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Abstract 
 

The following thesis seek to examine the area of resilience in the context of violent Islamic 

extremism in Sweden. Its goal is to probe a theoretical typology of resilience to explore its 

contribution to a more precise description of local resilience against violent Islamic extremism 

in Sweden. The aim is explored through the systematization of four resilience approaches 

believed to be useful in the context of violent extremism; the Homeostatic approach, the 

Autopoietic approach, the Micro-politics approach and the Civic approach. Local resilience is 

analyzed within a single case study by using nine interviews, national and local strategies 

against violent extremism as well as a grounded theory approach to qualitative data analysis. 

The research identifies that the most prominent factors perceived to characterize local resilience 

consist of work to promote democracy, human rights and equality. Another finding is that the 

systematization of the field can contribute to a clearer description of perceived characteristics 

and local resilience, enabling the realization of differences in resilience approaches and the 

division of them connected to different levels in society. Another finding is the potential 

difference in resilience perceptions which can be identified between actors forming strategies 

and actors implementing the same strategies. 
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1 Introduction 
 

In 2016 it was estimated that 300 people had left Sweden to fight for and join Islamist groups, 

especially the Islamic State. Later on, the Swedish Security Service noted that 115 of these 

individuals had returned to Sweden. They have been looked upon as potential threats and since 

then several policy initiatives in Sweden have been aimed at preventing radicalization and 

increasing attack preparedness. The debate regarding prevention grew even stronger after the 

2017 terrorist attack on Drottninggatan in Stockholm. Prevention on the local level has been 

put forward as an important element in the work against violent extremism and focus has shifted 

towards municipalities (Wimelius et al. 2018:1). It has been argued that preventive work against 

violent extremism cannot be handled exclusively with crime prevention and repressive 

measures from authority level. An increasing number of municipalities in Sweden are today 

participating in the work against violent extremism. It seems that community workers, local 

police and the civil society have an important role in the work to prevent violent extremism 

(National coordinator against violent extremism 2016:2).  

 

The area of preventive measures in the context of violent extremism suffers from knowledge 

gaps and lack of scientifically evaluated methods and means, the area is therefore limited (SOU 

2017:244). The individuals leaving Sweden to travel to conflict areas mostly constitute a threat 

towards the local civilian population, however, in a later stage they can return with the intention 

to commit crimes in the home arena (Ranstorp et al. 2015:9). Resilience in terrorism studies is 

often shortly referred to as “a description of how well societies navigate through adversity” 

(Wimelius et al. 2018:5). A resilience perspective on the prevention of radicalization and 

violent extremism can enable a discussion of multiple and complex risk factors at the individual 

and societal level, also including protective factors to prevent radicalization (SOU 2017:240).  

 

There are three identified directions of violent extremism in Sweden; right wing extremism, left 

wing extremism and Islamic extremism. The different violent extremist milieus have several 

similarities but also demonstrate essential differences, which are of great interest in preventive 

work. The most significant unifying factor is their view of violence as a legitimate measure to 

reach change for a political or ideological purpose. The milieus affect each other and are 

nourished by increased polarization (National coordinator against violent extremism 2016:7-8). 

Regarding the number of individuals in the extremist milieus in Sweden, the Swedish Security 
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Service estimates that the majority (about 2000) are active in the violent Islamic extremist 

milieu (Holgersson 2019:347). Actors in violent Islamic extremism are believed to constitute 

the gravest threat against Sweden and Swedish interests. One threat involved young men 

traveling to Syria and Iraq to join IS and the risk of terror attacks after their return. Another 

threat is that the travelers can be perceived as martyrs and influence other individuals to travel 

and join combats abroad (National coordinator against violent extremism 2016:7-8).  

 

Resilience as a concept has recently influenced multiple social science areas, becoming a known 

yet under-theorized concept. It appears in discussions regarding areas of corporate risk analysis, 

development policy, public health, psychology of trauma, international economics and national 

security. After 9/11 and the following changes to homeland security in the US, resilience 

approaches have been used among agencies connected to the coordination of security responses 

to critical infrastructure, climate change, terrorism, natural disasters and pandemics (Walker & 

Cooper 2011:144). There is a need for empirical studies connecting crisis preparedness and 

violent extremism where experiences from the local level should be studied and analysed, in 

other words, local resilience needs to be systematically studied (SOU 2017:244). 

 

1.1 Research problem 
 

With the introduction in mind, there are several factors contributing to the choice of research 

problem in this paper. First, the problems and threats from extremist milieus in Sweden 

requiring preventive measures. Second, the new focus towards the local level’s potential 

contribution to the prevention of violent extremism. Third and finally, there has been a growing 

focus on resilience as a strategy in several new areas and it can be argued that this new focus 

and use of resilience has developed without close examination of the concept in each of these 

areas.  

 

Therefore, it can be argued that resilience requires close examination to more fully describe its 

characteristics in each area where it is used. Resilience is an ambiguous concept with multiple 

meanings. Therefore, it becomes interesting to examine how the concept is perceived by actors 

within the context, since their different understandings could have important consequences. 

Resilience as a concept is used increasingly even though the existing empirical studies in the 

different new areas are non-sufficient. Therefore, this paper intends to examine how the concept 

of local resilience is perceived in the context of violent Islamic extremism in Sweden. This 
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examination requires a categorization by producing a typology of resilience from the literature 

in the area.  

 

1.2 Aim and research questions 

 

As previously stated, there is a need for empirical examination of local resilience in the context 

of radicalization and violent extremism. This paper therefore intends to empirically examine 

local resilience against violent Islamic extremism in Sweden. This will be conducted through 

the perspectives of how local and central actors understand local resilience in the context of 

violent extremism and how resilience is referred to in national and local strategies in the area. 

The aim of this paper is to probe a theoretical typology of resilience to explore its contribution 

to a more precise description of local resilience against violent Islamic extremism in Sweden.  

 

Theories of resilience might be able to shed light upon the prerequisites of what a less violent 

extremist society can look like. In order to delimit this study not all approaches to violent 

extremism will be studied. This paper will only focus on violent Islamic extremism. This will 

be done since the direction of violent extremism in focus affects how preventive work should 

be conducted (National coordinator against violent extremism 2016:8). The direction of violent 

Islamic extremism was chosen because of its perceived situation to constitute the gravest threat 

to Sweden and Swedish interests today (National coordinator against violent extremism 2016:7-

8). Also, that the majority of individuals in extremist milieus are believed to exist in the violent 

Islamic extremist milieu (Holgersson 2019:346). Sweden furthermore ranks number three 

among countries with the highest number of foreign fighters from EU Member states per capita 

(ICCT 2016:51) which makes this direction highly relevant in the Swedish context.  

 

The research questions to be answered in this paper are; 

 

1. In the context of violent Islamic extremism, how do local and central actors perceive to 

characterize local resilience in Sweden? 

 

2. How can a typology of resilience contribute to a clearer description of the perception 

of local resilience in the context of violent Islamic extremism? 
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In the theoretical framework, the broad area of resilience has been used in order to create a 

theoretical typology of resilience believed to be useful in the analysis of what characterizes 

local resilience in the context of violent Islamic extremism. A typology of four different 

resilience theories will be used to probe if they can be useful in reaching a more precise 

description of resilience. Resilience is an ambiguous concept, the following quote puts it like 

this; “We acknowledge the long history of the concept of resilience with its many articulations, 

iterations and positive attributes. However, it is an elusive concept in need of structuring” 

(Olsson et al. 2017: 49). At the same time, there is no systematic compilation of the broad area 

of resilience in the context of violent extremism. In order to conduct this study, a systematic 

mapping of some of these approaches is required. This will be a part of this paper’s contribution 

to the research area of local resilience in the context of violent Islamic extremism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

2 Previous research  
 
In this section, previous research on the area of resilience will be presented. Beginning with 

original definitions of resilience followed by a brief presentation of resilience in the context of 

violent extremism and the identified research gap this paper intends to contribute to. 

 

Resilience is a contested concept and various definitions can be found in differing areas of 

application. However, one original definition of resilience can be traced back to Holling (1973) 

where resilience was discussed in connection to ecological systems (Tierney 2014:164). 

Holling originally presented a definition of resilience as a “measure of the persistence of 

systems and their ability to absorb change and disturbance” (Holling 1973:14). The concept of 

resilience has been applied in various areas like economics and environmental sustainability. 

However, regardless of area of application resilience has generally been presented as including 

ability to resist disruption, absorptive capacity, ability ty remain stable, bounce back and restore 

functions of disrupted systems (Tierney 2014:164). Public health literature often refers to 

resilience as a community’s ability to bounce back from disaster or disruption, and not the 

ability to prevent crises from happening (Wimelius et al. 2018:7). Research on disaster 

resilience also varies in their definitions. Still, one famous definition by Norris and colleagues 

is “a process linking a set of adaptive capacities to a positive trajectory of functioning and 

adaptation after a disturbance” (Norris et al. 2008:130). 

 

The focus on resilience within terrorism studies signals an increasing focus on protective factors 

rather than an exclusive focus on risk factors (Wimelius et al. 2018:2). There is no consensus 

about exactly what radicalization means and researchers often develop their own definitions. 

