protocol is a promising indicator of the potential for
transferability, or at least acknowledgement of convergence, between these models.
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The implementation of an integrated approach based on a synergy between social protection,
legal interventions, educational and psycho-social assistance, represents a best-practice model
deserving of consideration in the broader context of  preventing radicalization among youth. 
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CHAPTER 7. The Italian Model and Policy Proposals

1. Lessons Learned from the Italian Model of Child Protection in Families
Affiliated with Organized Crime: Insights for Preventing Child Radicalization
within the Family Context

1.1. Preventive Approach to the Protection of At-Risk Children

The Italian experience has demonstrated the effectiveness of a preventive child protection
approach in contexts where children are exposed to family environments influenced by organized
crime. Within this framework, child protection is not solely activated in response to harm that has
already materialized but rather hinges on the institutional capacity to identify early warning signs
and preempt the onset of harmful conditions that may compromise the child’s psychological,
physical, and social development.

This strategy seeks to disrupt the intergenerational transmission of dysfunctional and antisocial
behavioral models, offering children alternative educational frameworks and nurturing
environments grounded in the rule of law. The guiding principle is the best interests of the child,
which necessitates the timely interpretation of risk indicators and the implementation of protective
measures to prevent the normalization of criminal behavior. Importantly, child protection in this
context is not conceptualized as a punitive response to the family environment but as an
affirmative measure designed to ensure children have access to free and autonomous
developmental trajectories.

1.2. The Best Interests of the Child

The best interests of the child represent the paramount consideration in all decisions affecting
them. Any intervention, be it educational, social, or judicial, shall be aimed at safeguarding the
child’s psychological and physical well-being and promoting their healthy development. 
In families marked by proximity to organized crime, this may necessitate temporary separation
from the family unit, where such proximity risks undermining the child’s safety, well-being and
identity formation. In such cases, the child’s best interests take precedence over the exercise of
parental authority, which shall, at all times, align with shared pro-social values and in full
conformity with legal principles. 

The Italian system recognizes that direct or indirect indoctrination into mafia ideologies,
transmitted through family pedagogy or educational practices, may constitutes a form of serious
harm to the child. For this reason, public intervention is not only justified but legally and ethically
mandated, with the aim of interrupting the cultural transmission of criminality and offering
alternative educational trajectories compatible with the rule of law and civic responsibility. 

1.3. Non-Arbitrariness and Assessment Criteria in Child Protection Measures

Any decision to revoke or restrict parental responsibility shall not be arbitrary or based on
generalized presumptions, even in cases where the family is embedded in a ideological
subculture. All decision-making processes concerning children, shall be accompanied by a case-
by-case assessment and grounded in a set of predetermined criteria, aimed at examining the
actual or potential harm as well the family’s ability to guarantee the child’s healthy development.

49



The assessment shall also involve context-sensitive analysis encompassing a range of factors,
including the educational environment, relational dynamics, and the potential resources available
to support the progressive recovery of parental competence. A child’s exposure to organized
crime or indoctrination into values antithetical to constitutional norms does not, in itself,
automatically trigger the revocation of parental rights, but is evaluated in light of its impact on the
child’s psychosocial well-being and development.

1.4. Engagement of the Family Unit

The protection of minors exposed to mafia-influenced environments is premised on the active
engagement of the family unit. Judicial measures that restrict or suspend parental responsibility
should, where feasible, be accompanied by targeted remedial directives addressed to the
parents, with the purpose of enabling the requalification of the parental role and the restoration of
educational competence.

These measures may include mandatory participation in education programs, parenting support
courses, and other interventions intended to dismantle violent, oppressive, or crimogenic
pedagogical practices. The dual objective is, on the one hand, to disrupt the intergenerational
transmission of deviant cultural codes, and on the other, to rebuild a positive and rights-based
parent-child relationship.

The intervention model, drawn from Italian jurisprudence and institutional practice, reinforces the
non-punitive nature of child protection measures, which are not intended to penalize parents, but
to promote educational and relational transformation within the family context. This process is at
all levels pro-actively supported and facilitated with an aim to ensure that the family environment
is reconstituted as a protective, rather than a risk factor to child development and within a
framework of shared responsibility and respect for the child’s fundamental rights.

1.5. Holistic, Multidisciplinary, and Multi-Sectoral Approach

The protection of minors raised in deviant or crime-influenced family environments necessitates a
systemic and multidisciplinary approach that extends beyond the temporary removal of the child
from the family of origin. It requires the implementation of an individualized approach facilitated by
the coordinated engagement of multi-sector actors including but not limited to juvenile courts,
child welfare services, educational institutions, schools, mental health professionals, and civil
society organizations with an aim to assist children in processing prior adverse experiences,
reintegrate into formal education, and progressively develop the competencies necessary to
replace dysfunctional or antisocial models acquired within the family context.

