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                                           Abstract 

 

Pathologies of Terrorist Target Selection 

 

Sarat Krishnan, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Ami Pedahzur 

The phenomenon of Terrorism has perplexed and fascinated policy makers and 

scholars. While there has been significant amount of research on Terrorism, the dynamics 

or Pathologies of Terrorist Target Selection have received less attention, with few 

comprehensive treatises on the subject. In this paper, I review and critique existing 

literature on the subject, while offering a different perspective and model for this 

dynamic. First, I introduce a contemporary definition of terrorism and establish a 

framework for the analysis of Terrorist Target Selection. In Chapter 2, I posit that 

accurate Target Selection Forecasting Techniques need to account for the Adaptive 

Learning Mechanisms that Terrorist Groups adopt and existing case studies on the 

subject. Chapter 3 undertakes a critical literature review of Target Selection Case Studies. 

In Chapter 4, I suggest new research proposals that adopt this theme. In conclusion, I 

offer what we believe is a novel approach to understanding Terrorist Target Selection  

and argue that such a model should be flexible enough to work across the various 

Ideological Silos that Terrorist movements are bracketed into in the current Geo-Political 

Environment. 
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Chapter 1-Introduction 

 

The phenomenon of terrorism and the factors that drive its existence have 

become a prime focus for governments and social scientists in the last few years, 

with geo-political events in the last decade acting as the impetus for this activity. 

While the spectacularly destructive nature of the 9/11 terrorist attacks has led to a 

lot of academic speculation on qualitative changes in the nature and causes of 

terrorist violence, there is not much evidence to show that the factors that drive 

terrorist actors have changed in a way that would invalidate the foundational 

research work on this subject dating back a quarter century.  

 

The fundamental question with Terrorist Target Selection is whether one 

can design a Target Selection Predictor Model that not only explains past 

incidents but also learns from this data and predicts future targets with a high 

degree of probability. In this paper, we identify the key attributes that a Terrorist 

Target Selection Predictor Model should possess, and propose a comprehensive 

method to learn from and predict terrorist target selection across multiple geo-

political settings. Since Terrorist Violence is, by definition, intended to cause 

disorder and chaos, we use the term „Pathologies‟, or the study of disorder, to 

describe our analysis of the dynamics of Terrorist Target Selection. 

 

The Terrorist Target Selection process has started receiving increased 

attention in the last decade or so, possibly as a consequence of the impetus 
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provided by the United States and European governments that have begun to 

proactively confront terrorist organizations both home grown and foreign in the 

aftermath of the 9/11 attacks and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Theoretical 

works on the subject of how Terrorism originates, evolves and what biases 

Terrorists to adopt certain tactics [Pape, 2006, Hoffman, 2006] has been 

Qualitative in nature. However, a significant amount of recent work on 

determining how terrorists select targets or predicting how they do so has 

involved analyzing and examining data from past attacks and as such has 

predominantly been quantitative in nature [Brandt et al. 2010, Brown et al. 2004 

and Charney et al. 2006]. In these cases, scholars have used statistical models to 

conduct post-facto analyses of past terrorist attacks to come up with rational actor 

models that purport to explain terrorist actions1. Such works have typically 

focused on a particular conflict zone and used publicly available data on terrorist 

incidents to test their hypotheses. Many of these works suffer from the problem 

that they are narrowly focused on a particular conflict zone [Roislien et al. 2010] 

whose idiosyncrasies may prevent us from drawing general conclusions about the 

nature of terrorist decision making processes.   In other cases, the authors exploit 

incomplete databases of terrorist incidents [Calle et al. 2006], forcing them to 

make assumptions that restrict their ability to draw broader conclusions on cause 

and effect. Further, many of these statistical studies suffer from the problem that 

while they may be able to establish some a posteriori correlation, they fall 

woefully short of being able to offer any but the most general a priori forecasts on 

terrorist activity. Ultimately, these narrowly focused case studies go some way in 

                                                 
1  Statistical work also tends to be „result‟ oriented. We cannot discount the public  pressure on 
both government and academia to find „answers‟ for what causes Terrorism 
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explaining how Terrorist Target Selection works, and very little in predicting how 

these dynamics may operate in the future. 

 

 We postulate that one of the main reasons for the inability of case studies 

such as the ones mentioned above to act as predictive models is that statistical 

models such as those that use variants of regression are not very adept at factoring 

in the „learning‟ that takes place every time a terrorist attack occurs. Both the 

perpetrators as well as the victims „learn‟ something from the attack and this in 

turn influences the future actions of both these actors. This kind of adaptive 

learning is the key to being able to forecast future attacks. In this paper, we shall 

critically review several of the preceding works in the area of terrorist target 

selection, as well as outline potentially new sets of approaches that can explain as 

well as forecast future patterns in terrorist target selection. 

