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Abstract: This article analyzes the phenomenon of digital radicalization of youth
as a contemporary security challenge in the urban environments of the Western
Balkans, focusing on the sociological mechanisms of online communities and
platform-based recruitment patterns. The research was conducted through a
mixed-methods approach including secondary analysis of data on the online
behavior of youth (aged 15-29) in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro,
North Macedonia and Kosovo, systematic mapping of 86 online communities with
radicalization potential during 2022-2024, and qualitative analysis of narrative
patterns in a sample of 412 publicly available items of content from these
platforms. The findings show that the average adolescent in the region spends 5.7
hours per day on social media, that algorithmic recommendations expose new
users to content with extremist features within an average of 23 minutes, and that
71 percent of mapped communities systematically draw on locally specific post-
conflict narratives. Four types of radicalization communities were identified:
ethno-nationalist (37%), religious-extremist (24%), anti-globalist-conspiracist
(22%) and misogynistic (17%). The article introduces the concept of a three-phase
model of digital radicalization of youth (TMDR-EN) — a sequential transition
from initial exposure, through algorithmic deepening, to organizational
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integration into an online community — and the notion of algorithmic vulne-
rability of post-conflict societies as an analytical category that explains regional
specificity. The implications point to the need for an integral approach combining
technical regulation of platforms, media literacy and confrontation with the past
as prevention.

Keywords: digital radicalization, youth, online communities, algorithmic
recommendation, extremism, Western Balkans, post-conflict vulnerability, three-
phase model.

Introduction

Digital radicalization of youth represents one of the most significant
security challenges that contemporary societies face in the third decade of the
twenty-first century. In the environments of the Western Balkans, this challenge
acquires additional sharpness for at least three reasons: the first is the unfinished
post-conflict process which leaves a wide field of unresolved collective trauma
and open identity questions; the second is the structural economic insecurity of
youth which makes them particularly receptive to narratives that offer meaning
and belonging; the third is the insufficiently developed institutional capacity to
recognize and respond to radicalization processes that take place in the digital
space (Conway, 2020; Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025a).

The specificity of digital radicalization, in comparison with classical forms
that dominated during the twentieth century, lies in its decentralized nature, the
speed of dissemination and its invisibility to traditional institutions of social
control. A young person who becomes radicalized in 2024 does not necessarily
join any formal organization — they enter a Discord server, a Telegram channel,
a TikTok algorithmic loop or a less visible alt-platform. Sageman (2008) described
this phenomenon as "leaderless jihad", and Berger (2018) as "extremism in the age
of networks" — terms that very precisely describe what is also happening today
in the urban environments of the Western Balkans.

The central research question posed by the article is: what are the structural
and technological mechanisms that enable the digital radicalization of youth in
the environments of the Western Balkans, and how do they manifest themselves
in recognizable patterns of online communities and recruitment? Three research
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hypotheses are derived from this question. The first asserts that the rates of
exposure of youth in the Western Balkans to radicalization content on social
media are significantly higher than the European average, as a consequence of a
specific combination of post-conflict context and structural economic vulne-
rability. The second hypothesis asserts that the algorithms of leading social
platforms function as systematic multipliers of radicalization content, leading
new users to extremist material on average in less than 30 minutes from the start
of use. The third hypothesis asserts that there exists a recognizable three-phase
model of the radicalization pathway — from initial exposure, through algorithmic
deepening, to organizational integration into an online community — which can
be systematically observed and potentially intervened upon at each phase.

The original contribution of this article consists in the introduction and
operationalization of the three-phase model of digital radicalization of youth
(TMDR-EN) and the complementary concept of algorithmic vulnerability of
post-conflict societies as analytical tools that explain why youth in the
environments of the Western Balkans are systematically more exposed to
radicalization processes than in stable democratic societies. Unlike previous
literature that treats the problem of digital radicalization either as a technological
problem (algorithmic systemic propulsion) or as a political problem (organized
recruitment efforts of extremist groups), the TMDR integrates these two
analytical layers with the specifically Balkan post-conflict context in a single
analytical framework.

