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Abstract

Why do some militant groups wage sustained insurgencies while other groups do not? To address this puzzle, this 
study uses a resource mobilization framework and quantitative regression analyses of 246 prominent militant groups 
featured in the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) from 1970–2007. Findings show that proxies for organizational 
capacity and constituency dominance are better predictors of sustained insurgencies than traditional measures 
of group capabilities, diverging from current explanations of insurgency onset and outcomes. An insurrection led 
by a single group is the strongest determinant of a sustained insurgency, suggesting that rival consolidation plays 
a key role in the nascent stages of an armed conflict. While rarely achieving ultimate objectives, this study finds 
that religious militant organizations are associated with a higher likelihood of waging sustained insurgencies. 
Hub-spoke structured groups, with relatively decentralized command and control, are similarly as likely to sustain 
insurgencies as hierarchically structured groups. There is no single model that can explain particular militant 
group trajectories and counterinsurgency campaigns require context-specific analysis. However, this study presents 
generalizable empirical associations across diverse militant groups to examine an underexplored outcome of 
interest.

Keywords: militant group; terrorism; insurgency; civil war; armed conflict; organizational structure; resource 
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Introduction

Why do some militant groups wage sustained insurgencies while others do not? It is puzzling why some militant 
groups, who face immense difficulties in garnering material resources and support, are able to eventually fight 
more powerful militaries. Prominent insurgent groups like Hezbollah and the PKK faced uphill battles to 
consolidate more established rivals and develop robust organizational structures before launching sustained 
insurgencies against their target states. Most militant groups, however, fail to survive beyond their first year, 
let alone wage a full-fledged insurgency. Some groups, like the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood or the Egypt’s 
al-Jamm’a al-Islamiya, engaged in armed insurrections but failed to sustain military operations against their 
respective target regimes beyond a few years. Among 246 of the most prominent militant groups (groups that 
have survived beyond their first year and have committed at least 10 attacks during their lifespan) featured in 
the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) from 1970–2007, this study identifies 77 (~31%) groups that have waged 
a sustained insurgency with their target state. 

Why do some prominent militant groups engage in sustained armed conflicts, while others fail to get an 
insurgency off the ground or face defeat early on? Using a resource mobilization framework, this study tests key 
theories from the scholarly literature via quantitative regression analyses and finds that organizational capacity 
and constituency dominance are key drivers of this puzzle.[1] Overall, findings show that these factors are 
better predictors of sustained insurgencies than traditional measures of group capabilities (i.e. group size, state 
sponsorship, multipronged attacks), diverging from current explanations of insurgency onset or outcomes. 
Posing a serious challenge to a regime is not necessarily a function of how powerful or capable a group may 
seem—it is also about the competitive environment and capacity to effectively mobilize resources and sustain 
armed hostilities against government forces.

This study contributes to an emerging research program centered around the militant group-level of analysis. 
Recent work has been devoted to understanding the terrorism-insurgency nexus, mainly explaining why some 
insurgent organizations engage in terrorism or civilian victimization.[2] Other research focuses on explaining 
why some rebel or militant groups control territory or ultimately defeat the states they fight. However, this study 
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is one of the first to empirically assess why some militant or terrorist groups wage full-fledged insurgencies. 

This study also addresses a selection bias in previous research which tends to explore the evolution of full-
fledged insurgent groups.[3] Like most large-n research, case studies of insurgency or rebellion tend to look at 
the most lethal and enduring militant groups. But policymakers and researchers can learn a great deal about 
armed conflict by comparing militant groups that emerge under similar conditions yet fail to wage sustained 
campaigns of attrition. 

The purpose of this study is to present a generalizable framework identifying indicators for scholars to 
explore in future work and for practitioners to incorporate in their assessments of potential insurgent threats. 
Understanding this phenomenon is critical since groups that are capable of launching sustained guerrilla or 
military operations gain more influence, recruitment, and fundraising capabilities while further weakening 
the target state.[4] It is far more difficult for states to defeat a full-fledged insurgency than prevent a nascent 
insurrection from flourishing. 