 

 When we attempt to understand and explain a topic such as terrorist target 

selection we should offer a precise definition of what we mean by the term 

terrorism to be able to „characterize‟ and bound the question we are attempting to 

answer. The authors Bruce Hoffman [Hoffman, 1999] as well as Martha 

Crenshaw Hutchinson [Crenshaw, 1972] both provide definitions of the topic that 

categorize terrorist activity as those committed by non-government or non-state 

actors. In our discussion, we use an operative definition of terrorism which is 

adapted from the definition of Terrorism by Schmid and Jongman [1988, pp.1-

38], to cover acts of violence or threats of violence against non-combatants in a 

political context, while aiming to instill fear and other psychological effects on a 
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broader audience. However, this definition leaves out the important factor of 

surprise, which is central to terrorist attacks. One important attribute of a terrorist 

act is that it aims to create terror in the minds of the audience by achieving the 

element of surprise or unpredictability about when or where the attack might 

occur. This factor of unpredictability is one that has not found much mention in 

previous literature on terrorist target selection. Terrorists constantly strive to 

maintain the element of surprise by „learning‟ from the outcome of their attacks. 

We believe that this is a key factor that influences the terrorists‟ choice of target 

and should be factored into any model that attempts to explain or predict terrorist 

target selection. We also leave out „state‟ terrorism from our operative definition-

staying with Hoffman and Hutchinson‟s exclusion of state actors-since such 

tactics (for the most part) does not contain the element of surprise attacks and 

covert operations that are attributes of non-state terrorists and thus are not 

germane to predicting target selection. 

 

THE PATHOLOGIES OF TERRORIST TARGET SELECTION 

 

 With our definition of „Terrorism‟ thus established, we proceed to conduct 

a study or Pathological Examination of the fundamentals of Terrorist dynamics. 

Since Terrorist groups are defined by their tactics, which contain violence or the 

threat of violence, perhaps the two most important questions are – What factors 

drive Groups to take up Terrorism, and secondly – What factors influence the 

choice of Terrorist Targets. The question we address in this paper is the second 

one, with an assumption that the group has already decided to embark on a 
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campaign of terrorism, though not necessarily to the exclusion of other political 

and non-violent measures.  

 

 In Chapter 2, I examine the main factors that could influence terrorist 

target selection, with an emphasis on broad theoretical work that analyzes the 

subject. Chapter 3 involves a critical literature survey of the several case study 

based works on this subject or, as we can term them, the various Pathologies that 

have been conducted in the hope of understanding the Target Selection Dynamic. 

In Chapter 4, I offer a perspective on possible terrorist target selection forecasting 

techniques and an outline of our proposed research on the subject. Chapter 5 

offers some conclusions and a summary. 
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Chapter 2-Modeling Terrorist Target Selection Theory  

 

 To borrow and refashion a phrase made famous by the Prussian military 

thinker Clausewitz, Terrorism is Politics by other means. Groups such as al-

Qaeda, Baader-Meinhof (in West Germany) and the Irgun and Popular Front for 

the Liberation of Palestine in Israel-Palestine-all organizations that have been 

classified as Terrorist by various governments-were concerned with political 

change and were primarily or initially motivated by Ideology. As such, our study 

treats Ideology as the starting point or „Causal‟ Variable that acts as a primary 

driver in the selection of Terrorist Targets. We avoid the term „Independent 

Variable‟ in this study because, as we shall go on to show, a key feature of the 

Terrorist Target Selection dynamic is that none of the causal factors remain 

untouched by the dynamic itself. The „learning‟ that terrorists undergo when their 

Ideology interacts with their targets invariably influences these factors and 

mutates them. 

 

What affects Terrorist Target Selection in addition to „Ideology‟? One of 

the few holistic analyses of the topic [Drake, 1998] describes a somewhat 

unidirectional mechanism that adds factors such as Strategy, Material Capabilities 

and „External Factors‟ into the mix. We believe however, that other factors need 

to be taken into account in the Terrorist Decision Making framework. First, while 

Ideology may dictate the original „outer bounds‟ of the target set, the Strategic 

Goals (we can also term these „Power Aggregation‟ Goals since these 
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organizations aim to exert physical, psychological and ultimately political power) 

may in themselves start to influence the type of targets the terrorists select and 

ultimately put pressure on core Ideological beliefs, thus creating a Target 

Selection Model that is based on causal factors that are themselves amenable to 

mutation. 

