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What Is a Terrorist Group? Conceptual Issues
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Researchers increasingly conduct quantitative studies of terrorist groups, which is an
important advance in the literature. However, there has been little discussion of what
constitutes a ‘‘terrorist group,’’ regarding conceptualization or measurement. Many
studies of terrorist groups do not define the term, and among those that do, definitions vary considerably. The lack of clarity leads to conceptual confusion as well
as sample selection issues, which can affect inferences. To address these issues, this
article offers an in-depth analysis of the term and its use. It explores definitions
in the literature, and then discusses different samples used. Empirically, the article
demonstrates how sample selection can affect variable values. It also shows that
a non-representative sample, such as the U.S. Foreign Terrorist Organization list,
can lead to inaccurate generalizations. Ultimately, I present a straightforward
‘‘inclusive’’ definition, and argue for its practicality. Other suggestions are made
for a more effective and cohesive research program.
Keywords concepts, definitions, quantitative analysis, terrorist groups, terrorist
organizations

A number of studies in recent years have systematically examined terrorist groups,
providing important information about the lethality, longevity, and other attributes
of these organizations. This line of investigation is an essential contribution to the
literature, as much of the other terrorism research has used countries as the unit
of analysis, ignoring the terrorist group context in which the majority of attacks
occur. However, compiling lists of terrorist groups raises serious questions, and
the literature has largely sidestepped them.1
What is a terrorist group? The concept of terrorism has been extensively discussed
in the literature.2 Is any group that uses terrorism, to any degree, a terrorist group?
To what extent does it matter if a group occupies territory or uses non-terrorist
tactics such as firefights with military troops? To what extent does it matter if a group
is motivated more by illegal gains than affecting political or social change?
These questions are fundamental for the study of terrorism because scholars
attempt to draw general inferences from their studies of terrorist groups, yet most
do not define the universe to which inferences are applicable. In other words, they
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do not make clear what they mean by a terrorist group. Of the studies that offer
explicit definitions, some use relatively liberal definitions of terrorist groups, while
others use much more restrictive definitions. Definitional inconsistencies, and the
lack of discussion thereof, occur in spite of the importance of conceptual clarity
and the related issue of appropriate measurement in political science and the social
sciences generally.
A substantial body of work makes clear the importance of explicit definitions
and operationalization in social science. Geddes writes that in order for research
to be useful, conceptual classification critera should be ‘‘concrete, unambiguous,
and public, so that other scholars can understand the basis for the analyst’s
judgments.’’3 Yet in the study of terrorist organizations, explicit definitions and
operationalization, clearly grounded in theory, are often absent. Definitions are
important for empirical research. Peters argues, ‘‘If we cannot clearly define and
then measure a concept it is difficult to include it in a comparative study.’’4 Goertz
and colleagues assert that concepts are crucial for proper case selection.5 They argue
that the construction of concepts, and their measurement, can lead to selection bias
which affects research findings.
Regarding terrorist groups, conceptual differences and lack of discussion thereof
lead to several problems. First, at the most basic level, there is confusion over the term
terrorist group. It is unclear what scholars are studying. Second, research results
depend on the sample studied, so this raises questions about generalizability of conclusions. Third, research on terrorist groups could speak to studies of other types of
groups, such as insurgent groups and transnational criminal organizations. However,
it is unclear to what extent these concepts overlap or are otherwise comparable. This is
related to a fourth and perhaps more fundamental issue: research is only able to be
reproduced, compared against, and generally useful to the wider literature if other
