


   Putting Terrorism in Context 

  This book off ers a guide to interpreting available statistical data on terrorist 

attacks around the world using the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), which now 

includes more than 100,000 terrorist attacks, starting in 1970. By analyzing these 

data, researchers demonstrate how a very small number of  terrorist attacks have 

had an outsized eff ect on attitudes and policies toward terrorism. These attacks, 

referred to as ‘black swan’ events, are diffi  cult to predict but have an enormous 

impact on human aff airs for years to come. The book discusses terrorist attacks, 

such as 9/11, possibly the most high-profi le ‘black swan’ event in living memory, 

by putting them into context with thousands of  less publicized attacks that have 

plagued the world since 1970. 

 Historically, the study of  terrorism has suff ered from a general lack of  empirical 

data and statistical analysis. This is largely due to the diffi  culty of  obtaining valid 

data on a topic that poses signifi cant collection challenges. However, this book 

makes use of  the fact that the GTD is currently the most extensive unclassifi ed 

database on terrorism ever collected. While there have been summaries of  the 

research literature on terrorism and important analyses of  international terrorism 

event data, this is the fi rst book that provides a comprehensive empirical overview 

of  the nature and evolution of  both modern international and domestic terrorism. 

This book will be of  interest to students of  terrorism and political violence, 

criminology, international security, and political science in general. 
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     1     The enduring impact of  9/11    

  If  names be not correct, language is not in accordance with the truth of  things. If  

language be not in accordance with the truth of  things, aff airs cannot be carried 

on to success. 

 Confucius,  Analects , c. 500  BC   1    

  In the early morning hours of  September 11, 2001, 19 men armed with knives 

and box cutters boarded four transcontinental fl ights originating in major cities on 

the eastern seaboard of  the United States. Within minutes they had successfully 

seized control of  all four aircraft and turned them into deadly weapons, each 

loaded with thousands of  gallons of  highly explosive jet fuel. In a surprisingly 

short amount of  time, a small group of  dedicated zealots had defeated all of  the 

protective layers of  the American civil aviation security system. The coordinated 

attacks of  9/11 claimed nearly 3,000 lives, including the passengers on the planes, 

people on the ground, and the 19 hijackers – more than the number who perished 

during the attack on Pearl Harbor during World War II.  2   This was not only the 

greatest loss of  life from a coordinated terrorist attack in the United States, it was 

also the deadliest terrorist attack worldwide in more than four decades of  modern 

history. 

 It is hard to overestimate the impact that the 9/11 attack has had on the United 

States in particular and on the world in general. It led directly to the creation of  

the Department of  Homeland Security and the largest reorganization of  the US 

government since World War II. Within weeks of  the attack, Congress passed the 

USA PATRIOT Act, which greatly expanded the power of  federal authorities to 

obtain evidence in terrorism cases, and share information from intelligence and 

criminal investigations, and has prompted an ongoing debate about the limits of  

privacy. Also within a week of  the attack, Congress passed the Authorization for 

the Use of  Military Force, giving the President the authority to use the military 

to bring those responsible for 9/11 to justice. The focus of  the Federal Bureau of  

Investigation shifted away from the enforcement of  drug laws and white-collar 

crimes toward countering terrorism. And 9/11 has had a lasting impact on a wide 

spectrum of  national policies, including immigration, border security, emergency 

preparedness, law enforcement, and even education. 



2 The enduring impact of  9/11

 Not surprisingly, estimating the economic impact of  9/11 is complex, but there 

is universal agreement that it was profound. The eff ect on US businesses has been 

estimated at between $100 and $200 billion (Richardson  et al .  2007 ; Rose  et al . 

 2009 ). Perhaps hardest hit were the fi rms in the World Trade Center towers, espe-

cially those specializing in fi nance, insurance, and investments. There was also a 

direct and lasting impact on the airline industry and on hotels, restaurants, enter-

tainment, and tourism. And this of  course does not include downstream indirect 

costs of  two major wars and massive changes in intelligence and defense. 