 

 

 MALLEABLE IDEOLOGY 

 

  Discussion relating to Ideology and Terrorism has centered on the 

causative nature of Ideology, rather than one that treats it as a variable open to 

influence. For example, Religious or Ethnic Terror and its imperative to create an 

„us versus them‟ mentality by dehumanizing (and creating) enemies and targets 

have been explored by scholars such as Juergensmeyer [2000]. While there have 

been explanations that qualify this effect – Tilly [2003] explains how Violent 

Religious Ideology does not automatically translate into violent terrorist acts, 

requiring „social processes‟ to intervene -  the effect of these social dynamics on 

Ideology itself is not very evident in these studies. One work that comes close to 

[Harrow, 2008] discusses how terrorists may „pick and choose‟ from ideologues 

that support their preferred position.2 However, I believe that we need to go 

beyond this and understand the effects of the target selection dynamic on Ideology 

                                                 
2  Harrow also discusses how the factors that affect terrorism are also influenced by the process, 
but crucially does not establish a feedback path to „high‟ ideology. His description of jihadist 
ideology appears to refer to more „instrumental‟ factors such as tactical learning rather than 
notions of „just‟ targets and the like. 
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itself, for the learning that occurs here has important consequences for future 

terrorist behavior. Consider the following cases. 

  

   In the case of the Liberation Tigers for Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri 

Lanka, the consolidation of power in its Tamil heartland was followed by a phase 

of ruthless consolidation of power and the elimination of political competitors, 

fellow Tamils that the LTTE was originally created to „protect‟ against Sinhalese 

domination. The LTTE framed these tactics as necessary to obtain its long term 

strategic goal of being the sole representative of the Sri Lankan Tamils. With the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), a group that originally got its 

start as a left-wing insurgent movement, control of territory and dominance over a 

flourishing drug trade have become „goals‟ that motivate target selection. These 

are examples of Strategic or Power Aggregation Goals that often influence 

changes in the group‟s moral principles, which excuse and in some cases actively 

encourage attacks on targets that were originally taboo. This mechanism is 

important because it shows how Ideological goals are influenced by Power 

Aggregation Strategies, and for the implications that such a determination has for 

target selection. 

 

 With the al-Qaeda in Iraq and the LTTE in Sri Lanka, fidelity to Lofty 

Ideological goals, such as not attacking other co-religionists (Sunnis in the case of 

al-Qaeda) or co-ethnics (other Tamils in the case of the LTTE) are relegated to the 

background while the group pursues power. Gradually, the Terrorist Discourse 

itself evolves to match the Strategic necessities (as seen by the Terrorist Leaders) 
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of the framework in which the group is operating and establishes new outer 

bounds for target selection that codify this reality. We thus are left with a new 

dynamic that allows for „learning‟ at every stage. Any investigation of terrorist 

target selection will have to tackle the question of this phenomenon that we shall 

term „Malleable‟ Ideology because it will have a significant impact on the 

„Learning‟ Process adopted by a Terrorist Organization and consequently the 

choice of terrorist targets. 

 

 Ideology and Power Aggregation Goals apart, the willingness of Terrorists 

to attack specific targets is also governed by the socio-political framework of 

society – an argument famously made by Robert Pape [Pape, 2005] who argues 

that Suicide Terrorism is used by terrorists to rid their land of foreign occupiers, 

and more importantly, when these occupiers happen to be democracies that are 

particularly susceptible to such tactics. The preference of the terrorists‟ supporters 

and their willingness to tolerate certain kinds of Terrorist Behavior (tactics such 

as car bombs that may carry a high risk of collateral damage for example,) also 

influences Target Selection. 

 

 Less glamorously, but perhaps more importantly, the material capabilities 

of the Terrorists and the willingness of governments to counteract Terrorist 

attacks using tactics such as Blast Barriers, Security „Fences‟ and even extra-

judicial methods plays a role in determining which targets are attacked by 

terrorists. The target selection as well as governmental reaction can in turn change 

the geo-political framework of the conflict (due to practices such as ethnic 
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cleansing and the often ham-fisted response of governments to terrorism in the 

form of repressive tactics) and in turn change the population‟s threshold for what 

it considers acceptable behavior by the terrorists, thus affecting target selection in 

turn. We are thus left with a framework where all the causal variables are 

amenable to influence themselves. 

 

 The model we have described above is similar to Drake‟s, but with 

important point of departures concerning the effect of the Target Selection 

Dynamic on the causal variables themselves. Our proposition is that once the 

Terrorist Group defines certain Strategic Objectives they often become a 

substitute for the original political objectives or at the least, makes the political 

objective malleable. The implication is that the limits set on allowable target 

selection will then begin to fray.  