The first two sections of this article offer a brief review of the literature, present this study’s theoretical 
framework, and derive testable hypotheses from scholarly debates on terrorism, insurgency development, and 
civil war onset. The third section presents the research design and regression results. Subsequent sections 
discuss the findings, concluding with implications for scholarship. While this study does not identify detailed 
causal sequences, the quantitative analysis offers empirical associations which differentiate among militant 
groups that wage sustained insurgencies and those that do not.

 
Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 

The broader scholarly literature tends to treat civil war, terrorism, and insurgency as analytically distinct 
phenomenon, despite representing interrelated forms of political violence. Early quantitative literature laid 
the groundwork for a better understanding of why some countries were more prone to civil war.[5] However, 
country-level indicators are limited in explaining why some militant groups wage sustained armed conflicts 
while other similar groups do not. At an aggregate level of analysis, there appears to be strategic logic behind 
the militant activity preceding sustained armed conflict that warrants further investigation.[6] It is therefore 
important to assess which types of militant groups are more likely to escalate violence to a full-fledged 
insurgency.

A separate research program based on the militant group-level of analysis assesses armed organizations 
largely based on capability indicators such as group strength or control of territory to help determine civil 
war dynamics and outcomes.[7] Most of this literature evaluates militant groups based on attaining ultimate 
objectives or maintaining longevity. Previous studies of insurgencies mainly examine militant group dynamics 
during civil wars or armed conflicts, overlooking militant groups that do not wage insurgencies in the first 
place.[8] Few scholarly attempts focus on why some militant groups evolve into viable insurgent threats—
mainly by explaining group size, organizational cohesion, or territorial control.[9] This study’s analytic pursuit, 
however, centers on a key marker of armed conflict based on battle-related deaths. 

Further, this study relies on a resource mobilization theoretical framework and insights from previous 
research to help identify factors that differentiate among militant groups that are more likely to wage sustained 
insurgencies and those that do not. Research on social movements stresses that successful organizations need 
capacity to generate resources, develop robust organizational structures, and mobilize people toward achieving 
the group’s objectives.[10] Daniel Byman (2008) incorporates similar themes to identify key factors that help 
clandestine militant groups evolve into full-blown insurgent organizations. To facilitate this transition, a 
group must first establish a salient identity related to a popular cause that resonates with constituents beyond 
the founding group members.[11] Groups seeking to challenge the target regime also need to consolidate a 
safe haven to effectively train, evade counterinsurgents, and build a robust organizational capacity to sustain 
military operations. While preparing for insurgency, militant groups often focus on achieving dominance over 
rival organizations competing for resources and members.
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Motivation: Group Ideology and Objectives

The social movement literature describes the role of entrepreneurs (or militant group leaders in this context) 
in the strategic framing of a particular ideology, leading a process that promotes allegiance and ideological 
congruence among the rest of the organization. Exploiting or fueling grievances among a particular population 
is critical for groups to mobilize for an insurgency.[12] Some militant groups should be more capable of 
capitalizing on grievances and facilitating collective action than others—particularly religious and ethno-
nationalist groups that can draw on support from a well-defined constituency.[13] These types of groups should 
be more likely to achieve strategic objectives than groups based on specific social or economic agenda, like left-
wing or right-wing militant organizations. Regions that host sympathetic ethnic or religious communities also 
offer important comparative advantages for militant groups seeking opportunities for expansion and refuge 
from counterinsurgent forces.[14] 

Ideology and culture also play a central role in determining varying levels of organizational capacities.[15] 
Religious groups in particular usually have access to more robust social networks which help them screen 
recruits more effectively and better address principal-agent problems to ensure compliance among the rank-
and-file.[16] Religiously motivated groups also tend to be more lethal and maintain indivisible objectives, 
making negotiated settlements improbable and armed conflict more likely.[17]