2. Policy Recommendations for the Prevention of Child Radicalization,
Violent Extremism, and Terrorism

2.1. Adoption of a National Strategy to Counter Violent Extremism

It is recommended that a National Strategy for the Prevention and Countering of Violent
Extremism be developed and adopted. The Strategy shall place emphasis on the prevention of
radicalization, with dedicated provisions addressing the specific vulnerabilities of minors affected
by terrorism and violent extremism. 
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At a minimum, the National Strategy shall be guided by the following core principles:

2.1.1. Rule of Law and a Specialized Legal Framework
All policies and interventions concerning minors shall be grounded in the rule of law. It is further
recommended that a specialized legal framework be established that delineates the rules,
procedures, protocols, and intervention measures necessary to address children affected by
terrorism and violent extremism.

2.1.2. Evidence-Based Responses
It is essential that all policies and interventions aimed at addressing children affected by terrorism
and violent extremism are evidence-based. To this end, it is recommended that a research
agenda be established and funded to increase awareness and understanding of risk and
protective factors in child radicalization, map emerging trends, and assess the effectiveness of
prevention, rehabilitation, de-radicalization and disengagement initiatives. This may also be
accomplished through the establishment of an independent National Observatory on
Radicalization responsible for data collection and analysis, and knowledge dissemination. 

2.1.3. Government Leadership and National Ownership
Governmental actors are encouraged to take a leading role in addressing children affected by
terrorism and violent extremism with a view to improving opportunities for long-term sustainability.
National authorities should seek to establish a dedicated multi-agency body to foster a whole-of-
government approach, accompanied by the establishment of a Coordination Unit and by the
development and implementation of multi-level action plans.

2.1.4. Multisystemic, Multi-Agency, and Multi-Stakeholder Approach
A holistic approach to addressing children affected by terrorism and violent extremism shall be
adopted, based on a participatory, inter-agency approach, and information-sharing among
relevant stakeholders. A holistic approach shall also leverage local resources and systems, be
tailored to the specific needs of each child, and guarantee coordinated and coherent processes
nationwide to prevent institutional overlaps, avoid duplication, and ensure long-term sustainability.

2.1.5. Specialized Training
All professionals involved with children affected by terrorism and violent extremism, including but
not limited to juvenile justice personnel, law enforcement, educators, psychologists, and social
workers, should receive specialized training and possess the competencies necessary to
appropriately and effectively assist them. This requires the development of modular training
programs, integrated into broader curricula and adapted to the professional specificities of the
various actors involved.

2.1.6. Ideologically Agnostic Approach to Child Radicalization
It is essential that all policies and interventions concerning children affected by terrorism and
violent extremism are ideologically agnostic. Past experience has shown an almost exclusive
focus on jihadism and an underestimation of other forms of violent extremism. A cross-ideological
approach is therefore encouraged to objectively examine the threat landscape affecting children
and young people, and to inform the development of efficient policies and interventions.

2.1.7. Monitoring and Evaluation
A structured and independent Monitoring and Evaluation  (M&E)  mechanism  should  accompany
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all phases of planning, implementation, and assessment of programs and interventions
addressing children affected by terrorism and violent extremism. Monitoring and Evaluation
exercises shall be based on clear qualitative and quantitative indicators, sustained by continuous
data collection, and focus on medium-and long-term impact assessments. Participatory feedback
from children and key stakeholders should be integrated to ensure adaptability and long-term
effectiveness.

2.2. Establishment of a Permanent Specialized Task Force on Child Radicalization

It is recommended that a Specialized Task Force on Child Radicalization be established, working
in close coordination with child protection, counter-terrorism and preventing and countering violent
extremism (PCVE) bodies. The Task Force should adopt a multi-disciplinary approach to
addressing radicalization and the impacts of terrorism and violent extremism on children, and be
tasked with formulating concrete proposals, including but not limited to the development of policy
guidelines and recommendations, in alignment with national legislation and international legal
standards.
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Conclusions

Contemporary terrorism is increasingly marked by the participation of minors in violent acts and
these manifestations consistently emerge as a dimension of the current threat landscape. In
2024, nearly two-thirds of arrests related to terrorism and extremism in Western countries
involved adolescents. From Austria to France, and from Germany to the United Kingdom,
authorities have thwarted attacks planned by minors, uncovered networks of youth reportedly
aspiring to martyrdom for ISIS, and documented a rise in the online mobilization toward extremist
networks, often transcending ideological lines.

Significant political and media attention in recent years has focused on the children of ISIS-
affiliated families and the impact of an ideologically-oriented family environment on their
development. However, the role that parental bonds play in processes of youth radicalization
cannot be understood through deterministic or linear models and instead requires an analytical
approach capable of capturing the complexity of interactions between micro-relational dynamics
and macro-contextual variables.

Within this framework, the analysis of intergenerational ideological transmission within families
and the pedagogical and socialization mechanisms that sustain it, highlighted in this study, fills
critical knowledge gaps, fosters a deeper understanding of the involvement of minors with terrorist
and violent extremist actors and youth radicalization.