 The political fallout of  9/11 is even harder to assess. In direct response to the 

9/11 attacks, the Bush administration launched a limited military operation in 

Afghanistan and a much more extensive campaign in Iraq. The Obama adminis-

tration changed the military focus away from Iraq and more toward Afghanistan 

but nonetheless continued investing huge human and material resources in both 

countries. As this book was being prepared, the US and coalition occupation of  

Iraq and Afghanistan was drawing to a close. But the impact of  the invasions on 

global politics will reverberate for years to come. 

 Given the importance of  9/11 in the history of  the United States and beyond, 

it is unsurprising that much of  our thinking about terrorism, right down to basic 

assumptions about who commits terrorism, what terrorism is, where it occurs, 

how often it happens, why it happens, and what governments can do about it have 

been shaped for the past decade in large part by the enormous shadow cast by 

9/11. However, 9/11 draws its power precisely from the fact that it was an extra-

ordinarily rare event. While it is obviously critical to understand as much as we 

can about a momentous incident such as 9/11, it is perhaps even more important 

to put this attack in perspective by considering the more typical characteristics of  

terrorist attacks. 

 The purpose of  this book is to provide context for the 9/11 attacks by exam-

ining the thousands of  other terrorist attacks that have plagued the world since 

1970. The main information we rely on for this account is the Global Terrorism 

Database (GTD), an unclassifi ed source for data on terrorist attacks maintained by 

the National Consortium for the Study of  Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 

(START), headquartered at the University of  Maryland. At the moment, the 

GTD is the longest, most comprehensive unclassifi ed source of  data on terrorist 

attacks ever assembled, including more than 113,000 attacks around the globe 

from 1970 to 2012.  3   These attacks are limited to non-state actors – individuals 

or groups – that use violence or the threat of  violence to advance their political 

agenda. We will not be examining violence that is directly carried out by govern-

ments – a worthy topic that deserves its own specialized treatment. Following this 

introduction, we use the GTD to consider the general characteristics of  terrorism, 

the nature of  terrorist attacks, the tactics used by terrorist groups, how govern-

ments have responded to terrorism, and the eff ectiveness of  these responses. 

 To some extent our analysis will challenge conventional wisdom, revealing that 

terrorist attacks are overwhelmingly launched against local targets, are highly 

concentrated in a few locations, rely largely on readily available, unsophisticated 

weaponry, are often perpetrated by individuals or groups whose identity cannot 
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be positively confi rmed, and frequently involve few or no fatalities. Further, the 

typical terrorist group disappears in less than a year, and evidence suggests that 

groups sometimes but not always mimic tactical advances made by other groups. 

Our analysis suggests that governments should consider a wide range of  strategies 

when responding to terrorist threats and attacks, and not get locked into a single 

approach.  

  Tuesday morning, September 11, 2001 

 September 11, 2001, dawned as a beautiful, nearly cloudless, autumn day in 

the eastern United States. Millions of  men and women readied themselves for 

work. Thousands made their way to the Twin Towers, the signature structures 

of  the World Trade Center complex in New York City. Two hundred miles away 

in Arlington, Virginia, many others began arriving at the Pentagon. Across the 

Potomac River, the United States Congress was back in session that day. At the 

other end of  Pennsylvania Avenue, visitors began to line up for a White House tour. 

In Sarasota, Florida, President George W. Bush was starting his day by jogging. 

