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Simultaneous Attacks by Terrorist Organisations 
by Kathleen Deloughery

Abstract

While terror attacks that are a part of a coordinated effort receive attention in the popular media, 
they have not received much attention in the academic literature. The decision to carry out 
simultaneous attacks should be examined as one of the choices a terrorist organisation makes 
about the method of attack. Determining the impact of simultaneous attacks vis-à-vis a single 
attack can explain why groups would use this method. Up to one quarter of all attacks coded in 
two major databases, GTD and ITERATE, may be part of a simultaneous campaign. Empirical 
analysis shows simultaneous attacks are more likely to be successful and cause more fatalities, 
though not in a one-to-one fashion. These results underline the importance of considering 
simultaneous attacks in empirical analysis.

Keywords: violence, data analysis, database, impacts of terrorism

Introduction

Why do some terrorist organisations group their attacks close together, while others spread 
them out? For instance, Al-Qaeda is well known for carrying out simultaneous attacks—that 
is, having different terror cells hit more than one location at approximately the same time. It is 
accepted in the literature that terrorist organisations choose the method and location of their 
attack in order to achieve political or economic destabilization of the targeted government and 
to garner media attention for their cause. To carry out a single attack versus a simultaneous 
campaign is a decision for terrorists to consider, yet researchers have not examined these 
decisions closely. This article will examine why groups would carry out simultaneous 
campaigns over single attacks: what are the benefits?

In two of the largest terrorism datasets, International Terrorism: Attributes of Terrorist Events 
(ITERATE) [1] and the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) [2], attacks are coded as single 
events, even when they are carried out as part of a coordinated campaign.[3] Unfortunately, 
neither dataset specifically denotes whether or not attacks are coordinated. In order to 
complete any analysis, this project will first determine which attacks formed part of a 
coordinated campaign.

Since the most commonly used datasets disaggregate simultaneous attacks, the empirical 
literature on terrorism has a dearth of academic studies on this type of attack. Theoretical 
papers have examined the scale of terrorist attacks. Past research shows that the scale of a 
terrorist attack can help the targeted government to estimate the size of the organisation’s 
resources.[4] Coordinated attacks are by definition of a larger scale. The terror attacks of 
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September 11, 2001 (a simultaneous attack with four component attacks), was of a scale not 
seen before.[5] Economic impact models of terror attacks have shown that simultaneous 
attacks can magnify the impact of a terror attack.[6] This article will differentiate between 
simultaneous attacks and single attacks using empirical analysis. In the past, empirical 
investigations of terrorism have largely ignored the presence of simultaneous attacks in the 
ITERATE and the GTD datasets. Not recognising that these attacks can be very different from 
single attacks may have biased the results of many past studies. 

Potentially biased studies fall into two main categories: examining the level of terrorism or 
examining the impact of terrorism. In the former, terrorism is the dependent variable, while in 
the latter it is the independent variable. When a researcher is predicting the level of terrorism 
in a country/region/year given certain attributes, each attack, even if part of a coordinated 
effort, is coded separately. This coding is potentially problematic since attacks that are part of a 
coordinated effort are made under the same decision making process. For instance, terrorist 
organisations consider military expenditures when choosing a country to attack; that decision 
should only matter one time for a coordinated campaign. If all attacks are thought to be single 
attacks, then the terrorist organisation would be making that decision every time they carried 
out an attack. Therefore, the dependent variable would be systematically higher than the true 
value when coordinated attacks are present in the system. Such a measurement of the 
dependent variable is problematic, but only detrimental to the predictions of the past models 
if the measurement error is correlated with the independent variables, thus biasing the 
parameter estimates. It is highly likely that simultaneous attacks, the source of the 
measurement error, are correlated with some of the variables that factor into the resulting level 
of terrorism.

Potentially more problematic are the implications for studies assessing the impact of terrorism. 
For instance, there have been studies looking into the impact of terrorism on tourism [7], 
urban development [8], public opinion [9], and industry.[10] In these studies, terrorism is 
used as an independent variable to explain another phenomenon. Therefore, if any of the 
attacks coded are part of a coordinated effort, then that independent variable will be measured 
with error, i.e. the measure of terrorism will be overestimated. This counting system assumes 
that the individual attacks within a simultaneous effort have a one-to-one additive effect, 
which may not be true. For instance, if a coordinated attack consists of two attacks, then this 
counting system implies that each of the two attacks have the same impact as a different single 
attack. If an independent variable is measured with such an error then this can lead to biased 
estimates of the parameters. Therefore, the impact of terrorism that these empirical studies are 
obtaining may not be the true parameter estimates.