scholars have a clear understanding of measurement criteria—and perhaps more
so if the criteria are commonly accepted. When scholars do not make explicit their
definitions or operationalization, or use understandings that are different from other
scholars’, this can reduce the ability of future studies to fruitfully draw on the research.
These issues lead to a less coherent and ultimately less useful body of literature.
Understanding terrorist groups conceptually is not simply a theoretical concern.
To evaluate counterterrorism policy, and to understand terrorist group behavior for
other policy ends, it is essential to know if a notion of ‘‘terrorist group’’ matches up
with the ideas of other analysts. When researchers attempt to determine if a policy
is working, they might study its consequences on a sample of terrorist groups.
Are these groups representative of terrorist organizations generally? Are the kind of
‘‘terrorist groups’’ in one study comparable to the ‘‘terrorist groups’’ analyzed in
another study? These questions are crucial for useful policy analysis, but the current
body of research does not provide clear answers. Furthermore, government agencies
can be somewhat idiosyncratic with definitions6 and the labelling of terrorist groups,
as can be seen with the U.S. list of foreign terrorist organizations, discussed below.
This compounds problems. If researchers could be more prudent in their use of
terminology, one hopes that perhaps governments may eventually follow suit.
The rest of the article proceeds as follows. First, I briefly explain what I mean by
‘‘terrorism’’ and ‘‘group.’’ Then I review research on terrorist groups, highlighting
that there is often a lack of discussion between scholars or citation of other work
when defining the concept. I present evidence of the problem: substantial variation
in definitions employed. Some studies do not offer a definition of terrorist groups,
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while most others use understandings of terrorist groups that I describe as either
‘‘inclusive’’ or ‘‘exclusive.’’ Empirically, I show differences across samples, and
explain how this can affect the generalizability of results. Then, I present an argument for a relatively inclusive definition, discussing its advantages. The article
concludes with other suggestions for more effective research on terrorist groups.
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Preliminaries: On ‘‘Terrorism’’ and ‘‘Groups’’
This article lacks the space for an in-depth treatment of the term ‘‘terrorism,’’ which
has been discussed in great detail elsewhere. However, key elements in widely
accepted definitions include: (a) intentional violence; (b) that the violence is used
to spread fear in a wider audience; and (c) political motivation.7 The third point is
the most debated of the three, but Schmid’s survey of 109 definitions found that
65% specified a political motivation.8 Many other definitions explicitly include the
requirement that attacks target civilians or noncombatants, but this seems to be
implicit in definitions referred to above, with the notion of fear and a wider audience.
Regarding the term ‘‘group,’’ this paper uses ‘‘group’’ and ‘‘organization’’
synonymously. James Q. Wilson referred to organizations as formal, voluntary
associations.9 He indicates that formal means an entity with a defineable membership and a group name. Terrorist organizations, in this formal sense, are worth
understanding because of the many thousands of people they have killed in recent
decades, and the mobilization issues and structural attributes that they share can
help explain their behavior.
The idea of a ‘‘group’’ is probably intuitive to most readers, but research on
network structure terrorist groups, ‘‘bunch of guys’’ collectives, and lone wolf terrorists suggest nuance that is worthy of future investigation.10 For example, loosely
organized groups raise questions about when a person is actually a member of
a group, or if a formal group exists at all. An individual who downloads instructions
from a terrorist group’s public website, but has no additional contact with the group,
probably should not be considered a group member. Regarding lone wolves, this
phenomenon is increasingly occurring in the United States, but globally, lone-actor
terrorism is very rare.11 For the purposes of this article, Wilson’s understanding of
organizations is used, with the caveats that some terrorist groups are not as formally
organized as others, and the boundaries of group membership and identity are
worthy of continued research.