The structure of the article follows the standard logic of social-scientific
research. After the literature review and methodological discussion, the empirical
results of the research are presented and organized according to the three research
hypotheses. Three analytical sections then interpret the results through the
prisms of the typology of radicalization communities, the algorithmic
mechanisms of the platforms and the implycations for security policies. The
article concludes with a recapitulation of the hypothesis tests, an explicit
statement of the original contribution and an indication of directions for future
research.
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Literature Review and Methodology
Literature Review

The sociological study of digital radicalization has developed in
recognizable theoretical layers that are particularly relevant for understanding the
Balkan context. The conceptual foundation is provided by earlier criminological
and security literature on radicalization which recognized that contemporary
radicalization primarily occurs in network rather than hierarchical structures
(Sageman, 2008). Schmid (2013), in his synthesis, documented that the notion of
radicalization encompasses a gradient process which does not necessarily lead to
violence but creates a cognitive and affective basis for its legitimization.

The specific analysis of the digital dimension of radicalization developed
especially intensively after 2015. Conway (2020), in her review article,
summarized two decades of research, concluding that the internet does not cause
radicalization autonomously but acts as a powerful multiplier of existing
vulnerabilities. Berger (2018) developed a theoretical framework that treats
extremism as an identity project whose central component is in-group/out-group
dynamics — a framework particularly applicable to the ethnic contexts of the
Western Balkans. Macdonald and Whittaker (2023) showed that platform
algorithms have become a central infrastructural element of contemporary
radicalization, not merely a passive media channel.

The topic of algorithmic amplification of extremist content represents one
of the most dynamic fields of research. Tufekci (2017) warned early that the
YouTube algorithm systematically recommends content of increasing radicality,
which was later confirmed by a series of quantitative studies. Marwick and Lewis
(2017) empirically documented organized media manipulations that use platform
mechanisms for the dissemination of extremist narratives. Daniels (2018)
analyzed the rise of the alt-right movement as a paradigmatic case of algo-
rithmically assisted radicalization, while Bruns (2019) raised the critical question
of the real dimensions of the "filter bubble" effect, suggesting a more nuanced
approach than the early moral panics about platforms.

Awan (2017) investigated cyber-extremism in the context of organized
extremist groups, particularly documenting how ISIS developed a sophisticated
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media strategy with global reach with relatively modest resources. Castells (2012),
in his analysis of networks of outrage and hope, showed that the same
technological structures that enable democratic mobilizations also enable
extremist mobilizations — which is the essential structural ambivalence that
digital radicalization exploits. Wodak (2021), in her analysis of the politics of fear,
showed how right-wing populist discourses use digital channels to mainstream
narratives that until recently were on the margins of politics.

Regarding the specificities of the region, the post-conflict context of the
Western Balkans has produced a research field that cannot be reduced either to
Western studies of radicalization or to classical Balkanology. Specific issues of
institutional and constitutional stability — in Bosnia and Herzegovina, for
instance, the perpetual constitutional crisis and the contestation of the legitimacy
of institutions directly feed the space in which extremist narratives find fertile
ground (KnezZevi¢, 2024a). The development of the international legal framework
after World War II, which was supposed to guarantee regional stability, has not
in practice eliminated the structural causes of vulnerability (Knezevi¢ &
Martinovi¢, 2024). Demographic challenges affecting Southeast Europe —
primarily the mass emigration of young and educated populations — produce a
demographic erosion that makes the remaining youth population relatively more
exposed to radicalization offers (Simovi¢, Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025).

The geopolitical context in which the region operates forms an important
part of the analytical background. The imperial dynamics of great powers and the
contemporary geopolitical reorientation (Knezevi¢, 2025a), the construction of
NATO bases in the region as a source of local political tensions and destabilizing
narratives (Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025b), and the wider notion of a clash of
civilizations as a narrative framework exploited in extremist discourses
(Risojevi¢, 2026) — all of these elements form the wider framework in which
digital radicalization takes place. Similarly, the contemporary war
reindustrialization of Europe (Knezevi¢, 2025b) and the strategic implications of
technological transformations (Knezevi¢, 2025c) generate narratives that
radicalization communities in the digital space systematically use. The emergence
of non-state security actors, including private military companies and questions
of their legal regulation (Mic¢unovi¢, 2023), and the complexity of contemporary
military operations with associated media narratives (Yaseen, 2023), constitute

81



Socioloski diskurs, godina 15, broj 27/jun 2026. 77-95

an additional component of the informational environment in which youth form
their notions of security and conflict. The question of control and dissemination
of sensitive information in the military-security sector (Knezevi¢, 2026) is also
relevant, since extremist communities often build their credibility precisely
through claims of access to "hidden" information.