This is problematic since it results in different conclusions being drawn regarding the causes of 

radicalization as well as the consequences for preventive work at the local level (SOU 

2017:228-229). According to Ellis and Abdi (2017) regarding resilience in the context of violent 

extremism, the threat can be viewed to consist of violent extremist’s potential to recruit 

individuals to engage in violence towards their cause. A successful adaptation towards this 

threat could be that the community comes together so that its members stops being vulnerable 

to that threat. Therefore, to become resilient, the ability to inherently reduce potential risk 

factors or vulnerabilities and promote protective conditions or experiences are required (Ellis 

& Abdi 2017:291). 
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Previous research identifies that community resilience to militant Islamism consists of social 

capital as the importance of families and close social relations. An identified trust gap was 

found between civil society and local government, therefore trust building was identified as 

important to community resilience. Multicultural networks were also believed to be important 

(Dalgaard-Nielsen & Schack 2016:321). Further findings in previous research on local 

resilience can be found in an article by Wimelius et al. (2018). They conclude that local 

resilience can be promoted by adaptation, flexibility and cultural competence. Additional 

important factors were identified as collaboration, social ties, capacity building and social 

networks (Wimelius et al. 2018:13). Also argued to be important was initial mapping of existing 

strengths and resources in communities (Wimelius et al. 2018:13). According to Ellis and Abdi 

(2017) community resilience should be built with true partnerships, social networks and 

identity. They also raised that in building resilience it is important to avoid overemphasis “on 

one particular group as vulnerable to violent extremis ideology” since that could lead to 

discrimination (Ellis & Abdi 2017:297). 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, the area of resilience in the context of violent extremism 

suffers from research gaps (SOU 2017:245). And “even as resilience has gained traction in 

national security strategies and debates as a goal and a means to counter violent extremism, its 

exact definitions remain unclear” (Dalgaard-Nielsen & Schack 2016:310). There are few 

empirical studies and therefore, deeper knowledge and understandings of resilience 

characteristics against violent extremism is needed. Knowledge in this area must develop in 

order to open for more informed discussions (Dalgaard-Nielsen & Schack 2016:310). Weine 

and Ahmed (2012) puts it like this; “Though resilience has been increasingly cited by terrorism 

experts and policymakers as an essential consideration when developing programs to counter 

violent extremism, research on resilience has not yet been systematically applied in this 

context” (Weine & Ahmed 2012:7). With this identified research gap in mind, this paper aims 

at systematically examining a theoretical typology of resilience to explore its contribution to a 

clearer description of local resilience in the context of violent extremism in Sweden. 
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3 Theoretical framework 
 

In this section, the theoretical framework will be presented. Adopting the ontological 

assumption of constructivism where concepts such as resilience are not pregiven but socially 

constructed, since the existence of social concepts depends on human agreement (Gheciu & 

Wohlforth 2018:89). This paper therefore intends to describe the area of resilience by getting 

inside the social world and try to learn how it is conceptualized and understood (Blaikie & 

Priest 2017:77) by actors working in contact with the concept of resilience, and in national and 

local strategies. The assumption is therefore that resilience is a concept which does not have an 

inherent meaning, but the meaning depends on how it is perceived by social actors. A theoretical 

typology of four different resilience approaches will be presented and used in the analysis as to 

probe its contribution to describe what resilience is perceived as in the context of violent 

extremism in Sweden. The types will be used throughout this paper as the theoretical 

framework, informing empirics and analysis.  

 

3.1 Definitions 

 

The following definitions of violent extremism and violent Islamic extremism are multiple, 

varying and important to this study. They are frequently used in varying contexts which makes 

them hard to apply with a strict definition. This paper does not aim to address this problem or 

solve it. The definitions have been chosen from a pragmatic approach, building on them being 

established and frequently used. 

 

Violent extremism can be defined as a group of individuals, networks or organizations united 

by ideological ideas that are antidemocratic since the ideology consent to and legitimates 

violence and other crimes as measures to reach ideological goals. Democracy is not seen as a 

legitimate means of governance and crime is believed to be a legitimate way to undermine 

democracy. Ideologically motivated crime are those crimes committed within a violent 

extremism milieu and can be politically or religiously motivated (Government Offices of 

Sweden 2017:4). 

 

Islamic refers to an approach where Islam is perceived as a social order, including political 

perspectives. The word Islamism is often used to describe the orientation seeing Islam as 
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universal and the ideologic model for the governance of a nation, in contrast to the approach 

where Islam is seen as a religion.  

 

Islamic extremism is an extreme interpretation of the Koran and is much unlike the conventional 

view of Islam as a religion (Ministry of Justice 2014:22).  

 

Violent Islamic extremism is in this paper referred to as a security threatening activity motivated 

by Islamic arguments with the goal to, by means of violence or threat, change a society in an 

undemocratic direction (The Swedish Security Service 2010:9). 

 

3.2 Typology of resilience 

 

The following typology can be read as a summary of the field of resilience regarding the broad 

approaches to resilience that are believed to be of importance in the context of resilience against 

violent Islamic extremism. This will be done in order to structure the presentation of differing 

resilience approaches and to present them schematically. The following approaches to resilience 

have been drawn from traditional writings of the concept and was chosen to be presented in this 

paper because they represent a wide view of resilience approaches. Ideally, all existing 

resilience approaches would have been interesting to study and compare in this context. 

However, in this paper a sample of varying conceptions have been chosen and put forward to 

present a broad picture of the varying conceptions of resilience, believed to be relevant in the 

context of local resilience against violent extremism. Each type will then be described in more 

detail.  
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Table 1: Typology of resilience 

Type Driving factors 
 

Goals Consequences 
 

The Homeostatic 
approach 

Recognizing and responding 
to problems,  
Internal organization 

Return to pre-existing 
equilibrium, 
Bounce back 
 

Become resilient on the 
‘inside’ against the ‘outside’ 
threat, 
Functioning and adaptation 
after disturbance 

The Autopoietic 
approach 
 

Awareness of processes and 
inter-connections, 
Self-regulating 
 

Growth and development, 
Self-transformation, 
Assess adjust, reassess 

Shift towards resilience,  
Resilience as independent, 
Build resilience in advance, in 
anticipation 
 

The Micro-politics 
approach 

Reflexive, self-awareness, 
Experimental, 
Context understanding 
 

Rethinking contextual 
possibilities in the present 
 

Resilience in micro-politics or 
life-politics 
 

The Civic 
approach 

Values, norms, citizens, 
security, state 

Secure social processes 
and spaces 

Building resilience into norms 
and values 
 

 

3.2.1 The Homeostatic approach  

 

Several definitions of resilience focus on the capacity for good adaptation in situations of 

adversity, disturbance, or stress. This leads the discussions towards the first approach presented 

in this paper, the Homeostatic resilience approach, which is the dominant one in several areas. 

Here, a view of resilience as bouncing back or maintaining the status quo, aiming at a return to 

a pre-existing equilibrium is prevailing. It is often described as working by recognizing 

problems and responding directly to them. One example often used in this context is terrorism, 

an external threat which is hard to prevent and therefore requires strategies for bouncing back 

to normal societal functioning if an attack occur (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). An approach to 

resilience called the four R’s of resilience are strongly connected to the Homeostatic approach. 

In this approach resilience means the required time the system needs to return to equilibrium 

after being displaced (Norris et al. 2008:129). The four R’s of resilience consist of robustness, 

redundancy, resourcefulness and rapidity (Bevc 2013:17, Tierney 2014:168).  
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3.2.2 The Autopoietic approach 

 

Second is the Autopoietic approach where growth and development are the focus and aim 

through a process of increased awareness of processes and interconnections. From this view 

societies can develop and grow through a shift towards resilience, independently of whether 

there are crises or disasters. “Resilience thereby becomes independent, standing on its own as 

a way of thinking about problems; creating a shift towards organising and governing on the 

basis of resilience per se” (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). The process of becoming self-

regulating is key, resilience is seen as an ongoing process of self-transformation (Chandler & 

Coaffee 2017:5). Judith Rodin presents a resilience framework with connections to the 

Autopoietic approach. Rodin’s framework consists of five characteristics of resilience 

consisting of being aware, adaptive, diverse, integrated, and self-regulating (Rodin 2015:12). 

She argues that awareness is an essential factor for resilience building since you have to know 

your own assets and strengths, vulnerabilities and liabilities and what risks and threats that exist. 

It is important to have the ability to continuously take in information, assess, adjust and reassess 

understandings of critical factors (Rodin 2015:12-13). The situation often is that a major shock 

must take place, bringing it up on the agenda, before resilience thinking is applied. “We need 

to take action, and we need to do so in anticipation of disruption, in advance of shocks, in 

preparation for stresses – not after they have started to wear us down” (Rodin 2015:7). 