 

 In our proposed model3 depicted in Figure 1, we attempt to model the 

interaction of Strategic Objectives with Ideology, as the Terrorist Group 

constantly adjusts its tactics to meet its defined Long Term Strategic Goals. In the 

discourse over Ideology based Terrorist Group actions, one fact that is often 

obscured is that Strategic Objectives (Power Aggregation goals such as the 

attainment of popular support, material resources and political power) are a lot 

more tangible end points to both the terrorist foot soldiers as well as the key 

leaders. The Strategic compulsions noted previously acts as a feedback 

mechanism that has the ability to modify the Ideology of the Organization and 

                                                 
3 This is adapted and enhanced from the factors that C.J.M. Drake has posited as influencing 
Terrorist Target Selection  
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consequently change the parameters or outer bounds of the set of the Targets the 

group is „allowed‟ to attack. Whether or not this actually happens is a function of 

the feedback mechanism that operates between the group‟s Strategic Objectives 

and other factors, such as the strength of the adversary and more importantly other 

external factors enumerated above such as the socio-political makeup of the state, 

and the tolerance of the terrorists‟ support base to such deviations becoming the 

norm. We believe that this model depicts the terrorist targeting process with 

greater accuracy in that it incorporates the „learning‟ that occurs at various levels 

in the terrorist network‟s decision making process. This is not to say that these 

mechanisms are intrinsically „efficient‟ processes. Often, as in the case of al-

Qaeda in Iraq, the new „Ideology‟ of the group exceeds the tolerance of its 

support base, leading to a backlash that can severely weaken the group. Our belief 

is that using this model provides a basis for understanding the evolution of 

terrorist target selection and potentially creating better forecasting techniques. 

 

 In the following chapter, we critically examine several case study based 

approaches to terrorist target selection analysis and forecasting against the 

backdrop of the model we discussed.  
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Figure 1: Terrorist Target Selection Dynamic 
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Chapter 3-A Critical Review of Target Selection Case Studies 

 

In the previous chapter, we developed a model of Terrorist Target 

selection that describes how the causal factors that affect Terrorist Target 

selection are themselves susceptible to influence by this dynamic. The changes 

that the Ideology, Strategic Goals and Geopolitical environment undergo will in 

turn change Terrorist Target Selection.  Here, we look at Case Study based 

approaches to the understanding of this phenomenon. First, we examine the 

current state of the art in Ideology driven theories of Target selection. In the next 

section, we examine more Instrumental approaches to Target Selection that rely 

on Material or Environmental Factors. 

 

IDEOLOGICAL CONFORMITY, VARIANCE AND ITS EFFECT ON TARGET 

SELECTION - DOES IDEOLOGY LEARN? 

 

To understand how the Ideology of the Terrorist Group affects Target 

Selection, one needs to compare cases where variation in ideology may affect 

target selection, other factors being somewhat consistent. Such an examination, if 

done without understanding how Ideological notions of right and wrong are 

formed, and how they might be modified, may give us some insight into the 

specific case being considered, but leave us un-illuminated on the broader 

theoretical question, or even how the current state of affairs may have come to 

pass with the case in question. To elaborate on this point, consider how Ideology 
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is often treated as a rigid axiomatic factor in literature [Brandt et al. 2010]4.  In 

certain Ideological types, the existence of the „right‟ Ideology  is theorized to be a 

necessary and sufficient condition for certain terrorist acts like suicide bombings, 

only moderated by target responses like strong government deterrents. We could 

actually take this theory and put it to the test in Iraq and Afghanistan, and 

superficially conclude that the high rate of suicide bombings and other mass 

casualty attacks in these countries validates such a conclusion. That would not be 

wise however – for one thing, even „Secular‟ terrorists such as the LTTE have 

conducted and perfected suicide bombings, which suggests that „Fundamentalist‟ 

Ideology is not a necessary condition for such a predisposition. Nor does it fully 

explain how „Fundamentalist Terror‟ came to adopt the tactics it did, and gain 

recruits in far corners – an important question to answer if we are understand 

where it will go next. Also, such broad formulations do not explain why  a 

country like Afghanistan, beset by the same type of Ideological Terrorism as Iraq 

has so far avoided the sectarian violence that the latter has seen – an important 

question to be answered if Ideology is to be given such foundational importance 

in the evolution of Terrorism. 

 

                                                 
4The authors identify four „transnational‟ terrorist regime „types‟ that are set apart temporally. 
Two of these regimes, the left wing era of 1968-1970 and the „Fundamentalist Terror‟ era of the 
present appear to display distinct Ideological cleavages in target selection relevant to the present 
discussion. The first terrorist regime is classified as the era of the first transnational terrorist 
between 1968-1970 when, according to the authors, left-wing Palestinian terrorist organizations 
were the dominant international actors and favored restricting their attacks to government 
officials. The fourth is the present one where „fundamentalist transnational‟ terrorists dominate. 
The authors postulate that Fundamentalist Terrorists, by which they imply al-Qaeda and similar 
groups, have been favorably disposed towards attacking private individuals, even non-combatants, 
because they have theological sanction to do so, while the left wing extremists of the first era were 
more circumspect.   
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 Other Ideology based theories have argued that the Terrorists‟ Ideological 