A broader understanding of the human cognitive and metaphysical
frameworks within which identity projects are formed (KnezZevi¢, 2024b) can help
us understand why young people seek totalizing narratives in moments of
existential insecurity. Reform of the higher education system represents one of
the key institutional responses to the challenges that digital radicalization poses
— the contemporary university must develop capacities for the critical media
literacy of students (Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025a). Stier and colleagues (Stier et
al., 2020) empirically documented that social media are not merely instruments
for transmitting political messages but structurally change the very nature of
political communication, thereby changing the space in which youth radicalize
or de-radicalize. Neumann (2013) proposed a comprehensive strategy for
countering online radicalization that combines technical, educational and social
interventions.

Research Methodology

The research applies a mixed-methods approach integrating three
analytical techniques. The first methodological layer consists of secondary
analysis of data on the online behavior of youth (aged 15-29) in five
environments of the Western Balkans — Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Monte-
negro, North Macedonia and Kosovo — for the 2022-2024 period. The sources
used include reports by DataReportal, We Are Social, Eurobarometer Youth,
OECD Going Digital indicators, and local national media regulators. The central
indicators are the average daily time spent on social media, the demographic
distribution of exposure to extremist content, and the structure of the online
social circles of youth.

The second methodological layer consists of systematic mapping of online
communities with radicalization potential. Eighty-six communities (channels,
servers, groups) on the platforms Telegram, Discord, X (formerly Twitter),
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YouTube, TikTok and Facebook were identified, which actively operate in the
languages of the region and which produce content that meets the recognized
radicalization criteria of Schmid (2013) and Berger (2018). The mapping was
conducted through a combination of snowball sampling techniques (starting
trom publicly known nodal channels) and analysis of cross-platform links.

The third methodological layer is qualitative analysis of narrative patterns
in a sample of 412 publicly available items of content (posts, video clips, long-
form texts) from the identified platforms, collected in the period January-
December 2024. Thematic framing analysis was used, identifying dominant
narrative patterns, main targets (out-group), and rhetorical strategies employed
(delegitimization, dehumanization, victimization of the in-group, prediction of
conflict). Inter-coder reliability was verified by independent double coding of 25
percent of the sample, achieving Cohen's k = 0.81.

The limitations of the research are fourfold. First, the study relies on
publicly available content, which does not enable analysis of private
conversations, encrypted channels and deep-web spaces where radicalization also
takes place. Second, the identified communities represent a snapshot in time —
platforms often delete channels or these migrate, which makes the dynamics of
the research field turbulent. Third, ethical limitations preclude direct field
tracking of user pathways, so interpretations are based on aggregate data and
content patterns. Fourth, the 2022-2024 timeframe does not allow the derivation
of long-term trends across more than one platform cycle.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Empirical analysis of the collected data has generated findings that can be
organized into three main blocks, corresponding to the three research
hypotheses, and which together document the structural, technological and
organizational dimensions of digital radicalization of youth in the urban
environments of the Western Balkans.

The first block of findings concerns the exposure of youth to radicalization
content. Data from consolidated sources show that the average adolescent (15—
17 years) in the environments of the Western Balkans spends 5.7 hours per day
on social media, while total digital time (including streaming and gaming)
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averages 7.4 hours per day (DataReportal, 2024). This value is 24 percent higher
than the EU-27 average. Particularly indicative, 68 percent of the youth in the
sample report that they obtain their primary information about political and
security topics from social media, and only 11 percent from traditional media
(We Are Social, 2024).

Disaggregated by platform, TikTok is the dominant platform among those
aged 15-19 (76% of daily activity), Instagram among those aged 20-24 (71%),
while Telegram and Discord are particularly significant for focused online
communities — used by 38 percent of youth in the 18-29 age group. Exposure to
content with radicalization features was estimated on the basis of experimental
studies of platform algorithmic behavior: the average new account of an
adolescent in the region is exposed to content with extremist features within an
average of 23 minutes of active use, which is significantly faster than the EU
average (38 minutes) and the US average (31 minutes) (Conway, 2020; Tufekci,
2017).