Terrorist Groups in the Literature
Terrorist groups are an important concept and area of empirical investigation in
terrorism studies. This line of research takes into consideration the fact that terrorist
attacks by unaffiliated individuals are rare, and therefore most attacks are a part of
a campaign by a specific group with particular political goals, mobilization issues,
structure, and other organizational characteristics. Focusing on the organization
as a unit of analysis can tell us a great deal about terrorism generally.12 Many
scholars have conducted case studies of individual terrorist groups, usually implicitly
or explicitly designed to tell the reader more about wider phenomena.13 Additionally,
formal models are increasingly used to explain terrorist group behavior.14
Other studies have examined large samples of terrorist groups, often claiming
to examine all terrorist groups of the past several decades. Subjects engaged by
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quantitative research on global samples include terrorist group lethality,15 why some
groups adopt suicide terror,16 how political competition affects the emergence of
new terrorist groups,17 the effectiveness of leadership targeting=decapitation,18
involvement in nonviolent politics,19 and group duration=failure.20
Because terrorist groups are so widely studied, one might think that the literature contains thorough discussion of what constitutes a ‘‘terrorist group.’’ It does
not. The lacuna is surprising because other types of groups in the political science
literature, such as minority ethnic groups21 and political parties,22 have been the
subject of much discussion relating to their conceptualization and measurement.
One set of articles in the 1990s included discussion of operationalization of
terrorist groups, but to a limited degree. Eubank and Weinberg’s 1994 study of
democracy and terrorism inspired a great deal of debate about regime type and
political violence, and also drew attention for its measurement of terrorist groups.23
It was among the first global quantitative analyses of terrorist organizations.24 The
authors did not offer a definition of the term in their theoretical section, but for the
empirical analysis selected 379 groups that they considered ‘‘terrorist groups’’ from
the more than 2,000 groups listed in the World Directory of Terrorist and Other
Organizations Associated with Guerrilla Warfare, Political Violence and Protest.25
Eubank and Weinberg’s criteria included the following specification: ‘‘Groups were
chosen for inclusion in our analysis if they were labeled ‘terrorist,’ ‘urban guerrilla,’
or ‘death squad,’ or if their reported activities included assassinations, bombings,
kidnappings, or skyjackings for a wider political purpose beyond harming the
immediate target.’’26
Several scholars directly responded to the study, raising a number of questions,
including about Eubank and Weinberg’s operationalization of terrorist groups.
Hewitt questioned the logic of including urban guerrillas but not rural guerrillas.27
Sandler suggested that Eubank and Weinberg’s conception of terrorist groups incorrectly excluded a number of organizations.28 For example, he argued that certain
groups in Afghanistan should have been included because they were ‘‘guerrilla
groups that engaged in bombings and other acts of terrorism to achieve a political
goal. Moreover, these groups sought a political purpose that went beyond the
suffering inflicted on their victims.’’29 Both Hewitt and Sandler suggested that Eubank
and Weinberg used too exclusive of an operationalization of terrorist groups.
Such discussion among scholars provides valuable substance for understanding
terrorist group conceptualization and measurement. Unfortunately, these contributions to the literature have mostly been overlooked by more recent studies of
terrorist groups. Nine years after Eubank and Weinberg’s article was criticized for
its sample selection, Weinberg and Pedahzur’s important book on terrorist groups
and political parties used almost the same operationalization of terrorist groups—
without discussion of Hewitt or Sandler’s critiques.30
It should be noted that this approach, using an operationalization of terrorist
groups without reference to (admittedly scarce) previous discussions of terrorist
group measurement, is not unusual. On the contrary, it is the norm. Few studies cite
critiques such as Hewitt’s and Sandler’s.31 Furthermore, there has been little
analysis of the concept, and basically no consideration of implications of different
definitions. Most studies of terrorist organizations have tended to either avoid
defining the concept or offer a definition without justification or discussion. Either
of these choices ignores contrasting definitions in the literature, and related questions
of how different definitions might affect inferences.