Imperative to attack certain targets is also moderated by their supporters‟ 

preferences [Calle, Sanchez-Cuenca, 2007]5. However, I see a gap in this 

hypothesis – It is possible that in the long-term, the propensity of terrorists to 

engage in violence depends on the willingness of their supporters to tolerate such 

acts. It does not explain however how terrorists come to such strategies in the first 

place. For example, it does not explain the dynamics of why al-Qaeda in Iraq took 

to suicide bombings. Crucially in our view, it does not address the possibility of 

terrorists being in the position where they create or condition the „preferences‟ of 

their supporters by their target selection choices.  

 

 By making the Ideology factor non-variable, we do not account for a 

mutation in Terrorists‟ Belief set over time. To further illustrate how Ideological 

effects on target selection viewed as a unidirectional causal factor rather than as 

an integral mutating factor may leave us further confused, we examine the 

following case. Roislien [Roislien et al. 2004] argues that terrorist attacks within 

the Palestinian territories themselves on Israeli settlements were not random but 

instead were dependent on how „radical‟ and „anti-Palestinian‟ the individual 

settlements were perceived to be. The authors offer several examples of what they 

                                                 
5 The authors study the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in Northern Ireland and the Basque 
Nationalist Group ETA in Spain, highlighting the similarities and differences in Target Selection 
in these two conflict zones. Based on the quantitative analysis of data in the two cases, the authors 
conclude that the Irish Republican Army exhibited a greater tendency to conduct indiscriminate 
killings than the ETA. In the authors‟ opinion, this was the case because the civilian population 
supporting the IRA in Northern Ireland was amenable to these because it itself suffered from 
sectarian killings carried out by Unionist rivals. In the case of the ETA, the authors argue that the 
lack of sectarian bloodshed in the Basque region meant that the ETA was not similarly 
predisposed. A seemingly complete argument that appears to complement an explanation of 
ideology based target selection. 
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call „open‟, „accessible‟, settlements which were left unharmed while more 

„radical‟ settlements were attacked. If this hypothesis is true, then the terrorists 

were discriminating on the basis of the Ideology of their opponents and at the 

same time sending a message about the kind of Israeli actions that would increase 

the probability of attacks. However, what accounts for the same Ideology (Islamic 

Fundamentalism) adopting a restrained approach in this instance, while seeming 

to not „learn‟ in the instance of al-Qaeda in Iraq, where terrorist tactics 

boomeranged on them, or even in Israel proper, where terrorists did not make any 

ideological distinction while conducing suicide bombings? Even Brandt and 

Sandler‟s Regimes of Terrorism6 do not really tell us how the same left-wing 

terrorist who was relatively restrained in acts of terrorism in the nineteen 

seventies transitioned to right-wing one who conducted unrestrained suicide 

bombings in the new millennium. In the Palestinian case and in Iraq as well, 

National Liberation has meant different things at different times –Ideological 

transformation may be at work.  

 

 The discussion above shows that for the purposes of target selection any 

Explanatory approach or Prediction Model will need to, a priori, model the 

Ideological Learning Process when it interacts with the geo-political environment 

(the targets themselves, and the terrorist „audience‟) to accurately predict 

outcomes. They should also be able to treat „Ideology‟ as a malleable factor rather 

than an axiomatic „given‟ and be able to model how Ideology and external factors 

such as Audience Preferences shape each other. Simply surveying or statistically 
                                                 

6 The works referenced in this section allow for and actively discuss Material Factors that affect 
Target Selection. However, our dispute is with their contention that Ideological effects are a 
„given‟ and not subject to mutation 
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analyzing multiple Ideological Frameworks or „Fixed‟ ones across geo-politically 

diverse areas does not give us the insight necessary to understand the future 

direction of Target Selection. 

 

 

THE IMPACT OF POWER AGGREGATION AND MATERIAL OR 

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS 

 

 As we mentioned in the previous section, Ideology is but one factor that 

influences terrorist target selection. While there is value in broad based studies 

that analyze multiple (fixed or varied Ideology based) Terrorist movements, 

narrowly focused statistical analyses that look for patterns in Terrorist Target 

Selection within a single Terrorist movement can often clearly identify specific 

factors at work. Such a study may throw some light on how the pursuit of power 

(or Power Aggregation strategies), and Material or „Environmental‟ Factors can 

influence Terrorist Target Selection.  