 

3.2.3 The Micro-politics approach 

 

The third approach, the Micro-politics approach, is concerned with rethinking present 

contextual possibilities. The focus is on developing resilience at the micro-politics or life-

politics level, with self-aware and reflexive ways of engaging communities. The aim is to re-

envision problems and seeing issues in different perspectives, experimenting towards new 

innovative solutions. It is about finding and revealing inter-relationships with the intention to 

find new possibilities in the present for acting and thinking. According to this approach 

resilience is a process of creating engaged communities by experimentation, grasping 

interrelations and connections in a context-dependent manner (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:6). 
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3.2.4 The Civic Resilience Approach 

 

Civic resilience consists of efforts constructed to secure social processes and spaces by 

reorganizing citizens and civil society around the norms and values of national security and 

building them into intelligence methods. This process of forming civic resilience around 

national security is through political and social relations such as trust, citizenship and consent 

(West 2017:318). Civic resilience can be described as the integration of communities and 

citizens into the state’s values and security processes by interventions to change and claim 

social resilience on its own (West 2017:319). This type of resilience has been connected to the 

Prevent strategy used in the UK where the aim was to develop liberal British values in Muslim 

communities since national stability was believed to be promoted by building a democratic 

citizenry. This was done by religious education and the targeting of citizenship (West 

2017:321). The UK counter-terrorism strategy can be argued to have been aimed at not building 

resilience but securing it (West 2017:324).  

 

3.3 Ethical awareness about the scholarly and practical uses of resilience 

 
Civic resilience and the process of integrating and securing social resources of communities 

into the state can have implications. Implications regarding the concept of citizenship and how 

security is extended deep into private, political and social lives of individuals (West 2017:325). 

This process can be described as efforts to pre-empt spaces before anything has happened. This 

can lead to a targeting view of the population as an unstable crowd of future enemies or friends, 

with a never-ending potential to become enemies (West 2017:325). Resilience highlights this 

problematic process since it gives vulnerable groups the responsibility to reconstruct 

themselves from suspect citizens by active consent and support for their communities and the 

security efforts of the communities (West 2017:325). Resilience could lead to a constant 

suspicious watch of educational, religious and civic institutions (West 2017:326). 

 

Also, important to note is that societies can respond with resilience to some situations but not 

to all situations. Resilience is about context and perspective and some scholars argue that this 

makes resilience a useless approach since it becomes hard to develop a theory of resilience 

applicable across time and cases (Bourbeau 2017:29). However, for those who can accept the 

complexity and inherent limits of the social world and our knowledge, resilience becomes an 

especially interesting approach (Bourbeau 2017:29). Another problem can be the way to look 
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upon resilience as an all-or-nothing concept. There is a scale and complexity of resilience 

(Bourbeau 2017:28). Furthermore, the concept of resilience presents an inherent paradox. This 

is because both those aiming to cope with disaster and decrease risk, and the systemic forces 

working to maintain status quo and proliferate risks are resilient. “The patterns and processes 

that are characteristic of our contemporary political economy are themselves both resistant to 

change and adaptable in the face of external pressures” (Tierney 2014:237). Additionally, 

resilience is often viewed as a positive force, but it is important not to forget that adaptation to 

disasters in the short term might counteract important long-term transformational changes 

(Tierney 2014:238).  

 

Connecting the discussion to the context of this paper, resilience is here viewed as an interesting 

approach to apply to the context of violent extremism, since the complexity of the social world 

and knowledge is acknowledged. Since resilience often is framed as a solely positive concept, 

it can be useful to lift the difficult sides since these can be important to be aware of when 

applying the concept. If resilience would be incorporated in an excessive manner, a major 

securitizing process could lead to boundless pre-emption and the unwanted result of overall 

suspicion. There is a potential of self-destruction incorporated into resilience thinking. 

Therefore, it is important to have in mind that resilience indeed is a nuanced and complex 

concept. It is not consistently positive and should therefore be handled with care and not be 

incorporated excessively into all functions of society.  
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4 Method 
 

In this section the methodological framework will be presented. The research design, analysis 

framework, strategy of data collection and operationalization will be accounted for.  

 

4.1 Research design 

 
In order to ensure high reliability and validity throughout this paper its research design must be 

clearly presented and established. The objective is to probe a theoretical typology of resilience 

in the case of Sweden. The case is further narrowed down to present Swedish perceptions of 

local resilience to violent Islamic extremism. Therefore, the research design is set to a single 

case study used for probing. A case can be defined as “an instance of a class of events” (George 

& Bennet 2005:19) A single case study is suitable in accordance with the aim of this paper since 

case studies can help to inductively and abductively observe and help identify different 

characteristics (George & Bennet 2005:29), which in this paper will be focused at 

characteristics local resilience. To explain further, in this paper a plausibility probe will be 

applied. Plausibility probes allows for a sharpening of a concept or theory, to refine its 

operationalization or the assessment of key variables (Levy 2008:6). Plausibility probes can be 

used to probe parts of a particular case with the aim is to shed light on a bigger theoretical 

argument (Levy 2008:6) “If applied in a methodologically self-conscious way plausibility 

probes can serve an important function in theory development” (Levy 2008:7). In this paper the 

theoretical typology of resilience will be probed as to examine its contribution to a clearer 

description of local resilience to violent Islamic extremism.  

 

A comparative case study comparing a similar case could also have been useful, but this was 

not chosen due to difficulties in finding a closely similar case, and the belief that deeper 

discussions could be reached by investigating one case. Moreover, it could also have been 

interesting to focus the case on one specific municipality, however, this study is more aimed at 

broadly investigating local resilience, to get a fuller picture and therefore the broader 

perspective was chosen. Since this paper consist of a single-case study, it is important to 

highlight the inherent difficulty in generalizing the results. However, when conducting case 

studies, one is more interested in examining the conditions under which certain outcomes occur, 

rather than generalizing across broad populations (George & Bennet 2005:38). Since the case 
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chosen, perceived characteristics of local resilience in Sweden, is a case among other cases 

exploring local resilience factors, it can be compared to other examinations of similar cases. 

Which means that it still can contribute to generalizations in combination with similar studies 

and add to a stronger argument of what factors characterises local resilience, and a clearer 

description of resilience in the context of violent Islamic extremism. This case was chosen since 

previous research in this exact context, local resilience against violent extremism, is limited. 

Sweden was chosen because of the large number of travellers who left Sweden to join extremist 

groups primarily IS (Ranstorp et al. 2018:7), which is very high compared to other EU states 

(ICCT 2016:51). Sweden therefore becomes an interesting case since resilience against violent 

Islamic extremism is on the societal agenda, and several strategies and measures in this context 

exist.  

 

4.2 Grounded Theory 

 

With the research design presented, the next step is to address how the analysis will be 

conducted. A grounded theory approach to qualitative data analysis will be the framework for 

the analysis in this paper. The grounded theory approach was chosen since it is designed for 

developing theory, and hence also useful for probing theory. Furthermore, a grounded theory 

approach to analysis enable researchers to examine behaviours and topics from various angles. 

It is also useful when studying “emerging areas in need of investigation” (Corbin & Strauss 

2015:11), which is what this paper aim to do. The method is designed to interact with the data, 

through an iterative process consisting of moving back and forth between identified empirical 

data and developing analysis. This process is made with the intention to make the collected data 

more focused and the analysis more theoretical. The simultaneous process of collecting data 

and executing analysis results in the different parts informing and affecting each other (Bryant 

& Charmaz 2007:1). GTM is identified as an inductive method (Bryant & Charmaz 2007:15), 

however the iterative process consists of both inductive and abductive substances (Birks & 

Mills 2015:10). The paper is therefore not exclusively inductive, since it works from both 

empirics and theory at the same time. 

 

Grounded theory research usually aims at understanding the world from an individual’s 

perspective, therefore interview research with qualitative data is a common strategy to collect 

data (Birks & Mills 2015:65), the strategy of data collection will be discussed in the next 
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section. A definition of induction is “a type of reasoning that begins with study of a range of 

individual cases and extrapolates from them to form a conceptual category” (Bryant & Charmaz 

2007:15). This actually means to move from detailed particular findings to the more general 

level. One problem with induction can be this step from particular to general in the sense that 

such steps can be difficult with a limited amount of individual cases (Bryant & Charmaz 

2007:15). This problem is aimed at being avoided by conducting several interviews in order to 

see patterns in their answers, and the triangulation of interviews with other empirical material. 

Analysis of data in grounded theory are conducted by means of a process called constant 

comparisons. “In doing constant comparisons, data are broken down into manageable pieces 

with each piece compared for similarities and differences” (Corbin & Strauss 2015:9). Then 

concepts are grouped together to form themes (Corbin & Strauss 2015:9). 

 

Since a grounded theory approach was applied, the analysis process in this paper was conducted 

simultaneously as the interviews and other empirical material was collected. Regarding the 

material, the transcripts were thoroughly read after each conducted interview and informed 

further collection of material and the analysis. Therefore, the analysis of the interviews and 

other empirical material has been derived through iteration between the empirical findings and 

the analysis. The iteration was done to in order to ensure that collected empirical data was 

relevant and complementary and so the analysis would be developed in accordance with the 

aim and theoretical framework of this paper. The transcripts were during the analysis process 

schematically structured as to facilitate the forming of themes. Central themes where drawn 

from the findings based on the interviewee’s perception of factors, strategies and actors 

characterizing local resilience as well as the findings theoretical connection. The themes are; 

democratic values and human rights, knowledge, social factors and local prerequisites. The 

analysis was divided into three parts based on the actors and their different positions and 

perspectives; scholarly views, central perspectives and local perspectives. The theoretical 

typology was then used to analyze the interview findings as well as the other empirical material 

which was conducted through constant comparisons between empirics and the theoretical 

typology.  
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4.3 Strategy of data collection 

 

Semi-structured interviews with mostly open-ended questions were chosen as a strategy to 

collect empirical data. This strategy was chosen since it is in line with the thesis ontological 

assumptions of examining the social world from the inside, and the analysis framework 

previously discussed, it is an efficient way to examine actors’ perceptions. Mostly open-ended 

questions were posed throughout the interviews to get respondents to articulate fully and talk 

freely in their responses. Another reason for choosing open-ended questions was the goal to 

reach high response validity. “Open-ended questions provide a greater opportunity for 

respondents to organize their answers within their own frameworks. This increases the validity 

of the responses” (Aberbach & Rockman 2002:674). The interviews were recorded in order to 

minimize information loss and facilitate conversation and follow-up questions during the 

interviews. The focus before every interview was to be well prepared, with insight into the 

subject and preparations regarding potential probes. A rapport with the respondents were during 

all interviews strived to be established (Goldstein 2002:669).  

 

Standard criticism against interviews as a strategy of data collection is that findings from 

interviews are not generalizable. However, one can argue that a strict focus on generalization 

can be replaced by aiming for the transfer of knowledge from one context to another 

(Brinkmann & Kvale 2015: 199). The force of interviews is located in the privileged access to 

the interviewee’s everyday world. It is true that the interviews contributed with a subjective 

perspective, however, the deliberate use of subjective and personal perspectives can help to 

develop unique and new insights of the world (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015: 199), and in this case 

new insights regarding local resilience. The ethical issues of interviews should also be brought 

up and discussed here. Ethical problems can exist in interview situations due to the difficulties 

and challenges in examining private lives and thoughts (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015: 85). An 

understanding and respect for ethical issues were strived to be upheld in discussions with the 

interview subjects. 

 

Reliability in the context of interviews focuses on whether the interviewee would answer 

differently to other interviewers and if they would change their responses during an interview 

(Brinkmann & Kvale 2015:281). It can be argued that probe questions and open questions 

decreases reliability. However, if the focus on reliability is too large, creative innovations and 

variety can decrease, which are results following when the interviewer can improvise and 
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follow up on interesting findings (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015:282). Validity in the interview 

strategy of data collection often comes naturally and can be argued to be embedded in the 

production of knowledge. This is due to the transparent process of questioning and theorizing 

the findings from the interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale 2015:288). Leading questions can also 

be a problem reliability wise in interviewing, if not taken into account (Brinkmann & Kvale 

2015:281-282). An interview guide was developed to make sure that all important aspects were 

touched upon and to strive for the avoidance of leading questions. The guide consisted of 

questions which were adjusted depending on the role of the interviewee. The full interview 

guide can be found in the Appendix. 

 

Empirical information in the form of a national strategy, political statement and local action 

plans were triangulated with the interview material. This was done in order to gain a deeper 

knowledge from multiple perspectives regarding the understanding of local resilience. It is 

however important to underline that local and national strategies often refer to violent 

extremism in general and not exclusively to violent Islamic extremism, this was respected and 

a focus on violent Islamic extremism was strived to be upheld. The local action plans against 

violent extremism from Stockholm, Gothenburg, Malmö, and Strömsund were chosen since a 

representation of Sweden’s biggest cities were believed to be important due to their prevailing 

problems with violent extremism. Previous research has reported a geographical concentration 

of 80 % of foreign terrorist fighters in Stockholm, Gothenburg, Malmö and Örebro (Ranstorp 

et al. 2018:7). To complement the big city view, Strömsund were chosen to represent a smaller 

municipality, with potential to complement the big city image. A smaller municipality which 

does not appear as frequently in discussions regarding countering violent extremism (CVE) 

were believed to be a useful complement.  

 

The Swedish counter-terrorism strategy was chosen with its potential to provide a broader 

perspective on local resilience and since it is one of the most important and frequently used 

national documents in this matter. A political statement by Morgan Johansson, Minister of 

Justice and Migration were chosen due to its contribution to central political views of resilience, 

and since no contact with political actors on the national level was established for the 

interviews. The speech was chosen due to its relevancy since it was held at Meeting against 

violent extremism 2018. Looking at these varying documents gives a possibility to compare 

central and local views of how local resilience is perceived and presented in these texts. The 

limited empirical material can have implications reliability wise, and the choices of material 
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can affect the results. However, these limitations are acknowledged and awareness regarding 

the potential influence on analysis and conclusion are respected.  

 

4.3.1 Interview Respondents  

 
Since the respondents of the interviews are of great importance for the result, this choice will 

now be accounted for. Centrality was chosen as the principle for the selection, since it was 

known beforehand which respondents could provide with good answers to the interview 

questions. Thereafter, the snowballing method was applied in order to reach multiple central 

respondents (Esaiasson et al. 2012:258). The aim with the choice of respondents was to get a 

broad view of perceptions of local resilience from both local and central perspectives. Thereof, 

the mix on centrally and locally placed sources. The scholars were chosen due to their potential 

of deep theoretical understanding in the area which was believed to be important for examining 

the aim of this paper. Aje Carlbom was also chosen due to empirical knowledge regarding 

Islamic extremism, and Malin Wimelius was also chosen due to an ongoing research project on 

local resilience, which has not yet been published.  

 

Several Police officers were interviewed since they were believed to have insight into the topic, 

however it should be stated that they are not the only actors with knowledge in this topic. The 

snowballing effect lead to contacts with multiple Police officers, creating a snowballing bias 

which must be acknowledged. Ideally actors from the social services and schools would have 

been included, but no such contacts were established. Not all potential respondents answered 

or were able to participate in an interview which of course can be argued to have altered the 

analysis results. Ideally, more respondents would have been interviewed as to get a fuller picture 

and a more reliable result. The number of respondents was however decided after the interviews 

were completed, and themes were quickly found due to similar answers from the differing 

interviewees.  
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Table 2: Interview respondents 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.4 Operationalization 

 

Operationalization of relevant concepts will be required as to ensure that theoretical concepts 

are implemented in a correct way when assessing the data. The operationalization will in this 

paper constitute of how local resilience and the typology of resilience are searched for in the 

material, and reasoning about how answers will be interpreted in order to measure local 

resilience and connections to the theoretical typology. First a discussion of how local resilience 

was located will be presented, followed by a table of the operationalization of the four resilience 

types.  

 

Characteristics of local resilience will in this paper be recognized as factors or strategies which 

by the respondents have been experienced as efficient in the work to prevent violent extremism. 

What also have been searched for are descriptions and interpretations of societal factors or 

strategies that could contribute to a society being better at resisting the growth of violent 

extremism, and the ability to discover extremist individuals, potentially stop them or engaging 

in work as to make them less extremist, and foremost less violent. Local resilience has also 

potentially been identified by factors in society that does not work efficiently against violent 

extremism, and if such factors could shed light on what then could work. Additionally, further 

aspects searched for are anticipated missing components in society as a whole or in strategies 

in the work to counter violent extremism. Stories about missing factors could help assembling 

Interviews Positions Categorization 
Carl-Johan Ahlström Dialogue Police Local level 
Amir Rostami Police/Scholar Central level 
Anonymous 1 Local Police Local level 
Anonymous 2 Local Police Local level 
Aje Carlbom Scholar Scholar 
Malin Wimelius Scholar Scholar 
Tanja Viklund Administrative officer at 

SST 
Central level 

Lotta Nyman Administrative officer at 
MSB 

Central level 

Elisabeth Lindholm Local Coordinator against 
violent extremism 

Local level 
 



 20 

the puzzle of what aspects or strategies should fill the missing parts. What also was searched 

for was the way the material referred to the local level and its potential contribution in the work 

to counter violent extremism. This was done in order to understand how perceptions of local 

resilience were formed, since it is such a contested concept, different framings of the concept 

as such was studied. How the concept was referred to could help in the understanding of what 

resilience in this context is. Finally, perceived driving mechanisms behind local resilience were 

looked for, the goal with preventive work, the goal with building resilience, how it was framed 

to be important and what consequences resilience was believed to bring to a society.  
 

Table 3: Operationalization  

Types Measurable variables  
Homeostatic approach • Focus on risk factors  

• Resilience as directed at specific events 
• Building resilience before, during and after  
• Problem-oriented approach 

Autopoietic approach • Resilience as independent and not directed at specific events 
• Building resilience in advance and in anticipation 
• Interconnections, being aware, adaptive, diverse, self-

regulating 
• Opportunity-oriented approach 

Micro-politics approach • Focus on contextual factors 
• Context dependant 
• Innovative solutions, focusing on possibilities in the present 

Civic resilience approach • Build resilience into norms and values 
• Building resilience into democracy, human rights  
• Citizen-oriented, bottom up approach 
• Trust and social capital 

 

Table 3 illustrates that the categories are not mutually exclusive, however they are still believed 

to be useful and applicable in informing the analysis. The analytical questions posed to the 

empirical material in the search for perceptions of resilience consisted of;  

 

• If the perceived resilience is directed at specific event or not?  