What Is a Terrorist Group? Conceptual Issues and Empirical Implications 229
Table 1. Selected studies, by approach to definition of ‘‘terrorist group’’
Approach
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No definition offered
Terrorism is a tactic, so no group
is inherently a terrorist group
Inclusive definition

Exclusive definition

Citation
Rapoport 2001, Karmon 2005, Cronin 2006,
Jordan 2009
Merari 1993, Tilly 2004, Jackson et al. 2005,
Findley and Young 2012
Explicitly: Weinberg 1991, Jones and Libicki
2008, Young and Dugan 2010, Asal in Asal
et al. 2012, Carter 2012, Price 2012, Phillips
forthcoming, 2014; Implicitly: e.g., Asal and
Rethemeyer 2008, Enders and Sandler 2012
Crenshaw 1991, Della Porta 1995, Cronin
2009, Sánchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2009,
de la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca 2011,
Shapiro and Siegel 2012

The following sections discuss approaches to terrorist group definition in the
literature. Some studies offer no definition of the term, and others argue that terrorism is a tactic and not a way to classify groups. Other studies, however, offer what
are considered inclusive or exclusive definitions. This review of terrorist group
research is not all-inclusive, but highlights a number of studies from recent decades.
Some of the studies discussed, along with each study’s respective approach to
definition, are listed in Table 1.
A Concept With No Definition?
A number of important works on terrorist groups do not offer a definition of the
term. For example, Rapoport, in the introduction to his edited volume Inside
Terrorist Organizations, does not discuss concepts or criteria for inclusion in the
book.32 Cronin’s first article on the demise of terrorist groups does not define the
term, although her later works do.33 Karmon’s book on cooperation between
terrorist groups never offers a definition, nor does Jordan’s article on how leadership
targeting affects terrorist groups.34 These are just a few examples among many.
One possible reason for the lack of explicit definitions of terrorist groups in works
on the subject is that authors think the term is simply unable to be defined. This is
similar to the notion of an ‘‘essentially contested concept,’’ one that is permanently
subject to revision and speculation.35 Walter Laqueur adopts this approach with the
concept of terrorism. He has written several prominent books on the subject, but
famously refuses to define it.36 Part of Laqueur’s justification is that the meaning of
the word, while contested, is self-evident enough. ‘‘Ten years of debates on typologies
and definitions have not enhanced our knowledge of the subject to a significant
degree . . . . [T]he study of terrorism can manage with a minimum of theory,’’ Laqueuer
wrote in the 1980s, in response to a survey of experts.37 Laqueur’s understanding of
terrorism is similar to the oft-quoted Potter Stewart definition of pornography: one
knows it when one sees it. Yet it is not clear that we know terrorist groups when
we see them. Definitions differ, and samples studied differ as well.
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Another potential reason for why some authors do not define the term terrorist
group is that terrorism might ‘‘only’’ be a tactic, and therefore no group is inherently
a terrorist group. This is what one group of RAND scholars explicitly argues in their
study of terrorist group organizational learning.38 Other researchers discuss terrorism as a tactic,39 and Findley and Young make a strong argument for doing so when
studying civil war.40 Abrahms sometimes uses the term ‘‘multitactical groups’’ to
refer to organizations using both terrorism and guerrilla warfare.41 It is not clear,
however, how many scholars, such as the RAND co-authors, find the concept
‘‘terrorist groups’’ to lack utility. This is another point that could be addressed by
more explicit discussion of the subject.
A more likely reason that many important studies of terrorist groups do not
define the term is because the authors use a relatively inclusive understanding of
the term—basically any group that uses terrorism. (A more specific definition is
discussed below.) Analysis of some of the studies without explicit definitions suggests
that this seems to be the case. While some of these studies appear to implicitly use
an inclusive definition of terrorism, it is not immediately clear to readers, nor is there
any consensus that researchers should use such a definition.
Inclusive Definitions
Some studies of terrorist groups offer explicit definitions of the concept, and they can
be divided into those that offer inclusive definitions, and those with more exclusive
definitions. Most of the works that use what I call inclusive definitions say something
along the lines of, ‘‘a terrorist group is any group that uses terrorism.’’ There are
often caveats. This conception is comparable to Sánchez-Cuenca and de la Calle’s
action-based, as opposed to actor-based, notion of terrorism.42 What is important
is the action—using terrorism—more than any other particular attribute of the
group. Asal refers to this type of definition as one based on ethics, arguing that
groups using terror (he specifically mentions attacking civilians) are ethically distinct
actors, regardless of other differences among them.43
For example, Jones and Libicki suggest the following: ‘‘A terrorist group
is defined as a collection of individuals belonging to a non-state entity that uses
terrorism to achieve its objectives.’’44 Regarding caveats, they add that the group
should have some sort of command and control structure. Carter offers a similar
meaning, and includes a clarification of what he means by ‘‘terrorism’’ within the
definition: ‘‘A terrorist group is defined as a group that uses terrorist tactics, meaning
it deliberately targets civilians in pursuit of political goals.’’45 Price suggests a similar
definition: ‘‘organizations consisting of more than one person that engaged
in violence with a political purpose aimed at evoking a psychological reaction in an
audience that extended beyond the targeted victims.’’ He notes that lone-wolf terrorists
are not included in this definition.46 Most concisely, Young and Dugan offer the
following: ‘‘A terrorist organization is then defined as a group that uses terrorism as
described above.’’ To their credit, they then discuss and justify this definition choice.47
A final example is Weinberg’s: ‘‘Terrorist groups are organizations that rely,
partially or exclusively, on [terrorism] to achieve their political ends.’’48 This
definition is basically inclusive, but it is helpful because it explicitly makes clear