Given the potential for bias in results ignoring simultaneous attacks, it is worthwhile to 
explore how common this type of attack is in terrorism datasets. First, the theoretical 
arguments surrounding simultaneous campaigns and impact of attacks are discussed. Second, 
the data used in the analysis will be presented. Third, follows an examination of the 
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methodology and results from the empirical analysis. Finally, suggestions will be offered for 
future research and analysis on simultaneous attacks.

Theoretical Arguments

Which is better for the terrorist organisation, carrying out many individual attacks throughout 
the year or concentrating on one large simultaneous set of attacks? To make an assessment of 
this, we must start from the assumption that terrorist organisations are choosing their optimal 
number of attacks given their budget constraints and the role that attacks play in their main 
goals: destabilization, media attention, and recruiting new members.[11] Due to budget and 
training constraints, organisations must decide whether to apply their resources to single 
attacks spread out over time or devote time and energy to a smaller number of coordinated 
attacks. 

Coordinated attacks are likely to kill more people than single attacks. First, since these attacks 
usually take place in two or more separate locations, there tends to be an increase in the total 
number of potential victims. Additionally, individuals with greater skills and capabilities are 
assigned to harder terrorist attacks and these individuals tend to be both more successful and 
kill more people on average.[12] Simultaneous attacks require more planning and 
coordination; everything else being equal, they are harder to execute than single attacks, thus 
individuals with more advanced abilities will be assigned to these tasks. As a result, 
coordinated attacks should cause more deaths than single attacks.

Similarly, coordinated attacks could be more successful than single attacks. There are two ways 
to calculate the success of simultaneous attacks. First, one can use the maximum success of all 
attacks within the campaign. Only one portion of the attack needs be successful in order to 
incite fear and create direct victims. Second, the average of the success of each attack within 
the coordinated effort can be used to accurately measure the effectiveness of the campaign. 
Simultaneous attacks should be more successful than single attacks for two reasons. If a single 
attack that is part of a coordinated effort is unsuccessful, the campaign can still be a success if 
one of the other parts of the effort is successful. Additionally, more able individuals are 
assigned to harder tasks [13]. Therefore, due to planning and coordination issues, more able 
individuals should be assigned to coordinated terrorist efforts, thus leading to more successful 
simultaneous attacks.

If simultaneous attacks tend to produce more fatalities and are more successful, these attacks 
should receive more media coverage. A single unsuccessful attack may not receive media 
attention, but a coordinated campaign with one unsuccessful component is likely to be 
reported. Additionally, the higher the number of casualties, the greater amount of media 
attention the attack is likely to receive.[14] Therefore, if coordinated attacks do generate more 
fatalities, then simultaneous attacks in developed countries are more likely to garner media 
attention than single attacks. This increased news coverage can have the effect of bringing the 
motives of the terrorist organisation to the forefront, thus satisfying one of their main goals. In 
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fact, the coordinated attacks on September 11th had a permanent effect of increasing the 
number of news stories on terrorism.[15] 

Based on these reflections, two hypotheses concerning the impact of simultaneous attacks will 
be tested in the empirical section:

H1: Simultaneous campaigns tend to kill more people than single attacks. 

H2: Simultaneous campaigns tend to have higher success rates than unsuccessful campaigns. 

Data

Data for this project were derived from three main sources. Data on terrorist attacks come 
mostly from the University of Maryland’s Global Terrorism Database (GTD). The GTD is a 
comprehensive dataset covering both domestic and transnational terrorist events from 1970 
until 2007 and beyond to the present day. It is one of the very few datasets with a worldwide 
coverage that also contains information on domestic terror events. Therefore, by using the 
GTD, we are able to obtain a fuller picture of the total amount of terrorism occurring in the 
world.[16]

However, this dataset is not without its shortcomings. First, the information in the GTD was 
collected entirely from open sources. Therefore, bias could be introduced to the model if 
attacks are not reported in public sources. Attacks that are stopped in the planning stages and 
not reported to the media are also not included. Additionally, the GTD does not contain full 
data for the year 1993. Finally, the GTD uses an operationalised definition of success, resulting 
in over 90 percent of attacks being coded as successes.