• If governing is conducted on the base of problem or opportunity? 

• If resilience is context dependent? 

• How big the focus is on resilience as connected to values and norms? 

• If resilience consists of a focus on contextual factors? 

• Finally, if innovation is a characteristic of resilience? 
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5 Analysis 
 

The analysis will start by referring to research question number one; how local resilience is 

perceived through the empirical material. Thereafter, the analysis will continue by handling 

research question number two; how the findings regarding the perception of local resilience can 

be connected to the typology of resilience and potentially contribute to a clearer description. 

  

5.1 Local and central actors’ perception of local resilience 

 

First, scholarly views of resilience will be analyzed from the interviews with researchers within 

the field. Second, central perspectives on local resilience will be addressed where the Swedish 

counter-terrorism strategy and a political statement will be discussed, followed by the interview 

findings. Third and finally, the local perspective on local resilience is accounted for by 

discussing local action plans and interview findings. All interview findings are organized 

according to the central themes consisting of; democratic values and human rights, knowledge, 

social factors and local prerequisites. 

 

5.1.1 Scholarly views of resilience  

 

Democracy and human rights 

In the interviews an argument was put forward regarding meeting the violent extremists’ 

undemocratic values with a conviction that democracy is better. One view is that Islamism 

generally gets to little opposition in Sweden due to a political fear to meet these questions, 

which must be counteracted (Carlbom interview 2019). “It is not illegal to be ideologically 

radical, but it is illegal to encourage to violence and to commit violent actions” [own translation] 

(Carlbom interview 2019). The lines might be drawn too fast in Sweden regarding what we 

think we are allowed to act upon according to our democracy (Carlbom interview 2019). There 

exists a caution not to do anything wrong or to not step on anyone’s toes. Especially connected 

to Muslim communities, there is a will to invite to dialogue but a nervousness regarding how 

to act (Wimelius interview 2019). Another argument made is that social sustainability and 

democracy promotion encourages people to use their rights. By inviting to dialogue about 

democracy and respect for human rights one could get people to better understand and use their 
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rights. “Imbedded in such measures is also a protection in itself from violent Islamic 

extremism” [own translation] (Wimelius interview 2019). 

 

Knowledge 

One problem in the context of violent extremism is that there are insufficient levels of 

knowledge in authorities and schools regarding local actors connected to extremism. There are 

significant uncertainties and decision makers have difficulties in determining what actors are 

important and what actors are not (Carlbom interview 2019). 

 

Social factors  

Regarding social factors, integration is an important part of resilience, and people experiencing 

the ability to influence one’s situation (Wimelius interview 2019). Furthermore, the best thing 

that civil society actors can contribute with to local resilience is to build trust, be inclusive and 

make people feel like home. There is one assumption that if people feel good, they will not need 

what the extremist milieus can offer. “A resilience strategy can therefore be a positive focus on 

local resources and strengths and to avoid highlighting risks” [own translation] (Wimelius 

interview 2019).  

 

Local prerequisites 

One important realization regarding local resilience is that prerequisites, resources, and 

experiences varies amongst municipalities. The question of violent extremism is an important 

national matter for many, but not necessarily important in all municipalities. Some municipal 

officials mean that if they would create a local action plan against violent extremism, it would 

risk creating unfounded concern. It is therefore important to have respect for varying 

prerequisites (Wimelius interview 2019). 

 

Summary 

To summarize and connect to research question number two, how a typology of resilience can 

contribute to a clearer description of the perception of local resilience. The view of resilience 

from the scholarly perspective reflects connections mostly to the Civic, but also to the 

Autopoietic resilience approaches. The Civic approach can be found in the argument to counter 

undemocratic values with the conviction that democracy is better and promoting democratic 

values. We also have to build resilience into our norms and values, in the sense that we must 

start acting when something opposes our democratic values like violent extremism (West 
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2017:318). Furthermore, the democracy promoting view of local resilience can also be 

connected to the Autopoietic approach since the resilience is not directed at a specific event 

(Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). The social factors brought up of inclusion and well-being can 

also be connected to the Autopoietic approach of building resilience by being aware and 

anticipating (Rodin 2015:12). 

 

5.1.2 Central level  
 

National strategy and political statement 

According to the Swedish counter-terrorism strategy, work to safeguard democracy against 

violent extremism involves measures to counter recruitment and radicalization. Activities by 

extremist environments threaten, challenge and undermine democratic values (Government 

Offices of Sweden 2014:9). The focus is on measures directed against identified risks; “The 

measures in this area seek to develop work concerning groups at risk and problems linked to 

violent extremism” (Government Offices of Sweden 2014:10). Local crime prevention is 

important according to the strategy, authorities preventive work should target potential risk 

groups and be based on intelligence with a problem-oriented approach (Government Offices of 

Sweden 2014:12). Efficient crime prevention involves all relevant local level actors and “If 

there are signs of particular problems of radicalization in a certain area, action needs to be 

targeted there” (Government Offices of Sweden 2014:12). Awareness of what influences 

individuals to violent extremism is vital since it can help reduce risks of individuals 

participating in such behavior (Government Offices of Sweden 2014:12). Local prevention is 

suggested to be strengthened by analyzing what areas that requires more support and provide 

support there (Government Offices of Sweden 2014:13). 

 

By looking at the Swedish counter terrorism strategy from the perspective of local resilience, 

one can argue that the approach informing the proposed measures can be derived from the 

Homeostatic resilience approach. There is an intense focus on risk factors throughout the 

strategy. The emphasis is put towards identifying various risk factors and working to develop 

measures directed at those identified risks (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). Moreover, a problem-

oriented approach is lifted as the best way to handle terrorist crimes. The problem oriented and 

risk focused discussions in this strategy both regarding individual risk factors and local risk 

factors are tightly connected to the Homeostatic resilience approach where focus are to build 
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resilience towards pre-identified events and working directly towards risk factors (Chandler & 

Coaffee 2017:5). 

 

The same connections to the Homeostatic resilience approach can be drawn when looking at a 

statement by the Swedish Minister of Justice and Migration Morgan Johansson at Meeting 

against violent extremism 2018. He states that the Swedish society must improve at discovering 

extremism tendencies and indications of radicalization. This discovering, he believes could be 

even harder in the religious milieu, questioning if we know how to recognize Islamic symbols 

and religious leaders, implying their importance in working against violent extremism. We must 

learn to recognize signs to discover individuals and groups in the extremist milieus. He 

furthermore brought up the importance of signals intelligence which could have a decisive role 

in preventing concrete terror attempts (Johansson 2018). This statement by Johansson presents 

again, from the national level, a connection to the Homeostatic approach with the focus on risks 

as looking for signs and extremism tendencies. This approach does not focus on problems 

behind extremism but on risks and the prevention of concrete terror attempts. Resilience is in 

this context characterized by a focus on identified events in similarity to the Homeostatic 

approach (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). 

 

5.1.2.1 Interview findings 
 

Democracy and human rights 

Resilience in the context of violent Islamic extremism could mean that we must be able to trust 

that our democracy can handle extremists. Resilience could in that sense mean a relaxed and 

safe society, with a strong belief in the democracy and present legislation (Viklund interview 

2019). Furthermore, it is important to make sure that everyone’s rights at all times are respected, 

including human rights, freedom of speech, religious freedom and freedom to demonstrate. The 

society cannot make any exceptions from the laws, everyone must be treated equally and 

according to the constitutional law (Viklund interview 2019). Another important strategy 

characterizing local resilience is “to tell a story based on democracy, a different story than the 

extremists, representing the positive sides of democracy, and that these functions apply to 

everyone” [own translation] (Viklund interview 2019). 
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Knowledge 

The interviewees additionally brought up the factor of knowledge which seems to be vital for 

local resilience. Knowledge is here referred to as; local understanding, mapping of resources, 

abilities, cultural competence, knowledge about Islam and about our religious freedom 

(Viklund interview 2019). The state of knowledge regarding violent extremism must be 

developed (Rostami interview 2019). One way this could be done is to take steps to get closer 

to the actual problem and the sources of information about extremist activity. Another way to 

increase knowledge is to examine what it means to be a Muslim in Sweden by looking at entire 

life cycles and every potential circumstance (Viklund interview 2019).  

 

Social factors 

Inclusion, dialogue and social capital were brought up several times throughout the interviews. 

Having contact with risk groups and the people close to risk groups or individuals was perceived 

as important. Moreover, the factors of having a collective identity and feeling included in 

society was raised. If people feel good, that can keep them from joining extremist milieus 

(Viklund interview 2019). There is moreover a potential problem in the dislocation and 

broadening of the concept extremism. We need to become more nuanced towards the prevention 

of violent extremism. If some groups or individuals continuously are told that they live in an 

extremist area and if the society treat them like extremists, that story will eventually become 

true. Previously the debate was not about extremism but about political violence, which is a 

simpler term where the act in itself is the problem. When we talk about extremism “the idea, 

the religion, and the opinions are included, making it more abstract and complex. It is still the 

action that is illegal, not the idea, this movement and displacement of the concept can be 

dangerous” [own translation] (Viklund interview 2019).  