  

 Can an instrumental approach based on Environmental factors that 

eschews „high‟ explanatory variables such as Ideology provide satisfactory 

answers to how Terrorists select targets? The Geography of the Terrorists‟ 

Operating environment is one such key environmental variable. The influence of 

Geography in the occurrence of crime is a topic that has been explored in the past 

by scholars such as Doran and Lees [Doran, Lees, 2005]. Flint [Flint, 2003] 

argues that a „Geohistorical‟ context is necessary to understand how Terrorist 
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Groups are formed, by which he implies the geographic diffusion of religious, 

cultural ideas and information networks. 

 

 Charney [Charney et al. 2006] explores Suicide Terrorism Attacks in 

Israel and specifies three geographical variables that affect the selection of targets 

– distance, access and agglomeration. While offering a plausible model for how 

Geography influences the time and place of terrorist attacks geographic models 

such as these do not however locate such tactics into the political context of the 

case. In the Palestinian case for example, what role did intra-Palestinian politics 

play in the decision of suicide bombing strategists to attack Israel proper? How 

much did geopolitical factors such as the post-9/11 crackdown on terrorist 

funding influence the choice of targets for attack in Palestine?  

 

 Approaches that actually „train‟ their statistical model based on existing 

data may have better predictive properties. In an enhancement to a standard 

statistical explanatory mode, Brown [Brown, et al. 2004] applies Spatial and 

„Environmental‟ regression techniques to the forecasting of Terrorist Attacks in 

Urban environments. The significance of this paper is that it explicitly claims to 

be able to offer empirical „forecast‟ models to predict suicide terrorist attacks in 

urban environments rather than simply develop a statistical model that explains 

past events. It offers a model that is used with data from actual terrorist attacks to 

obtain statistically significant outcomes. However, in testing their model only 

with data from past terrorist attacks rather than including datum from areas that 

escaped terrorist attacks, the authors do not provide a method to estimate the 
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likelihood of false positives. Most of all, there is no mechanism to feedback the 

„learning‟ process that the leadership of the terrorist group undergoes as its 

Ideology interacts with is Strategic Goals and the external environment.  

   

 Approaches that have attempted to enhance such Statistical Methods with 

algorithmic techniques that model dynamic terrorist behavior are only slightly 

more useful in analyzing the fluidity among the causal variables themselves.  

Game Theory is one such technique. Weaver [Weaver et al.] offers a Game 

Theoretic approach to Terrorist Target Selection. While it appears to offer a 

promising method to „simulate‟ terrorist behavior, such techniques are 

handicapped by the fact that one has to manually program such factors as 

Ideological Orientation and the terrorist Constituency into the model for every 

„game‟, rather than treat them as factors that could themselves be affected 

organically by the process.  

 

 From the above discussion, it is evident that even narrowly focused 

Instrumentalist studies that attempt to understand specific Target Selection Cases 

are handicapped by their axiomatic approach to original conditions of the conflict 

such as how and why the Terrorist Group came to adopt its Strategies and Tactics. 

Thus, they can at best be explanatory and reactive in a weak sense, rather than 

being predictive and proactive. 
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A MORE PERFECT MODEL  

 

 We have established in this chapter that there are several promising 

approaches to understanding the dynamics of Terrorist Target Selection. 

However, most of them suffer from the problem of constructing narrowly focused 

analytical frameworks that ignore or underplay some of the key factors that drive 

Terrorist Dynamics – such as the Ideology of the Group and Inter-group 

competition. Crucially, they do not provide a structure that models the „learning‟ 

or feedback mechanisms that operate in real world terrorist groups, as we have 

discussed in the previous chapter. Such „Learning‟ is in some ways a very 

„Human‟ process, one that involves constantly adapting to new and changing 

factors. In the next chapter, we shall offer some potential analytical mechanisms 

that could successfully integrate such behavior using Machine Learning 

Approaches that marry the dynamism of „human-like‟ learning behavior with 

mathematical techniques that can „mine‟ vast amounts of data, and thus offer 

substantially more accurate forecasting models for Terrorist Target Selection. 
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Chapter 4-Terrorist Target Selection Forecasting –The Way 
Forward 

 

 In the previous chapters, we have attempted to show that the process of 

Terrorist Target Selection is a dynamic process that is affected by a multitude of 

factors with even primary causal variables such as Ideology and Strategic Goals 

being affected by the interaction of the Terrorist group with its operating 

environment, namely the political structure of the state or territory of operation, 

the political structure of the government, and other external factors such as the 

socio-ethnic makeup of the society. 

 

THE FUNDAMENTAL RESEARCH PROBLEM 

 

Given the rather complex interactive model of terrorist target selection, 

one finds that standard statistical models such as Regression analyses cannot do 

full justice to the requirements of a Forecasting model. We accordingly set down 

the following criteria that a Terrorist Target Selection Forecasting Model should 

meet: 

 

- Accommodate multiple criteria in the decision making process, allowing 

for interdependency between the causal factors. 

