
Experiences with Right-wing Extremist 

Violent Offenders in German Juvenile 

Prisons

Figen Özsöz

“RADICALIZATION AND VIOLENT 

EXTREMISM – Disengagement, 

prevention, monitoring”

Criminal Justice Platform Event 

Barcelona, 14th October 2015 – Centre 

for Legal Studies



2

Right-wing Extremist Prisoners Project at MPI Freiburg

Qualitative longitudinal study of 37 

young violent offenders 

www.mpicc.de/en/home.cfm
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Research questions and goals

- What are the developmental effects of imprisonment on right-wing 

extremist violent juveniles in general?

- What is the impact of imprisonment on xenophobic attitudes, 

attachment to extremist groups, and violent tendencies?

consolidation   vs.  renunciation

- What personal and institutional factors are relevant for further 

development?
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Research variables

I. Criminal offence 

(e.g., circumstances of the offence, techniques of neutralization)

II. Xenophobic attitudes and violent tendencies

III. Individual psychological factors

(e.g., socio-demographic characteristics, personality traits)

IV. Social institutional factors

(e.g., prison type, training opportunities, ethnic composition of 

inmates, subcultures, group conflicts, interaction with prison staff)

V. Social resources and future prospects
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Study design and sample size

Samples Times of measurement

t1

start of custody for the

detained groups

t2

7 – 9 months later

Detained right-wing extremist

violent offenders
11 11

Detained violent offenders 10 10

Right-wing extremist violent

juveniles without prison experience
16 15

Total sample 37 36
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Characteristics of the sample: age 

Samples mean

age

min. 

age

max. 

age

Detained right-wing extremist violent

offenders

20.1 17 23

Detained violent offenders 20.6 17 23

Right-wing extremist violent juveniles 

without prison experience

18.4 15 24

Total sample 19.5 15 24
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Characteristics of the sample: regional background 

Samples Eastern 

Germany

Western 

Germany

Detained right-wing extremist violent

offenders
7 4

Detained violent offenders 7 3

Right-wing extremist violent juveniles 

without prison experience
3 13

Total sample 17 20
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Right-wing extremist violent offenders in prison

- Two different types of right-wing extremist violent offenders in German 

juvenile prisons:

(a) violent offenders: repeat offenders with a long criminal record 

which includes, besides right-wing extremist crimes, a variety of typical 

youth offences.

(b) ideologically charged offenders: exclusively xenophobic crime 

offenders with a deep ideological belief that triggers and justifies the 

offences.

 The majority of detained right-wing extremist are violent offenders. 
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The inmate culture

- The development of detained right-wing extremist violent offenders 

depends to great extent on the dynamics of social interactions within 

the inmate culture. 

- In regard to the presence of right-wing extremist offenders as well as 

the ethnic composition of the inmates, there are significant differences 

between youth prisons in former West and East German federal states.
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Right-wing extremist offenders in Western German prisons

- In Western German youth prisons the proportion of foreign detainees is 

very high. In contrast, the number of detainees with an obvious right-wing 

extremist background is low.

- Symptomatic for the right-wing extremist offender‘s situation in prison is a 

constant ambivalence between threat and fear on the one side and self-

affirmation and appreciation on the other.

- Usually right-wing extremist prisoners remain inconspicuous due to fear of 

suppression and violent acts through foreign inmates. 

- Fear of victimisation promotes resentment and hatred towards foreigners.

- Negative exclusiveness consolidates the ideological identity as it serves 

the purpose of image cultivation and increases self-esteem.
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Right-wing extremist offenders in Eastern German prisons

- In Eastern German youth prisons foreign detainees are a minortiy, 

whereas right-wing extremists form an influential subgroup.

- A right-wing extremist background facilitates in establishing contacts 

with inmates, as the joint subcultural affiliation provides direct access to 

existing skinhead inmate groups. 

- Due to the subcultural affiliation right-wing extremist offenders feel a 

great pressure to obligate themselves to absolute loyalty towards the 

group and refuse to participate in custodial rehabilitation programs.

- Prison management and staff often deal severely with right-wing 

extremist prisoners. They are subject to strict observations and 

controls. Harsher treatment produces a stronger group identity.
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Impact of imprisonment on right-wing extremist and violent orientations

- Imprisonment initiates a developmental process through which right-wing 

extremist attitudes gradually uncouple from behavioural implications.

 Right-wing extremist offenders maintain their beliefs, but express less 

willingness to disclose their opinions and to act violently.

- This development is based on the right-wing extremist offender’s 

subjective interpretation of the causes of their incarceration: 

“Not my attitudes brought me into prison, rather my violent behaviour”.

- The desistance from subcultural activities and especially violence is 

particularly motivated by the concerns for re-incarceration.

- Age and life phase related maturation processes support disengagement 

from right-wing extremist activities.
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Implications for penal practice and rehabilitation

- For rehabilitation, it is crucial to prevent right-wing extremists from 

forming subcultures within the prison:

 Prison management and staff ought to have sufficient knowledge 

about right-wing extremist activities.

 Right-wing extremists should be placed in small and manageable 

units with a heterogeneous composition of prisoners rather than big cell 

blocks.

- Prison management and staff should pay greater attention on safety 

regulations as feelings of insufficient personal safety further increase 

hostility and mistrust towards them and also enforce hatred towards 

foreigners. 
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Implications for penal practice and rehabilitation

- Custodial treatment programs which are specifically designed for right-

wing extremist offenders have more positive effects on prisoners who are 

classified as “violent offenders” and less on the “ideologically charged 

offenders”. 

- If possible, rehabilitation programs should integrate family members and 

partners in the treatment as close and stable relationships are a positive 

influential factor for the development of right-wing extremist offenders.
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