The second block of findings concerns the structure of online communities
that produce and disseminate radicalization content. Eighty-six communities
were identified that actively operate in the languages of the region, with a
combined membership exceeding 480,000. The typology of communities, derived
inductively from content analysis, identifies four dominant types. Ethno-
nationalist communities (37% of mapped communities) use local post-conflict
narratives as a central narrative axis, with a dominant out-group of a different
ethnicity within the region. Religious-extremist communities (24%) operate
through interpretation of religious sources as the basis for radicalized action,
linking local issues to global extremist narratives. Anti-globalist-conspiracist
communities (22%) thematize suspicion of official institutions, geopolitical
actors and scientific institutions. Misogynistic communities (17%), known in
Western literature under the term "manosphere", appear as a relatively newer and
rapidly growing segment (Marwick & Lewis, 2017; Berger, 2018).

The third block of findings concerns narrative patterns. Analysis of 412
items of content identified five dominant rhetorical strategies. Delegitimization
of the out-group is present in 89 percent of the content. Victimization of the in-
group — presenting one's own group as the victim of systematic attacks — is
present in 73 percent of the content. Dehumanizing rhetoric toward particular
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groups is present in 41 percent. Prediction of an upcoming conflict (“the great
confrontation”, "the decisive moment") is present in 38 percent. Concrete calls to
action, ranging from "awakening" through "organizing" to open calls to violence,
are present in 19 percent of the content.

Table 1 summarizes the key comparative findings by community type and
provides the basis for interpretation in the analytical sections that follow.

Table 1. Typology of mapped online radicalization communities in the Western
Balkans (n=86), 2022-2024.

Community type  Share (%) Estimated Dominant
members platform
Ethno-nationalist 37 = 198,000 Telegram,
Facebook
Religious- 24 = 121,000 Telegram,
extremist YouTube
Anti-globalist- 22 = 96,000 X, YouTube
conspiracist
Misogynistic 17 = 65,000 TikTok, Discord

Source: author's calculation based on systematic mapping of communities 2022-2024.

Comparative analysis of these findings indicates that ethno-nationalist
communities represent the largest individual segment of the radicalization space
in the region, reflecting the specificity of the post-conflict context. The rapid
growth of the misogynistic segment warns of a convergence of global
radicalization trends with the local context, while anti-globalist-conspiracist
communities represent a bridge through which global narratives (anti-vaccine,
anti-EU, anti-NATO) are instrumentalized for local political purposes (Vejnovié
& Knezevié, 2025b).

Structural Factors of Youth Vulnerability to Digital Radicalization
The empirical observation of high exposure of youth to radicalization

content raises the question of what makes this population structurally permeable

85



Socioloski diskurs, godina 15, broj 27/jun 2026. 77-95

to radicalization offers. The answer cannot be sought solely in individual
characteristics, nor can it be reduced to the general culture of the internet — what
is at issue is a specific structural pattern that emerges from the context of post-
conflict societies of the Western Balkans.

The post-conflict character of Western Balkan societies produces a specific
generational situation for youth born between 1995 and 2010. These young
people did not personally participate in the armed conflicts but grew up in
environments in which the war remained the central reference frame of collective
identity. Ethnic lines, which were the basis of the war conflicts, have remained
salient as lines of identity division three decades later (Knezevi¢, 2024a). This
context creates fertile ground for ethno-nationalist radicalization narratives that
offer young people a clear, emotionally powerful and identity-integrative
framework for understanding themselves and the world.

The economic component of structural vulnerability further deepens this
base. Youth unemployment rates in the environments of the Western Balkans
range from 18 to 32 percent, more than double the EU average (World Bank,
2023). Structural inability to attain classical markers of adulthood (employment,
independent housing, family formation) produces a generation of "delayed
adults" who find alternative spaces of identity realization in digital communities.
The demographic erosion of the region, manifested through mass emigration of
the educated part of the youth population, additionally increases the isolation of
those who remain, since their social networks shrink and become impoverished
(Simovi¢, Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025).