 The US government’s  9/11 Commission Report , completed in 2004, paints a por-

trait of  the attacks as they unfolded in painstaking detail. Early that morning in 

Boston, Egyptian-born Mohamed Atta and four accomplices boarded American 

Airlines Flight 11 bound for Los Angeles. The fl ight departed at 7:59 a.m. A few 

minutes later the fi rst of  four coordinated 9/11 hijackings began. Atta’s accom-

plices stabbed two unarmed fl ight attendants, and shortly after, Atta moved into 

the cockpit of  the aircraft. The hijackers sprayed Mace or some other irritant 

into the fi rst class cabin and forced passengers and attendants to the rear of  the 

plane. The hijackers claimed that they had a bomb and threatened to detonate 

it if  the passengers did not follow their orders. Flight attendant Betty Ong was 

able to contact an American Airlines offi  ce and report that “The cockpit is not 

answering, somebody’s stabbed in business class … I think we’re getting hijacked” 

( The 9/11 Commission Report   2004 :5). Shortly afterward, fl ight attendant Madeline 

Sweeney managed to contact the American Flight Services Offi  ce in Boston and 

reported, “We are in a rapid descent … we are all over the place” (p. 6). At 8:46 

a.m., American Flight 11 crashed directly into the North Tower of  the World 

Trade Center in New York City. All on board and hundreds of  people in the tower 

died instantly. 

 At nearly the same time as these events were unfolding, Marwan al Shehhi, 

along with four other accomplices, checked into United Airlines Flight 175, also 

departing from Boston and bound for Los Angeles. United 175 departed at 8:14 

a.m., and the hijackers attacked about 30 minutes after the plane departed. As 

in the American Airlines hijacking, the assailants used knives, Mace or a product 

like Mace, and the threat of  a bomb. They stabbed members of  the fl ight crew 

and murdered both pilots. At 8:51 a.m. the fl ight deviated from its assigned alti-

tude. At 9:00 a.m., in Easton, Connecticut, a man named Lee Hanson received 

a phone call from his son Peter, a passenger on United 175: “It’s getting bad, 

Dad – a stewardess was stabbed … I think we are going down – I think they intend 
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to go to Chicago or someplace and fl y into a building – Don’t worry, Dad. If  it 

happens, it’ll be very fast …” Three minutes later, United 175 struck the South 

Tower of  the World Trade Center. Again, all on board and hundreds of  people in 

the tower died instantly. Thousands more were killed when each tower eventually 

collapsed. 

 A few hundred miles southwest of  Boston, at Dulles International Airport in 

the Virginia suburbs of  Washington, DC, another team of  fi ve men checked in on 

American Airlines Flight 77, bound for Los Angeles. The fl ight departed at 8:10 

a.m. About 40 minutes later, the hijackers brandished knives and box cutters, and 

moved all of  the passengers to the rear of  the aircraft. At 8:54 a.m., the plane 

deviated from its assigned fl ight plan. At 9:29 the autopilot on American 77 was 

disengaged. Shortly after, the hijacker piloting the plane advanced the throttles to 

maximum power and dove toward the Pentagon. At 9:37 a.m. American Flight 

77 slammed into the Pentagon traveling at more than 500 miles per hour. All 

on board, as well as many civilian and military personnel in the Pentagon, were 

instantly killed. 

 Just before 9 a.m. a fi nal team of  hijackers departed from Newark, New Jersey, 

for San Francisco on United Airlines Flight 93. The hijackers attacked about 45 

minutes later. The other three aircraft had been hijacked by teams of  fi ve men. In 

the United 93 hijacking there were only four hijackers.  4   Shortly after the hijacking 

began, a woman, most likely a fl ight attendant, struggled with one of  the hijack-

ers and was either subdued or killed. Passengers and fl ight crew began making a 

series of  calls from air phones and cellular phones once the attack unfolded. As in 

the other hijackings, the assailants wielded knives, moved the passengers into the 

back of  the plane, and claimed that they had a bomb. Several of  the passengers 

who were able to make phone calls learned of  the crashes that had already taken 

place at the World Trade Center. From these calls, we know that the passengers 

and surviving crew members planned a revolt against the hijackers, and at least 

one call indicated that the passengers took a vote before deciding to rush the ter-

rorists. At 9:57 a.m., the passenger assault began. One of  the passengers ended 

her telephone message: “Everyone’s running up to fi rst class. I’ve got to go. Bye.” 

