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Any viewpoint, when expressed through violence, 
crosses a dangerous line. Violent conduct is not 
constitutionally protected speech, and it is outside 
the limits of the law. Ideologically motivated 
violence should be rejected by all of us in public 
office, regardless of party or politics, and it must be 
a bipartisan concern.

–Chairman Mark Takano
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On March 31,  2022,  the  House Commit tee on Veterans ’  Af fa i rs  conducted the second 
in  a  ser ies  of  inves t igat ive  hear ings  examining the inc idence of  domest ic  v io lent 
extremism wi th in  the  Uni ted States  veteran communi t y.1 The hear ing had t wo objec t ives : 

1.  To examine key fac tors  that  p lace a smal l  but  growing number  of  mi l i tar y 
veterans  at  r i sk  of  radical izat ion and recru i tment  by domest ic  v io lent  extremis t 
groups;  and  

2.  To ident i f y  and evaluate  var ious  c iv i l  soc ie t y  ef for ts  to  combat  domest ic  v io lent 
extremism. 

Th is  repor t  summarizes  key f indings  as  presented by exper t  wi tnesses  f rom the hear ing. 

BACKGROUND

Domest ic  v io lent  extremism i s  a  growing problem in  the  Uni ted States .  According to 
the  Center  for  S t rategic  & In ternat ional  S tudies  (CSIS) ,  “ there  were more terror i s t 
p lo ts  and at tacks  in  2020 than in  any year  s ince the CSIS data se t  s tar ted in  1994.” 2 
2021 had the second-highes t  number  of  domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  (DVE)  p lots  and 
at tacks  s ince 1994. 3

Whi le  mot ivat ions  for  these p lots  and at tacks  span the ideological  spectrum,  domest ic 
v io lent  extremism i s  predominant ly  a  far-r ight  phenomenon.  Of  893 DVE cr imes 
commit ted in  the  U.S.  bet ween 1994 and 2020,  57% were commit ted by r ight-wing 
actors ,  such as  whi te  supremacis t s ,  ant i -government  extremis ts ,  ant i -abor t ion act iv i s t s , 
and involuntar y  ce l ibates  (aka “ incels”) . 4 By compar ison,  25% of  DVE plots  and 
at tacks  were commit ted by le f t -wing terror i s t s ,  15% by re l ig ious  terror i s t s  ( inc luding 
Salaf i s t  j ihadis t s ) ,  3% by e thnonat ional i s t s ,  and less  than 1% by terror i s t s  wi th  o ther 
mot ives . 5

There have been many examples  of  DVE cr imes  commit ted by veterans  over  the 
pas t  three decades.  These inc lude the At lanta Olympic  Park  bombing in  1996, 6 the 

1 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
2 Center for Strategic & International Studies, The Military, Police, and the Rise of Terrorism in the United States (April 12, 2021) (www.
csis.org/analysis/military-police-and-rise-terrorism-united-states).
3 Center for Strategic & International Studies, Pushed to Extremes: Domestic Terrorism amid Polarization and Protest (May 17, 2022) 
(www.csis.org/analysis/pushed-extremes-domestic-terrorism-amid-polarization-and-protest).
4 Center for Strategic & International Studies, The Escalating Terrorism Problem in the United States (June 2020) (https://csis-website-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/200612_Jones_DomesticTerrorism_v6.pdf).
5 Id.
6 Eric Rudolph’s rage was a long time brewing, MSNBC (April 6, 2005) (www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna7398701).
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Wiscons in  S ikh  temple  shoot ing in  2012, 7 the  2014 k i l l ing of  three people  outs ide a 
Jewish  communi t y  center  in  Over land Park ,  Kansas , 8 the  2020 plot  to  k idnap Michigan 
Governor  Gretchen Whi tmer,9 and the breach of  the  FBI ’s  Cinc innat i  F ie ld  Of f ice  in 
August  2022.10 By far,  the  deadl ies t  of  these at tacks  was the 1995 bombing of  the 
Al f red P.  Murrah Federal  Bui ld ing in  Oklahoma Ci t y,  an at tack  that  k i l led 168 people 
( inc luding 19 ch i ldren)  and in jured near ly  700 others .11 T imothy McVeigh p lanned and 
carr ied out  the  at tack ,  a  mani fes ta t ion of  h i s  ant i -government  and whi te  supremacis t 
v iews,  wi th  the  knowledge and ass i s tance of  t wo fe l low Army veterans  he met  dur ing 
bas ic  t ra in ing at  For t  Benning,  Georgia.12

I t  must  be emphasized that the vast  majorit y of  the nation ’s approximately 18 
mil l ion l iving veterans remain law-abiding cit izens fol lowing their  mil i tar y 
service,  and the vast  majorit y of  DVE crimes are not commit ted by veterans.13 
Never the less ,  empir ica l  ev idence suggests  that  indiv iduals  wi th  mi l i tar y  backgrounds 
have become increasingly involved wi th v iolent  extremis t  plots  and at tacks in  recent  years. 

Between 1990 and 2021, 
individuals with military
backgrounds killed

...and injured

PEOPLE

PEOPLE

314

1,978

10%

15%
OVER

Since 2015, veterans
committed approximately

of all domestic terrorist plots
and attacks.

of those charged in the 
January 6, 2021 attack 
on the U.S. Capitol have 
military backgrounds.

6.9

28.7

Annual average of 
individuals with military
backgrounds who 
committed DVE crimes 
from 1990 to 2010. 

Annual average of 
individuals with military
backgrounds who 
committed DVE crimes 
from 2010 to 2022.

7 Sikh Temple Killer Wade Michael Page Radicalized in Army, Southern Poverty Law Center (Nov. 11, 2012) (www.splcenter.org/fight-
ing-hate/intelligence-report/2012/sikh-temple-killer-wade-michael-page-radicalized-army).
8 Southern Poverty Law Center, Frazier Glenn Miller, (www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/individual/frazier-glenn-miller).
9 Two men arrested in plot to kidnap Michigan governor were Marine veterans, Marine Corps Times (Oct. 10, 2020) (www.marinecorps-
times.com/news/your-marine-corps/2020/10/10/two-men-arrested-in-plot-to-kidnap-michigan-governor-were-marine-veterans/).
10 Gunman in FBI attack was Navy veteran who once handled classified info, The Washington Post (Aug. 12, 2022) (www.washington-
post.com/nation/2022/08/12/fbi-cincinnati-ricky-shiffer/).
11 Federal Bureau of Investigation, Oklahoma City Bombing (www.fbi.gov/history/famous-cases/oklahoma-city-bombing).
12 University of Missouri – Kansas City, The Oklahoma Bombing Conspirators (http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/
mcveigh/conspirators.html).
13 National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, Radicalization in the Ranks: An Assessment of the Scope 
and Nature of Criminal Extremism in the United States Military (Jan. 17, 2022) (www.start.umd.edu/pubs/Final%20Report%20for%20
SAF%20CDM.pdf).
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The fo l lowing data i l lus t ra te  th i s  concern: 

• From 1990 through 2021,  DVE at tacks  perpetrated by indiv iduals  wi th  mi l i tar y 
backgrounds  k i l led 314 people  and in jured another  1,978.14 

• Veterans  commit ted approximate ly  10% of  a l l  domest ic  terror i s t  p lo ts  and at tacks 
s ince 2015,15 and more than 15% of  those charged in  the  Januar y 6,  2021,  U.S. 
Capi to l  a t tack  have mi l i tar y  backgrounds.16 Both  percentages  exceed veterans ’ 
share of  the  overal l  U.S.  populat ion ( less  than 6%).17 