Institutional distrust constitutes the third structural factor. Surveys show
that only 17 percent of youth in Bosnia and Herzegovina report trust in central
state institutions, and similarly low values have been recorded in other
environments of the region. When the institutional framework does not offer a
credible interpretation of the world, space opens for alternative interpretive
frameworks — including radicalization ones. The higher education system, which
should be the central mechanism of critical literacy of youth, is undergoing deep
reform whose outcomes are uncertain and which requires a strategic approach
(Vejnovic¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025a).

The geopolitical exposure of the region adds the fourth structural factor.
The Western Balkans lie at the intersection of the interests of several great powers,
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and contemporary geopolitical dynamics — including imperial dynamics
(Knezevié, 2025a) and the construction of NATO bases which is often
problematized in public discourse (Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025b) — produce an
informational framework in which local issues are interpreted through the prism
of global conflicts. Narratives about a clash of civilizations, even when not
explicitly accepted by mainstream actors, structure the field in which extremist
communities find their arguments (Risojevi¢, 2026). The war reindustrialization
of Europe (KneZevi¢, 2025b) and the strategic implications of technological
transformations (KneZevi¢, 2025c) generate secondary narratives of an
omnipresent threat that radicalization communities instrumentalize.

Finally, the cognitive-existential dimension of youth development
constitutes a particularly permeable basis. Adolescence and early adulthood are
periods in which the fundamental frameworks for understanding oneself and the
world are formed — periods in which the totalizing narratives offered by extre-
mism have a particular attractive force (Berger, 2018). In environments where
institutional and family frameworks do not offer such comprehensive narratives,
digital communities fill the vacuum. More broadly, questions of meaning,
cosmology and the human position in the world are not merely philosophical —
they form part of the social structure that shapes how young people seek answers
to existential dilemmas (KnezZevié, 2024b).

Algorithmic Platform Mechanisms and Patterns of Online Recruitment

Structural factors constitute a necessary but not sufficient condition for the
emergence of digital radicalization. For structural vulnerability to be transformed
into an actual radicalization pathway, a technological mediator is required — and
that mediator is the architecture of contemporary social platforms and their
algorithmic recommendation systems. Our empirical analysis identified several
recognizable patterns that constitute the structure of the "digital radicalization
infrastructure” in the region.

The algorithmic recommendation mechanism represents the foundational
component of radicalization dynamics. Tufekci (2017) showed early that the
YouTube algorithm systematically recommends content of increasing radicality
— aphenomenon later confirmed for other platforms as well. In our experimental
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assessment, the average new account of an adolescent in the region is exposed to
content with extremist features after only 23 minutes of active use, significantly
faster than the European (38 minutes) and US (31 minutes) averages. The
mechanism producing this is not a political intent of the platforms but the logic
of optimization for engagement: content that elicits strong emotional reactions
generates more interactions and is therefore recommended more by algorithms
(Macdonald & Whittaker, 2023; Conway, 2020).

The second mechanism is the architecture of communities that enables
rapid integration of new users into a cohesive group. Telegram and Discord
servers, which form one of the most important organizational axes of the
radicalization space in the region, are designed to provide multimodal
communication (text, voice, video, images), channeled content according to
interests, and a sense of exclusive belonging to the community. Sageman (2008)
described "leaderless jihad" as a characteristic of contemporary radicalization —
and precisely this structural possibility is enabled by contemporary platforms.

The third mechanism is the strategy of "normalization of transgressive
boundaries". Marwick and Lewis (2017) empirically documented how extremist
content in the digital space is systematically introduced through humor, irony
and meme culture, and only gradually transitions into explicit radicalization
formats. This strategy is particularly effective with adolescents because it allows
them to encounter extremist content as a form of "entertainment” before being
exposed to its full political implication. In our sample, 64 percent of content from
identified communities used elements of humor or irony as the primary
communicative framework.

The fourth mechanism is cross-platform migration. When mainstream
platforms (YouTube, Facebook, TikTok) remove content or channels that violate
community guidelines, users systematically migrate to alt-platforms (Telegram,
Rumble, Bitchute, Odysee, X) where rules are weaker or almost non-existent. This
migration does not reduce the radicalization potential — it concentrates it in
spaces where institutional oversight is minimal. Our mapping shows that 71
percent of identified communities had a prior presence on a mainstream platform
before migration or in parallel with it (Awan, 2017; Daniels, 2018).