Related to ideology, a group’s stated ultimate objectives should also influence its willingness and capacity to 
mobilize resources for sustained campaigns of attrition. When it comes to group objectives, previous research 
suggests that groups seeking narrow goals, like secession or territorial independence, are more capable of 
achieving their ultimate objectives than groups seeking maximalist goals like toppling a regime or taking over 
the state.[18] Secessionist groups also tend to extract support from a more concentrated constituency that often 
share similar political and territorial goals.[19] These types of organizations are mainly looking to cultivate 
support from a more well defined region, making it easier to mobilize resources for insurgency than groups 
seeking to change a specific policy or make inroads across an entire state. 

Hypothesis 1: Militant groups motivated primarily by religious ideologies are more likely to engage in sustained 
armed conflicts than other ideologically oriented groups.

Hypothesis 2: Militant groups with territorial objectives, like secession, are more likely to engage in sustained 
armed conflicts than groups seeking regime change. Militant groups with either territorial or regime change 
objectives are more likely to engage in sustained armed conflicts than other goal-oriented groups. 

Organizational Structure

Research on social movements and militant group structures suggests that centralized and formally structured 
groups should be more effective at mobilizing resources and achieving broader objectives than more 
decentralized groups.[20] Most militant groups generally maintain poor resource profiles and tend to secure 
critical sources of resources after solidifying coercive and organizational capacity.[21] Insurgent groups adopt 
different types of organizational structure depending on their goals and the environment they operate in.[22] 
Preexisting social networks can help explain the formation of durable institutions that determine whether 
an insurgent organization is likely to remain cohesive over the course of an armed conflict or fragment.
[23] For Staniland (2012), integrated militant organizations based on robust social ties are more capable of 
allocating resources effectively, keeping lower-ranking members in line with the group’s broader objectives, 
and withstanding government counterinsurgency efforts. Militant groups with hierarchical structures are also 
associated with increased lethality and a higher likelihood of ultimately defeating the states they fight.[24] On 
the other hand, decentralized organizations, with relatively autonomous regional commanders, may be more 
resistant to state infiltrations and could be more flexible when facing rapidly evolving battlefield dynamics. On 
average, however, hierarchical organizations should be better suited to wage sustained insurgencies than more 
decentralized groups.

Hypothesis 3: The more hierarchical a militant group is organized, the more likely it will engage in a sustained 
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armed conflict.

Competitive Environment

Competitive dynamics among constituent and rival organizations play an important role in the trajectory of 
social movements. Recent work highlights the importance of rival relations and internal movement structure 
to assess militant dynamics.[25] Different types of militant group splits may also influence the duration of 
insurgencies or group longevity.[26] Competition for resources and manpower among militant groups is 
particularly crucial in the early phases of a violent conflict. Violence serves as an important signal of capabilities 
and resolve among rival groups—similar to the outbidding logic outlined in terrorism literature.[27] Militant 
groups also seek to consolidate rivals—whether by destructive campaigns or alliance formation—to emerge as 
the dominant organization.[28]

Young and Dugan (2014) find that higher levels of militant group competition (based on the number of terrorist 
groups in a country) reduce the likelihood of group survival.[29] The authors also show that the most active 
militant group in a country—referred to as the “Top Dog” group—was far less likely to cease existing than its 
competitors. Top Dog status, however, could also proxy for groups that have overshadowed their rivals as the 
most dominant organization among a wider movement. For a general assessment of competitive environments, 
the following hypotheses are derived given that a militant group’s trajectory can be a function of rival militant 
groups operating in the host state.

Hypothesis 4a: The more militant groups operating in a state, the less likely a particular militant group will 
engage in a sustained armed conflict.

Hypothesis 4b: Top Dog militant groups are more likely to engage in a sustained armed conflict than non-Top 
Dog militant groups. 