• From 1990 to  2010,  an annual  average of  6.9 indiv iduals  wi th  U.S.  mi l i tar y 
backgrounds  commit ted DVE cr imes .  That  number  more than quadrupled to 
28.7 indiv iduals  per  year  bet ween 2010 and 2022.  Th is  dramat ic  increase i s 
dr iven in  par t  by the outs ized number  of  DVE cr imes  commit ted by act ive  dut y 
ser v icemembers  and veterans  in  connect ion wi th  the  events  of  Januar y 6,  2021. 
However,  even i f  Capi to l  of fenders  are  not  cons idered,  the  number  of  DVE cr imes 
commit ted by indiv iduals  wi th  mi l i tar y  backgrounds  (17.8 per  year)  more than 
doubled s ince 2010 compared to  the  prev ious  t wo decades.18

14 Id.
15 Center for Strategic & International Studies, The Military, Police, and the Rise of Terrorism in the United States (April 12, 2021) (www.
csis.org/analysis/military-police-and-rise-terrorism-united-states).
16 National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, Radicalization in the Ranks: An Assessment of the Scope 
and Nature of Criminal Extremism in the United States Military (Jan. 17, 2022) (www.start.umd.edu/pubs/Final%20Report%20for%20
SAF%20CDM.pdf).
17 The Changing Face of America’s Veteran Population, Pew Research Center (Apr. 5, 2021) (www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2021/04/05/the-changing-face-of-americas-veteran-population/#:~:text=There%20are%20around%2019%20million,the%20
total%20U.S.%20adult%20population). 
18 National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, Radicalization in the Ranks: An Assessment of the Scope 
and Nature of Criminal Extremism in the United States Military (Jan. 17, 2022) (www.start.umd.edu/pubs/Final%20Report%20for%20
SAF%20CDM.pdf).

Acknowledging the unfortunate reality that violent 
extremism is a small but growing threat among the U.S. 
veteran population does not impugn all veterans. Rather, 
ignoring the threat of veteran-involved violent extremism 
does a disservice to those who continue to support and 
defend the Constitution against all enemies, foreign and 
domestic, following their military service.



 “
 “

6

These data underscore the need for  a  c lear-eyed discuss ion about  the  growing 
threat  of  veteran radical izat ion and recru i tment  by DVE groups.  Acknowledging the 
unfor tunate  real i t y  that  v io lent  extremism i s  a  smal l  but  growing threat  among the 
U.S.  veteran populat ion does  not  impugn al l  ve terans .  Rather,  ignor ing the threat  of 
veteran- involved v io lent  extremism does  a  d isser v ice  to  those who cont inue to  suppor t 
and defend the Const i tu t ion agains t  a l l  enemies ,  fore ign and domest ic ,  fo l lowing the i r 
mi l i tar y  ser v ice .  I t  a l so  has  potent ia l  to  tarn ish  the  reputat ion of  those who have 
honorably  ser ved,  h inder  fu ture  recru i tment  e f for ts ,  and widen the d iv ide bet ween the 
c iv i l ian populat ion and what  has  become an a l l -volunteer  mi l i tar y.  As  one wi tness  a t 
the  March 31,  2022,  hear ing s ta ted,  “ Who is  going to  jo in  an a l l -volunteer  mi l i tar y  i f 
that  a l l -volunteer  mi l i tar y  i s  assoc iated wi th  extremism?” 19

The Commit tee’s  examinat ion of  the  prevalence and nature  of  v io lent  extremism 
wi th in  the  veteran communi t y  i s  not  an at tempt  to  pol ice  thought ,  s i lence d issent ,  or 
label  any pol i t i ca l  ideology as  inherent ly  extremis t .  Rather,  the  Commit tee i s  focused 
on prevent ing v io lence.  Veterans  and al l  U.S.  c i t izens  en joy cer ta in  cons t i tu t ional 
protec t ions  regarding the i r  r ight  to  speak f ree ly,  peaceably  assemble,  and pet i t ion 
the government  for  a  redress  of  gr ievances . 20 However,  as  Chairman Takano s ta ted at 
the  outse t  of  the  March 31,  2022,  hear ing:

Any v iewpoint ,  when expressed through v io lence,  crosses  a  dangerous 
l ine.  V io lent  conduc t  i s  not  cons t i tu t ional ly  protec ted speech ,  and i t  i s 
outs ide the l imi t s  of  the  law.  Ideological ly  mot ivated v io lence should be 
re jec ted by a l l  o f  us  in  publ ic  of f ice ,  regardless  of  par t y  or  pol i t i cs ,  and i t 
mus t  be a b ipar t i san concern. 21

Ranking Member  Bos t  echoed th is  sent iment  dur ing the March 31,  2022,  hear ing, 
saying,  “Free speech must  be protec ted,  but  v io lence cannot  be to lerated.  Vio lence 
has  no p lace in  our  soc ie t y,  our  pol i t i cs  on e i ther  s ide of  the  a is le .” 22

Only  by acknowledging and f rankly  d iscuss ing the growing threat  of  veteran 
radical izat ion and recru i tment  by DVE groups  can pol icymakers ,  c iv i l  soc ie t y 
organizat ions ,  and veterans  and mi l i tar y  fami l ies  themselves  formulate  ef fec t ive 
so lu t ions  for  counter ing v io lent  extremism. 23

19 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
20 U.S. Const. amend. I.
21 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
22 Id.
23 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
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HEARING OVERVIEW

The Commit tee conducted an in i t ia l  hear ing in to  domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  groups 
and the recru i tment  of  veterans  on October  13,  2021.  The purpose of  the  October 
2021 hear ing was threefold: 

1.  To def ine the nature  and scope of  threats  posed by DVE groups  that  seek to 
recru i t  and radical ize  veterans;  

2 .  To unders tand why these groups  target  veterans  in  the i r  recru i tment  e f for ts ;  and  

3.  To examine some of  the  r i sk  fac tors  that  may lead a veteran down the path  to 
extremism. 24

Key f indings  of  the  2021 hear ing inc lude:
 
1.  DVE groups ,  such as  the  Oath Keepers , 25 Proud Boys , 26 and Three Percenters , 27 

target  veterans  for  the i r  combat  exper ience,  weapons  t ra in ing,  and leadersh ip/
operat ional  sk i l l s ;  

2 .  Veteran involvement  g ives  DVE groups  an a i r  of  credib i l i t y,  a ids  in  fur ther 
recru i tment ,  and has  a  force -mul t ip l ier  e f fec t ;  and  

3.  Appeals  to  patr io t i sm,  soc ia l  i so lat ion,  a  search for  communi t y,  d i f f icu l t ies 

24 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
25 Center for Strategic & International Studies, Examining Extremism: The Oath Keepers (June 17, 2021) (www.csis.org/blogs/examin-
ing-extremism/examining-extremism-oath-keepers).
26 Southern Poverty Law Center, Proud Boys (https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/group/proud-boys).
27 Anti-Defamation League, Three Percenters (www.adl.org/resources/backgrounders/three-percenters).

DOMESTIC VIOLENT EXTREMISM:

The Federa l  Bureau of  Inves t igat ion (FBI )  and Depar tment  o f  Homeland Secur i t y 
(DHS)  def ine  a  Domes t ic  V io len t  Ex t remis t  (DVE)  as :  “An indiv idual  based and 
operat ing pr imar i ly  wi th in  the  Uni ted S ta tes  or  i t s  te r r i tor ies  wi thout  di rec t ion  or 
insp i ra t ion  f rom a fore ign ter ror i s t  group or  o ther  fore ign power  who seeks  to  fur ther 
pol i t i ca l  or  soc ia l  goals  whol ly  or  in  par t  th rough un lawfu l  ac ts  o f  force or t  v io lence. 
The mere advocacy of  pol i t i ca l  or  soc ia l  pos i t ions ,  pol i t i ca l  ac t iv i sm,  use  o f  s t rong 
rhe tor ic ,  or  genera l ized ph i losophic  embrace of  v io len t  tac t ics  may not  cons t i tu te 
ex t remism,  and may be cons t i tu t ional ly  pro tec ted.”