Family networks, whether linked to terrorism or organized crime, are of fundamental importance
for several reasons. The family constitutes the primary and most influential source of identity
formation. By its nature, the domestic environment facilitates not only ideological transmission,
radicalization, recruitment and participation in violent acts, but also provides a context
characterized by trust, confidentiality, loyalty, and a profound sense of self-legitimation.

In the context of terrorism, family units may enable the diffusion and collective validation of
extremist doctrine. The radicalization of a single family member can significantly influence a
child’s development by exposing them to online propaganda or introducing them to extremist
dogma through other means. The family may also serve as a conduit for the recruitment of
minors, shaped by the quality of intra-family dynamics, emotional bonds, and the wider context,
be it stable governance, conflict or near-conflict zones. Kin recruitment enables terrorist and
violent extremist groups to mobilize operatives with reduced exposure to detection and external
infiltration. 

A child raised in an ideologically driven environment is unlikely to develop an identity that diverges
from that of the family, particularly when extremist beliefs originate within the family nucleus,
rendering the child’s identity formation largely predetermined and constrained by limited personal
agency. 

Opinions incompatible with the prevailing family worldview rarely penetrate the ideological barrier
of the household, and doubt, dissent, or dissonant attitudes and behaviors are often repressed or
silenced. Family members who promote violence as not only legitimate but as an individual
responsibility, along with psychological pressure or intimidation aimed at securing support for the
extremist cause, induce the child’s compliance by appealing to notions of duty, honor, and in
some instances, fear. 
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Various degrees of social withdrawal and insularity that characterize family terror networks
increase the influence that one member can exert over another and render radicalization difficult
to observe and prevent. Even when a family-based terrorist cell is identified, deradicalization and
disengagement programs may prove limited, ineffective, or be actively obstructed by various
members of the household. 

Through a comparative analysis of terror and mafia-style family networks, in terms of both the
nature of these phenomena and the relevant legislative and policy frameworks, this study
demonstrated how Italy’s experience in protecting minors from the influence of organized crime-
affiliated families may offer valuable insights for the development of holistic models aimed at
addressing the challenges posed by terrorism and violent extremism.

Italy developed a coordinated, multidisciplinary approach to managing minors raised in contexts
proximate to the mafia, combining social protection measures, judicial avenues, and reintegration
programs focused on education and psychological support. The interventions implemented by the
Juvenile Court of Reggio Calabria have shown particular effectiveness in countering mafia
influence on minors by offering opportunities for development outside criminal dynamics. 

The measures intended to prevent criminal entrenchment in minors are fundamentally designed
to interrupt the intergenerational transmission of mafia norms and behaviors and have direct
application in the prevention of radicalization, which, while not exclusively, also spreads along
family lines. 

The relevance of this parallel is reflected in the recent Memorandum of Understanding on
Juvenile Subjects Embedded in Criminal Contexts Attributable to Jihadist, Supremacist, Neo-
Nazi, and Accelerationist Terrorist Organizations, which extends to minors involved in terrorism
and violent extremism. The memorandum recognizes an equivalence between the transmission of
mafia and extremist ideologies, highlighting the convergence of anti-mafia and counter-terrorism
efforts in the protection of minors.

The interventions of the Reggio Calabria Court are grounded in the synergy between social and
child welfare services, law enforcement, and the third sector, with the aim of establishing an
integrated support system that facilitates the social reintegration of the ‘children of the mafia.’
Central to this model are the best interests of the minor, the application of rigorous case-by-case
evaluation criteria, the design of individualized approaches, and a participatory dimension, which
involves not only the minor but also, when cooperative, the family unit in the recovery process.

The increase in youth radicalization, alongside planning, support, and direct involvement in
terrorist acts, underscores the vulnerability of minors in this context. Far from being isolated
incidents, these dynamics also originate within ideologically oriented family ecosystems, marked
by internal coherence and sustained over time through complex adaptive strategies. 

In today’s security environment, the uptick in youth radicalizaion, compels to no longer consider it
a temporary phenomenon, but rather a structural threat. Like organized crime, terrorism requires
a comprehensive and coordinated strategy to be effectively addressed. By aligning institutional
responses with the scale and nature of radicalization and by leveraging Italy’s extensive
experience in combating organized crime, this study offered a compass to guide decisionmakers
in addressing terrorism and extremism threats. It also identified and suggested the key elements
for the development a preventive framework aimed at addressing youth involvement with violent 
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extremist and terrorist actors.

Security in Italy, and elsewhere, cannot be delegated exclusively to traditional counterterrorism
and intelligence agencies and effective strategies require the engagement of stakeholders at all
levels, public and private, and holistic and integrated approaches. Moving forward, efforts focused
on prevention, deradicalization, and disengagement of minors affected by terrorism and violent
extremism shall be prioritized as pillars of an institutional paradigm that both protects children at
risk and confronts ideological proliferation and terrorism in all its forms.
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