 
Research Design 

Unit of Analysis: Militant Group

This study’s unit of analysis is the militant group, defined as a collective, non-state organization with a 
designated name that engages in the use of illegal violence to achieve a “political, economic, religious, or social 
goal through fear, coercion, or intimidation.”[30] It is important to clarify that this GTD definition of terrorism 
encompasses incidents that some view as civil war–related violence or traditional guerrilla hit-and-run attacks 
targeting military convoys.[31] The GTD’s broader inclusion criteria may exclude certain insurgent or rebel 
organizations that do not purposefully target civilians in terrorist attacks throughout their lifespan. However, 
since many prominent militant groups tend to include both civilian and military targets within their attack 
profiles, this broad conception of a militant group is appropriate for analyzing why some prominent militant or 
terrorist organizations wage sustained insurgencies.[32]

Data

To test these hypotheses, this study primarily relies on Joshua Kilberg’s (2011) dataset featuring militant groups 
identified in the GTD that committed at least 10 attacks and survived a minimum of one year, between 1970 and 
2007. The number of observations (militant groups) for the base model is 228—down from 246 after including 
control variables to the base model.[33] Roughly 70% of all terrorist groups in the GTD do not survive longer 
than one year, yet the remaining number of groups account for 94% of attributed attacks.[34] This study focuses 
on viable militant groups that have already survived their most vulnerable phase and demonstrate the capacity 
to conduct more than a few attacks. 

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable is Sustained Armed Conflict and is coded 1 if a group is identified in the Uppsala 
Conflict Data Program (UCDP) Armed Conflict Dataset, featuring conflicts characterized by a minimum of 
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25 battle-related deaths in a given year for at least five consecutive years.[35] The UCDP Armed Conflict 
Dataset is the most fine-grained global dataset in civil war research, but some conflicts in the data feature broad 
labels for non-state belligerents, such as Kashmiri insurgents, due to coding and data limitations. Secondary 
academic sources and other prominent datasets on civil war and insurgency were consulted to corroborate and 
complement initial coding efforts. Of the original 246 militant groups under study, 77 (~31%) are classified as 
groups that engage in sustained armed conflicts.

Failing to sustain an armed conflict is conceptualized broadly to encompass groups that do not get an insurgency 
off the ground or are defeated within the first few years after armed conflict onset. Both militant groups and 
states would prefer to fight and win early, as opposed to sustaining operations for a long time. This study does 
not explicitly distinguish between the myriad of ways that militant groups cease to exist as violent threats or 
fail to launch a sustained insurgency. Some groups may achieve their political objectives through negotiations 
or concessions from the state before widespread hostilities erupt. Other groups could ultimately defeat the 
target state within a few years and avoid a drawn-out conflict—although this outcome is extremely rare in this 
study’s sample.[36] Many other militant groups fragment and splinter into smaller organizations, merge with 
other groups, or are swallowed by more powerful groups representing the same constituency.[37] Since the 
dependent variable is binary, a probit estimating technique is used to test the main independent variables.

Independent Variables

Motivation: Group Ideology and Objectives

Militant group ideology is delineated according to four categories: religious, nationalist, left-wing, and right-
wing. While overlapping beliefs often motivate prominent groups, the primary ideology is used for this study.
[38] Related to ideology, a group’s stated ultimate objectives should also influence its willingness and capacity 
to mobilize resources for sustained campaigns of attrition. Group objectives are divided according to five types: 
whether a group has goals focused on territorial control, regime change, social revolution, policy change, or 
maintaining the status quo. Previous analyses of insurgencies focus only on groups seeking territorial control 
(i.e. secession) or regime change, but some groups without these overt objectives can still attempt to spark 
armed conflicts and should not be dismissed.[39] 

