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Abstract

Terrorist groups exhibit variation in their targeting choices. Why do some groups direct their violence against civil-
ians while others limit this occurrence? This study analyzes the network relationships between terrorist groups to 
elucidate their targeting behavior. Drawing upon insights from the organizational ecology and conflict literatures, 
we predict that terrorist group affiliates will be significantly more likely than their parent group to attack civilian 
targets. Our original principal-agent theory consistently outperforms extant explanations in a multi-method anal-
ysis of 238 terrorist groups from 1998 to 2005. These results shed new light on why certain terrorist groups are more 
likely than others to target civilians. 
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Introduction

Like governments, terrorist groups exhibit wide variation in their tactical choices.[1] Political scientists often 
distinguish between indiscriminate violence against civilian targets and more selective violence against gov-
ernment targets. Although clearly an oversimplification, this distinction is nonetheless important for both 
normative and strategic reasons.[2] This distinction is a fundamental principle in international humanitarian 
law governing the legal use of force in armed conflict, whereby perpetrators must distinguish between com-
batants and noncombatants.[3] More relevant for this study, the political effectiveness of violence can hinge 
on the target. A growing body of research suggests that indiscriminate violence against civilian targets carries 
substantial downside political risks compared to more selective violence against government targets.[4] When 
non-state actors attack the population, they risk lowering the odds of government concessions by exacerbating 
the credible commitment problem, creating a rally-round-the-flag effect, shifting electorates to the political 
right, and otherwise strengthening the resolve of the target country to resist.[5]

Although all terrorist groups at least occasionally harm civilians, there is considerable variation in the extent. 
Some groups focus their violence against the population while others exercise targeting restraint. Consider, 
for example, the difference in target selection between the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) of Algeria and its 
successor. Upon witnessing the political backlash against the GIA for its brutal assaults on the population, the 
Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat was formed in the late 1990s as a more civilian-friendly organiza-
tional alternative. This paper helps to elucidate why certain terrorist groups are more likely to attack civilians 
despite the potential political costs. The most common explanations for civilian targeting are both empiri-
cally and theoretically inadequate for answering this question. The standard explanations are that terrorist 
groups target civilians for structural or ideological reasons. Ever since Crozier coined the adage, scholars have 
described terrorism as a “weapon of the weak.”[6] Lacking the capability of penetrating hardened targets or 
directly confronting national militaries, weaker groups are supposedly prone to attacking softer targets.[7] Al-
though intuitive, this assumption has found meager empirical support and cannot resolve why weaker groups 
would be more risk-acceptant about incurring a political backlash.[8] Ideology is often cited as the other key 
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determinant of civilian targeting. As Drake notes, “A group’s ideology is extremely important in determining 
target selection because it defines how the group’s members see the world around them.”[9] Religious and eth-
no-nationalist groups are often believed to gravitate to civilian targets because they may view such violence as 
a theological imperative or otherwise have lower inhibitions about offending external constituencies.[10] Ideo-
logical explanations are also inadequate, though, because they cannot account for why terrorist groups across 
the ideological spectrum attack civilians and alter their target selection over time.[11]

Increasingly, political scientists are analyzing civilian attacks as a principal-agent problem.[12] At the most 
basic level, a principal-agent problem occurs whenever a principal delegates decision-making to an agent and 
the latter exploits this discretion or “slack” to engage in behavior contrary to the interests of the former.[13] 
When applied to terrorism, this framework typically treats the organizational leader as principal and his foot 
soldiers as unreliable agents, who exploit their autonomy by striking suboptimal targets due to incompetence 
or alternative preferences.[14] Abrahms and Potter, for example, demonstrate that terrorist leaders often rec-
ognize the political risks of indiscriminate violence, but are too weak to impose their targeting preferences on 
lower-level members, who have weaker incentives to spare civilians. For this reason, terrorist groups suffering 
from leadership deficits are more disposed to attack civilians, such as when drone strikes force the leader into 
hiding or his fighters travel further away from him to mount operations.[15] Our analysis extends this bur-
geoning research program by showing how civilian targeting arises from principal-agent problems not within 
terrorist groups, but between them.

Specifically, this study reveals that civilian attacks often result from agency problems between terrorist groups 
when the parent (viz. principal) spawns affiliates (viz. agents). The creation of terrorist group affiliates is not 
irrational for the parent group, but carries non-trivial tradeoffs as with any form of delegation.[16] On one 
hand, affiliates can benefit the parent both offensively and defensively by helping to expand its theater of oper-
ations and withstand government opposition through decentralization.[17] Indeed, decentralization is usually 
described as an unconditional best practice for terrorist groups. As in other types of organizations, the decen-
tralization of decision-making in terrorist organizations can make them more adaptive, flexible, innovative, 
resilient, and specialized, rendering them harder to infiltrate, isolate, prosecute, and ultimately defeat.[18] In 
the analysis below, however, we show that affiliates are more likely to engage in politically risky indiscriminate 
violence than the parent group because the former stands to gain the most from attacking civilians, while the 
latter disproportionately bears the costs.