Federal Bureau of Investigation, Department of Homeland Security, Strategic Intelligence Assessment and Data on Domestic Terrorism (May 2021) 
(fbi.gov/file-repository/fbi-dhs-domestic-terrorism-strategic-report.pdf/view).
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adjus t ing to  c iv i l ian l i fe ,  and onl ine 
d is in format ion are  among the fac tors 
that  push and pul l  some veterans 
toward domest ic  v io lent  extremism. 28

Having es tabl i shed why DVE groups 
target  veterans  in  the i r  recru i tment 
e f for ts  dur ing the October  2021 
hear ing,  the  Commit tee’s  March 31, 
2022,  hear ing,  ent i t led “Helping 
Veterans  Thr ive:  The Impor tance of  Peer 
Suppor t  in  Prevent ing Domest ic  Vio lent 
Extremism,”  turned to  the  veterans ’  s ide 
of  the  s tor y.  The hear ing had t wo main 
objec t ives : 

1.  To fur ther  examine some of  the 
r i sk  fac tors  that  p lace a smal l  but 
growing number  of  mi l i tar y  veterans  at 
r i sk  of  radical izat ion and recru i tment 
by DVE groups;  and  

2.  To ident i f y  and evaluate  var ious 
c iv i l  soc ie t y  ef for ts  to  combat  domest ic 
v io lent  extremism. 

The March 31,  2022,  hear ing featured 
n ine exper t  wi tnesses  on t wo separate 
panels . 29  

The f i rs t  panel  inc luded the veteran 
voices  of  Wi l l iam “Bi l l”  Brani f f ,  an 
Army veteran and co-founder/board 
member  of  We the Veterans ,  and Chr is 
Purdy,  an Army veteran and direc tor 
of  Veterans  for  Amer ican Ideals  a t 
Human Rights  F i rs t ;  t wo soc ia l  sc ient i s t s 
wi th  decades  of  exper t i se  s tudying 
v io lent  extremism,  Dr.  John Horgan 
of  Georgia State  Univers i t y  and Dr. 
Pete  S imi  of  Chapman Univers i t y ;  and 

Vidhya Ramal ingam,  CEO and founder  of  Moonshot ,  an organizat ion that 

28 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Report on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans (March 25, 
2022).
29 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).

WITNESSES – MARCH 31, 2022

JOHN HORGAN, PH.D.
Dis t ingu ished Univers i t y  Professor

Depar tment  o f  Psychology

Georgia S ta te  Univers i t y

PE TE SIMI,  PH.D.
Assoc ia te  Professor
Depar tment  o f  Soc io logy
Chapman Univers i t y

WILLIAM “BILL” BRANIFF
Co-Founder  and Board Member
We the Veterans

CHRIS PURDY
Direc tor ,  Ve terans  for  Amer ican Ideals
Human R igh ts  F i rs t

VIDHYA RAMALINGAM
CEO and Founder
Moonshot

CHRIS BUCKLEY
Veteran
U.S.  Army

EMMA JOUENNE
Direc tor  o f  P rograms & Research on Ex t remism
Parents  for  Peace

JOE CHENELLY
Nat ional  Execut ive  Di rec tor
Amer ican Veterans

SARAH STREYDER
Execut ive  Di rec tor
Secure  Fami l ies  In i t ia t ive
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uses  technology to  ident i f y  and disrupt  v io lent  extremism in  the  d ig i ta l  sphere. 
Dur ing the hear ing’s  second panel ,  the  Commit tee heard f rom Chr is  Buck ley,  an Army 
veteran and former  extremis t  who has  led ef for ts  to  reach other  veterans  at  r i sk 
of  radical izat ion;  Emma Jouenne,  Direc tor  of  Programs & Research on Extremism at 
the  nonprof i t  organizat ion Parents  for  Peace;  Sarah Streyder,  a  mi l i tar y  spouse and 
execut ive  d i rec tor  of  the  Secure Fami l ies  In i t ia t ive  (SFI) ,  and Joe Chenel ly,  a  Mar ine 
Corps  veteran and nat ional  execut ive  d i rec tor  of  Amer ican Veterans  (AMVETS) . 

As  a  resu l t  o f  the  hear ing,  the  Commit tee ident i f ied t wo main  f indings : 

1. There is  no single pathway toward radical ization,  but  there are certain 
r isk factors that  veterans who engage in violent  extremism of ten share.

The hear ing wi tnesses  noted – and fur ther  research suggests  – that  there  i s  no 
s tandard pathway toward extremism.  However,  there  are  cer ta in  r i sk  fac tors ,  inc luding 
soc ia l  i so lat ion,  job insecur i t y,  unhealed t rauma,  subs tance abuse,  and mental  heal th 
concerns ,  that  make some indiv iduals ,  inc luding veterans ,  suscept ib le  to  radical izat ion 
and recru i tment  by DVE groups. 

2. Peer support,  including support  from other veterans,  mil i tar y famil ies, 
and Veterans Service Organizations,  is  vital  to countering the threat of 
domestic  violent  extremism.

Witness  tes t imony h ighl ighted the benef i t s  of  ve teran peer  leaders ,  fami ly  suppor t 
sys tems,  and Veterans  Ser v ice  Organizat ions  (VSOs)  in  prevent ing and responding 
to  radical izat ion and recru i tment  by DVE groups.  The wi tnesses  deta i led exis t ing 
ef for ts  to  bui ld  res i l ience agains t  v io lent  extremism,  inc luding programs a imed at 
fos ter ing c iv ic  engagement  among the mi l i tar y  and veteran communi t ies ,  provid ing 
c lear  guidance to  fami ly  members  and f r iends  who are concerned about  a  loved one’s 
wel l -being,  and promot ing d ig i ta l  in ter vent ion s t ra tegies  in  an ef for t  to  combat  onl ine 
mis- ,  d is- ,  and mal- in format ion.   

RISK FAC TORS:

Adverse  b io logica l  and env i ronmenta l  condi t ions  tha t  increase the  l i ke l ihood a 
person wi l l  exper ience a var ie t y  o f  negat ive  ou tcomes ,  inc luding the  onse t  o f 
de l inquent  and/or  cr iminal  behav ior. 

House Commi t tee  on Veterans’  Af fa i rs ,  Tes t imony Submi t ted for  the  Record of  Dr.  Pe te  S imi ,  Hear ing on Help ing 
Veterans  Thr ive :  The Impor tance of  Peer  Suppor t  in  Prevent ing Domes t ic  V io len t  Ex t remism,  117th  Cong.  (March 31, 
2022) .
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THERE IS NO SINGLE PATHWAY TOWARD RADICALIZATION, 
BUT THERE ARE CERTAIN RISK FAC TORS THAT VE TERANS WHO 
ENGAGE IN VIOLENT EXTREMISM OFTEN SHARE

Scient i f ic  research has  shown that  there  i s  no s ingle  pathway toward radical izat ion 
and that  no s tandard psychological  prof i le  of  a  v io lent  extremis t  ex is t s .  Dr.  Horgan 
emphas ized th is  poin t  in  tes t imony before the Commit tee:      

What  we know from four  decades  of  research on v io lent  extremism is 
the  fo l lowing:  No c lear  prof i le  has  ever  been found,  not  jus t  across 
the ideological  spec trum,  but  even wi th in  spec i f ic  groups.  That  i s  not  a 
fa i lure  of  research ,  ra ther  i t  i s  the  outcome of  i t .  Terror ism today i s  more 
d iverse  than ever  before.  Men,  women,  ch i ldren f rom al l  walks  of  l i fe ,  a l l 
backgrounds,  a l l  re l ig ions  become involved in  d i f ferent  ways.  And they 
end up doing d i f ferent  k inds  of  th ings  wi th in  these groups.  I f  any th ing, 
d ivers i t y  i s  the  prof i le . 30

Dr.  Horgan and other  wi tnesses  acknowledged,  however,  there are cer ta in  vulnerabi l i t ies 
(aka “push fac tors”  or  “r i sk  fac tors”)  that  contr ibute  to  many v io lent  extremis ts ’ 
radical izat ion.  Dr.  S imi ,  in  h is  wr i t ten  tes t imony,  def ined r i sk  fac tors  as  “adverse 
b io logical  and environmental  condi t ions  that  increase the l ike l ihood a person wi l l 
exper ience a var ie t y  of  negat ive  outcomes,  inc luding the onset  of  del inquent  and/or 
cr iminal  behavior.”  He fur ther  noted,  “Risk  fac tors  do not  guarantee any par t icu lar 
outcome,  but  ra ther  increase the odds  that  a  par t icu lar  outcome wi l l  occur.” 31

Witnesses ,  inc luding Ms.  Jouenne,  descr ibed common r i sk  fac tors  that  make some 
indiv iduals  suscept ib le  to  v io lent  extremism: 

These vu lnerabi l i t ies  can wear  d i f ferent  masks :  i t  can be unhealed t rauma 
(such as  ch i ldhood sexual  abuse,  bul ly ing) ;  a  h is tor y  of  addic t ion (a lcohol , 
drugs ,  gambl ing) ;  or  mental  and neurological  problems (such as  pos t-
t raumat ic  s t ress  d isorder  (PTSD),  depress ion,  or  o ther  forms of  learn ing 
d isabi l i t ies) .  When unaddressed,  these vu lnerabi l i t ies  create  shame,  gui l t  or 
pain  so bur ied they become unrecognizable.  To be able  to  bear  the burden 
of  the i r  suf fer ing,  indiv iduals  use  a l ternat ive  pathways to  channel  anger 
and resentment .  Extremism provides  a  super f ic ia l ly  appeal ing so lu t ion by 
of fer ing an oppor tuni t y  for  numbing and a sense of  belonging.  I t  makes 
for  a  seduc t ive  shor t -cut  so lu t ion that  u l t imate ly  proves  des t ruc t ive. 32

30 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
31 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. Pete Simi, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The 
Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
32 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Ms. Emma Jouenne, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: 
The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
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In  the  veteran context ,  mi l i tar y  ser v ice ,  espec ia l ly  combat ,  of ten involves  t raumat ic 
exper iences  and can resu l t  in  mental  heal th  condi t ions ,  such as  PTSD.  Recent  s tudies 
have indicated that  87% of  U.S.  ve terans  were exposed to  at  leas t  one potent ia l ly 
t raumat ic  event  dur ing the i r  mi l i tar y  ser v ice , 33 and the rate  of  PTSD wi th in  the  veteran 
communi t y  i s  near ly  t wice as  h igh as  the  general  populat ion. 34 Compounding these 
concerns ,  many veterans  exper ience an ident i t y  d isrupt ion,  which can be accompanied 
by fee l ings  of  lonel iness ,  i so la t ion,  abandonment ,  or  loss  of  s ign i f icance,  fo l lowing 
the i r  t rans i t ion to  c iv i l ian l i fe . 35 Other  more tangib le  fac tors ,  l ike  d i f f icu l t ies 
access ing employment ,  educat ion,  hous ing,  or  heal thcare,  may fac i l i ta te  a  former 
ser v icemember ’s  ant i -government  or  whi te  supremacis t  v iews,  leaving a smal l  subset 
of  ve terans  vu lnerable  to  common t ropes  and fa lse  d ichotomies  of fered by DVE groups 
and pos ted to  onl ine  message boards  – s logans  such as  “veterans  before i l legals” 
and “veterans  not  refugees .” 36

Another  area requir ing fur ther  s tudy i s 
the  ro le  that  “ involuntar y  exi t s”  might 
p lay in  some veterans ’  radical izat ion. 
According to  research by Dr.  S imi , 
an es t imated 18% of  indiv iduals  wi th 
mi l i tar y  backgrounds  who were indic ted 
on federal  terror i sm-re lated charges 
in  the  1980s and 1990s exper ienced 
some form of  “ involuntar y  exi t ”  f rom 
the mi l i tar y,  inc luding a d ishonorable 
or  less  than honorable  d ischarge or 
fa i lure  to  success fu l ly  complete  spec ia l 
forces  t ra in ing. 37 Involuntar y  exi t s 
were l ike ly  contr ibutor y  fac tors  to 
the  radical izat ion of  t wo of  the  most 
prominent  veteran extremis ts  dur ing 
th i s  t ime per iod:  T imothy McVeigh,  who 
fa i led to  complete  Green Beret  t ra in ing 
af ter  unfavorable  psychological 
tes t ing in  1991, 38 and Er ic  Rudolph, 
the  At lanta Olympic  Park  bomber,  who 

33 Blair E Wisco, et al., Posttraumatic stress disorder in the US veteran population: results from the National Health and Resilience in 
Veterans Study, Journal of Clinical Psychology (December 2014).
34 Jan Müller, et al., Risk factors associated with posttraumatic stress disorder in US veterans: A cohort study, Plos One (July 25, 2017).
35 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. Pete Simi, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The 
Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022); House Committee on Veterans’ Af-
fairs, Statement for the Record of Dr. Arie W. Kruglanski, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing 
Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
36 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Mr. Chris Purdy, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The 
Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
37 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. Pete Simi, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The 
Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
38 Timothy McVeigh Known as Dedicated Soldier, Solitary Loner, Associated Press (Aug. 10, 1995) (apnews.com/article/69debb-
4c262e35ec720f1bb7b30e5522).

To be able to bear the 
burden of their suffering, 
individuals use alternative 
pathways to channel anger 
and resentment. Extremism 
provides a superficially 
appealing solution by 
offering an opportunity 
for numbing and a sense of 
belonging.
– Emma Jouenne
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was d ischarged f rom the Army for  drug use in  1989. 39

Mr.  Purdy expla ined how involuntar y  exi t s ,  and other  veteran-spec i f ic  r i sk  fac tors , 
can fac i l i ta te  radical izat ion in  h is  tes t imony before the Commit tee:
      

I f  you have someone who has  been involuntar i ly  d ischarged and then they 
have a need,  a  mental  heal th  need,  a  phys ical  heal th  need,  they need to  go 
back to  school ,  they need … hous ing because they are hous ing insecure, 
an involuntar y d ischarge denies  those ser v ices  to  our  ser v icemembers  a t 
a  ver y  cr i t i ca l  moment  when they are a l ready fac ing angst  and gr ievance 
agains t  the  Government .  I t  real ly  a l lows an entr y  poin t  and a gateway for 
extremis t  recru i ters  to  come in  and say,  “ You know what?  The Government 
i s  real ly  the enemy here.” 40

 
Mr.  Buck ley,  in  h is  tes t imony,  descr ibed the ro le  that  most  – i f  not  a l l  – of  these r i sk 
fac tors  p layed in  h is  own radical izat ion and assoc iat ion wi th  DVE groups  and extremis t 
ideologies .  Mr.  Buck ley exper ienced mul t ip le  forms of  ch i ldhood and war t ime t rauma. 
Growing up in  Ohio,  he was the v ic t im of  sexual  abuse by a male  fami ly  member 
and was severe ly  bul l ied by other  s tudents  a t  a  major i t y  minor i t y  e lementar y school . 
Whi le  deployed to  Afghanis tan in  2008,  Mr.  Buck ley wi tnessed a f r iend and fe l low 
Army Nat ional  Guardsman’s  death  dur ing a Tal iban ambush.  He to ld  the Commit tee 
that  these exper iences  fue led h is  hatred of  a  “growing l i s t  o f  enemies ,  Mus l ims ,  gays , 
and blacks .” 41

These t raumat ic  exper iences  were exacerbated by eventual  drug addic t ion.  Fol lowing 
a back in jur y  he sus ta ined dur ing a humani tar ian miss ion in  2009,  Mr.  Buck ley became 
addic ted to  opio ids  – and la ter  began us ing cocaine,  psychedel ic  mushrooms,  and 
methamphetamine. 42

Mr.  Buck ley a lso noted the impacts  of  an abrupt  t rans i t ion to  c iv i l ian l i fe  and di f f icu l t ies 
access ing VA heal thcare in  response to  ques t ions  f rom Commit tee Members .  “ I t  took 
me s ix  months  to  go through [pre -mobi l izat ion t ra in ing]  a t  For t  McCoy,  Wiscons in ,”  he 
sa id.  “ When I  come home f rom Afghanis tan,  I  was  on my couch,  dr ink ing beer  wi th  my 
buddies  in  t wo weeks .  That  s ize  f rame was cons iderably  inappropr iate .”  Mr.  Buck ley 
went  on to  descr ibe “a t ime when I  was  at  my lowest  poin t  and I  drove s ix  hours  f rom 
my home in  Georgia to  B i rmingham,  Alabama because I  was  aware that  i t  was  my 
regional  of f ice  for  VA .”  Mr.  Buck ley recal led te l l ing a recept ionis t  a t  the  B i rmingham 
VA Medical  Center  that  he had a loaded handgun in  h is  vehic le  and was cons ider ing 
su ic ide i f  he  d idn’t  rece ive adequate  care.  Ins tead of  receiv ing that  care,  Mr.  Buck ley 
sa id  he was prescr ibed addi t ional  medicat ion and sent  home.  “ That  d iscredi ted the VA 

39 Events in Eric Rudolph’s life, CNN (April 13, 2005) (www.cnn.com/2005/LAW/04/04/rudolph.timeline/).
40 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
41 Id.
42 In the Army and the Klan, he hated Muslims. Now one was coming to Chris Buckley’s home., The Washington Post (June 5, 2018) 
(www.washingtonpost.com/news/local/wp/2018/06/05/feature/in-the-army-and-the-klan-he-hated-muslims-now-one-was-coming-
to-his-home/).
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for  me,  and I  never  went  back,”  he to ld  the Commit tee. 43

In  a  meet ing wi th  Commit tee Staf f  pr ior  to  the  March 31,  2022,  hear ing,  Mr.  Buck ley 
a lso repor ted fee l ings  of  f rus t rat ion that  h i s  mi l i tar y  t ra in ing and var ious  cer t i f i cat ions 
d idn’t  t rans la te  to  c iv i l ian employment  and that  he s t i l l  needed addi t ional  educat ion 
in  order  to  f ind a fu l f i l l ing career. 44

These exper iences  – and others  – le f t  Mr.  Buck ley vu lnerable  to  radical izat ion and 
recru i tment  by domest ic  v io lent  extremis ts .  Ins tead of  f inding prosocia l  out le ts  for  h is 
anger  and pain ,  Mr.  Buck ley began searching for  phrases  l ike  “protec t ing the whi te 
race” on the In ternet  and was eventual ly  connected wi th  the  Georgia Whi te  Knights 
of  the  Ku Klux Klan. 45 “ They d id  not  approach me wi th  p i tchforks  or  burn ing crosses 
but  wi th  a  p late  of  barbecue r ibs ,  a  B ib le ,  and the promise  of  a  brotherhood I  missed 
f rom my days  in  the  Army,”  he to ld  the Commit tee,  adding in  response to  addi t ional 
ques t ion ing,  “ I  th ink  that  a  so ld ier  wi l l  a lways  create  h is  war.  That  i s  what  we do.  We 
f ight .  I  jus t  chose the wrong war.  I  was  mis led,  and I  was  taken advantage of ,  and I 
a l lowed that  to  happen.” 46

Number of people killed 
in DVE attacks from 1990 
through 2021 perpetuated
by individuals with military
backgrounds.

Percentage of all domestic
terrorist plots and attacks
committed by veterans
since 2015.

Percentage of those charged
in the January 6, 2021
attack on the U.S. Capitol
with military backgrounds.

Annual average of 
individuals with military
backgrounds who 
committed DVE crimes 
from 1990 to 2010. 

Annual average of 
individuals with military
backgrounds who 
committed DVE crimes 
from 2010 to 2022.

Number of people injured
in DVE attacks from 1990 
through 2021 perpetuated
by individuals with military
backgrounds.
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I  th ink  that  a  so ld ier  wi l l  a lways
create  h is  war.  That  i s  what  we 
do.  We fight .

I  just  chose the wrong war.

I  was  mis led,  and I  was  taken 
advantage of ,  and I  a l lowed 
that  to  happen.

- Chr is  Buck ley
Army veteran and former  
   member  of  the  Ku Klux Klan

43 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
44 Chris Buckley, Meeting with House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs Staff (Feb. 15, 2022).
45 In the Army and the Klan, he hated Muslims. Now one was coming to Chris Buckley’s home., The Washington Post (June 5, 2018) 
(www.washingtonpost.com/news/local/wp/2018/06/05/feature/in-the-army-and-the-klan-he-hated-muslims-now-one-was-coming-
to-his-home/).
46 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
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PEER SUPPORT, INCLUDING SUPPORT FROM OTHER VE TERANS , 
MILITARY FAMILIES,  AND VE TERANS SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS, 
IS VITAL TO COUNTERING THE THREAT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENT 
EXTREMISM

Research has  shown that  there  i s  no s ingle  protec t ive  fac tor  that  can prevent 
radical izat ion or  convince an extremis t  to  d isengage f rom v io lence – jus t  as  there 
i s  no s ingle  r i sk  fac tor  that  contr ibutes  to  an indiv idual ’s  radical izat ion.  However, 
wi tnesses  a t  the  March 31,  2022,  hear ing agreed that  peer  suppor t  has  proven to 
be ins t rumental  in  both  prevent ion and in ter vent ion ef for ts  as  i t  counteracts  one of 
the  key r i sk  fac tors  to  v io lent  extremism:  soc ia l  i so lat ion.  As  Dr.  Horgan s ta ted in 
h is  wr i t ten  tes t imony to  the  Commit tee,  peers  “may be the most  e f fec t ive  weapon in 
reducing the r i sk  of  radical izat ion to  v io lent  extremism in  the  f i rs t  p lace,  as  wel l  as 
fac i l i ta t ing d isengagement  f rom such movements .” 47

For  veterans ,  peers  come in  a  var ie t y  of  forms.  They can be fe l low veterans ,  who, 
as  Mr.  Purdy noted,  “are bonded by shared exper ience” and “speak a common 
language.” 48 They can be members  of  nat ional ,  s ta te ,  local ,  and t r ibal  Veterans  Ser v ice 
Organizat ions ,  such as  We the Veterans  and AMVETS,  which were represented at  the 
March 31,  2022,  hear ing by Mr.  Brani f f  and Mr.  Chenel ly,  respect ive ly.  VSOs and 
other  membersh ip  organizat ions  provide pro-soc ia l  out le ts  and connect  veterans  to 
net works  of  indiv iduals  wi th  common exper iences  and shared wor ld  v iews.  As  Mr. 
Brani f f  s ta ted in  h is  tes t imony to  the  Commit tee,  VSOs also have d i rec t  access  “ to  the 
populat ion who may be f l i r t ing wi th  v io lent  extremis t  groups  or  movements”  and are 
wel l -pos i t ioned to  address  the  threat  of  v io lent  extremism head on. 49  

Peers  can a lso be f r iends ,  par tners ,  and fami ly  members .  As  Ms.  S t reyder  of  the 
Secure Fami l ies  In i t ia t ive  s ta ted in  her  wr i t ten  tes t imony:

When a veteran becomes radical ized toward pol i t i ca l  v io lence,  the  f i r s t 
people  in  the l ine  of  f i re  are  the i r  immediate  loved ones .  … Fami ly  members’ 
proximi t y  to  veterans  a lso makes  them the f i r s t  l ine  of  defense agains t 
radical izat ion.  The in terpersonal  connec t ions  that  par tners ,  fami l ies ,  and 
neighbors  have can complement  formal ,  o f f ic ia l  channels  of  in format ion 
and suppor t . 50

Many of  the  hear ing wi tnesses  emphas ized the need for  a  whole -of-communi t y  response 
to  domest ic  v io lent  extremism – an approach that  inc ludes  exis t ing government 
programs at  the  Depar tments  of  Defense,  S tate ,  Veterans  Af fa i rs ,  Homeland Secur i t y, 
and other  federal  and s ta te  agencies .  Th is  inc ludes  ear ly  prevent ion programs dur ing 

47 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. John Horgan, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: 
The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
48 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
49 Id.
50 Id.
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Peers may be the most 
effective weapon in 
reducing the risk of 
radicalization to violent 
extremism in the first place, 
as well as facilitating 
disengagement from such 
movements.
– John Horgan, Ph.D

basic  t ra in ing,  mi l i tar y  educat ion courses ,  and as  a  centra l  feature  of  the  Trans i t ion 
Ass is tance Program for  separat ing ser v icemembers .  I t  i s  equal ly  impor tant  that  the 
Depar tment  of  Veterans  Af fa i rs  (VA) provide ser v ices  and benef i t s  that  address 
veterans ’  bas ic  needs  (e .g . ,  employment ,  educat ion,  hous ing,  and heal thcare) . 

According to  Ms.  Ramal ingam’s  wr i t ten  tes t imony,  some of  the  most  e f fec t ive  prevent ion 
and in ter vent ion s t ra tegies  VA can employ “bui ld  on preexis t ing behavioral  heal th 
and other  wrap-around ser v ices .”  She added:

Rather  than develop s tand-alone terror ism prevent ion programming, 
we should draw on pre -exis t ing ser v ices  … [s]pec i f ica l ly,  mental  heal th 
suppor t ,  educat ional  and career  counsel l ing,  communi t y  outreach and 
fami ly  suppor t  programs,  as  wel l  as  adjacent  f ie lds  such as  su ic ide 
prevent ion. 51

However,  government- led in i t ia t ives  are  only  able  reach a por t ion of  the  veteran 
communi t y  that  may be at-r i sk  of  radical izat ion and recru i tment  by v io lent  extremis t 
groups.  According to  data compi led by the Nat ional  Consor t ium for  the  S tudy of 
Terror i sm and Responses  to  Terror i sm at  the  Univers i t y  of  Mar yland,  85% of  386 
veterans  who commit ted DVE cr imes  bet ween 1990 and 2022 commit ted the i r  cr imes  not 
immediate ly  fo l lowing the i r  mi l i tar y  ser v ice ,  but  three or  more years  af ter  separat ion 

f rom the Armed Forces .  On average, 
these cr imes  were commit ted 15 years 
af ter  separat ion. 52 Fur thermore,  VA 
s ta t i s t ics  show that  fewer  than t wo-
th i rds  of  a l l  pos t -9/11 veterans 
u t i l ize  the  VA heal thcare sys tem 
for  the i r  medical  and mental  heal th 
needs. 53 These data speak to  the  need 
for  veterans ,  mi l i tar y  fami l ies ,  and 
Veterans  Ser v ice  Organizat ions  to  f i l l 
the  void and connect  wi th  veterans  that 
VA is  not  able  to  reach,  provid ing added 
res i l ience for  those who are vu lnerable 
to  radical izat ion and recru i tment  by 
DVE groups.  “ Whi le  the  DOD and 
the VA have a ro le  to  p lay,  ne i ther 
ins t i tu t ion has  bet ter  access  to  the 
veteran communi t y  over  t ime than the 
veteran and mi l i tar y  fami ly  communi t y 

51 Id.
52 National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, Radicalization in the Ranks: An Assessment of the Scope 
and Nature of Criminal Extremism in the United States Military (Jan. 17, 2022) (www.start.umd.edu/pubs/Final%20Report%20for%20
SAF%20CDM.pdf).
53 Department of Veterans Affairs, Analysis of VA Health Care Utilization among Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), Operation Iraqi 
Freedom (OIF), and Operation New Dawn (OND) Veterans (January 2017) (www.publichealth.va.gov/docs/epidemiology/health-
care-utilization-report-fy2015-qtr3.pdf#).
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i t se l f ,”  Mr.  Brani f f  sa id  at  the  March 31,  2022,  hear ing. 54  Ms.  S t reyder  added to  th i s 
poin t  in  her  wr i t ten  tes t imony:

[T]op-down approaches  wi l l  on ly  accompl ish  so much – any ser v ice 
member,  veteran,  or  fami ly  member  wi l l  te l l  you that  of f ic ia l ,  mandator y 
t ra in ings  of ten have mixed degrees  of  impac t  a t  bes t .  In  fac t ,  for  some 
veterans  who already have ant i -government  leanings ,  these s t ra tegies 
may even fan those f lames.  That  i s  why in formal ,  peer - to-peer  approaches 
are cruc ia l  to  inves t  in  as  wel l . 55

In  l ine  wi th  Ms.  S t reyder ’s  comment  that  the  par tners  and fami ly  members  of  veterans 
are  of ten the “f i rs t  l ine  of  defense” agains t  extremism, 56 for  Mr.  Buck ley,  i t  was  h is 
wi fe ,  Mel i ssa,  who f i rs t  in ter vened on h is  behal f .  “She suf fered as  I  suf fered,  and 
I  was  about  to  pass  my suf fer ings  to  my young innocent  son too,”  he s ta ted in  h is 
wr i t ten  tes t imony.  “She gave me an u l t imatum.  I t  was  going to  be e i ther  her  and my 
son or  KKK and the drugs .” 57

Mr.  Buck ley ’s  wi fe  was repor tedly  connected to  a  former  neo-Nazi ,  Arno Michael i s , 
and then Parents  for  Peace,  through a s imple  In ternet  search:  “How do I  get  my 
husband out  of  a  hate  group?” 58 Eventual ly,  Mr.  Buck ley was able  to  confront  the 
unhealed t rauma in  h is  l i fe  and grapple  wi th  the  ways  in  which these exper iences 
contr ibuted to  h is  hatred of  rac ia l ,  re l ig ious ,  and sexual  minor i t ies .  But  Mr.  Michael i s 
d idn’t  begin  the  conversat ion by ta lk ing to  Mr.  Buck ley about  h is  extremis t  v iews. 
Rather,  Mr.  Buck ley to ld  the Commit tee: 

He addressed my subs tance abuse,  which we share in  common.  And once 
I  was able  to  gain  a  sober  mind,  a  sober  hear t  was easy to  fo l low.  And I 
had a ver y real ,  organic ,  and natural  re la t ionship  bui l t  wi th  th i s  indiv idual 
by that  poin t .  I  th ink  that  the  value of  peer  suppor t  and other  ser v ices  that 
are  veteran-operated,  former  extremis t  operated and contr ibuted to  are 
invaluable.  And jus t  l ike  we equip our  so ld iers  to  go in to  combat  wi th  the 
bes t  poss ib le  equipment ,  we should equip our  organizat ions  on the f ront 
l ine  of  deal ing wi th  v io lent  extremism among our  veteran communi t y  wi th 
the ver y bes t  equipment . 59

54 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
55 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Ms. Sarah Streyder, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: 
The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
56 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic 
Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
57 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Mr. Chris Buckley, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: 
The Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
58 In the Army and the Klan, he hated Muslims. Now one was coming to Chris Buckley’s home., The Washington Post (June 5, 2018) 
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According to  mul t ip le  wi tnesses  a t  the  March 31,  2022,  hear ing,  inc luding Dr. 
S imi ,  former  extremis ts  l ike  Mr.  Michael i s  can p lay an impor tant  ro le  in  extr icat ing 
radical ized indiv iduals  f rom hatred and v io lence.  However,   he  noted,  they should be 
u t i l ized in  the  context  of  a  mul t id isc ip l inar y team that  “adheres  to  e th ical  and legal 
s tandards  f rom the i r  respect ive  profess ions  us ing empir ica l ly  suppor ted in ter vent ions , 
whenever  poss ib le ,  provided by l icensed providers .” 60 Mr.  Buck ley h imsel f  was  quick 
to  admi t  that  “Prevent ion of  radical izat ion i s  a lways  bet ter  than t reatment .” 61 Mr. 
Purdy added to  th i s  poin t  in  h is  wr i t ten  tes t imony,  s ta t ing,  “Research has  shown that 
one of  the  bes t  ways  to  prevent  extremism i s  to  inoculate  those most  suscept ib le  to  that 
extremism.  … Once an indiv idual  has  been targeted wi th  d is in format ion,  i t  becomes 
much more d i f f icu l t  to  redirec t  the i r  development .” 62

Several  of  the  wi tnesses  deta i led the i r  organizat ions ’  e f for ts  to  promote th i s  t ype of 
preventat ive  ecosys tem wi th in  the  veteran communi t y.  For  example,  We the Veterans 
recent ly  launched Vet  the  Vote ,  a  nat ionwide campaign to  recru i t  100,000 veteran and 
mi l i tar y  fami ly  members  to  become the next  generat ion of  E lec t ion Day pol l  workers . 
“ I f  th i s  becomes a c iv ic  norm for  veterans  and mi l i tar y  fami l ies ,  we wi l l  never  again 
face a shor tage of  pol l  workers ,”  Mr.  Brani f f  to ld  the  Commit tee.  “And along the way, 
we wi l l  deny ant i -democrat ic  forces  the  oppor tuni t y  to  ques t ion the in tegr i t y  of  our  f ree 
and fa i r  e lec t ions .” 63 Ms.  S t reyder  and Mr.  Chenel ly  of  AMVETS,  a  member  of  the  Vet 
the  Vote  coal i t ion,  a lso  promoted increased c iv ic  engagement  as  a  potent ia l  ant idote 
to  ant i -government  extremism.  According to  Ms.  S t reyder,  the  voter  par t ic ipat ion rate 
among mi l i tar y  voters  was 27% lower  than the c iv i l ian e lec torate  in  the  2020 general 
e lec t ion,  and,  she added,  these “chal lenges  do not  vanish  when a ser v ice  member  leaves 
the  mi l i tar y,  e i ther.” 64 In  addi t ion to  the  ef for t  to  recru i t  pol l  workers ,  Mr.  Chenel ly 
descr ibed how AMVETS,  fo l lowing the events  of  Januar y 6,  2021,  engaged wi th 
leadersh ip  of  i t s  1,200 posts  nat ionwide to  adopt  a  zero- to lerance pol icy  toward v io lent 
extremism.  “AMVETS took swi f t  ac t ion,  immediate ly  denouncing the at tacks  on the U.S. 
Capi to l ,  and dec lar ing that  any member  found to  have par t ic ipated in  the  at tack  on the 
Capi to l  would have the i r  membersh ip  revoked,”  he s ta ted in  h is  wr i t ten  tes t imony. 65 

Several  of  the  wi tnesses  a lso deta i led d i rec t  in ter vent ion ef for ts  employed by the 
organizat ions  they represented.  As  the  in ter im execut ive  d i rec tor  of  L i fe  Af ter  Hate , 
a  Chicago-based nonprof i t  that  seeks  to  d isrupt  far-r ight  v io lent  extremism,  Dr.  S imi 
tes t i f ied that  “empathy and nonjudgment  whi le  s t i l l  ho ld ing people  accountable  are 
especia l ly  impor tant  for  suppor t ing indiv iduals ’  re in tegrat ion in to  a  pro-soc ia l  l i fe 
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where v io lence i s  no longer  promoted as  a  s t ra tegy to  produce soc ia l  change or 
resolve personal  conf l ic t .” 66

Ms.  S t reyder  noted that ,  in  addi t ion to  c iv ics  t ra in ing for  veterans ’  and mi l i tar y  par tners 
and fami ly  members ,  the  Secure Fami l ies  In i t ia t ive  provides  “ tough conversat ions” 
t ra in ing,  which coaches  par tners  and fami ly  members  on the bes t  approaches  for 
reaching a loved one who may be exposed to  extremis t  ideologies  or  i s  ac t ive  in  a 
DVE group.  Ms.  S t reyder  to ld  the Commit tee the t ra in ing seeks  to  answer  ques t ions , 
such as ,  “How do you have a cons t ruc t ive  re la t ionsh ip-bui ld ing conversat ion about 
someth ing you fundamental ly  d isagree on wi thout  having i t  b low up and you go to  the 
oppos i te  ends  of  the  room?” In  th i s  way,  SFI  seeks  to  “ t ra in  the  wi l l ing to  engage the 
unwi l l ing.” 67

Ms.  Jouenne expla ined how Parents 
for  Peace,  s ince 2017,  has  operated 
a cr i s i s  he lp l ine  that  f r iends  and 
fami ly  members  can cal l  to  seek help 
for  a  loved one who has  shown t ra i t s 
of  radical izat ion.  “Our  in-house 
c l in ic ians  conduct  in ter vent ions  to 
he lp  through the de -radical izat ion 
and rehabi l i ta t ion process ,”  she 
expla ined to  the  Commit tee.  She 
sa id  that  Parents  for  Peace,  work ing 
wi th  Mr.  Buck ley,  has  a lso des igned 
a Trauma Recover y Program “to 
provide ser v icemembers  wi th 
pos i t ive  coping sk i l l s ,  tools  and 
resources  to  mainta in  a  balanced, 

heal thy,  mental ,  emot ional ,  and phys ical  l i fes t y le ,  whi le  reducing the numbers  of 
ser v icemembers  par t ic ipat ing and/or being groomed in to  ideologies  of  extremism.” 68 
Mr.  Buck ley to ld  the Commit tee that  h i s  work  wi th  Parents  for  Peace has  g iven h im a 
sus ta inable  career  path ,  a  sense of  personal  fu l f i l lment ,  and an out le t  to  channel  h i s 
negat ive  l i fe  exper iences  in to  pos i t ive  change for  o thers .  “ Whi le  I  am ashamed of  my 
t ime in  the  Ku Klux Klan,”  he to ld  the Commit tee,  “ I  am proud to  be on the f ront  l ines 
of  combat ing th i s  threat  and becoming an in ter vent ionis t  a t  Parents  for  Peace.” 69

F inal ly,  Ms.  Ramal ingam,  through her  work  at  Moonshot ,  h ighl ighted proact ive  measures 
that  can be taken in  the  d ig i ta l  sphere to  address  the  per vas ive  spread of  domest ic 
v io lent  extremis t  content  on far-r ight  soc ia l  media p lat forms,  onl ine  d iscuss ion boards , 
and encr ypted messaging apps.  “ In  order  to  ef fec t ive ly  deal  wi th  the  spread of  th i s 

66 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. Pete Simi, Hearing on Helping Veterans Thrive: The 
Importance of Peer Support in Preventing Domestic Violent Extremism, 117th Cong. (March 31, 2022).
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Empathy and nonjudgment 
while still holding people 
accountable are especially 
important for supporting 
individuals’ reintegration 
into a pro-social life.
– Pete Simi
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content  on the in ternet ,  our  so lu t ion can’t  jus t  be about  moderat ion,”  she to ld  the 
Commit tee.  “ We have to  be us ing these p lat forms to  reach out  to  people  at  r i sk  and 
of fer  them safer  a l ternat ives .”  Moonshot  has  conducted extens ive  research t rack ing 
extremis t  Google  searches  and analyzing the manner  in  which consumers  of  onl ine 
extremis t  content  engage wi th  d ig i ta l  ads  of fer ing a range of  mental  heal th  ser v ices . 
According to  Ms.  Ramal ingam’s  tes t imony to  the  Commit tee,  “Amer icans  consuming 
extremis t  content  onl ine  are  47% more l ike ly  than the general  publ ic  to  take up of fers 
of  mental  heal th  ser v ices  onl ine.  Th is  increases  to  115% more l ike ly  i f  they are  looking 
to  jo in  a  domest ic  extremis t  group.”  She sa id  the message that  Moonshot  tes ted that 
resu l ted in  the  h ighes t  levels  of  audience engagement  had noth ing to  do wi th  spec i f ic 
extremis t  ideologies .  Rather,  i t  began wi th  a  s imple  s ta tement ,  “Anger  and gr ie f  can 
be i so lat ing,”  before of fer ing avai lable  resources  to  targets  of  v io lent  extremism. 70

While  the  DOD and the VA 
have a ro le  to  p lay,  neither 
inst i tut ion has bet ter access 
to the veteran communit y 
over t ime than the veteran 
and mil i tar y family 
communit y i tself .

- Wi l l iam “Bi l l”  Brani f f
Co-Founder  and Board Member
We the Veterans

70 Id.
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CONCLUSION

The Commit tee’s  work  has  shed l ight  on the nature  and scope of  v io lent  extremis t 
groups  that  seek to  radical ize  veterans ,  the  manner  in  which these groups  target 
veterans  in  the i r  recru i tment  e f for ts ,  r i sk  fac tors  that  p lace a smal l ,  but  growing number 
of  veterans  at  r i sk  of  radical izat ion and recru i tment  by DVE groups ,  and ef for ts  that 
are  under way to  combat  domest ic  v io lent  extremism among the veteran populat ion.  

Over  the  course  of  t wo inves t igat ive  hear ings ,  key f indings  inc lude:

• DVE groups  target  veterans  for  the i r  combat  exper ience,  weapons  t ra in ing,  and 
leadersh ip/operat ional  sk i l l s ; 

• Veteran involvement  g ives  DVE groups  an a i r  of  credib i l i t y,  a ids  in  fur ther 
recru i tment ,  and has  a  force -mul t ip l ier  e f fec t ;  

• There i s  no s ingle  pathway toward radical izat ion,  but  there  are  cer ta in  r i sk 
fac tors ,  inc luding soc ia l  i so lat ion,  job insecur i t y,  unhealed t rauma,  subs tance 
abuse,  and mental  heal th  concerns ,  that  make some indiv iduals ,  inc luding 
veterans ,  suscept ib le  to  radical izat ion and recru i tment  by DVE groups;  and 

• Peer  suppor t ,  inc luding suppor t  f rom other  veterans ,  mi l i tar y  fami l ies ,  and 
Veterans  Ser v ices  Organizat ions ,  i s  v i ta l  to  counter ing the threat  of  domest ic 
v io lent  extremism wi th in  the  veteran populat ion.

Based on these f indings ,  Major i t y  S taf f  of  the  Commit tee makes  the  fo l lowing pol icy 
recommendat ions :

• The federal  government,  academic inst i tut ions,  and civi l  societ y groups 
should fund, conduct,  and col laborate on sustained data col lect ion 
and scientif ic  study to bet ter understand how, why, and how of ten 
domestic  violent  extremism occurs within the veteran communit y 
and the extent to which certain protect ive factors are ef fect ive in 
preventing and counteracting veteran radical ization.  The Commit tee has 
advanced legis la t ion to  codi f y  and suppor t  VA’s  research author i t ies  and to 
enable  publ ic-pr ivate  sc ient i f ic  par tnersh ips  wi th  a  goal  of  increas ing veteran 
wel l -being.  Two of  the  organizat ions  represented at  the  March 31,  2022,  hear ing 
(We the Veterans  and Parents  for  Peace)  recent ly  received grant  funding f rom the 
Depar tment  of  Homeland Secur i t y  to  develop and evaluate  pr imar y prevent ion 
and in ter vent ion s t ra tegies .  E f for ts  l ike  these could be bui l t  upon,  and more 
spec i f ica l ly  focused on,  combat t ing the smal l  but  growing threat  of  domest ic 
v io lent  extremism wi th in  the  veteran communi t y. 
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• The Departments of  Defense and Veterans Af fairs,  in col laboration 
with Mil i tar y and Veterans Service Organizations,  should infuse early 
prevention and intervention programs, as well  as c ivics  education, 
into the training that act ive dut y servicemembers and veterans receive 
before,  during,  and af ter their  separation from the mil i tar y.  Th is  would 
be in  l ine  wi th  a  major  focus  of  the  Commit tee’s  overs ight  work  in  ensur ing 
that  the  t rans i t ion f rom act ive  dut y  to  veteran s ta tus  inc ludes  a  broad range 
of  educat ion and resource -shar ing a imed at  promot ing heal thy engagement  in 
c iv i l ian l i fe . 

• VA should equip i ts  c l inical  and benef its  staf f,  along with communit y 
providers paid by VA to work with veterans,  with tools  to identif y and 
assist  veterans who are at  r isk of  radical ization and recruitment by 
DVE groups.  The Commit tee has  p laced a pr ior i t y  on,  and in t roduced legis la t ion 
to ,  mandate  bet ter  t ra in ing of  VA and communi t y  providers  in  assess ing 
and in ter vening in  the  face of  o ther  adverse  outcomes,  such as  su ic ide and 
homelessness .  S imi lar ly,  VA should address  the  r i sks  of  veterans ’  engagement  in 
v io lent  extremism. 

•  Congress and VA should continue to priorit ize funding for VA init iat ives 
that address veterans ’  basic  needs ( i .e.,  employment,  education, 
housing,  hunger,  and healthcare),  which are  both  fundamental  needs  and 
re la ted to  veterans ’  r i sk  of  becoming involved wi th  v io lent  extremism.  The 
Commit tee,  l ike  VA ,  takes  a  “whole  heal th”  publ ic  heal th  approach to  veteran 
wel l -being and has  enacted and advanced legis la t ion to  address  gaps  re la ted 
to  veteran hunger,  homelessness ,  heal thcare access ,  and educat ional  and 
employment  oppor tuni t ies .  

• The Departments of  Defense and Veterans Af fairs  should col laborate 
with veterans,  mil i tar y and veteran famil ies,  and Mil i tar y and Veterans 
Service Organizations who are act ively engaged in research-informed 
programs aimed at  preventing and responding to violent  extremism 
within the veteran communit y.  The Commit tee has  long promoted VA 
par tnersh ips  wi th  nonprof i t  organizat ions  in  areas  such as  mental  heal th , 
employment ,  and heal thcare research and these par tnersh ips  can be fur ther 
developed to  address  the  smal l  but  growing threat  of  domest ic  v io lent  extremism 
wi th in  the  veteran communi t y.

Whi le  the  pathways to  and away f rom v io lent  extremism are complex and mul t i -
d imens ional ,  exper t  wi tnesses  a t  the  Commit tee’s  March 31,  2022,  hear ing descr ibed 
act ionable  s teps  that  can be taken to  increase res i l ience wi th in  the  veteran communi t y 
and protec t  those who are at  r i sk  of  or  have a l ready been radical ized or  recru i ted by 
DVE groups.  Us ing a s t rengths-based approach that  bui lds  on the unique ta lents  of 
veterans  – v i r tues  l ike  honor,  courage,  leadersh ip ,  and volunteer i sm – government 
ac tors ,  c iv i l  soc ie t y  groups ,  mi l i tar y  fami l ies ,  and the veteran communi t y  i t se l f  can 
work together  to  mi t igate  the  threat  posed by domest ic  v io lent  extremism.   