Organizational Structure

Kilberg (2012) codes four different types of organizational structures: bureaucracy, hub-spoke, all-channel, 
and market (in descending order of centralization).[40] Bureaucratic structures are the most hierarchical, with 
clear command-and-control mechanisms emanating from a well-defined leadership to lower-level units, and 
distinct divisions with particular specializations. Hezbollah’s organizational structure is a well-known example 
of a bureaucracy with centralized command and specialized units, including a political and media wing, a 
division focused on guerrilla/conventional military operations, and an external terrorist operations unit 
devoted to striking Jewish and Israeli targets abroad.[41] Like bureaucratic structures, hub-spoke structures 
have a leader and various units or cells with particular roles or functions, but lack centralized command and 
control. Without a clear hierarchy, each node of the hub-spoke structure usually needs to report to the central 
leader to coordinate operations. Examples include Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) in Peru and Lashkar-e-
Taiba, where units or cells associated with this type of structure tend to have more independence and discretion 
to prepare and conduct attacks. All-channel structures have a leader but maintain minimal hierarchy, if any, 
and no explicit functional differentiation among the group’s constituent parts. The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood 
operating in the late 1970s is an example of a militant group with an all-channel structure. Finally, market 
structures are the most decentralized, with virtually no clear leadership or command and control.

Competitive Environment

To assess the competitive environment hypothesis, this study uses Young and Dugan’s (2014) data featuring 
the “total number of primary terrorist groups that operated in an organisation’s primary country in a given 
year.”[42] Less prominent groups that remain outside this study’s sample are included in this count, since 
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active militant groups that fall short of 10 attacks still influence the competitive environment. Since the data 
is cross-sectional (as opposed to a group-year panel structure), this study uses the average number of groups 
operating for the entire lifespan of a particular group that never reaches the threshold of sustained armed 
conflict. For groups that engage in sustained armed conflicts, this study relies on the precise number of active 
groups operating during the year a particular militant group reaches the threshold of armed conflict, where 
possible.[43] This distinction should help better explain whether more competitive environments influence the 
probability that a group engages in a sustained armed conflict.

Young and Dugan (2014) also code a group as Top Dog in a given year if that group committed the most 
attacks compared to other groups.[44] Incorporating Top Dog status in this study can be viewed as potentially 
tautological cause since elements of the outcome of interest (sustained armed conflict) may include attributes 
of the cause. The Top Dog proxy is a function of a particular militant group’s attack profile, including civilian 
and military targets. However, the outcome of interest, sustained armed conflict engagement, is derived from 
a threshold based on annual battle-related deaths (among all belligerents) during an insurgency. In an effort to 
address endogeneity, this study classifies a militant group that engaged in sustained insurgencies as Top Dog 
if it was the most active militant group the year before and/or at the time it challenged the state in an armed 
conflict. But for groups that never cross my dependent variable threshold, this study codes groups as Top Dog 
if they held that status for at least half the duration of their lifespan, consecutively or not.[45]

Control Variables

Group Capabilities

Several proxies for militant group capabilities are included here to account for rival plausible explanations. One 
measure of strength is reflected in the percentage of multiple and coordinated attacks a group conducts out of 
total attacks in its first year, based on GTD data. Dummy variables are used to denote whether a militant group 
has a state sponsor (whether a foreign country provides finances, capabilities, weapons, or safe haven) and if 
a group conducts at least one attack in more than one country.[46] Groups that strike a higher proportion of 
hard targets, such as military installations or convoys, in their first year should also reflects higher capabilities 
than groups primarily or solely attacking soft targets (i.e. civilians, public places). 

Data Limitations

It is important to note that many notable militant groups are often first identified in the GTD around the time 
they also begin engaging in sustained armed conflicts. These data limitations are understandable, given the 
difficulties in tracking a group’s early attack profile immediately after their emergence or first violent attack. For 
example, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) was founded in 1976 and civil war in Sri Lanka began in 
1983. Virtually none of LTTE’s attacks were explicitly registered in the GTD from 1976–1983, though qualitative 
literature on the organization’s history point to significant violent activity against various targets during this 
early period. Similar issues arise when this study analyzes early attack profiles of prominent insurgent groups 
including the main Basque militant group, ETA, in Spain and the PKK in Turkey. Nevertheless, relying on 
these group capability indicators from a group’s “first year” helps alleviate issues related to endogeneity and 
standardizes a baseline for the analysis of factors that may impact a group’s willingness and/or ability to engage 
in a sustained armed conflict. 