The logic underpinning the causal mechanism rests on two research programs, one from the conflict literature 
within political science and the other from the organizational ecology literature within sociology. The conflict 
literature points out that terrorist groups are motivated to varying degrees by process goals and outcome goals. 
The process goals of terrorism are intended to sustain the group by attracting attention, gaining media cover-
age, and thereby boosting membership through recruitment. Recruitment is essential because there is “power 
in numbers” for terrorist groups as in other types of organizations.[19] The outcome goals of terrorism, by 
contrast, are the stated political ends, such as the realization of a Kurdish homeland, the removal of foreign 
bases from Greece, or the establishment of Islamism in India.[20] Notably, civilian attacks appear to have cross-
cutting effects on these terrorist priorities. Research suggests that attacks against civilians are more effective at 
advancing process goals than outcome goals.[21]
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The organizational ecology literature implies that terrorist group affiliates are more likely than the parent to 
prioritize process goals over outcome goals and thus attack civilians. This research program highlights that 
less mature groups suffer from higher mortality rates, so attach greater priority to organizational survival than 
more mature groups, which are better positioned to focus on achieving their official goals. Combining these 
insights from political science and sociology, we theorize that affiliates are less restrained about engaging in 
indiscriminate violence than the parent because they tend to attach more value to process goals owing to their 
relative immaturity, whereas the parent is generally more selective in order to reduce the risk of adversely af-
fecting its outcome goals. Although all terrorist groups are concerned with both organizational and strategic 
goals, we contend that affiliates are more likely than the parent to value the former over the later as reflected in 
their respective targeting choices.

Several intrinsically important terrorist groups appear to illustrate this dynamic. In July 2005, Ayman al-Zawa-
hiri, al-Qaida’s number two in command, rebuked the commander of the Iraqi affiliate, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, 
for killing too many civilians in the country. Declassified letters between them reveal the groups had divergent 
incentive structures owing to the nature of their relationship. Whereas al-Zarqawi hoped the indiscriminate 
violence would attract recruits to his nascent affiliate, al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI), al-Zawahiri feared the civilian 
attacks would backfire politically on al-Qaeda by discrediting the parent group as a legitimate international 
actor.[22] After suffering reputational costs from its Iraqi affiliate, al-Qaida pressured other affiliates into exer-
cising more civilian restraint, tried to conceal its association with wayward affiliates or rejected them altogether 
depending on their proclivity for indiscriminate bloodshed.[23] Even the most extreme parent groups have 
bristled when their affiliates committed excessive bloodshed against civilians in their name. In August 2016, 
Islamic State chiefs fired the leader of Boko Haram, its Nigeria affiliate, for flouting its targeting guidelines by 
so egregiously attacking the local Muslim population, especially children. According to the Center for Democ-
racy and Development in Abuja, the Islamic State leadership sacked Abubakar Shekau for “indiscriminately” 
blowing up Nigerian civilians due to the strategic fallout.[24]

These cases are illustrative, but not necessarily generalizable across terrorist groups. It remains unclear whether 
affiliates are typically less restrained than the parent against civilians, and if so, why? Because a few support-
ing cases are insufficient to establish a broader theory, we analyze the relationship networks of hundreds of 
terrorist groups from 1998 to 2005 and systematically compare the attack profiles of parents to affiliates.[25] 
The analysis yields robust statistical evidence that affiliates are indeed significantly more likely than the parent 
group to attack civilians even after taking into account the capability of the terrorist organizations, their ideol-
ogies, and other relevant factors discussed in the extant conflict literature. The network analysis suggests that 
affiliates with weaker relationships to the parent are particularly prone to indiscriminate violence, but come 
to favor more selective violence over time as their concerns about organizational failure recede in accordance 
with the ecology literature. These empirical results support our contention that terrorist groups suffer agency 
problems when affiliates are created due to their stronger organizational incentives for harming civilians.

The argument proceeds in four main sections. The first section develops the principal-agent logic behind our 
theoretical expectations for why affiliates should be more likely than their parents to attack civilians. Combin-
ing insights from the social sciences, we present a parsimonious theory for why affiliates stand to gain more 
than the parent from civilian targeting while suffering fewer costs due to inherent differences in their incentive 
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structures. The second and third sections describe our research design and report the results. Across model 
specifications, we consistently find quantitative evidence that affiliates are significantly more disposed than the 
parents to attack civilian targets due to agency problems intrinsic to the nature of the relationship. The conclu-
sion explores the research and policy implications.