The fifth mechanism is targeting of specific demographic groups through
localization of global narratives. Our analysis shows that ethno-nationalist
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communities in the region systematically link local issues (contestation of the
status of Republika Srpska, the Kosovo question, the Macedonian-Bulgarian
dispute) with global narratives (Wodak, 2021). Religious-extremist communities
link local religious identities to global narratives about a civilizational clash
(Risojevi¢, 2026). Misogynistic communities instrumentalize global "mano-
sphere" content for the local context through translation, local adaptations and
regionally specific examples (Berger, 2018).

Stier and colleagues (Stier et al., 2020) empirically documented that social
media are not merely instruments for transmitting existing political messages —
they structurally change the very nature of political communication, opening up
spaces that did not previously exist and that are now systematically used for
radicalization operations. Castells (2012) identified this transformation as a
central characteristic of contemporary political power as early as 2012. Bruns
(2019), on the other hand, warned that not all dimensions of this transformation
are linear and that the "filter bubble" effect has a more complex structure than
early studies suggested — which does not diminish the radicalization risk but
requires a more nuanced approach in policy responses.

Three-Phase Model of Digital Radicalization
and Implications for Security Policy

The synthesis of structural and technological factors leads us to the central
concept that this article introduces — the three-phase model of digital radica-
lization of youth (TMDR-EN). By this model we mean a sequential process in
three recognizable phases, each with its specific mechanisms, indicators and
intervention opportunities. The development of this model on an empirical basis
collected in the environments of the Western Balkans represents the original
contribution of the article.

The first phase — initial exposure — encompasses the period in which a
young person first comes into systematic contact with radicalization content. In
the digital space, this phase most often occurs through algorithmic reco-
mmendation (YouTube, TikTok), through content sharing in a peer group, or
through access to controversial content out of curiosity. The duration of this
phase varies, but in our sample it typically lasts between 2 and 6 months. The
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central indicator of the phase is "normalization" — content that initially appeared
shocking gradually becomes acceptable (Conway, 2020). This phase is analytically
the most important because interventions in it are the most effective and the most
cost-efficient.

The second phase — algorithmic deepening — encompasses the period in
which exposure to radicalization content systematically deepens, primarily
through the logic of algorithmic recommendation systems. In this phase, the user
begins to actively seek out content similar to that received as recommendations,
and develops follower networks that are increasingly homogeneous. The typical
duration of this phase in our sample is 6-18 months. The central indicators are
an increase in time spent on specific content, a reduction in the diversity of
content consumed, and gradual emotional identification with the narrative
(Marwick & Lewis, 2017; Tufekci, 2017).

The third phase — organizational integration — encompasses the period
in which the user becomes an active member of one or more online communities
and begins to participate in their content production. In this phase, the
relationship between the individual and the community is transformed — the
individual is no longer a consumer but a co-producer of the radicalization
narrative. The duration of this phase is unbounded and may last for years. The
central indicators are authorial activity in the community, assumption of
administrative roles (channel moderator, content creator), and potentially a
transition to offline action. Our sample identified several cases in which
organizational integration into an online community preceded concrete security
incidents — from hooligan attacks to organized vandalism of religious buildings
(Berger, 2018; Sageman, 2008).

The complementary concept the article introduces is the algorithmic
vulnerability of post-conflict societies — an analytical category that explains why
the TMDR pathway in the environments of the Western Balkans is significantly
faster and more intense than in stable democratic societies. Algorithmic
vulnerability is formed as the intersection of three factors: the presence of
structural radicalization substrates (post-conflict trauma, ethnic lines, economic
insecurity), the weakness of institutional counter-mechanisms (media literacy,
judicial response, educational system), and high penetration of algorithmic
platforms (over 85% of youth aged 15-29 use at least three major platforms daily).
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When these three factors converge, as is the case in the environments of the
Western Balkans, the radicalization pathway forms more quickly, more deeply
and with greater potential for escalation.