 

Local prerequisites 

The national level should be able to find tools to support all municipalities, which requires 

flexibility and humility (Nyman interview 2019). What has proven to be important is that the 

police share information with other actors, regarding local situational operational pictures, and 

being proactive (Rostami interview 2019). It is important that first line officials in the 

municipalities consists of individuals with knowledge and insight (Rostami interview 2019). 

The problems are often not the strategies but the implementation of these strategies, there are 

no established mechanisms to follow up on the execution of strategies and the follow-up. The 

administration is to a great extent based on the good will of municipalities to carry out 
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directives from policy documents, which might not be enough. The government should be 

faster regarding legislative proposals and coercive legislative proposals (Rostami interview 

2019). 

 

Summary 

The discussion above will now be briefly summed up and connected to research question 

number two and the typology of resilience. The findings from the central actors consists of 

views of resilience primarily based on the Autopoietic and Civic resilience approach. The Civic 

approach is found in the reasoning that resilience can be built by believing in our democratic 

society (West 2017:318). The Autopoietic approach can be located in the argument of getting 

closer to the actual problems, since this reflects the focus of being aware of developments in 

our society and building resilience in advance (Rodin 2015:12). Additionally, the factors 

mentioned regarding being proactive can be connected to the Autopoietic approach where being 

aware, adaptive and anticipating is vital. Regarding the argument that all municipal functions 

are important in resilience can be connected to the Autopoietic view where all levels of society, 

and no specific events, are included (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). Local resilience could be 

built by making people feel they have the ability to influence their own situation which is an 

argument that can be connected to the Autopoietic approach (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). 

 

5.1.3 Local level  
 

Local action plans 

In Strömsund, the overall purpose with the local action plan is to protect and strengthen the 

democracy and make the society more resistant against violent extremism. This aim requires 

work to increase the democratic awareness and measures to prevent the existence of violent 

extremist milieus. The action plan consists of actions to increase knowledge and competence 

(Strömsund Municipality 2018:2). Further factors of importance are coordination and 

collaboration with relevant businesses in the municipality to assure the existence of current 

local operational pictures. By establishing a general openness in societies, the opportunities to 

present different opinions and perspectives increase (Strömsund Municipality 2018:3). The 

municipality shall work preventively against violent extremism, a prerequisite is that incidents 

or anxiety connected to violent extremism are observed, documented and reported (Strömsund 

Municipality 2018:5). Also mentioned is that the activities in the Municipality must be 

monitored for risk indicators (Strömsund Municipality 2018:4).   
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The local action plan of Stockholm is based on the protection of the democratic society, keeping 

the municipality together to decrease breeding grounds for extremism, increased knowledge of 

violent extremism, coordination and collaboration (Stockholms Municipality 2016:7). The 

preventive work should consider how norms regarding criminality can change in the long term. 

The municipality should also work to maintain the right to democratic activities, decrease the 

limitation of the lives of particularly vulnerable groups and protect them. Organizations or 

groups supporting violent extremism should be aware that the municipality does not accept such 

behavior (Stockholms Municipality 2016:7). Risks of extremism can decrease when children 

and youth feel that they can influence their own life and the societal development, (Stockholms 

Municipality 2016:8). Another focus in this action plan is to collect information on individuals 

in the risk zone of violent extremism and on risk behaviors connected to radicalization 

(Stockholms Municipality 2016:12-14). 

 

In Gothenburg, the action plan brings up that all activities in the municipality should be 

informed by human rights and equal treatment. Citizens chances of participation and influence 

should increase (Gothenburg Municipality 2016:8-9). The work against violent extremism 

should include education regarding violent extremism, communication, coordination of 

collaborating actors, external monitoring within the area of interest and monitoring of media 

(Gothenburg Municipality 2016:11). The action plan work against violent extremism can be 

divided into three areas according to Figure 1. The base consists of general measures to promote 

democracy and equal values and rights. The middle consists of measures to identify individuals 

or groups potentially being at risk of joining violent milieus. The top exists of individuals 

belonging to violent extremist milieus and consists of repressive measures like prosecution and 

measures to make individuals leave extremist milieus (Gothenburg Municipality 2016:12) 
 

           Figure 1: Illustration of the work against violent extremism 
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The local action plan against violent extremism in Malmö, is like the action plan of Gothenburg 

based on three levels; the general societal level, the risk group level and the individual level. 

The first level promotes that violent extremism must be counteracted simultaneously as 

democracy and individual rights to opinions are protected (Malmö Municipality 2016:5). 

Municipalities should counteract factors with the potential to undermine fundamental values 

(Malmö Municipality 2016:4). Long-term work with efficient measures against the 

development of norm breaking behavior is vital, like role models promoting democratic values 

and norms through words and action to children and youth (Malmö Municipality 2016:8). The 

second level aims at decreasing risk groups and risk behaviors and promoting protective factors 

(Malmö Municipality 2016:9). The final individual level focuses on individuals where no other 

measures are enough, and an individual risk assessment is required (Malmö Municipality 

2016:10). 

 

The local action plans presented reflects a view of local resilience as closely connected to the 

Civic resilience and Homeostatic approach. The promotion of democratic values is underlined 

in all four action plans which can be connected to the Civic resilience approach (West 

2017:318). Strömsund raises the importance of an openness in societies creating opportunity 

for different opinions and perspectives. This view of local resilience can be connected to the 

Autopoietic approach since the focus is on being diverse and adaptive in the work to let different 

opinions come fourth (Rodin 2015:12). Strömsund also lifts the view of working with risk 

factors, which can be connected to the Homeostatic approach, but this focus is not intense 

(Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). Stockholm’s action plan lifts that preventive work should 

consider how norms regarding criminality can change, this view can be connected to the Civic 

approach with the focus on the importance of working from a norm- and value perspective 

(West 2017:318). Also highlighted is the focus on risk factors which can be connected to the 

Homeostatic resilience approach. Gothenburg has a focus on working to identify individuals 

and groups risking being close to extremism milieus. Also, an overall focus on human rights 

and equal treatment, showing connections to mostly the Homeostatic and Civic approaches. In 

the local action plan of Malmö both the risk group level and the individual level focus on risk 

factors which can be connected to the Homeostatic approach (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). 

Malmö also puts effort into working with norms and values and their description of this work 

can be related to building resilience into norms and values and the Civic resilience approach 

(West 2017:318). 
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5.1.3.1 Interview findings 
 

Democracy and human rights 

From a democratic perspective, individuals with extreme opinions are legally allowed to be in 

Sweden and to think and believe in what they want. We have to be honest and open about how 

our democratic society works, it should be acknowledged by society and politicians. “Freedom 

of opinion, freedom of speech and religious freedom are the foundation of democracy and if we 

start to stretch these fundamentals, we must be aware of that it is the foundation of democracy 

itself that is being diffused” [own translation] (Anonymous interview 2 2019). The Swedish 

society must be more concrete, brave and honest in the public debate regarding these questions 

(Anonymous interview 2 2019). A resilient society should aid individuals in speaking their 

minds and canalizing their engagement in other ways than through frustration and violence 

(Anonymous interview 1 2019). If people are denied means to promote opinions and 

demonstrate, societal measures are applied that are not sustainable (Ahlström interview 2019). 

Furthermore, what happens in a society if citizens are denied their human rights? If authorities 

and official institutions deny people various services, the result could be further radicalization 

(Ahlström interview 2019). Understandings of mechanisms affecting humans and fundamental 

needs must also be acknowledged and fulfilled. Simply wanting to convey an extreme opinion 

does not automatically correlate to the will to commit crimes. “Having confidence and trust in 

the democratic system can counter extremism, a resistant democracy is a vaccine against it” 

[own translation] (Ahlström interview 2019).  

 

Knowledge 

Knowledge was lifted as an understanding for the society and knowledge of how a resilient 

society is constructed on all levels. A multicultural society must discuss topics like honor 

culture, clan structures and religious freedom in order to understand and spread awareness. It is 

furthermore important to follow, develop and adapt to societal changes (Ahlström interview 

2019). Knowledge can be developed in an open and transparent way, by following happenings 

in the world, having contact with interesting groups, being available and following 

developments in media (Ahlström interview 2019). Awareness raising measures to educate 

authority personnel regarding violent extremism and externally increasing competence amongst 

actors are important factors (Anonymous interview 2 2019). It has moreover proven to be 

efficient to have a clear formulated strategy in this area since it puts pressure on actors to do 

what was set up to do. Municipal actions against violent extremism are not concerned with 
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efforts towards specific events. “Continuous municipal work with a clear strategy to build local 

resilience and a well-functioning municipal core business is crucial” [own translation] 

(Lindholm interview 2019). In order to work against violent extremism, education regarding 

Islam is key. A fundamental knowledge platform facilitates when identifying important events, 

actors and religious communions. Basic knowledge about social psychology and being aware 

of prejudices and objective truths must be developed nationally (Anonymous interview 1 2019). 

Moreover, cultural differences exist in areas related to honor culture, family, name and clan 

structures. “If the Swedish society could develop a deeper cultural understanding, we could 

build a more resilient local society” [own translation] (Ahlström interview 2019).  