Why Affiliates May Prey on Civilians

A large body of research explores how decentralizing can help terrorist groups.[26] The 9/11 Commission Re-
port describes terrorist networks as more “agile, quick, and elusive” than centralized terrorist organizations.
[27] Hoffman notes that terrorist networks are comparatively “nimble, flexible, and adaptive.”[28] Clarke adds 
that decentralizing enables terrorist groups to be “fluid, mobile, and incredibly resilient.”[29] Despite such ad-
vantages of decentralization, the application of principal-agent theory predicts inherent tradeoffs to delegation.
[30] In this section, we identify a potential downside parent groups face when they decentralize by creating 
affiliates—their stronger incentives to attack civilians despite the political risks.

For decades, terrorism researchers have questioned the political value of aggrieved groups attacking civilians. 
In the 1970s, Laqueur published “The Futility of Terrorism” in which he asserted that such attacks fail to redress 
grievances.[31] Cordes et al. remarked in the 1980s, “Terrorists have been unable to translate the consequences 
of terrorism into concrete political gains.”[32] Crenshaw agreed, “Few organizations actually attain the long-
term ideological objectives they claim to seek, and therefore one must conclude that terrorism is objectively a 
failure.”[33] Schelling likewise claimed in the 1990s, “Terrorism almost never appears to accomplish anything 
politically significant.”[34] More recently, several large-n studies confirm that only a tiny portion of terrorist 
groups have attained their political platforms by attacking civilians.[35] The vast majority of terrorist groups 
in their samples toiled for years, even decades without any perceptible political progress. If anything, these 
studies may overstate the political success of terrorism because its victories are more salient than failures.[36] 
Numerous empirical studies conclude that attacking civilians is not epiphenomenal to political failure, but 
rather has an independent, negative impact on the likelihood of government concessions.[37] Civilian attacks 
have been found to shift electorates to the political right, strengthen domestic support for hardliners opposed 
to concessions, and erode trust in negotiating with the perpetrators.[38]

Why are some terrorist groups more risk-acceptant than others about attacking civilians given the potential 
political costs? Irrationality is an unsatisfactory answer, as social scientists generally agree that terrorist groups 
tend to behave as essentially rational actors.[39] Indeed, civilian attacks are not categorically counterproduc-
tive.[40] Rather, the utility of them depends on the incentive structure of the perpetrators. One would there-
fore expect terrorist groups to gravitate to this behavior when it is more apt to serve their specific goals. The 
conflict literature identifies two main types of terrorist goals: process goals and outcome goals. Process goals 
are intended to sustain the terrorist organization by attracting media coverage, attention, and thereby recruit, 
whereas the outcome goals are the stated ends of the organization as reflected in its political platform.[41] At-
tacks against civilians appear to have crosscutting effects on these goal types. Civilian attacks are remarkably 
effective at furthering process goals by boosting terrorist recruits, even though such attacks risk restricting 
bargaining space and hence impeding outcome goals.[42]
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The organizational ecology literature implies that terrorist group affiliates are more inclined than their parent 
to prioritize process goals over outcome goals and thus engage in civilian targeting. An affiliate may be un-
derstood as an emergent terrorist group that accepts at least in principle the leadership of a more established 
terrorist group while remaining organizationally distinct in its operational decision-making.[43] The organi-
zational ecology literature does not directly address terrorist group incentives or behavior, but emphasizes that 
relatively young, immature organizations suffer higher mortality rates and hence optimize short-term survival 
over more long-term official goals. Ecologists who study the evolution of organizations have established that 
“as a general rule, a higher proportion of new organizations fail than old,” a robust empirical finding Stinch-
combe coined as the “liability of newness.”[44] Across a wide variety of industries, ecologists have discovered 
that younger organizations suffer significantly higher disbanding rates. Studies show, for example, that orga-
nizational mortality is negatively related with age in newspaper, automobile, semiconductor, and telephone 
companies, as well as in both retail firms and machine shops.[45]

Research on the liability of newness underscores the acute risks newer organizations face of disbanding. May-
er and Goldstein found that about half of all businesses in Rhode Island in the 1950s dissolve within the first 
couple years.[46] In his study of retail stores in Buffalo between 1921 and 1928, McGarry estimated that 60 
percent of the grocery stores were discontinued in the first year, 44 percent of the shoe stores, 34 percent of the 
hardware stores, and 27 percent of the druggists.[47] The odds of disbanding fall as organizations age. Among 
U.S.-based corporations in 1945 and 1946, for example, Starbuck and Nystrom find that 88 percent died within 
the first 10 years of existence compared to just 53 percent after the first decade and 44 percent after the second 
decade.[48] In a precis of this literature, Aldrich and Auster conclude: “These figures show an increasing prob-
ability of survival given that a corporation has reached a certain age.”[49] In a meta-analysis, Carroll likewise 
reports: “The most common finding is that organizational death rates decrease with age-dependence.[50] That 
is, organizations are most likely to die in the first few years of operation.” The “liability of newness” is relevant to 
terrorist organizations, as younger ones also face greater difficulty in surviving beyond even the first year.[51]