State-level Attributes

Numerous country-level variables from civil war literature are included as controls. Scholars often use measures 
of GDP to proxy for state capacity, counter-terrorism capabilities, or societal development. While the negative 
relationship between GDP per capita and civil war onset is well established, there is an emerging consensus that 
economic conditions are poor predictors of terrorist activity outside of armed conflict. This study uses GDP 
per capita figures from the Penn World Table. Various measures of democracy and regime durability are also 
included as controls (Freedom House, Polity IV) given ongoing debates concerning the role of regime type on 
terrorism and insurgency. Following previous research, a measure of ethnic fractionalization—the probability 
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that two people randomly selected from society are members of different ethnic groups—is taken from Fearon 
and Laitin (2003) data.[47] This study uses averages of these control variables throughout the entire lifespan 
for militant groups that never cross the sustained insurgency threshold. For militant groups that cross the 
dependent variable threshold, this study uses state-level variables from the year immediately prior to when a 
group launched a sustained armed conflict.

Regression Analysis: Militant Group Determinants of Sustained Insurgency 

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001; The dependent variable is Sustained Armed Conflict.  
A Probit estimating technique is used. Numbers in parentheses are Z-values.
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Findings

Motivation: Group Ideology and Objectives

Supporting the first hypothesis, results show that groups with primarily religious ideologies are about 34% 
more likely to engage in sustained armed conflicts than the base case (militant groups with primarily leftist or 
rightist ideologies), holding other variables constant at their means.[48] This result is particularly interesting 
considering previous quantitative work finds that religious groups never achieve their ultimate objectives, 
given their tendency toward maximalist goals and nonnegotiable demands.[49] But religious groups tend to 
fare better than others in garnering the necessary resources to launch campaigns of sustained attrition. It is 
important to note that all but one of the religious groups that waged sustained insurgencies in this study are 
Islamic militant organizations.[50] Surprisingly, the Nationalist measure lacks statistical significance across 
all model specifications. However, this unexpected result could be reflected in findings concerning group 
objectives.

This study shows that groups seeking territorial control and groups fighting for regime change or social 
revolution are about 53% and 34%, respectively, more likely to engage in sustained armed conflicts than other 
goal-oriented groups.[51] For the regression analysis, groups fighting for regime change or social revolution 
are collapsed into one category since both types of organizations generally seek a maximalist goal to replace an 
existing government. While the results support hypothesis 2, they seem to contradict findings on group ideology, 
considering that nationalist groups tend to have territorial objectives like secession, while religious groups 
tend to have broader goals like social revolution or regime change. Group objectives likely follow ideological 
orientations and therefore both factors, to some extent, reinforce a group’s ability to mobilize resources and 
challenge the state. A more nuanced story emerges when looking beyond motivations and analyzing the role 
of organizational structure. 

Organizational Structure

Results concerning organizational structure do not fully support hypothesis 3. Using market structure as the 
base case and holding other variables constant, model 2 shows that hub-spoke groups and the most hierarchical 
groups (Bureaucracy) are 44% and about 38%, respectively, more likely to engage in sustained armed conflicts 
than the most decentralized organizational structures (Market). Even hub-spoke groups without a centralized 
command and control apparatus can pose a serious challenge to target states, as long as they have a leader 
and functional differentiation within the organization. Challenging conventional wisdom on organizational 
structures, groups with well defined specializations and relatively more autonomy among lower-level cells or 
units could pose a similar threat to the states they fight as groups with highly centralized commands. It could 
be the case that hub-spoke structured groups, lacking strict centralization, are less likely to credibly commit 
themselves to negotiations or enforce an agreement with the state prior to full-fledged armed conflict. States 
may also find it more difficult to infiltrate and disrupt an organization structured in a hub-spoke manner. It is 
important to note that most religious groups—the ideological category most associated with engagement in 
sustained insurgencies—tend to also adopt a hub-spoke structure.