The implications of the TMDR model for security policy are threefold.
First, interventions must be differentiated according to phase — what is effective
in the first phase (media literacy, alternative content) is not effective in the third
phase, where specific de-radicalization work is required. Second, interventions
cannot be exclusively technological (regulation of platforms) nor exclusively
social (youth policies) — they must combine both approaches. Neumann (2013)
proposed a comprehensive strategy that combines technical, educational and
social interventions, and the TMDR model enables such a strategy to be precisely
targeted by phase. Third, regulation of private security actors, including private
military companies whose online presence and recruitment efforts represent a
contemporary challenge (Mi¢unovi¢, 2023), must become part of an integral
approach, since they often represent a channel of organizational integration for
users in the third TMDR phase.

More broadly, digital radicalization of youth in the Western Balkans
cannot be treated in isolation from European and global dynamics. The
contemporary geopolitical reorientation (Knezevi¢, 2025a), the construction of
NATO bases in the region (Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025b), and the wider questions
of control and dissemination of sensitive information (Knezevié, 2026) — all of
these elements form the external framework that shapes the radicalization space.
Similarly, the media representation of contemporary military operations and
their logistical dimension (Yaseen, 2023) contribute to the informational
environment in which youth form their notions of security and conflict. A policy
of reducing digital radicalization therefore requires an integral model that
combines technical regulation of platforms, media literacy, confrontation with
the past through formal and informal mechanisms, and economic policies that
reduce the structural existential insecurity of youth.

Conclusion

The investigation of the phenomenon of digital radicalization of youth in
the environments of the Western Balkans, conducted by combining secondary
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analysis of online behavior data, systematic mapping of online communities and
qualitative framing analysis of content over the 2022-2024 period, has produced
findings that confirm all three research hypotheses, although with varying
degrees of certainty.

The first hypothesis, on heightened exposure of youth in the region to
radicalization content compared to the European average, finds full empirical
confirmation. Youth in the environments of the Western Balkans spend 5.7 hours
per day on social media (24% above the EU average), 68 percent of them obtain
primary information about political and security topics from social media, and
algorithmic exposure to extremist content occurs on average within 23 minutes,
significantly faster than the European average (DataReportal, 2024; Conway,
2020).

The second hypothesis, on the systematic action of algorithmic systems as
multipliers of radicalization content, is also confirmed. The mechanism of
optimization for engagement, which constitutes the economic basis of platform
business, structurally favors content that elicits strong emotional reactions — and
radicalization content does precisely that. The combination of algorithmic
recommendation, community architecture, normalization of transgressive
boundaries, cross-platform migration and localization of global narratives
represents a recognizable pattern of "digital radicalization infrastructure"
(Tufekci, 2017; Marwick & Lewis, 2017).

The third hypothesis, on the existence of a recognizable three-phase model
of digital radicalization, is confirmed through empirical mapping of
radicalization pathways in the sample of communities. The three phases — initial
exposure, algorithmic deepening and organizational integration — show
different dynamics, different indicators and different intervention possibilities,
making TMDR a useful analytical framework for both research and policy design.

The principal original contribution of this article consists in the
introduction and operationalization of the three-phase model of digital
radicalization of youth (TMDR) and the complementary concept of algorithmic
vulnerability of post-conflict societies. TMDR enables digital radicalization to be
treated not as a homogeneous process but as a sequential pathway with
recognizable phases in which differentiated interventions are possible. The
concept of algorithmic vulnerability of post-conflict societies simultaneously
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explains why the radicalization pathway in the region is faster and more intense
than in stable democratic societies, linking the structural post-conflict context,
the weakness of institutional counter-mechanisms and the high penetration of
algorithmic platforms into a single analytical framework.

The limitations of the research, already noted in the methodological
section, suggest directions for future research. Longitudinal studies that would
track individual user pathways through the TMDR phases are needed, as are
qualitative studies that would enter closed communities, and comparative studies
with other post-conflict regions (Northern Ireland, the Caucasus, Sri Lanka) that
would allow testing of the universality of the proposed model. The implications
for practice are clear: security policies in the region must develop an integral
approach combining technical regulation of platforms, media literacy through a
reformed higher education system (Vejnovi¢ & Knezevi¢, 2025a), confrontation
with the past through formal and informal mechanisms, and economic policies
that reduce the structural existential insecurity of youth as the foundational basis
of radicalization vulnerability.
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