The passengers continued their assault and at 10:02, perhaps realizing that the 

passengers were about to overcome them, the hijackers headed the plane steeply 

downward. With the sounds of  the passenger counterattack in the background, 

United 93 plowed into an empty fi eld in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, traveling at 

a speed of  580 miles per hour. The hijackers had most likely planned to attack 

either the Capitol or the White House, but were thwarted by a group of  unarmed 

passengers.  

  The enduring impact of  9/11 

 Few would disagree with the conclusion that the coordinated attacks of  September 

11, 2001, have had a major impact on the United States in particular and on the 

world in general. In an infl uential book, essayist Nassim Nicholas Taleb ( 2007 :xvii) 

defi nes 9/11 as a “black swan” event – one that falls outside the realm of  regular 
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expectations, has a high impact, and defi es prediction. The term is based on the 

observation that before they visited Western Australia, Europeans had assumed 

that all swans were white and a black swan in everyday language came to refer to 

a phenomenon that was presumed not to exist. The discovery of  black swans by 

European explorers in the late 1600s smashed a fact that was previously thought to 

be unassailable. The importance of  the metaphor for Taleb is to show how fragile 

human knowledge can be. Indeed, Taleb argues that a small number of  black 

swan events explain many of  the most important developments in human history, 

including scientifi c discoveries, major fi nancial outcomes, and even the success of  

ideas and religions. In addition to 9/11, Taleb regards the dissolution of  the Soviet 

Union, the start of  World War I, the rise of  the Internet, and the development 

of  the personal computer as black swan events. Taleb argues that because these 

events are so rare, they are diffi  cult or impossible to predict with standard scientifi c 

methods. Nonetheless, says Taleb, human nature resists uncertainty, and human 

beings try very hard to make black swan events seem explainable and predictable 

after they occur. 

 A key characteristic of  these black swan events is their enduring impact on 

human history. An immediate eff ect of  the 9/11 attacks on US history was a 

major reorganization of  government, represented most dramatically by the estab-

lishment of  the Department of  Homeland Security. The creation of  a Cabinet-

level department dedicated to overseeing homeland security has been the largest 

reorganization of  the US federal government since World War II. In January 

2003, Tom Ridge, former Governor of  Pennsylvania, became the fi rst Secretary 

of  the Department of  Homeland Security (DHS), an amalgamation of  more 

than 20 agencies and 180,000 employees from disparate corners of  government. 

Agencies folded into the new department included the Customs Service, the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service, the Coast Guard, the Secret Service, 

and the Border Patrol. 

 However, substantial as it was, the creation of  the new Department of  Homeland 

Security was only a part of  the administrative reorganization sparked by 9/11 in 

the United States. In fact, many of  the national security policies enacted by the 

United States in the wake of  9/11 were a direct reaction to the coordinated attacks. 

For example, just a few weeks after September 11, Congress passed the PATRIOT 

Act, and ever since its passage it has generated controversy, hailed by some as an 

indispensable tool in the war on terror, and by others as a frontal assault on civil 

liberties. What is not disputed is the conclusion that the PATRIOT Act substan-

tially expanded the power of  the police to obtain evidence in terrorism cases, and 

of  intelligence and criminal justice investigators to share information collected. 

Another immediate impact of  9/11 was a major shift in the focus of  the Federal 

Bureau of  Investigation (FBI) from its traditional emphasis on drug laws and trad-

itional crimes toward counterterrorism. After the passage of  the PATRIOT Act, 

the FBI made major eff orts to integrate its criminal investigations with foreign and 

domestic intelligence operations. The FBI also lessened its criteria for opening 

investigations, which allowed it to gather information on communities even in the 

absence of  indicators of  criminal activity.  5   
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 Other federal programs experienced similar reorganizations. Perhaps most 

dramatically, Congress passed legislation shortly after the attacks of  September 

11 that created the Transportation Security Administration, which for the fi rst 

time federalized passenger and baggage screening at the nation’s airports. Anyone 

who boards aircraft these days is depressingly familiar with the enhanced security 

measures that now require passengers to arrive at airports hours before fl ying, to 

remove liquids from their carry-on luggage, to submit their shoes, jackets, and lap-

top computers for inspection, and to be compelled to walk through full body scan-

ners or endure potentially invasive pat-downs. The same legislation also required 

that passenger airplanes fl ying in the United States have reinforced cockpit doors 

to prevent intruders from gaining access to fl ight decks. 