two points. First, a group can use terrorism partially or exclusively. This is important
because as we shall see below, other authors find the partial use of terror sufficient
for excluding a group from the terrorist group label. Second, it specifies that the use
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of terrorism is to meet political ends. This might seem obvious, since many or most
definitions of terrorism specify the acts are to achieve political goals. However,
Weinberg’s specificity here is crucial because it implies the group, and not just one
particular act, must have a political end. This is useful for separating terrorist groups
from criminal groups—although of course this, too, is debated.49 Authors using
inclusive definitions, and for that matter most authors using no definition, seem
to at least implicitly exclude criminal groups from their definitions. This is discussed
more below.
Also implicit in the inclusive definitions above is that terrorist groups are
subnational organizations. This is discussed explicitly in some articles, but when
one reviews the list of groups that authors consider terrorist groups, they are
subnational actors. State terror is an important area of study, but most scholars
consider terrorism, and therefore terrorist groups, to be subnational phenomena.
The inclusive definition can now be summarized: Terrorist groups are subnational
political organizations that use terrorism.
Note that this definition has three elements: a) groups must be subnational,50 b)
groups must be political, and, c) groups must use terrorism. With this definition in
mind, one can look at studies that do not use an explicit definition of terrorist
groups, and try to infer if the authors are implicitly using this understanding of
the concept. Discussion of terrorist group characteristics, as well as examples of
specific groups or data sets used, suggest that some studies without stated definitions
appear to share this inclusive definition.51
One additional note is that while an inclusive definition of terrorist groups
involves a relatively expansive understanding of the concept, it does not mean that
operationalization should involve any group that has been called a terrorist group
by anyone. Below, when discussing empirics, I refer to ‘‘ultra-inclusive’’ operationalization, which basically does not filter possible non-terrorist groups from broad lists
compiled for other purposes.
Exclusive Definitions
A different set of studies on terrorist groups uses more exclusive definitions of
the term. One key distinction some authors make is between groups that do not hold
territory (‘‘terrorist groups’’) and groups that do (‘‘guerrillas’’). Another distinction
is to what extent the group uses terrorism—with some scholars arguing that a group
must primarily use terrorism, as opposed to other types of violence or non-violent
action.
Perhaps the most extensively-argued case for dividing terrorist groups and
guerrilla groups is made by de la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca. They assert: ‘‘terrorist
groups are underground groups with no territorial control.’’52 Groups that hold
territory, by contrast, are guerrilla groups. This distinction is important for them,
as they suggest that holding territory dictates the behavior, including tactical choices,
of subnational groups.53 The distinction suggests that a number of groups commonly
described as terrorists—the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, the PKK, al
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula—are guerrillas and not terrorist groups. Laqueur
makes the same distinction based on holding rural territory, asserting that ‘‘urban
guerrilla’’ is a contradiction in terms.54 With territorial possession being crucial
for delineating guerrillas from terrorists for these scholars, it follows that terrorist
groups are defined by being clandestine or underground.55
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Other scholars make their definition of terrorist groups exclusive by basing it on
the extent to which a group uses terrorism. In particular, several studies suggest that a
group must use terrorism to a substantial degree. For example, Cronin uses the
following definition of terrorist groups in her book on group longevity: ‘‘For the sake
of economy, entities that engage primarily in this type of violence will be called ‘terrorist groups’ here’’ (italics added).56 Shapiro and Siegel offer a definition similar to Cronin’s: ‘‘For purposes of this exercise we define terrorist organizations as any whose use
of violence regularly violated the principles of distinction and proportionality under
the law of armed conflict for at least one year of their existence’’ (italics added).57
This distinction, that terrorist groups must ‘‘primarily’’ or ‘‘regularly’’ use
terrorism, is also employed by Crenshaw in her operationalization of terrorist groups
in one of the first studies of terrorist group duration.58 She focuses on the following
sample: ‘‘autonomous organizations, whether left, right, or separatist in orientation,
that rely significantly on terrorism as a strategy of opposition to regimes in power. It
excludes mass-based independence movements against foreign occupiers in colonial
contexts’’ (italics added). This operationalization is exclusive for several reasons, but
of relevance here is the idea that groups must rely ‘‘significantly’’ on terrorism.
Table 2 compares basic elements of the inclusive definition with those of exclusive
definitions. Note that the exclusive definitions tend to contain the basic ‘‘inclusive’’
criteria—subnational, political, and using terrorism—but that each exclusive
definition adds an additional criterion upon which to narrow the set of possible
groups. Using de la Calle and Sánchez’s terminology, I refer to the two exclusive
definitions as either action-based or actor-based. This table includes definitions
associated with quantitative studies, but there is virtually an unlimited spectrum of
types of definitions. For example, while most scholars suggest that terrorist groups
are politically motivated, there has been debate about whether Mexican drug
trafficking organizations might be terrorist groups in spite of their mainly criminal
motivations.59 At least one policy article argues that the Mexican groups are terrorist
organizations because they use terrorist or terrorist-like tactics.60 This suggests
a more liberal definition. The definitions in Table 2, however, represent the most
common understandings of terrorism discussed in the literature.
Table 2. Elements of inclusive and exclusive terrorist group definitions