Competitive Environment

Previous research shows that in a full-fledged war, governments are more likely to defeat a single-group 
insurgency compared to a multi-group insurgency.[52] But a nascent insurrection characterized by one primary 
militant group is a strong predictor for whether that group engages in a sustained campaign of attrition in the 
first place. Supporting hypothesis 4a, findings show that the more militant groups there are operating in a 
state, the less likely a particular militant group will engage in a sustained armed conflict. When disaggregating 
the Number of Groups variable, results show that insurrections featuring one prominent militant group are 
most likely to experience a sustained insurgency between a particular militant group and the state. The Single 
Group variable is the most statistically significant and the largest positive association across all models. Results 
suggest that a nascent insurrection featuring one primary militant group is about 72% more likely to engage in 
a sustained campaign of attrition than militant groups operating in more competitive environments. Results 
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from Model 3 suggest that a militant group operating in an environment with five or more primary militant 
groups is 24% less likely to engage in sustained armed conflict, holding all other variables constant at their 
means. 

This study finds that the overwhelming majority (85%) of groups that engage in sustained armed conflicts 
are also the Top Dog militant group in their host state around the time that group successfully challenges the 
target regime. Models 4 and 5 show that the Top Dog coefficient is positive and highly statistically significant. In 
Model 4, the Top Dog coefficient suggests that if a militant group is identified as the most active militant group 
in its environment, it has a 36% greater likelihood of waging a sustained insurgency than less active militant 
groups—supporting hypothesis 4b.

In reality, the most active group does not necessarily mean it is the most powerful. However, being the most 
active militant group in a particular environment is a crude, yet intuitive, proxy for groups that dominate 
their constituencies before going on to challenge the regime. This proxy for constituency dominance further 
approximates reality when a particular militant group maintains its Top Dog status throughout the initial 
stages of the armed conflict. For example, the PKK and LTTE emerged in the mid-1970s and dedicated most of 
their attacks against rival Kurdish and Tamil groups, respectively, until challenging regime forces in an armed 
conflict in the mid-1980s. Both groups were the Top Dog groups in their respective countries throughout the 
early years of their armed conflicts. 

With or without the Top Dog variable, Single Group remains the strongest predictor of sustained insurgency 
onset. Being the Top Dog considerably improves a militant group’s chances of waging a sustained insurgency—
but being the only active militant organization remains the most preferable situation for militant groups 
seeking to fight a target state in an armed conflict. This observation suggests that militant groups in competitive 
environments often engage in some form of rival consolidation prior to waging a sustained insurgency against 
the target state.[53] Achieving hegemony over a wider movement is a common organizational objective for 
militant groups seeking to pursue other strategic goals. For example, Hezbollah first defeated its primary Shi’a 
rivals in armed confrontations during the late 1980s, before shifting its attention to fighting Israel in a war of 
attrition throughout the 1990s. 

Rival Explanations (Control Variables)

Group Capabilities

Results for proxies of group capabilities suggest that, on aggregate, seemingly more capable groups are not 
necessarily associated with an increased likelihood of engagement in sustained insurgencies. State sponsorship, 
for example, lacks statistical significance across all model specifications. This does not mean support from 
an external patron is not important. Though state sponsorship is often cited as a critical factor explaining 
a militant group’s ultimate success against the state they fight, it is likely less important than organizational 
factors in explaining engagements in armed conflicts. External patrons may also derail their client’s trajectories 
or support a rival group to punish a proxy for deviating from the sponsor’s goals. In terms of operational 
targets, variables Hard Targets and Transnational lack statistical significance across both models. In the first 
and third models, Multiple Attacks actually has a negative association, but weak statistical significance. 