 The creation of  DHS in 2003 brought together several former border and 

security agencies under one umbrella now called Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE). In combining the resources, jurisdictions, and functions of  

the US Customs Service, the Immigration and Naturalization Service, the Federal 

Protective Service, and later, the Federal Air Marshals Service, ICE has become 

Homeland Security’s largest investigative bureau. Its responsibilities include secur-

ing the nation’s long, porous borders with Mexico and Canada. Agents also track 

weapons smuggling and shipments of  equipment that could be used to produce 

weapons. One of  the most far-reaching changes was the drastic reduction of  

immigration quotas from Muslim countries. 

 Increased numbers of  plainclothes federal air marshals now fl y aboard passen-

ger airlines to deter terrorists and respond to hostile activity as needed, and inter-

diction teams coordinate air and land responses to border threats. Meanwhile, 

ICE’s Student and Exchange Visitor Information System (SEVIS) has automated 

and centralized tracking of  foreign students during stays in the United States, and 

a US-VISIT program launched in 2004 requires visa holders to be photographed 

and fi ngerprinted before entering the country. Critics say such programs still have 

major loopholes, especially because the terrorist watch lists against which names are 

compared are incomplete and often inaccurate (US Government Accountability 

Offi  ce  2007 ). These criticisms were especially shrill following the Christmas Day 

2009 attempt by Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab to detonate a bomb hidden in 

his underwear and bring down a Northwest Airlines fl ight from Amsterdam as 

it approached Detroit. Abdulmutallab, a 23-year-old Nigerian engineering stu-

dent and one of  279 passengers on the plane, had been on one of  the watch lists 

maintained by DHS. 

 Indeed, the most vocal challenges to the Bush and Obama policies on terrorism 

and counterterrorism are also being set to a large extent by our reactions to 9/11 

and its uniqueness. For example, the controversial expansion of  the US govern-

ment’s data collection programs, aimed at citizens around the world as well as its 

own citizens, can be traced directly to the perceived intelligence failures of  9/11. 

On the other hand, opponents of  heightened surveillance and expansive govern-

ment authority frequently cite a low threat of  terrorism in the United States – 

pointing to the fact that no attacks even approaching the scale of  the 9/11 attacks 

occurred before or since. 
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 It is hard to imagine starting a book about terrorism in the early twenty-fi rst 

century that does not begin by referring to 9/11. As researchers who see a lot of  

work written about terrorism, we have grown accustomed to some reference to 

9/11 in the opening paragraph of  most of  the articles and books we review. It was 

a defi nite game changer. In fact, many of  our current assumptions about terrorism 

and our responses to terrorism have been greatly infl uenced by 9/11 – includ-

ing our impression that terrorist attacks have been rapidly increasing, that most 

attacks originate in the Middle East, that terrorist attacks rely on complex plan-

ning and sophisticated weaponry and are incredibly lethal, and that most terrorist 

groups make irrational demands that cannot be solved by negotiation. 

 The incredible impact of  9/11 on the political, economic, legal, and social 

fabric of  the United States and the world has made it a prism that fi lters – and in 

some cases distorts – our understanding of  terrorism. In fact, obtaining objective 

data on terrorism is not easy. Thus, on September 12, 2001, the world’s informa-

tion about terrorism was surprisingly incomplete. There was not then and still 

is not today a universally accepted defi nition of  terrorism. No comprehensive, 

unclassifi ed database on terrorist attacks was available.  6   Few academic research-

ers were collecting systematic data on domestic terrorism, despite the fact that 

many researchers and policymakers suspected that domestic attacks were far more 

common than international ones. No researchers or journalists could tell us with 

certainty whether worldwide terrorism was increasing, decreasing, or remaining 

at the same levels. And while academics in the social and behavioral sciences were 

producing research products of  dizzying scope and diversity, studies of  terrorism 

were relatively rare. 