 

Social factors 

A factor perceived to be important to local resilience is to dare to talk about sensitive topics 

connected to democracy and freedom of opinion. That debate does not really exist today and is 

something that should be developed (Anonymous interview 2 2019). A crucial strategy 

regarding local resilience consists of long-term contact creating work, continuity, transparency, 

being available, and the creation of trust in authorities (Anonymous interview 2 2019). This 

consists of everyday dialogue, responsiveness and the examination of citizens experiences and 

expectations (Anonymous interview 2 2019). The question of identity was also lifted since some 

youth in vulnerable areas grow up between two cultures and between two identities. In the 

absence of a clear identity, it can be easy to be persuaded into something new, like becoming 

engaged in violent extremist activities (Anonymous interview 1 2019). Subcultures in 

socioeconomic vulnerable areas should be acknowledged and the vacuum promoted by the 

absence of identity must be filled with something meaningful (Anonymous interview 1 2019). 

Furthermore, “by not looking at individuals and groups from a risk/threat perspective but from 

an opportunity perspective, resilience can be promoted and work against violent extremism can 

become more efficient” [own translation] (Ahlmström interview 2019). 

 

Local prerequisites 

An experienced success factor is to adapt to local situations and operational pictures. Strategies 

from the national level are sometimes insufficient regarding quality and depth (Anonymous 

interview 1 2019). The work to counter violent extremism is incredibly individual and context 

based. One experience is that the toughest work is the concrete work directed at individuals, 

which requires high competence, situational understanding, the ability to adapt and previous 

experiences (Lindholm interview 2019). Another argument constitutes of not only looking at 
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symptoms (being extremism) but also identifying the basic problems. The basic problems being 

segregation, overcrowded living situations, narcotics, poverty, disease, unemployment, 

identity-lessness and hopelessness should be acknowledged in order to counter violent 

extremism (Anonymous interview 2 2019). 

 

Summary 

To sum up and connect to research question number two, the discussion above represents a 

clear connection to the Autopoietic and Civic resilience approaches. Several points made 

underlines the importance of having an open and honest society, based on democracy and 

human rights. This aims at building resilience in advance and being aware of and adaptive 

towards individuals’ opinions and needs. Those characteristics can be connected to the 

Autopoietic and the Civic approach (Rodin 2015:12, West 2017:318). Confidence and trust in 

our democratic system can also be connected to the Autopoietic view. If trust and belief is built 

into the governing systems, resilience could become independent. (Chandler & Coaffee 

2017:5). The Civic resilience approach could be found in arguments that the society must be 

culturally competent and aware of prejudices, to see how norms and values can affect groups, 

and from that knowledge, learn how to be resilient (West 2017:318). The perspective of 

identifying and acknowledging the basic problems in our society can also be connected to the 

Autopoietic approach with the broad view of incorporating resilience, not directed at an event 

(Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5).  

 

5.2 Connection to the typology of resilience  

 

The following section presents a deeper analysis connected to research question number two; 

how the typology of resilience can contribute to a clearer description of local resilience in 

Sweden.  

 

5.2.1 The Homeostatic approach 

 

Connections to the Homeostatic approach can from the national level be drawn from the 

Swedish counter-terrorism strategy and the political statement by Morgan Johansson, since the 

strategy has a strong conviction in working from risk factors. Resilience becomes directed at 

identified events, factors, groups or behaviors and is formed to handle those specific events 
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before, during and after they occur (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). The same view was reflected 

by Morgan Johansson with the focus on risk factors and thereof connections to the Homeostatic 

approach (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). Views seem to come together regarding the fact that 

resilience in the context of violent Islamic extremism on a national political level is 

characterized by the Homeostatic approach of working towards risk factors and specific events. 

However, the interview findings from the national level actors does not reflect the same 

approach to resilience which is an interesting difference. The analysis from the national actors’ 

perceptions of resilience was mostly connected to the Civic and Autopoietic approaches. This 

difference could be important to be aware of when working with resilience. Some actors 

implementing the directives and policies could be argued to have differing views of what 

characterizes local resilience compared to the counter-terror strategy. Moreover, in the local 

action plans connections to the Homeostatic approach could also be drawn in the strategies of 

Gothenburg, Malmö, Stockholm and Strömsund. This could point to an interesting difference 

between national and local strategies view of local resilience compared to the interviewed 

actors’ perceptions.  

 

The connection to the Homeostatic approach can help describe the way the fundamental 

problems of radicalization are being understood and affected by what resilience approach actors 

have. According to the Homeostatic approach, violent Islamic extremism can be counteracted 

by adapting the risk and problem identification perspective (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). 

Where developed measures to handle risk groups and behavior are seen as solutions. Important 

to bring up is that the different types of resilience overlap, they can be used simultaneously, and 

one approach could fit better in certain situations than others. The Homeostatic approach could 

be viewed as the last resort approach, to wage measures towards the specific risk factors after 

all other preventive resilience building measures have been applied and not succeeded. This 

approach could also be argued to be a simplified way to look at radicalization and violent 

extremism, by only looking at the risks, and not the fundamental underlying factors. The 

Homeostatic approach provides with concrete one-dimensional direct solutions to complex 

problems, in some situations and for some actors that might be desirable. Pointy executive 

measures and methods might be more desirable in national and local strategies. 
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5.2.2 The Autopoietic approach  

 

The material from the interview findings presents a picture of perceptions of local resilience in 

Sweden as strongly connected to the Autopoietic approach. There might be a potential shift in 

perceptions of local resilience against violent extremism from the previously dominant 

Homeostatic approach, towards the Autopoietic approach. Perceived characteristics of local 

resilience by almost all interviewees were mostly as resilience independent of events or crises. 

Continuous work, the identification of basic societal problems and other measures resulting in 

governing on resilience per se was continuously brought up (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:5). 

Continuous work was also highlighted including building trust, identity, inclusion, engagement, 

dialogue, contact and relationships. Which reflects a continuous work not directed at specific 

events but focusing on societal awareness and adaptability which can be connected to the 

Autopoietic approach (Rodin 2015:12).  

 

There is an important difference between the Autopoietic and Homeostatic views in their 

approach to handling radicalization and violent extremism. The findings and their connection 

to the Autopoietic approach represents a resilience focus on a broader scale of viewing violent 

extremism by looking at the basic problems and building resilience through the whole society. 

To build resilience where it does not yet exist and is not yet required. This can also be connected 

to the argument of looking at individuals from an opportunity perspective, and not from a risk 

and threat perspective. By not only searching for the risks, resilience can be promoted by the 

opportunity view, to govern on resilience. Opportunity, as in what can be changed to solve 

problems and decrease the growth of violent Islamic extremism through the identification of 

basic societal issues and raising awareness at societal and political levels. 

 

5.2.3 The Micro-politics approach 

 

The micro politics approach has in this paper been recognized as an approach to resilience 

focusing on contextual factors and local connection (Chandler & Coaffee 2017:6). This local 

understanding of different prerequisites has been clearly emphasized throughout all material in 

this paper. The importance of acknowledging different local prerequisites and how every 

situation and individual requires various solutions. However, the Micro-politics approach also 

puts great focus on innovative solutions and seeing possibilities in problems (Chandler & 

Coaffee 2017:6). The innovative and possibility view has not been reflected on in this material, 
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whereby the conclusion can be drawn that those approaches are not perceived to be important 

in the context of local resilience to violent extremism in the material examined in this paper. 

However, the approach is still interesting to discuss since the field could benefit from the view 

of innovation and experimentation. Instead of being stuck in established patterns, improvements 

could be made through reflections and new ideas regarding cooperation scenes and additional 

cooperating actors. Further potentially efficient approaches in the field could be to try new 

solutions in new cases and being inventive since different measures are required due to the 

context and individual based character of work to counter violent extremism.  

 

5.2.4 The Civic approach 

 

The Civic resilience approach is useful to describe the perceptions of local resilience to violent 

extremism in Sweden. To build resilience into our values seems to be the priority, since 

important factors for local resilience are perceived to be the promotion of democratic values, 

human rights and equality (West 2017:318). However, this way of seeing resilience and 

building it into norms and values can get implications since it in a way securitizes citizens and 

their values and norms (West 2017:325). Building resilience into all norms and values, could 

be taking the resilience building too far. Making all norms and values that are not like ours 

potentially wrong. It was continuously brought up in the material that we must focus on being 

open, diverse and live up to multiculturality, freedom of opinion and religious freedom. It was 

pointed out several times that one can think and have extreme opinions, it is not illegal, but it 

is the violent action, or call for violent action that is illegal. We can build resilience into our 

norms and values but simultaneously we must have an understanding and adaptability towards 

other norms and values. Otherwise a road to self-destruction could be the result of overly 

applied resilience thinking, since it could lead to the alienation and enemy picturing of certain 

municipalities or groups. Such effects could lead to some groups not being treated according to 

our democratic values, potentially leading to the diffusion of our democracy and an eventual 

increased radicalization of the alleged municipalities, or groups. 