Organizational ecologists emphasize that the “liability of newness” is often related to the “liability of smallness.” 
The logic is straightforward: “New organizations tend to be small and small organizations have high death 
rates.”[52] Indeed, a substantial body of empirical research finds that organizations often start small and small-
er organizations are prone to dying.[53] This literature stresses the difficulty that new, smaller organizations 
face of growing. As Aldrich and Auster point out, “The proportion of small firms that actually manage to grow 
large is remarkably low.”[54] In fact, fewer than one in ten organizations manage to expand at all in some indus-
tries.[55] Notably, however, the liability of newness cannot be explained entirely by the liability of smallness. 
Newer groups are more likely to struggle to survive regardless of their initial endowments. The negative age 
dependence of death rates persists even after taking into account the starting size of the organizations. In other 
words, the liability of newness is partially due to the liability of smallness, but is not epiphenomenal to it.[56]

Because nascent groups struggle to survive due to the challenge of resource mobilization, they naturally adopt 
different adaptive strategies.[57] Walker and Brewer explain: “Different strategies are needed for different stag-
es in an organization’s life cycle. Young organizations must find a market niche to ensure their survival.” [58]  
Similarly, Hochban concludes that “younger organizations tend to be less well established and thus must work 
hard both to obtain private donors and to expand their audience bases.”[59] In their study of charitable orga-
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nizations, Hager, Pollak, and Rooney demonstrate that newer ones devote greater effort to fundraising, recruit-
ment and other methods of resource mobilization for survival.[60]  These findings are potentially relevant to 
terrorist organizations, which use violence to compensate for their organizational weakness.[61]

With their relative maturity, parent groups presumably have weaker incentives than their affiliates to prioritize 
process goals over outcome goals and thus target civilians. Indeed, terrorism researchers have observed that 
parents and affiliates may be driven by different incentive structures. As Byman posits, “Interests between the 
parent organization and affiliate rarely align perfectly.”[62] The al-Qaeda network is the most documented par-
ent-affiliate terrorist relationship due to the group’s notoriety since the September 11, 2001 attacks and the dis-
covery of private correspondences among the leaders from raiding Osama Bin Laden’s Abbottabad compound 
in May 2011. Declassified by the Combating Terrorism Center at the West Point Military Academy, this trove 
of letters points to evidence of a severe moral hazard problem from the vantage of Bin Laden, the parent leader. 

Consistent with our theory, these letters reveal that affiliate leaders hoped their indiscriminate violence would 
attract recruits to the incipient organizations, which bin Laden struggled to control.[63] As West Point re-
searchers noted: “Far from being in control of the operational side of regional jihadi groups, the tone in several 
letters authored by Bin Laden makes it clear that he was struggling to exercise even a minimal influence over 
them.”[64] The letters highlight how “Bin laden enjoyed little control over groups affiliated with al-Qaeda in 
name,” as “the affiliates either did not consult with Bin Laden or were not prepared to follow his directives.”[65] 
More specifically, Bin Laden regarded the Iraqi affiliate’s leader as a “liability, not an asset,” as “Al-Zarqawi’s 
group launched several indiscriminate attacks” and “the unnecessary deaths of Muslim civilians” by the Iraqi-
based agents undermined al-Qaeda Central’s political agenda.[66] The researchers conclude: “Far from being 
pleased with the actions of regional jihadi groups claiming affiliation with or acting in the name of al-Qaeda, 
Bin Laden was burdened by what he saw as their incompetence. Their lack of political acumen to win pub-
lic support along with their indiscriminate attacks resulting in the deaths of many Muslims is a subject that 
dominates Bin Laden’s private letters.”[67] As Byman notes, bin Laden chaffed at the civilian attacks because 
he understood that the “unpopular affiliate actions can rebound on the cause as a whole, discrediting the core 
[group] and hijacking its agenda.”[68]  The case of al-Qaeda thus serves as a “plausibility probe” for our theory 
rooted within the conflict and organizational ecology literatures that terrorist affiliates are more inclined than 
the parent group to engage in civilian targeting due to differences in their incentive structures. In the next 
section, we begin empirically examining the relationship between affiliates and civilian targeting more system-
atically.[69]

Data

The main dependent variable for this analysis is the attack profile of the terrorist group – specifically, the per-
centage of attacks carried out by the group against civilian targets as opposed to governmental targets. We 
utilize the Global Terrorism Database’s (GTD) record of terrorist attacks from 1998 to 2005 because these 
years include the requisite data to map the global terrorist group networks. Maintained by the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Response to Terrorism (START), the GTD is 
particularly well suited for our empirical investigation because it is the longest-running, most comprehensive 
publicly available database that codes each attack around the world in terms of its target selection.[70] In our 
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study, civilian attacks include the following types of targets: educational institutions, journalists or the media, 
private citizens and property, religious figures or institutions, tourists, transportation (other than aviation), 
non-military airports or aircraft, non-military maritime targets, and non-governmental organizations. Gov-
ernmental attacks include incidents against the following target-list: government institutions or figures, police, 
military institutions or personnel, and diplomatic institutions or personnel. To be clear, our main dependent 
variable is the proportion of all attacks by the terrorist group carried out against civilian targets according to 
the aforementioned coding criteria.

The main independent variable for this analysis is whether a terrorist group is an affiliate of another group. We 
map the networks of terrorist group relationships with the Terrorist Organization Profiles (TOPs) data main-
tained by START. These group profiles are derived from a project sponsored by the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS), the Department of Justice (DOJ), and the Memorial Institute for the Prevention of Terrorism 
(MIPT). The profiles are stored as webpages on the START website (see Figure 1). We designed a web scraper 
to derive from these pages a unique numeric identifier for each group (the last four numbers of the URL for 
each group’s page), the group name, the identification numbers of related groups, related groups’ names, and 
relationship type.[71] The results of the scraper were then hand-checked against the TOPs profiles to ensure 
coding accuracy and consistency. TOPs codes for 20 different types of relationships, including whether a group 
is a “faction” of another or what are more commonly known as affiliates.

Figure 1: Sample Page from TOPs

Note: Selection from TOPs page ID 4438. A unique group numeric ID is drawn from the web address (http://www.start.umd.edu/tops/
terrorist_organization_profile.asp?id=4438). Network data is drawn from the “Related Groups” section, with a unique group numeric ID 
drawn from the hyperlinks to their own, similar page.
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Graphs of the global terrorist networks are displayed in Figure 2. This Figure plots the network graphs for all re-
lationships between terrorist groups (left) and only those classified as affiliates (right). The graph for all groups 
is undirected, indicating any of the relationship types coded in our data. The graph of affiliates is directed, 
drawing a line from the affiliate to other groups. There is clearly more clustering in the all-relationships graph 
(with the largest component around al-Qaida and other Islamist groups) than in the affiliate graph. This is not 
surprising as relatively few terrorist groups have multiple affiliates. We are also able to determine the groups 
that are affiliates of other affiliates by identifying groups for which the shortest directed path to one of parent 
groups is greater than or equal to two. This is relatively rare, but will be useful for testing the valence of our 
theory against alternative explanations within the conflict literature.

Figure 2: Network Graphs of Terrorist Group Relationships

The analysis below includes numerous control variables to help discern how the network relationships of these 
terrorist groups affect their targeting choices – specifically, whether being an affiliate of a parent group has 
an independent, positive effect on the odds of attacking civilian targets. Our main control variables center on 
group ideology and capability because these factors are typically seen as drivers of target selection and may be 
confounded with our key independent variable of interest. We employ several variables from the BAAD1 Le-
thality Dataset to account for each group’s official ideology because ideological orientation is widely presumed 
to affect terrorist target selection.[72] As noted, both religiously motivated and ethnonationalist groups are 
often believed to exhibit less civilian restraint.[73] Groups are coded as having a religious ideology, an ethnona-
tional ideology, a combination of ethnonational and religious ideologies, a leftist ideology, or as lacking any 
religious, ethnonationalist or leftist components to their official ideologies.
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We also control for multiple measures of organizational capability because weaker groups are supposedly 
prone to striking softer targets.[74] In particular, we account for whether the groups have state sponsorship or 
hold territory. State sponsors and territorial control are useful for terrorist groups to acquire weapons, money, 
human capital, and safe-haven.[75] Group size is another standard indicator of terrorist group capability both 
as a direct measure of human capital and as an indirect measure of resources for attracting recruits.[76] Some 
research also suggests a network component to terrorist organization strength, with more connections to other 
groups reflecting and facilitating additional capability, so we control for the number of organizational linkages.
[77] Lastly, many political scientists interpret the level of violence generated by international actors as a poten-
tial signal of power, so we also include a count of the number of fatalities in the attacks. These models were run 
both with and without al-Qaida-related groups as these terrorist organizations are sometimes seen as outliers 
in terms of their connections and lethality among other factors.[78]