 While the coordinated attacks of  9/11 are remarkable in terms of  the outsized 

impact they have had on US history and even world history, other countries have 

also been disproportionately aff ected by their own black swan terrorist events. For 

example, in recent years we can think of  the major impact that the coordinated 

attacks on the Madrid commuter train system on March 11, 2004, have had on 

subsequent policies in Spain; the impact that the terrorist attacks on the London 

transportation system on July 7, 2005, have had on politics in the UK; the impact 

that the eight coordinated shootings and bombings in November 2008 in Mumbai 

have had on Indian policies; and the impact that the shooting rampage by Anders 

Brevik in July 2011 is having on the politics of  Norway. While we focus especially 

on the impact of  9/11 in this book, these and a small number of  other terrorist 

attacks from around the world also share some of  the characteristics of  black swan 

events in that they were high profi le, hard to predict, and outside the realm of  

normal expectations.  

  Building a terrorist attack database 

 On a cloudy afternoon in late November 2001 – just two months after the 9/11 

attacks – the lead author of  this book rode the Washington, DC, Metro from 

suburban Maryland to the offi  ces of  the Pinkerton Global Intelligence Service 

(PGIS), located in a tall modern offi  ce complex in Northern Virginia. A graduate 
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student at the University of  Maryland had served in the Air Force and told me 

that a colleague of  his who worked with PGIS had explained to him that the 

company had been collecting data on terrorist attacks around the world for nearly 

three decades in order to provide risk assessments for its corporate clients; and 

that it might be willing to share the information with university researchers. The 

PGIS data initially appealed to me because, as a criminologist, I had spent much 

of  my time examining databases that included archived information on violent 

deeds: homicides, robberies, rapes. I explained to administrators at PGIS that I 

was a university professor and that I thought many in the research community 

would be very interested in the data on terrorism that had been collected by PGIS. 

Apparently I was convincing because the administrators agreed to let me transport 

the original PGIS data – more than 50 archival storage boxes of  event records 

handwritten on 5 × 7 index cards – to the University of  Maryland for analysis. A 

digitized and reconstructed version of  the PGIS data was the original platform for 

the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) that we use throughout this book.  

  Plan of  the book 

 Our main thesis in this book is that the exceptional originality of  a handful of  

events such as the 9/11 attacks has greatly infl uenced thinking about terrorism 

and has promoted conventional wisdom about terrorism that is not necessarily 

supported by a broader look at its general characteristics. An important extension 

of  this argument is to consider the extent to which research and policy that is 

based primarily on extremely rare events may be misleading and ineff ective. In 

the chapters that follow, we use the GTD to contrast the 9/11 attacks to the more 

than 100,000 other terrorist attacks that have occurred around the world over the 

past four decades. However, before we begin to use the GTD to put terrorism into 

context, we fi rst need to consider the characteristics of  the database, including its 

strengths and limitations. In  Chapter 2  we examine the evolution of  the GTD and 

also compare its history to the development of  other databases on terrorist attacks 

over the past four decades. 

 We then begin exploring the characteristics of  the terrorist attacks in the GTD. 

We start with the most basic features of  terrorism, its longitudinal and spatial 

patterns. In  Chapter 3  we examine long- and short-term trends in global terror-

ist attacks. Given the impact of  9/11, we also consider terrorist attacks that have 

been specifi cally directed against the United States. In  Chapter 4  we examine the 

geographic distribution of  terrorist attacks around the world, and consider the 

regions and countries responsible for the most and the fewest terrorist attacks over 

time. We also consider the extent to which terrorist attacks have taken place on US 

soil since 1970. In  Chapter 5  we study the groups that are attributed responsibility 

for the terrorist attacks recorded in the GTD by more closely examining their life 

spans. While the media often emphasizes terrorist attacks that can be clearly attrib-

uted to specifi c groups or individuals, many terrorist attacks are never claimed, 

and the perpetrators remain anonymous. Given the persistence of  high-profi le, 

long-lasting groups such as al Qa’ida, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 
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Colombia (FARC), or the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA), there is also a common 

perception that terrorist groups typically have long life spans. In  Chapter 5  we 

show that this perception is greatly exaggerated. 