The ITERATE dataset, which was developed by Edward Mickolus, contains more granular 
information on the success of terror attacks. In ITERATE, success is coded on a 0-6 scale, with 
information on attacks stopped in the planning stages, attacks executed unsuccessfully, and 
attacks carried out as intended. For instance, the four attacks comprising the events of 
September 11th, 2001 are all coded as successes in the GTD. However, ITERATE codes the 
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon as successes, but the crash of United 
Flight 93 is coded as an attack that was executed, but unsuccessfully. This information 
provides a much sharper picture of the difference in success between different attacks than the 
information in the GTD. Therefore, the analysis on the success of simultaneous attacks vis-à-
vis single attacks will be carried out using ITERATE.[17]

Since neither dataset separately denotes when attacks are a part of a coordinated event, the 
available data was used to construct which attacks are most likely to constitute simultaneous 
attacks. Several different definitions of coordinated events were considered; however, in order 
to not overstate the effects of simultaneous attacks in this article, the strictest definition of 
simultaneous attacks was chosen. In order for two or more attacks to be considered part of a 
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simultaneous campaign, the attacks must be carried out on the same day, in the same country, 
by the same group, using the same method. 

Figure I: Number of Terror Attacks per Year

Under this definition, approximately 25 percent of the attacks coded in the GTD are part of a 
simultaneous campaign. The breakdown of simultaneous campaigns by year can be seen in 
Figure 1. This definition probably understates the proportion of simultaneous campaigns in 
the dataset. By definition, if the group perpetrating the attack is unknown, the attack cannot 
be part of a simultaneous campaign. Approximately 38 percent of all attacks in the dataset 
were carried out by unknown perpetrators. Relaxing the definition of simultaneous attacks to 
only consider the day, location, and method of attack shows approximately 30 percent of all 
attacks listed in the GTD as being part of simultaneous campaigns. Additionally, groups can 
carry out coordinated attacks in different countries. For example, in 1998 local members of the 
Egyptian Islamic Jihad (affiliated with the global Al-Qaeda network) carried out coordinated 
truck bombs in Kenya and Tanzania. Since these attacks took place in separate countries, they 
will not be coded as simultaneous attacks. However, relaxing the definition of simultaneous 
attacks to only consider the day, method, and group, shows 26 percent of all attacks listed in 
the GTD are part of simultaneous campaigns. Using the strictest definition may exclude some 
attacks that are part of coordinated efforts, but it should minimise the number of single attacks 
which are incorrectly classified as part of a simultaneous campaign. 

When utilising the information from ITERATE, the same technique is used to define 
simultaneous attacks – the attacks must have taken place on the same day, location, method, 
and group. Approximately 13 percent of the total attacks in the ITERATE dataset are part of a 
coordinated campaign. This number is lower than the corresponding calculations in the GTD 
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dataset. ITERATE only contains information on transnational terrorism, therefore suggesting 
that coordinated campaigns happen at higher rates in domestic attacks than in transnational 
attacks. However, this finding may be due to peculiarities of the data available. Transnational 
attacks can occur in many different countries, while domestic attacks must by definition take 
place in the same country where the group is located. Therefore, since the definition of a 
simultaneous attack in this article requires that the attacks occur in the same country, we may 
be undercounting the number of transnational simultaneous attacks. For this reason, the data 
from ITERATE will only be used when testing Hypothesis H2 – calculating the impact of 
simultaneous attacks on success or failure of attacks.

A third set of data is derived from the Big Allied and Dangerous (BAAD I) dataset.[18] This 
dataset codes information on terrorist group characteristics. The dataset contains a snapshot 
of each terrorist organisation at one point in time between 1998 and 2005. Information 
offering insight into group capability includes data on age, size, ideology, territorial holdings, 
and number of alliances. Information from BAAD will be used to control for the 
characteristics of terrorist organisations that may lead to more terror fatalities.