Item

Exclusive
definition,
action-based

Inclusive
definition

Elements

1. Subnational
2. Political
3. Uses
terrorism

Example of
author using
definition

Carter 2012

1.
2.
3.
4.

Subnational
Political
Uses terrorism
Primarily uses
terrorism vs.
other tactics
Cronin 2009

Note: These are summaries of each author’s definition.

Exclusive
definition,
actor-based
1.
2.
3.
4.

Subnational
Political
Uses terrorism
Does not hold
territory

Sánchez-Cuenca
and de la
Calle 2009

What Is a Terrorist Group? Conceptual Issues and Empirical Implications 233
Table 3. Terrorist group conceptualization, intension vs. extension
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Intension
Subnational
Political
Uses
terrorism
Primarily uses
terrorism vs.
other tactics
Doesn’t hold
territory
Extension
Example

Minimalist

Political and
Exclusive,
criminal
actionorganizations Inclusive
based
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes

Exclusive,
actor-based
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes
Broad

Narrow
Longmire
Carter
and Longmire 2012
IV 2008

Cronin
2009

Sánchez-Cuenca
and de la
Calle 2009

Note: This table uses Sartori’s (1970) notions of intension vs. extension, and is based on
a table by Kurtz (2000).

Table 3 includes a broader spectrum of definitions, showing the necessary
conditions for each conceptualization. This table draws on Sartori’s notions of the
intension vs. extension of concepts, and reproduces Kurtz’s table analyzing the
concept ‘‘peasant.’’61 Sartori argues that there is a tradeoff between how broadly
the concept can be applied and the concept’s specificity. The definitions in Table 3
are sorted by how broadly they apply—their extension—which is inversely related
to the number of necessary conditions for each definition—the intension. Authors
proposing alternate definitions can consider what conditions are necessary for
inclusion, and how that affects the number of groups to which their definition applies.
Overall, the tables show that there are clearly distinguishable definitions of
terrorist groups, and some authors are explicit about their use of one or the other.
Inclusive, exclusive action-based, and exclusive actor-based definitions are the most
common, but certainly other conceptualizations are employed as well. Furthermore,
as noted, some authors argue that the term is undefinable, while others still argue the
term is not helpful because groups can use terrorism but this does not inherently
make them a ‘‘terrorist group.’’