 In the next part of  the book, we examine several more specifi c characteristics of  

terrorist attacks. In  Chapter 6 , we provide a detailed assessment of  the weapons, 

tactics, and targets that terrorists use in their attacks. Based on events like 9/11 it 

is easy to assume that terrorist attacks often rely on elaborate planning and clev-

erly deployed weaponry aimed at killing or injuring unsuspecting civilians in the 

course of  their daily activities. As we shall see, over the past four decades terrorists 

have most often relied on readily available weapons that are relatively unsophisti-

cated. Further, while most terrorist attacks do target civilians engaged in everyday 

activities, the range of  targets is extremely broad and the whole issue of  targeting 

is far more complex than is usually assumed. In  Chapter 7 , we examine the fatal-

ities and injuries produced by terrorist attacks. Again, the horrifi c destructiveness 

of  attacks such as those on 9/11 encourages us to think of  terrorism as producing 

mass casualties. However, a careful examination of  more than 100,000 terrorist 

attacks from the GTD shows that mass fatality attacks are rare and that attacks 

that claim no fatalities are actually more common than attacks that do. 

 In the fi nal part of  the book, we step back and examine terrorist attacks from 

a broader perspective. Many high-profi le terrorist attacks, including the coordi-

nated attacks of  9/11, have been international – where citizens from one country 

carry out an attack on citizens from another country. In  Chapter 8  we explore 

the complexities involved in distinguishing between international and domestic 

attacks, and then use the GTD to compare these two types of  attack. Because 

a major theme of  this book is that 9/11 was a highly innovative and unusual 

event, in  Chapter 9  we identify four relatively recent tactical innovations (aerial 

hijacking, the use of  chemical and biological weapons, the use of  radiological and 

nuclear weapons, and suicide attacks) and then examine how rapidly they have 

been adopted by diff erent terrorist organizations. We fi nd a good deal of  variation 

in the diff usion of  these terrorist innovations across groups and over time. 

 Finally, because the ultimate goal of  developing a comprehensive database on 

terrorist attacks is to provide empirical support to aid governments in reducing the 

number of  attacks, we turn next to policy responses to terrorism and the actions of  

terrorist organizations. The belief  that credible threats of  apprehension and pun-

ishment deter crime is as old as criminal law itself, and it has broad appeal to both 

policymakers and the public. Deterrence models generally assume that human 

beings are rational, self-interested actors who seek to minimize personal cost while 

maximizing personal gain (Dugan  et al .  2005 ; LaFree  et al .  2009 ). Deterrence-

based models have long dominated our thinking about responding to terrorism. 

Indeed the demand to take direct action against the perpetrators was a common 

and strong reaction to the 9/11 attacks. In  Chapter 10  we consider the argument 

that punitive reactions are an eff ective method for combating terrorism, relying 

especially on evidence from the GTD. We also describe research eff orts to evaluate 

the eff ectiveness of  deterrence; and we introduce a recent eff ort to collect compre-

hensive data on government eff orts to reduce terrorism. 
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 We reserve the fi nal chapter for taking stock, summarizing the main conclu-

sions, and considering their implications for our understanding of  worldwide ter-

rorism. A major challenge raised by terrorism in general, and the 9/11 attacks in 

particular, is that black swan events encourage outsized responses, whose scope 

may be greater than it needs to be to prevent further attacks. Overreaction by 

governments has been a stated goal of  those that use terrorist tactics. But the fl ip 

side of  this argument is that without credible responses to terrorist threats, we 

may be increasing to unacceptable levels the risk for another catastrophic attack. 

As we shall see, correctly balancing these two concerns represents a fundamen-

tal challenge to governments – one that is not likely to disappear during the next 

century.  

    Notes 

  1     Confucius,  Analects , from Leonard A. Lyall. 1909.  The Sayings of  Confucius . London: 
Longmans Green.  

  2     Given how much attention has been devoted to 9/11, it is surprisingly diffi  cult to count 
the total number of  fatalities associated with the attacks. There are at least three chal-
lenges. First, it was never possible to unambiguously separate casualties from Towers 
One and Two in the World Trade Center attacks. Second, it is complex to determine 
how far after an event fatalities linked to an event should be included. For example, 
several victims of  9/11 developed respiratory and other ailments that may have led to 
their deaths months or even years after the attacks. Victims who died as a result of  lung 
disease caused by the attacks have been added to the offi  cial tally of  casualties as recently 
as 2011. And fi nally, it appears that an unknown number of  individuals used the World 
Trade Center bombings for various types of  insurance-related and other fraud, fi ling 
false fatality claims. Nonetheless, the New York City Medical Examiner’s Offi  ce main-
tains an offi  cial list of  those who were killed by the 9/11 attacks in New York City, and 
makes changes to that list as cases are adjudicated. The GTD records the number of  
deaths according to this offi  cial source.  

  3     Readers can see the database for themselves at  www.start.umd.edu/gtd.   
  4     The hijackers likely planned to round out the team with Mohamed al Kahtani, who was 

refused entry into the United States by an attentive immigration inspector in Florida ( The 
9/11 Commission Report   2004 :11).  

  5     See the FBI Domestic Investigations and Operations Guide (DIOG) at  http://vault.
fbi.gov/FBI%20Domestic%20Investigations%20and%20Operations%20Guide%20
%28DIOG%29  (last accessed September 17, 2014).  

  6     Important open source databases such as ITERATE and the RAND-MIPT database 
existed prior to 9/11 but they were limited to international terrorist attacks, a small frac-
tion of  all attacks. We discuss these databases in more detail in  Chapter 2 .   
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     2     The creation of  the Global 
Terrorism Database    

  Accurate and minute measurement seems to the non-scientifi c imagination, a less 

lofty and dignifi ed work than looking for something new. But nearly all the grandest 

discoveries of  science have been but the rewards of  accurate measurement and 

patient long-continued labour in the minute sifting of  numerical results. 

 Sir William Thomson, Lord Kelvin, 1871  1    

  In this chapter we describe the origins and evolution of  terrorist event databases. 

We pay particular attention to the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), given 

that we will rely on it throughout the rest of  the book to explore patterns of  

terrorism. Terrorist event databases have important strengths and limitations but 

they persist primarily because at present we have no better method for tracking 

terrorist attacks. Although terrorist event databases are far from perfect, some 

methods produce much better results than others. Before we explore the history 

and characteristics of  event databases, we begin the next section with the even 

more fundamental question of  why it is important to be able to count terrorist 

attacks.  

  Counting terrorist attacks 

 In fact, we argue that all science begins with counting things: atoms, earthquakes, 

and the distance from the earth to the sun. It seems clear that we cannot do a very 

good job of  fi ghting terrorism if  we cannot fi rst assess how much of  it there is. 

Imagine trying to construct or evaluate policies to reduce unemployment without 

knowing how much unemployment there is or to reduce cancer without knowing 

how much cancer there is. This stubborn fact has posed a central irony in our 

approach to global terrorism in the last half  century: while eff ective policy against 

terrorism depends especially on hard data and objective analysis, our ability to 

defi ne and study terrorism has lagged behind many other fi elds in the social and 

behavioral sciences. In their encyclopedic review of  terrorism, historians Alex 

Schmid and A. J. Jongman ( 1988 :177) identifi ed more than 6,000 published works 

but pointed out that much of  the research is “impressionistic, superfi cial (and 

off ers) … far-reaching generalizations on the basis of  episodal evidence.” More 


