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Jihadi radicalization is highly contingent on several factors, among which social networks and 

pre-existing social ties with radicalized individuals are crucial. Social links are severely 

underrated in radicalization processes studies due to the challenging nature of explaining, 

generalizing, and demonstrating as an empirical variable. Nevertheless, they have crucial 

significance in adopting radical beliefs as they contribute to reinforcing and legitimizing radical 

networks and radical ideas. Radicalization leads, in some cases, to engage in violent action, 

like terrorist activities. Thus, comprehending the nature of the radicalization processes will aid 

us in creating new policies to prevent individuals from engaging in these processes. 

 

This research paper analyses how pre-existing social ties influence in the Jihadi-Salafism 

radicalization processes from the theoretical point of view and provides a practical approach 

by studying data on this matter applied to Spain. The empirical-descriptive methodology will 

consist of two sections. Firstly, we will use thematic analysis to gather information from the 

existing literature, focus on trends, and compare theories and concepts on jihadist radicalization 

and network formations, allowing us to create our theoretical framework. Secondly, we will 

use El Cano’s database of Jihadists in Spain (BDEYE) data from 2001 to 2018 to observe how 

pre-existing social ties and radicalization modalities in the two periods, from 2001 to 2011 and 

from 2012 to 2018, evolve. Our two research questions: (1) Are social networks, and 

specifically, pre-existing social ties significant in the process of jihadi-Salafism radicalization 

in Spain? And (2) As the Internet and social media platforms become prominent in the second 

period of study, will the role of pre-existing social networks still be relevant? will guide our 

research. Our case study will observe the data and test our hypothesis, “social networks, 

especially pre-existing social ties, are essential in adopting radical jihadist beliefs in Spain in 

the two periods.” 

 

The Jihadi-Salafism ideology consists of a rigorous and literal interpretation of the sacred texts 

(Moghadam, 2008). Nevertheless, terrorist groups, like Al-Qaeda, use these texts and provide 

additional tactics, goals, and strategies to pursue their objectives. Multiple variables, like 

socioeconomic factors, influence individuals who engage in Jihadi-Salafist radicalization 

processes. Still, Malthaner (2018), Sageman (2004, 2008), and other authors have proved that 

social ties are highly relevant in shaping individual pathways to adopting radical beliefs. Social 

network analysis allows us to comprehend that individuals need to interact socially, leading to 

the emergence of radical networks when radicalized individuals interact and gather. 

Mobilization via pre-existing social ties allows radical networks to create more engagement 

and participation among participants and permit recruitment via kinship and friendship 

(McAdam, 1986; Della Porta, 1992; Diani, 2013). 

 

In Spain, radicalization processes do not occur in a balanced and distributed way; instead, we 

find radicalization bags concentrated in Autonomous Communities like Catalonia, Madrid, and 

Ceuta y Melilla. As radicalization processes focus on some areas, this could indicate the 

presence of radical networks and, therefore, pre-existing social ties. BDEYE’s data shows that 

eight out of ten radicalized individuals in Spain had some pre-existing social ties, which 

confirms our hypothesis. When pre-existing social ties existed, friendship, kinship, and 

relations within the same neighbourhood allowed individuals to engage in radicalization 
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processes. Radical agents in the family or friend groups will instrumentalize their social 

connections for recruitment purposes or influence other members and expand the radical 

network they belong to.  

 

As to the radicalization modalities in Spain, there is a decrease in the offline modality and 

increased relevance of the mixed and online modalities from one period to the other. Virtual 

spaces, the low cost of maintaining social media platforms and websites, and the diffusion of 

jihadist propaganda have let social media channels increase their importance, changing trends 

in the two periods. As a result, radical networks, radical agents, and individuals seeking to 

expand their networks have diversified their recruitment methods. However, the change in 

pattern does not decrease the importance of pre-existing social ties to virtual communities as 

the mixed and offline modality in the second period gathered 71,9% of individuals. In other 

words, seven out of ten individuals radicalized with pre-existing social ties or as part of a 

radical network.  

 

To conclude, using social network lenses and existing publications on pre-existing social ties 

has aided us in understanding the importance of this variable on Jihadist radicalization 

processes. Our case study has confirmed our hypothesis and answered our two research 

questions. Social networks and pre-existing social ties are crucial in radicalization processes, 

including in Spain, as they shape, reinforce, and validate radical beliefs. Furthermore, despite 

the change in patterns in radicalization processes in the periods studied due to the expansion of 

the Internet and social media channels, social ties are still incredibly relevant in aiding radical 

networks in recruiting new members, primarily via kinship and friendship.1 
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