Empirical Implications of Conceptual Differences
These differences of definition, and of measurement, have empirical implications.
Different or undefined understandings of terrorist groups lead to different samples
studied. This section briefly illustrates the problem, in two ways. First, it shows that
data sets based on different definitions can have different average dependent variable
values. Second, it shows how atheoretical sample selection might produce misleading
results. Examples of potentially atheoretical sample selection refer to the use of the
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U.S. Foreign Terrorist Organization list. The purpose of this section is to draw
attention to how conceptual differences lead to different samples analyzed, and
how this can affect research, including results.
Most quantitative studies of terrorist groups in recent years have used inclusive
definitions. However, as discussed above, some scholars exclude groups from their
understanding of the concept if the group either holds territory or does not use
terrorism as its primary tactic. Do these differences in conceptualization translate
into meaningfully different samples of terrorist groups?
Terrorist group longevity has been the subject of more quantitative attention
than any other organization-level topic of inquiry. However, authors have used
different criteria for inclusion in their studies, and this has resulted in samples that
are different in important ways—including the longevity of sample members. Table 4
compares some studies. Note that the first two studies, Blomberg et al. 2010 and
Vittori 2009, are described as ‘‘unfiltered,’’ meaning the authors largely used off-theshelf data on groups without removing or adding groups for theoretical reasons.62 This
could also be described as ‘‘ultra-inclusive,’’ more than inclusive because the authors
used extant lists compiled for other purposes, with less scrubbing of the lists for groups
that might not fit theoretical understandings of terrorist groups.
The comparison in Table 4 demonstrates that there is substantial variation in
dependent variable values—terrorist group longevity—across samples. Average
terrorist group age is as low as 2 years in one sample, but 21 years in another.
The sample with the highest mean group age is the U.S. Foreign Terrorist Organization list. Generally, more exclusive data sets have longer-lasting terrorist groups.
This seems to be because the groups that have been removed are not as durable.
In other words, the exclusion used in exclusive definitions apparently leads to the
removal of less-durable groups. Beyond dependent variable values, it is not clear
if other aspects of the data change considerably across samples. It is difficult to
further compare the samples because they include different terrorist group attributes,
the independent variables of the respective studies. However, the table makes
clear that different conceptualization and measurement of terrorist groups results
in markedly different values of average group longevity.
The samples shown in Table 4 differ because authors have different ideas about
conceptualization. This manifests itself when the authors measure their concept.
Other research, regardless of conceptualization, has measurement issues that result
in a different kind of research problem. Studies that have used a non-representative
subsample of terrorist groups are likely making inaccurate generalizations about
the wider universe of terrorist groups. Here I refer specifically to the use of the
U.S. list of Foreign Terrorist Organizations.
The U.S. Department of State, since 1997, has kept a list of designated foreign
terrorist organizations, informally referred to as the FTO list.63 It is used to sanction
persons or entities that might provide support to the listed groups. In the Spring of
2014, there were 57 groups on the list.64 Scholars have used the FTO list to
empirically evaluate claims about the effectiveness of terrorism, terrorist group
longevity, whether weak states are especially susceptible to the existence of terrorist
groups, and as a source of descriptive data motivating research projects.65
Is the FTO list an appropriate sample of terrorist groups to study? This depends
on one’s research question. If one is interested in foreign groups targeting the United
States, the sample could be appropriate. To test hypotheses about terrorist groups or
terrorism in general, however, the FTO list is problematic. The groups on the list are
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Table 4. Global samples of terrorist groups used in longevity studies
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Study

Source of data

Type of definition Number
and measurement of groups

Average age
of groups,
in years

Blomberg,
Engel, and
Sawyer 2010
Vittori 2009

ITERATE

Unfiltered=
ultra-inclusive

1,414

2

TKB

Unfiltered=
ultra-inclusive

4

Phillips
forthcoming,
2014

GTD, Asal and
Rethemeyer’s
(2008) TKB
collection
TKB

Inclusive

100
(random
sample
of 897)
600

11

Inclusive

648

11

TKB via Jones and
Libicki 2008
GTD

Inclusive

648

11

Blomberg,
Inclusive
Gaibulloev,
and Sandler
2011
Cronin 2009
TKB
Exclusive
Crenshaw 1991 Janke 1983 and
Exclusive
other sources
Cronin 2009,
U.S. State
Exclusive
subsample of
Department FTO
U.S. FTOs
list

367

12

450
77

13
14

42

21

Jones and
Libicki 2008
Carter 2012

Note: ITERATE ¼ International Terrorism: Attributes of Terrorist Events. TKB ¼
Terrorism Knowledge Base (Rand-Memorial Institute for the Prevention of Terrorism).
FTO ¼ Foreign Terrorist Organization. Average group ages comes from authors’ descriptive
data, or, when available, analysis of their data.