Results

Table 1 displays the results of these initial tests. Model 1 presents the zero-order correlation between whether a 
group is an affiliate and its percentage of attacks against civilians. The results approach standard levels of statis-
tical significance (p = 0.051) in a two-tailed test, suggesting that civilian targets make up about 12% more of the 
attack profile of affiliates as illustrated in Figure 3. Model 2 shows that the relationship between affiliates and 
civilian attacks becomes stronger both statistically and substantively after including the main control variables. 
Once we take into account organizational ideology and capability, the anticipated relationship reaches con-
ventional levels of statistical significance (p = 0.038). In this improved model, affiliates attack civilian targets 
about 13% more as a proportion of their total targets. Model 3 re-runs these tests without al-Qaida, confirming 
that the results from Model 2 hold after removing this potential outlier; being an affiliate is still a significant 
(p = 0.036) predictor a group will target civilians more often. We also conducted a variety of basic robustness 
checks: VIF ranges are well below conventional thresholds (avg. VIF = 1.78, max VIF = 2.30); affiliates exhibit 
little multicollinearity with the other variables (VIF = 1.11); and the inclusion of robust standard errors yields 
essentially the same results. Together, this preliminary analysis strongly supports our theory that affiliates tend 
to have stronger incentives for targeting civilians. Below, we conduct a battery of additional tests to help discern 
why affiliates are prone to more indiscriminate violence.  
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Table 1: Affiliates and Attack Profiles

Figure 3: Target Selection of Affiliates versus Parents

Note: Marginal effects estimated in 1,000 simulations from the variance-covariance matrix of Model 1.
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Testing Alternative Explanations

In this section, we provide additional evidence against the two main counterarguments for the observed pat-
tern in the data. The first is that terrorist group affiliates are disposed to engage in civilian targeting because 
they are too weak to mount more sophisticated operations against hardened targets. In Models 2 and 3, we 
attempted to account for this potential objection by including several measures of group strength; in neither 
model do any of these variables reach statistical significance (p > 0.10) and several of the coefficients are actu-
ally in the opposite direction, further undercutting this rival explanation. To aid in this assessment of whether 
affiliates lack the capability to strike harder targets, Table 2 regresses each measure of organizational strength 
against whether the group is an affiliate. Model 4 examines whether affiliates are less likely to have a state spon-
sor. Since state sponsorship is coded as a dummy variable (1 = group receives state sponsorship), this model 
utilizes logistic regression. There is apparently no statistically significant relationship between whether a ter-
rorist group affiliate receives state support (p = 0.831). Model 5 reports similar results from looking at territo-
rial control (1 = group holds territory), as affiliates are evidently not significantly less likely to control territory 
either (p = 0.925). Group size is operationalized in four levels, with higher values indicating larger groups. As 
such, Model 6 uses ordered logit. Again, the relationship is not statistically different from zero (p = 0.386). Fi-
nally, both organizational connections and fatalities are counts with demonstrable signs of over-dispersion (p 
< 0.001), so we utilize a zero-inflated negative binomial model.[79] Models 7 and 8 find a relationship that is 
differentiable from zero, but it is in the opposite direction of what would be expected from the organizational 
capability counterargument. 

Not only do these results vitiate the claim that affiliates lack the capability to strike harder targets, but the ev-
idence also offers additional support for our principal-agent argument. Model 7 suggests that affiliates have, 
on average, more organizational connections (p = 0.015), which accords with our contention that affiliates pri-
oritize organizational survival by associating with other terrorist groups. Model 8 indicates that affiliates may 
generate more violence (p = 0.129), killing about 51 more people than other groups. The relationship between 
affiliates and fatalities is even stronger statistically when al-Qaida is removed (p = 0.001), suggesting that affili-
ates have greater incentives to inflict more bloodshed for recruitment purposes, as our theory would anticipate. 
Indeed, both establishing organizational connections and engaging in more lethal tactics may be understood 
as part of a rational strategy for affiliates to gain additional human capital given the leadership’s heightened 
concerns over organizational survival.
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Table 2: Affiliates and Organizational Capability

A potential counterargument related to capability is that affiliates may be more violent especially against ci-
vilians to “outbid” their parent group in a competition over finite organizational resources.[80] If outbidding 
was responsible for the uptick in civilian targeting, however, we would expect the parent group to also become 
more violent in order to lure supporters from affiliates. Yet Models 9 and 10 in Table 3 show that the zero-order 
relationship between being a parent group and attacking civilians is not statistically significant with (p = 0.231) 
or without (p = 0.525) control variables. This lack of empirical support for the outbidding thesis is consistent 
with other studies employing different methodologies.[81] In sum, the standard capability and associated out-
bidding argument fail to explain the observed relationship between affiliates and civilian targeting. If anything, 
these tests lend additional support for our argument that affiliates adhere to a rational strategy based on the 
relative importance they attach to organizational survival.
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Table 3: Parent Group Attack Profile