- Be capable of „training‟ itself to adapt to changes in the strategic 

environment. 
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- Allow a „feedback‟ mechanism that emulates Ideological and Strategic 

mutation that Terrorist Organizations undergo in response to interactions 

with External Factors. 

 

As we have discussed in the previous chapter, models that primarily adopt 

statistical regression models are constrained by their relative inability to adapt to 

„feedback‟ in the Target Selection process from the target environment back to the 

causal factors. In addition to this, the complex interactions between the causal 

factors such as Ideology and Strategic Objectives are hard to model using 

Regression models. Approaches that use Geographical or Spatial methods 

ultimately face similar constraints.  

 

Terrorist target selection behavior is generally speaking, a rational process 

when we are referring to group led attacks that are sustained over a period of time, 

rather than individual „revenge‟ attacks. It is however something that is based on 

Ideological, Strategic and Material factors, and as with anything that is decided by 

human beings, is subject to some level of randomness. Recent advances in the 

field of computational mathematics have given rise to powerful decision making 

algorithms such as Genetic Algorithms and Artificial Neural Networks (ANNs) 

that can mimic human decision making techniques. These models can perform 

learning functions as they are „trained‟ with existing data sets and then presented 

with „new‟ potential targets that it can then process, analyze and return 

„predictions‟ on future terrorist targets. These techniques offer a lot of promise in 

the field of Terrorism Target Selection.  
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 Geographical Information Systems (GIS) can be used to map points of 

interest in a region or regions and classify these based on spatial attributes. GIS 

packages have been used in diverse applications such as Land Use Mapping, 

Transportation and also recently as a mapping aid in terrorism risk analysis. 

However, a key drawback with standalone GIS databases and methods is that they 

do not actually integrate any decision making tools. Scholars have recognized this 

issue and proposed various techniques to integrate GIS and spatial data into 

decision support tools with some of the most promising approaches including 

Multiple Criteria Decision Making (MCDM) algorithms and Artificial Neural 

Networks (ANN).  

 

MCDM techniques allow users to methodically evaluate multiple criteria 

and arrive at a decision. MCDMs offer a structured path that integrates the 

preferences of experts and a set of (often conflicting) criteria to help arrive at one 

of several possible outcomes [Malczewski, 1999]. Prior research work in the area 

of integrating MCDMs in terrorism analysis have focused on techniques such as 

Analytical Hierarchic Process (AHP) that develop a hierarchical framework with 

decision makers‟ preferences at the top level [Jacob et al., 2008]. One drawback 

with MCDMs is that while they provide a useful framework to integrate decision 

makers‟ or expert systems‟ preferences into a framework for deciding between 

multiple alternatives, they do not in themselves provide any „intelligence‟ on what 

those preferences should be. 
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As we briefly mentioned earlier in the chapter, Artificial Neural Networks 

or ANNs are a family of algorithms that have the ability to „learn‟ from the 

analysis of past events by recognizing patterns in such occurrences. ANNs thus 

mimic the human brain in a limited way and are able to train themselves to 

perform specialized functions. The application of ANN to security studies is well 

established, with ANNs being used in such areas as facial recognition in threat 

profiling [Ozgul et al. 2009]. The integration of GIS and ANN tools has been 

explored as well [Thurston, 2002], with several applications being proposed that 

integrate the „spatial aware‟ data sets created by GIS tools with ANN to support 

decision making in such areas as HAZMAT truck routing [Huang et al. 2004].  In 

the following section we present a brief outline of one possible forecasting model. 

 

We suggest the probability of an integrated GIS-ANN model that uses 

spatial data from a GIS database of terrorist and insurgent networks.7 This 

database can be built from available terrorist incident databases that contain time 

indexed data on terrorist attacks spread over multiple geographic regions. This 

type of data allows us to „mine‟ it for changing terrorist target selection patterns. 

The GIS database will classify terrorist incidents in a geographic region based on 

well defined spatial attributes – location relative to population centers, proximity 

to security camps/army bases/police stations (or having the attribute of being a 

security camp itself), political preferences of the surrounding population, 

proximity to forest areas and other geographical barriers, „audience‟ effects i.e., 

                                                 
7 One of the several interesting questions that this proposed model can tackle is the correlation 
between spatiality and types of terrorist targets. For example, Juergensmeyer [2000, pp. 123] 
argues that many Terrorist Targets are symbolic and demonstrative, based partly on analysis of 
several Fundamentalist attacks on the West. Could it be that targets closer to the terrorists‟ 
operating base are more strategic and those further away (in the West) more symbolic? 
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the symbolic importance of the target, degree of fortification, and importantly, 

qualitative ideological attributes - to name a non exhaustive list of attributes. We 

shall train the ANN using a subset this GIS database of inputs (collection of sites 

within the defined geographical area), attributes, and outputs (sites where attacks 

actually occurred – a subset of all the sites presented as inputs). We shall then test 

this trained ANN by providing it with input data from the remainder of this GIS 

data-base and analyze its predicted response (of threat perception) against actual 

terrorist/insurgent attacks. We hope to show that the ANN model will be able to 

predict attacks with a high degree of accuracy. The ANN model we shall develop 

will predict terrorist attacks based on past patterns. However, decision makers are 

often confronted with the problem of resource (security) allocation between 

multiple adjoining areas. While the ANN can behave as an expert system that 

assigns „weights‟ or vulnerabilities to targets or groups of targets (such as a 

geographical area that is a spatial superset of a collection of targets), decision 

makers will have to decide on the allocation of scarce security resources based on 

external inputs, such as the constraints imposed by political forces, unavailability 

of trained personnel and the like. In this scenario, we propose an MCDM 

framework where decision makers can use the vulnerability mapping data 

provided by the ANN to evaluate multiple decision alternatives using external 

inputs as „preferences‟. We believe that such an integrated GIS-ANN-MCDM 

framework will serve as a valuable tool in the field of terrorist/insurgent threat 

mapping and prevention. In Table 3.1 we compare the strengths and weaknesses 

of both Statistical prediction techniques and Adaptive Learning Algorithm based 
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Methods such as ANNs in the field of Terrorism Target Selection Forecasting, 

and show the enhanced capabilities of an Adaptive Learning based method. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key attributes of a 

successful Terrorist 

Target Selection 

Model 

Model Types 

Statistical, Game 

Theoretic Models 

Adaptive Learning 

Models 

Large N Sample 

Capable 

Yes Yes, but requires 

significant 

computational power 

Accounts for 

Dependency between 

Causal Variables 

Yes, but makes 

Statistical Analysis 

complex 

Intrinsically capable of 

doing so 

Learning, Feedback or 

Adaptive Mechanism 

No, or extremely 

limited 

Yes 

 

Table 1:     Comparison of Statistical and Adaptive Learning Models for 
Terrorism Target Selection Forecasting 
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 I propose the Israeli- Palestinian Conflict as a test case for this approach. 

This conflict offers a scenario where Ideology, the Strategic pursuit of Power, and 

Material Factors are all in a state of mutation. We have a somewhat unique 

situation where an organization classified as Terrorist (Hamas) has transitioned 

(to an extent) to a governing position, while at the same time not shedding its 

insurgent role. In this case, while Hamas ideology has remained static 

superficially, its attainment of Power in the Gaza Strip has meant that its insurgent 

Ideology has come under pressure. Material Factors such as changes in both 

Target vulnerability (the security fence between Israel and the Palestinian 

territories) as well as Hamas‟ procurement of missiles that can strike targets 

within Israel have also affected the group‟s selection of targets, both Palestinian 

and Israeli. The fluidity inherent in this case makes it an excellent candidate with 

which to create and test our model framework. 

 

 This is but one possible approach to creating an adaptive learning model 

for Terrorist Target Selection. Further research is required to construct a learning 

algorithm approach that can optimally solve the problem of Adaptive Terrorist 

Target selection. 
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Chapter 5-Conclusion 

 

The 9/11 terrorist attacks have created a renewed interest in the 

understanding of Terrorist Target Selection. Several of the papers that we have 

reviewed in this report have attempted to create narrowly focused models that can 

explain how terrorists in certain geo-political contexts choose their targets. 

However, one problem that we have attempted to make clear in the paper is that 

even the causal factors that affect the target selection dynamics can be and are 

influenced by the target environment itself.  

 

In this report, we have shown that these models are unable to keep pace 

with this adaptive mechanism and have suggested alternative adaptive learning 

based approaches that can analyze the temporal and spatial dynamism of Terrorist 

decision making processes.  

 

On a final, contemporary note, if there is anything the narratives in Iraq, 

Afghanistan and the Middle East has shown us, is that Terrorist dynamics do not 

necessarily follow uniform narratives, even if they may appear to fall into the 

same Ideological framework. The danger of putting all these together in a 

„Transnational‟ Terrorist Framework is that one might create a predictive model 

that is both overly generic in providing statistically significant data on only the 

most palpable of factors or overly restrictive in the sense that it is lacks the 

required flexibility to be useful in a multitude of situations. Terrorism has existed 

in various forms throughout the ages. The fact that we might be in an era where 
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Religious Terrorism is the dominant form of it is all the more reason that we do 

not unknowingly create predictive models that assume that this will always be the 

case. It is our hope that future research work on the subject will help in the 

creation of Terrorist Target Selection forecasting models that account for the 

possibility that Terrorists, their Ideology, Strategic goals and external factors can 

be transformed by the process of their interaction. 
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