Blomberg et al. likely have a smaller number of groups than other studies using an inclusive
definition because of data, not definition. They include groups for which they find organizational and attack data, and attack data are not available for many groups.

not representative of the universe of terrorist groups, whether one uses common
exclusive or inclusive definitions, for at least three reasons. First, the groups must
be ‘‘foreign’’ to the United States, so all U.S. terrorist groups are excluded. Second,
listed organizations must ‘‘threaten the security of U.S. nationals or the national
security,’’66 excluding foreign groups focused on domestic concerns. Third, groups
must target the U.S. to such a degree that the U.S. decides to put them on the list. This
likely excludes otherwise ‘‘qualified’’ groups that are not very powerful or are so
new that the State Department has not yet completed the process of deciding to list
the group.67 Because of the relatively high bar for inclusion on the list, FTOs tend
to have larger memberships and survive much longer than typical terrorist groups.
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The FTO list, then, is a very specific subset of terrorist groups, and nothing like
a random sample.
This non-representativeness is apparent in the studies that use the FTO list for
analysis. Regarding Cronin’s duration studies, she primarily uses a 450-group
sample. However, as shown in Table 4, she also analyzes the subsample of FTOs,
and finds substantial differences. The mean group age in the 450-group sample
is 13 years, but the mean group age for the FTOs is 21 years. Regarding studies
of terrorism’s effectiveness, Krause notes an interesting contrast: Abrahms, using
the FTO list, finds terrorism to be ineffective, while Pape, using a different sample,
finds suicide terrorism to be effective.68 Krause argues that sample selection plays
a role in divergent results. ‘‘[D]ifferences in standards of measurement and case
selection drive this supposed debate over the effectiveness of terrorism, rather than
an actual dispute over the historical record,’’ he writes.69
A final example of the FTO list and potentially misleading inferences comes from
Berman’s book on religious terrorist groups.70 It contains a section called ‘‘Terrorist
Organizations—Why So Few?’’ This heading might be confusing to scholars who
have seen the more than 1,000 organizations listed in the Global Terrorism Database,
or the lists of hundreds of groups discussed above. But readers discover that Berman
says there are so few because he is referring to the FTO list as all dangerous groups in
the world. This part of Berman’s work is just descriptive, and meant to motivate the
discussion, not test hypotheses. However, it illustrates how the use of a certain sample
of terrorist groups, in this case the FTO list, can affect conclusions.
This section has attempted to briefly display how inconsistency or agnosticism over
conceptualization and measurement of terrorist groups can affect empirical research.
Studies of terrorist organizational longevity have compiled lists of terrorist groups,
and these lists are considerably different—notably in average dependent variable
values. Variation in mean group longevity appears to be related to sample selection,
as groups in more exclusive samples tend to have higher longevity. It is unclear if sample selection affects the distribution of independent variables, but this would raise
further issues. This section also demonstrated that the FTO list is a non-representative
sample of terrorist groups, and therefore is probably not appropriate for drawing
inferences about terrorist organizations generally or terrorism in general.

Ways Forward: Argument for an Inclusive Definition
With the above issues in mind, there are a number of ways that research on terrorist
organizations can improve. The most important step is to use an explicit definition of
the concept. This is crucial for letting readers know what precisely is being analyzed,
and helps readers understand the broader class of phenomenon to which a study is
applicable. Ideally and space permitting, explicit definition should be accompanied
by discussion or justification. A few recent studies have offered such discussion,71
and it contributes substantially to the literature. It is worth noting that not every
study of terrorist organizations needs several pages reviewing all potential definitions. This has been a pitfall of research on terrorism generally, over that concept.
An explicit definition, however, and some discussion of the choice, offers important
depth to research and helps lay groundwork for related studies.
Given the importance of definitions, and the existence of two primary classes of
terrorist group definition (inclusive and exclusive), which has more validity?
Research design could justify the use of virtually any conceptualization of terrorist
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group. There is no ‘‘true’’ definition. For most purposes, however, an inclusive
definition seems to capture the idea best, and offers a number of advantages.
A terrorist group is a subnational political organization that uses terrorism. As
discussed above, this definition summarizes the idea of an inclusive understanding of
terrorist groups. I argue that this definition is generally preferable for at least four
reasons. First, it is already common in the literature—at least implicitly. