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Assessing and containing security threats emanating
from formerly armed actors (FAAS) is a vital function
of disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration
(DDR) programs. While such risks need to be taken
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violent individuals that pose an  /ntrinsic danger to
their receiving communities. By conceptually limiting
(re)integration to containing violence and aggression,
many DDR programs reproduce a common stigma
against FAAs and thereby undermine individual
efforts to disassociate from this image. Namely,
confining FAAs to preconceived and unfavourable
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helps question dominant societal images of FAAs and
mitigate reservations against their renewed presence

in society. To effectively deconstruct stigma, DDR
programs must be accompanied by  public awareness

and dialogue -promoting  campaigns in  schools,
religious groups, human rights organisations , and
other public spaces to foster mutual understanding
and community support for the (re)integration
process. Deconstructing stigma means opening up

the opportun ity for FAAs to influence their public
reputation and engage as fellow citizens instead of
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To enable proper (re)integration, stigma does not
only have to be deconstructed in receiving
communities but also in the self -image of FAAs. If
DDR programs and policies primarily classify FAAs as
violent offenders and not as individuals with complex
motives and intentions, FAAs may be less likely to
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the ability to (re)integrate and perpetuates negative
stereotypes within receiving communities.
Problematic FAA behaviours are to be assessed and
dealt with on a case -by-case basis; the totalising
prejudice about FAAs being inherently violent,
however, must be challenged to avoid severe
complications for the (re)integration process . This
Research Brief thus makes the case that DDR
initiatives should actively deconstruct  the threat
stigma to increase the societal acceptance of FAAs
and to prevent the psychosocial alienation of FAAs
during (re)integration.

FAA threat narratives tend to arise from policy
discourses that frame DDR as providing security at
the cost of justice . This view suggests that FAAs are
given a c hance to (re)integrate into a community of
victims despite being the perpetrators G solely to
neutralise the more significant threat they would pose
remaining outside of the community. The strict
victim - perpetrator binary, however, may
mischaracterise C aomplex motives  for having
joined an armed group and discount their personal
traumas and grievances resulting from the conflict.

For instance, an FAA could have been forced into this
situation to survive or may have been  victimised by
members of an armed group. An essential part of
deconstructing the aggression stigma in receiving
communities is emphasising the existence of these
scenarios without framing all FAAs as helpless
products of their circumstances.

Demonstrating that a propensity for violence is not
the only ra tionale behind armed group membership
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As a result, FAAs may become frustrated with the
(re)integration process and continue searching for
validation of their identity within their prior armed
group networks. To prevent this  isolation from the
ultimate goal of (re)integration, programs must treat
FAAs as proper citizens capable of re -establishing
their social reputation and societal function at this
critical juncture in their lives.  Socialising FAAs as
agents who can shape th eir own future as opposed to
offenders determined by their past promotes seeking
opportunities over the passive acceptance of the
status quo. The most essential step to realising this
critical approach is sensitising (re)integration staff to
the adverse ef fects of using stigmatising language
and condemnatory labels when interacting with FAAs

The threat stigma is one of the most prevalent
obstacles to FAA (re)integration.  Deconstructing it
requires acknowledging the complex dynamic of
motives, intentions and circumstances that led to
joining an armed group and using violence in the first
place. Dialogue, empathy and nuance can contribute

to deconstructing stigma by promoting cooperation
and understanding, reduce stereotypes and
prejudices, and create the basis for identifying shared
values. While deconstructing the threat stigma is
necessary, violent and threatening behaviours among
FAAs are still an issue for which DDR programs need
to be prepared. However, if such security provisio  n is
based on general suspicion instead of evaluation and
targeted intervention, stigma will continue to
jeopardi se the trajectories of those many FAAs  who
are able and eager to (re)integrate as citizens of their
communities.
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The following table lists possible stigmas that different types of FAAs may face and
how they can be counteracted. There is considerable overlap between FAA categories

in that assumptions about the fragile or threatening nature of their inherent
psych ological condition are the most common trigger for stigma.

Case Example

Former members of the Mexican Sinaloa cartel with drug and alcohol addictions struggle not only with the attendant stigma of their past
affiliations but also the severed ties with friends and family that often accompany substance abuse issues. Along with this, negative self-
perceptions and low senses of self-efficacy can demotivate them and create negatively reinforcing cycles of attitudes and behaviours
that undermine integration. The Comunidad de Sinai program is a residential three-month program that combines the Minnesota Model of
addiction treatment with family-centred approaches that facilitate recovery, the re-establishment of relationships, forgiveness, and
reconciliation.

Ex-extremists

Education and vocational training can provide these FAAs with the
skills necessary to be successful in the workforce and give them a
sense of purpose and belonging despite the present stigma.
Simultaneously, increasing public outreach on the matter in
coordination with non-governmental organizations can address
some of the social complexities of integrating these FAAs.

Finally, in tribal and clan-based societies, engaging elders and
community leaders can be critical for fostering acceptance.

Perceptions of continued aggression and radicalism can lead to
discrimination in employment and housing and generalised
suspicion by receiving communities and families. Trust may be
difficult to build under these circumstances, and FAAs may be the
targets of hate speech and vigilantes. Former extremists may also
face legal problems or recurring problems with law enforcement
bodies as a result of their past affiliations.

Case Example

Since the al-Shabaab militia in Somalia actively searches and kills defectors, community members associate the presence of FAAs with a
constant security risk. Moreover, FAAs are the first to be suspected as informants and perpetrators in the aftermath of terrorist
operations. Their religious positions are also called into question and many fear that they still adhere to radicalised interpretations of the
Quran. The Government of Somalia, with support from the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and community-based
organizations, has developed an integration program for former al-Shabaab members with psychosocial and religious counselling to
address extremist beliefs. The programme includes a mentoring component in which FAAs who have experienced a positive transition
facilitate those who are newer to the process. This helps them with identifying the kinds of behaviours and practices that establish
trusting and transparent relationships with the public. The programme also hosts social integration activities to promote broader
participation in community and clan affairs, critical for acceptance and employment.