Results

First the number of fatalities will be examined. Since some terrorist organisations do not 
intend to kill individuals with their attacks, group characteristics from the BAAD dataset will 
be added to this analysis. Figure II shows the number of fatalities in single attacks and attacks 
that are part of a coordinated campaign. II.
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Figure II

Since the early 1980s, attacks as part of a coordinated effort have led to more fatalities. In 
order to verify this relationship, other characteristics that also determine the number of 
fatalities must be added to a regression equation. When information from the BAAD dataset is 
used in the regression analysis, only attacks carried out by perpetrators in the BAAD dataset 
between 1998 and 2005 are included, which further restricts the sample. While this sub-
sample is non-random, the groups in the BAAD dataset were not selected based on whether or 
not they carried out simultaneous attacks. Therefore, it is plausible that the sub-sample is 
random on the known characteristics, and especially our characteristic of interest – 
simultaneous attacks. In Figure II, the time period from 1998-2005 records a larger divergence 
in fatalities from single attacks versus coordinated campaigns than earlier time periods. This 
divergence may indicate that coordinated campaigns are different in this time period than 
earlier. However, in Figure I, this time period experienced fewer attacks that were part of a 
coordinated effort. These issues need to be remembered when generalisations are made.

In this regression, the number of people killed in each attack will be a function of whether or 
not the attack was simultaneous, whether or not there were regional effects, year effects, attack 
type effects, group ideology, number of allies, and whether or not the attack was a suicide 
attack. The number of people killed is censored at 0 – meaning that many attacks result in no 
fatalities, so a Tobit model will be employed. The Tobit model allows the econometrician to 
account for different types of 0’s in the dependent variable.[19] In this case, the number of 
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people killed may be 0 because the attack was unsuccessful in killing anyone or because the 
group never had any intention of causing casualties.

The results from the Tobit estimation can be seen in Table I. The coefficient of simultaneous is 
positive and significant, implying that attacks that are a part of simultaneous campaigns tend 
to kill more people. On average, 45 percent more fatalities occur in simultaneous campaigns 
than in single attacks, all else being held constant. Note that while the number of people killed 
increases with simultaneous attacks, the increase is not one-to-one with the scale of the attack. 
By definition, a simultaneous attack must have at least two attacks as components. However, 
the number of people killed in a coordinated effort less than doubles. This finding lends 
credence to the issues raised earlier, namely that using counts to measure the impact of terror 
attacks could lead to biased results when single and simultaneous accounts are treated the 
same way.

Table I: Number of Individuals Killed by Terror Attack 1998-2005

Simultaneous 25.24***
(5.30)

Suicide Mission 52.70***
(5.91)

Leftist Only 2.77
(5.69)

Religion Only 10.17**
(4.86)

Ethnic Only -0.46
(13.07)

Large 39.70**
(15.29)

Alliance 2.10***
(0.35)

Region FE Yes
Time FE Yes
Type FE Yes

Constant -100.74
(17.16)

Observations 2851

* Statistically significant at 10% level

** Statistically significant at 5% level

*** Statistically significant at 1 % level

Next, how simultaneous attacks impact the success of terrorist attacks was examined using the 
ITERATE dataset. Since information on group characteristics are not used to explain success, 
the regression is no longer restricted to only the years where BAAD data is available. The 
impact of simultaneity on success is weaker, as can be seen in Table II, but provides evidence 
that simultaneous attacks are more successful than single attacks. 
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Table II: Success of Terror Attacks 1968-2004

Model 1
Ordered Logit - Max

Model 2
Tobit - Average

Model 3
Ordered Logit - Average

Simultaneous 1.088***
(0.161)

0.173
(0.209)

0.3822**
(0.129)

Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes

Method Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes

Country Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes

Constant NA 7.59
(1.10) NA

Observations 10819 10819 10819

* Statistically significant at 10% level

** Statistically significant at 5% level

*** Statistically significant at 1 % level

Three specifications of the model were run. For each specification, attacks that are part of a 
coordinated effort are combined to count as a single attack and denoted as “simultaneous”. 
Other variables in the regression that may characterize success include location of attack, 
method of attack, and year of attack. 