Upon closer inspection, ideology continues to fail to explain why affiliates are prone to civilian targeting. Al-
though Models 2 and 3 show that ethno-nationalist and religious ethno-nationalist groups exhibit less civilian 
restraint, as the literature would predict [82], our core finding strengthens after controlling for the official 
ideologies of the groups. Affiliates are significantly more likely than the parent to engage in civilian targeting 
even after taking into account their official ideologies. And yet another ideological explanation also merits 
examination. In a seminal study, Stedman describes how radical groups often splinter from the parent during 
peace processes in order to “spoil” them.[83]  An important question then is whether the relationship between 
affiliates and civilian targeting is due to spoiling as opposed to our principal-agent mechanism.
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Stedman notes that “Spoilers exist only when there is a peace process to undermine,” so we assess whether 
affiliates are prone to civilian targeting because they disproportionately operate in nationalist conflicts with 
opportunities to play spoiler.[84] Comparing the ideologies of affiliates against parents (or non-affiliates), there 
would seem to be some prima facie evidence for the spoiler hypothesis. Figure 4 shows the percentage of the 
two types of groups that fall into each of the ideological categories utilized above. Clearly, a higher percentage 
of affiliates fall into the ethno-nationalist groupings. 

Figure 4: Ideologies of Affiliate versus Non-Affiliate Groups

Yet the spoiler explanation wilts upon scrutiny. If the higher proportion of ethnonational ideologies in affiliate 
groups were responsible for the indiscriminate violence due to spoiling then adding an interaction term be-
tween affiliates and ethnonational ideology should reveal a significant increase in civilian targeting. Figure 5 
illustrates the results of adding this interaction. The figure shows the simulation results of a regression model 
that includes a variable indicating whether the group has an ethnonational ideology, an indicator for whether 
the group is an affiliate, and their interaction. As shown in the chart, groups that are both ethnonational and 
affiliates have about the same propensity to choose civilian targets as ethnonational non-affiliates and are actu-
ally significantly less likely to target civilians than non-ethnonational affiliates (p < 0.01). 
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Figure 5: Interaction between Ethnonational Ideology and Affiliate Groups

Another way to test the spoiler argument against our principal-agent explanation is to examine the theater of 
operations. If affiliates are more likely to attack civilians because they are concerned with spoiling domestic 
policies by their parent group, we would expect the differences in target selection to be restricted to domestic 
attacks. We do not see this pattern in the data. Affiliates do conduct domestic attacks against civilians about 
50.4% of the time compared to 44.4% of the time for parent groups. But affiliates are also more likely than their 
parents to strike international civilian targets. About 6.5% of attacks by affiliates are against international civil-
ian targets compared to 5.5% for parent groups. While the differences are higher for domestic attacks, civilian 
attacks against international targets are still a larger proportion of total attacks for affiliates. Model 11 takes 
this analysis further by looking at the proportion of civilian attacks that are domestic and including the control 
variables from the earlier analysis. Civilian attacks by affiliates, while higher, are not significantly more likely to 
be against domestic targets than those of parent groups (p = 0.840). Controlling for other differences, affiliates 
are on average only about 1% more likely to attack civilians domestically than internationally compared to their 
parents. 

For analytical clarity, we also examine whether affiliates of affiliates become even more indiscriminate in their 
targeting choices. The spoiler argument would not make this prediction, whereas our theory would anticipate 
that the principal-agent problem grows as the relationship between affiliates and their parent becomes more 
tenuous. Unfortunately, relatively few terrorist groups have over two degrees of separation in the directed 
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network as Figure 2 illustrates. Despite the limited sample size for this particular test, however, Model 12 in 
Table 4 offers some preliminary evidence that affiliates are indeed even more indiscriminate when their net-
work relationship to the parent is weaker. Further splintering increases the percentage of civilian targets by on 
average about 14% in this data, though his difference is not statistically significant, which is unsurprising as 
only 12 groups meet the criteria of being affiliates of affiliates. Nonetheless, this finding accords with the view 
that affiliates have stronger incentives to engage in civilian targeting not because they are spoilers, but due to 
organizational incentives especially for groups with weaker parental control.

Table 4: Testing the Spoiler Hypothesis
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Time Dynamics

Together, those quantitative tests support our contention that affiliates disproportionately target civilians. This 
finding is apparently not driven by organizational weakness, ideology, or the associated arguments of outbid-
ding or spoiling within the conflict literature. Rather, affiliates seem to favor civilian targeting compared to 
their parents due to organizational imperatives inherent to the nature of their relationship. This analysis make 
sense in light of the organizational ecology literature, which shows in a wide variety of other contexts that re-
gardless of their initial endowments younger groups tend to prioritize process goals over outcome goals due to 
the liability of newness. If so, we would expect for the leaders of affiliates to try to modify their behavior as the 
liability of newness recedes. To this end, we examine whether affiliates evince a stronger appreciation about the 
risks of appearing too tactically unrestrained as their organizational priorities evolve over time.