Groups that have conducted attacks outside their primary state are no more likely to engage in sustained 
armed conflicts with their host regime. It may be the case that some nascent groups seeking to launch domestic 
insurgencies are less inclined to divert resources to strike targets outside the primary state and attract unnecessary 
interventions. Militant groups seeking to pose a serious challenge may be focused on internal challenges in their 
early stages, such as building organizational capacity and targeting constituent rivals for dominance before 
facing the regime in a sustained armed conflict. Groups that seek to provoke state reactions—in the form 
of ambitious attacks or strikes on fortified targets—before developing the capacity to withstand government 
responses will likely fail.[54] Irrespective of the precise logics underpinning these broader findings, this study 
shows that organizational characteristics and constituency dominance are better predictors of armed conflict 
engagement than traditional proxies of group capabilities.[55]
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State-Level Attributes

Across all model specifications, GDP per capita as a proxy for state capacity maintains a negative and statistically 
significant association with the dependent variable: the higher the level of state capacity (or counter-terrorism 
effectiveness or level of economic development—however one chooses to primarily interpret the proxy) the less 
likely a particular militant group will engage in a sustained armed conflict. Since GDP per capita and regime 
type tend to be closely related, some models (not shown here) relied on only one control at a time. Across 
several model specifications, coefficients associated with all key measures of democracy and regime durability 
scores are negative and statistically significant. More democratic, politically free, and stable regimes are more 
likely to reduce a militant group’s willingness and/or ability to engage in a sustained armed conflict. It may be 
the case that democracies also tend to be more capable and inclusive states that prevent or deter the emergence 
of sustained armed conflicts, forcing groups to remain clandestine and engage in low-level terrorist attacks. 

These results are consistent with similar findings in the literature. Much of the cross-national quantitative 
literature argues that greed-based indicators tend to better explain civil war onset than variables that traditionally 
proxy grievance.[56] This study, however, finds that countries with higher levels of ethnic fractionalization are 
associated with an increased likelihood of sustained armed conflict. While this study does not code for ethnic 
fractionalization scores of particular regions where prominent militant groups emerge or escalate violent 
operations, results suggest that analyzing conflict from a group-level of analysis may challenge findings from 
some previous cross-national studies.[57] State and regime-level attributes are important controls, but cannot 
explain variation among different militant groups operating in the same state. 

 
Conclusion

This study has important implications for theory and scholarship, by examining an underexplored outcome of 
interest from the militant group-level of analysis and addressing a selection bias prevalent across literatures on 
political violence. Violent intra-state conflicts characterized by lower levels of violence tend to remain dormant 
and should not be dismissed from analysis.[58] Overall findings show that key variables explaining civil war 
onset or insurgency outcomes are not necessarily important factors in helping to explain which militant groups 
engage in insurgencies while other groups do not. Therefore, scholars should continue to study analytically 
distinct phases of armed conflict and differentiate among various militant group objectives (i.e. organizational 
vs. strategic) when evaluating outcomes. 

It is important to stress that the interpretation of large-n quantitative analysis relies on a variance-based 
ontological understanding of causation, which focuses on the average mean effects of certain factors over a 
large set of highly diverse cases. Overcoming selection bias is an important and understandable goal for most 
variance-based scholars—a goal that motivated the exploration of all prominent militant groups in this study, 
not just those groups already waging insurgency. Case-based researchers, on the other hand, understandably 
find limited value in this approach, placing a high value on context including similar temporal or spatial scope. 
Factors driving militant mobilization and success in 1970s Latin America, for example, likely differ considerably 
from post-9/11 Islamist insurgencies. However, this study offers generalizable empirical associations across 
diverse militant groups and highlights interesting factors worth unpacking in subsequent theory-building and 
case study work.
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