Country and year fixed effects are included in this regression. The level of success by year 
varies from a low of 4.5 to a high of 5.8 on a six point scale. The average level of successful 
terror attacks in individual countries varies between 2.5 and 6.0 on a six point scale. Therefore, 
differences between different countries and years need to be taken into account in the 
regression model. One reason for these differences in success may be the level of deterrence by 
the targeted country; this should help determine success. Therefore, countries that spend more 
on deterrence should experience fewer successful attacks. The amount of money spent on 
deterrence depends on the country’s determination of the risk they may face. Controlling for 
the year of attack will control for differences in deterrence by year. However, deterrence 
spending is not the only factor that determines success. Method of attack also plays a role. For 
instance, suicide attacks may be harder to deter than other methods. ITERATE codes the 
method of attack into twenty-five broad categories including assassination, bombing, hostage 
taking, hijacking, and armed assault, etc. The average success by type of attack varies from 2.5 
to 5.9 on ITERATE’s six point scale. 

Three models, referring to three ways to operationalise success, are presented in Table 2. In 
Model 1, success of a coordinated campaign is assigned the value of its most successful 
component. In a coordinated campaign, only one component of the attack has to be successful 
in order for the public to view the attack as a success. Since the dependent variable is an 
ordinal variable between 0 and 6, an ordered logit estimation is run. In this model, 
simultaneous attacks are more successful than single attacks. Next, success of a coordinated 
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campaign is assigned the value of the average success of each of its components. This 
definition of success is the most intuitive in operational terms, but it is more difficult to 
address empirically. The success variable is still between 0 and 6, but for simultaneous 
campaigns the variable is not necessarily an integer. In Model 2, a Tobit estimation is run on 
the average success variable. Tobit was used since there are many censored variables at both 
the upper and lower limits of the success scale. The results of this estimation model show no 
relationship between simultaneous attacks and success. In Model 3, the average success of each 
terrorist campaign is still used, but this number is rounded to its nearest integer value, 
allowing an ordered logit regression. Model 3 reveals a positive relationship between 
simultaneous attacks and success. Examining the odds ratio for Model 1 and Model 3 reveals 
that a coordinated campaign increases the probability of success by between 46 and 172 
percent.

Both hypotheses, H1 and H2, were supported by the empirical analysis – simultaneous 
campaigns generate more fatalities and are more successful. However, the number of fatalities 
increases by only 45 percent, while the number of attacks involved at least doubles. The impact 
of the simultaneous attack is greater than the impact of a single attack, but in a smaller 
proportion to the increase in size. If the goal of the terrorist group is maximizing the number 
of deaths on a specific day, then it would make sense to use simultaneous attacks. If the goal of 
the group is to maximize the total number of fatalities in a year, single attacks may be more 
worthwhile. Hypothesis H2 is also supported, though results depend on how success for 
coordinated campaigns is defined. A terrorist group that is interested in successfully carrying 
out their planned attacks may be more interested in using simultaneous campaigns. Given the 
support for H1 and H2, considering each part of the campaign individually, as has been done 
by the past literature, may not be appropriate.

Conclusions

Simultaneous attacks have been largely ignored by the empirical literature on terrorism. In this 
article, several specifications are considered to classify which events are a part of simultaneous 
campaigns. The strictest definition - same day, group, location, and type of attack - is used in 
all analyses to protect against incorrectly classifying attacks as simultaneous. 

The goal of this article was to examine the impact of simultaneous attacks. The hypotheses 
stated that simultaneous attacks would be more successful and lethal. The empirical results 
suggest that simultaneous attacks have a higher probability of success. Additionally, 
simultaneous attacks generate more fatalities, but not on a “one-to-one” basis. This research 
has established that single attacks are different from attacks that are part of a coordinated 
effort, even though these two types of attacks are treated the same by the empirical 
quantitative literature. This difference should be considered in the future to ensure that results 
obtained from using terrorism counts are not biased. A closer look should also be given in 
future analyses with regard to the definition of “success”. An attack, or a set of attacks, might 
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be “successful” in tactical terms but be a strategic failure. Beyond the “success” of individual or 
coordinated acts of terrorism, there is the issue of long-term effects. Terrorism as a mode of 
conflict waging has a poor record of achieving its ultimate objectives.[20] 

About the Author: Kathleen Deloughery is an Assistant Professor of Public Administration and 
Policy at the University at Albany, SUNY. She received her Ph.D. in Economics from The Ohio 
State University in 2009. Professor Deloughery’s main research interests include the economics of 
terrorism, radicalization, and political violence. She can be reached at 
KDeloughery@albany.edu.
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