For our final quantitative tests, we subset the GTD data to include only those attacks carried out by an affili-
ate group and then analyze the effect of time on three dependent variables: the proportion of attacks carried 
out against civilian targets, the proportion of attacks for which the group claims credit, and the proportion of 
civilian attacks for which the group claims credit. In Table 5, we regress these dependent variables against the 
age of the group since its first recorded attack and include fixed effects for groups. For each dependent variable, 
we present the results for all affiliates and only those affiliates that persist for at least 10 years to ensure that 
groups included have sufficient survival time for dynamic behavior to appear. The results strongly indicate that 
the leaders of affiliates become more hesitant about appearing too extreme as their priorities evolve with age in 
accordance with the organizational ecology literature.

Models 13 and 14 offer some evidence that affiliates are more likely to steer clear of civilians over time. Al-
though the results do not reach standard levels of statistical significance, the targeting choices of terrorist mem-
bers seldom align perfectly with the preferences of the leadership due to agency problems within the group.[85] 
A more direct test is whether affiliates are less likely over time to claim credit for their bloody attacks, especially 
against civilians. This is a better test of a terrorist leader’s tactical preferences because he wields greater control 
over which attacks to claim than the particular targets operatives may strike.[86] As Models 15 and 16 reveal, 
affiliates are significantly less likely to claim credit for attacks over time (p < 0.05), and the results are even 
stronger for groups that survived at least 10 years. Models 17 and 18 demonstrate that the percentage of civilian 
attacks for which affiliates claim credit also decreases over time. This result is significant for all groups at the 
p < 0.1 level and at the p < 0.05 level for groups that have persisted at least 10 years. Affiliates thus behave as 
rational actors by trying to limit the appearance of being too extreme as survival concerns recede and strategic 
concerns come to the forefront.
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Table 5: Effect of Aging on Attack Behaviors of Affiliates

Conclusion

This study advances a novel explanation for why some terrorist groups are more disposed to attacking civilians 
despite the political risks. We find robust statistical evidence for our theory rooted in both the conflict and 
organizational ecology literatures that civilian attacks often result from agency problems between terrorist 
groups, when the parent creates affiliates. Network analysis bolsters our argument that affiliates are more likely 
to engage in politically risky indiscriminate violence than the parent group because the former stands to gain 
the most from civilian attacks, while the latter disproportionately bears the costs owing to their different orga-
nizational incentives. As our theory would anticipate, affiliates modify their attack behavior over time as they 
become more established organizations and can prioritize the achievement of outcome goals over process goals 
by exhibiting greater tactical restraint.

For scholars, this study builds on the widespread assumption that terrorist groups tend to behave as essentially 
rational actors given their constraints.[87] In recent years, the emerging finding that attacks against civilians 
carry non-trivial political risks has challenged this assumption.[88] Political scientists have drawn upon the 
principal-agent framework to help square the circle of why terrorist groups attack civilians given the poten-
tial costs.[89] Whereas these studies have tended to attribute the “slack” to agency problems within terrorist 
groups, our analysis elucidates how ostensibly suboptimal targeting behavior can result from moral hazard 
problems between terrorist groups, when the parent spawns affiliates.[90]

Moving forward, additional qualitative case studies could bolster our proposed mechanism with detailed ev-
idence that affiliate leaders are indeed more inclined than parent leaders to prioritize process goals over out-



41ISSN  2334-3745 February 2018

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM Volume 12, Issue 1

come goals due to different organizational incentives. As new datasets become available, we also hope future 
studies will map relations between terrorist groups not only to test the valence of our findings, but to uncover 
other important conflict dynamics. As terrorist actors become increasingly globalized, understanding these 
networks will only become more important.

For policymakers, our analysis helps to fill an important research lacuna. Most studies on terrorist groups focus 
on the parent rather than its affiliates. This bias is increasingly problematic as inter-terrorist group relations 
have become more geographically diffuse and affiliates pose a greater concern internationally. Al-Qaeda illus-
trates this development, as its affiliates have emerged as a larger threat to the United States and other countries 
than the parent from which they were spawned. As President Obama noted in a May 2014 speech at West 
Point: “Today’s principal threat no longer comes from a centralized Al Qaeda leadership. Instead, it comes 
from decentralized Al Qaeda affiliates.” The same pattern may also become true of the Islamic State, as its Ca-
liphate disappears and fighters under the black flag exploit new power vacuums such as in Afghanistan, Libya, 
the northern Sinai, and Yemen. Affiliates might be perceived as the “B-team” in terms of experience, but they 
are generally at least as extreme in their targeting choices.
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