 

The Civic resilience approach has in previous research been connected to the UK Prevent 

strategy of securing resilience (West 2017:321). The same connections to the Civic resilience 

have not been found in the material examined in this paper. The connection to the Civic 

resilience approach has been through the focus to promote democracy and human rights when 
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building local resilience (West 2017:318). By not focusing resilience efforts and measures at 

potential risk groups, but building resilience into norms and values for all, throughout the whole 

society the problem with the Civic approach could be avoided. And this could be the result of 

the combination of the Civic and the Autopoietic approaches. With the knowledge of local 

resilience in Sweden as resembling the Civic resilience approach, useful insights can be 

reached. In order to avoid the potential dangers with this approach we must for instance start 

talking more about sensitive topics. One way is increased dialogue with citizens, and exchange 

expectations both ways; from citizens to society, but also from society to citizens. Another 

understanding to be aware of when thinking of local resilience as connected to the Civic 

resilience approach is that it could lead to that the concept of violent extremism becomes 

broadened. Broadened as involving ideas, religion and opinions when speaking about 

extremism, which could be a danger. The Civic resilience approach, like the Autopoietic 

approach adopts the same way to view the fundamental problem of radicalization. That 

fundamental societal issues must be focused on and can be so by building resilience into our 

norms and values.  
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6 Concluding discussion 
 

This section revisits the aim and research questions of the thesis and presents the main findings. 

To begin with, the identified research problem and point of departure was the area of local 

resilience and its application to the context of violent Islamic extremism in Sweden. Resilience 

is increasingly used in various areas, but the concept is ambiguous and its meaning often 

unclear. It was believed that a systematization of the field of resilience in the context of violent 

extremism could be useful in order to better understand the application of resilience. The goal 

of this paper was to probe a theoretical typology of resilience to explore its contribution to a 

more precise description of local resilience against violent Islamic extremism in Sweden. To 

accomplish the aim of the paper, two research questions were posed. First: In the context of 

violent Islamic extremism, how do local and central actors perceive to characterize local 

resilience in Sweden? Second: How can a typology of resilience contribute to a clearer 

description of the perception of local resilience in the context of violent Islamic extremism? To 

answer the questions, a typology of four resilience types was created based on the broad field 

of resilience. Empirics were analyzed including nine interviews with scholars, central actors 

and local actors in the area of violent extremism. Additional empirics analyzed was the Swedish 

counter-terrorism strategy, a national level political statement and four local action plans 

against violent extremism. 

 

To address research question number one, the most prominent factors perceived to characterize 

local resilience consist of work to promote democracy, human rights and equality. Multiple 

factors of local resilience as promoting democracy were identified. These consisted of; building 

general trust in the democracy and measures to oppose violent extremist views by telling a 

different story and promoting democracy. Another factor was to counter the prevailing caution 

in Sweden to act on these questions and to dare talk about sensitive topics in connection to 

violent Islamic extremism. Another characterizing factor of local resilience was the 

development of knowledge in all societal levels regarding violent Islamic extremism. 

Knowledge was most prominently referred to as the understanding of our society, knowledge 

of resources, cultural competence and understanding of diversity. Additionally, social factors 

believed to be important was that if people feel good, they won’t need what the extremist milieu 

can offer, a general well-being amongst the citizens was believed to characterize local 

resilience. Important characteristics connected to social factors was the perceived relevance of 
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a society with the ability of inclusion, awareness, integration, contact creation, cooperation, 

dialogue and identity building. Finally, the importance of understanding and acknowledging 

differing local prerequisites was perceived to characterize local resilience.  

 

To address research question number two, the findings of the characteristics of resilience were 

compared to and connected to the theoretical typology of resilience containing four different 

theories; The Homeostatic, The Autopoietic, The Micro-politics and the Civic resilience 

approaches. The findings of this paper through the systematization of resilience theories 

indicates that there are differences between strategies and actors’ perceptions of local resilience. 

In the interview answers, the perception of resilience was found in the combination of the 

Autopoietic and the Civic resilience approach. However, when looking into the local and 

national strategies, a connection to the Homeostatic resilience view could be established. This 

difference could suggest that actors forming strategies have differing views of local resilience 

compared to actors implementing the same strategies. This indicated difference could be useful 

to be aware of, both for actors on the strategy-creating level as well as on the implementation 

level. 

 

Connections to the Homeostatic approach could lead to a pointy and concrete view of resilience 

including direct measures used when threat and risk are prevailing. The Homeostatic approach 

could be seen as a view of resilience identifying risk factors and waging measures directed at 

specific targets. The connections to the Autopoietic approach of resilience could on the other 

hand help to reflect a comprehensive picture of fundamental societal factors as important, and 

the resulting focus on independent resilience. The Civic approach can moreover provide with a 

clarification of a prevailing resilience view built into our democratic norms and values. The 

findings of the Civic and Autopoietic resilience views can help highlight the importance of 

continuous work on a societal scale. Continuous work involving measures that could take years 

to build efficiently and not resulting in effects right away, are according to these approaches 

measures of great importance. Additionally, a continuous work seems to be important in the 

sense that resilience can be built where problems does not yet exist. While the Homeostatic 

approach suggests a resilience view with faster, concrete and simplified solutions potentially 

more attractive to use in national and local strategies.  

 

The resilience approaches could be seen as divided into differing societal levels. By picturing 

the society in the shape of a triangle, the Civic and Autopoietic views could constitute the large 
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base and majority of the triangle. The base of the triangle thereby focuses on continuous work 

with basic societal problems and the promotion of democracy and human rights. The middle 

part of the triangle could consist of the Micro-politics approach with the local and contextual 

focus. Finally, the Homoeostatic approach could be placed at the top of the triangle. The top 

therefore consists of a specific risk focus directed towards individuals, behaviors and groups. 

The division of the approaches to societal levels could help actors understand where resilience 

should be directed depending on situation and context.  

 

In conclusion, the research aim can be argued to have been reached by the clearer description 

of perceptions of resilience by the connection to systematized theories of resilience. This 

enables the realization of differences in approaches and the division of them connected to 

different levels in society.  

 

6.1 Contribution and further research  

 

This papers contribution can be found in the conclusion that the theoretical typology of 

resilience can be argued to have added to a clearer description of local resilience. This was done 

by the possibility it provided to conduct a systematic examination of different perceptions of 

local resilience. However, it should be acknowledged that these results are based on a limited 

theoretical typology. Ideally the typology should have included all resilience approaches. The 

systematization of these resilience approaches can still facilitate a division and differentiation 

between resilience approaches in the context of violent extremism. This can be useful since it 

could simplify understandings of the differing approaches. The resilience views presented in 

this paper could moreover potentially be applied and influence fields in other areas like 

environmental sustainability, economy and organized crime.  

 

Another contribution might be that resilience creates different expectations depending on the 

view of resilience. According to the findings in this paper different sources and actors 

understand the term resilience quite differently. This makes it important to map the concepts 

meaning in varying contexts and clarify its many dimensions and complexities. Connected to 

the studied context in this paper, the contribution is the fact that the perceptions of resilience 

could have consequences for the understanding of the fundamental problem being 

radicalization. Such consequences might influence the measures and strategies developed to 
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counteract it, also making the same argument as mentioned in previous research stronger (SOU 

2017:228-229). Another contribution can be found in the indications of existing differences 

between strategies and actors view of local resilience. This finding can potentially be connected 

to several other areas where strategies and implementation differs, which is an important gap 

to be aware of. Since the findings are based on limited empirical material, conclusions to other 

strategies and implementations are however hard to draw. Another potential contribution to 

further research is in the argument raised that the downsides with the Civic approach can be 

avoided by the combination of the Civic and Autopoietic approach. The avoided risk with the 

Civic approach is the alienation of certain groups by overemphasis on connections to violent 

extremism, which confirms a similar argument by Ellis and Abdi (Ellis & Abdi 2017:297).  

 

An important point to make here is that the results from this paper might not be generalizable 

to all of Sweden, for that a more extensive study would be required. This study could 

nevertheless be viewed as a start to map the perceptions of local resilience in Sweden. For 

further research it would be interesting to use additional resilience approaches to more 

systematically map perceptions of resilience in Sweden with a more extensive empirical 

material.  
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8 Appendix - Semi-structured interview guide 
 
 
Background/introduction 

• Provide with a general account of your job assignments and areas.  

• How do you define the concept resilience? 

• How do you apprehend the situation of Islamic violent extremism in Sweden or locally 

where you work? 

 

The work against violent extremism 

• Describe how you work with violent extremism. 

• How do you look upon the Swedish national strategies against violent extremism? 

• Do you believe that some measures/actions function better/worse than others? 

• Do you lack anything in your work? Or in the strategies? 

• What problems and difficulties exist within your work in this area? 

• How do you look upon the relation between local and central perspectives in the work 

to counter violent extremism? 

• If working locally, do you work according to the local action plan against violent 

extremism? 

 

Local resilience 

• What factors do you perceive as most important when promoting resilience?  

• What are the driving factors behind local resilience? 

• What actors are important within the area? Who should do what, and why? 

 

A resilient society 

• Is the local level important in the work to counter violent extremism? Provide 

examples, why/why not? 

• Is a resilient society something to strive for, in the work to counter violent extremism? 

 
 
 
 


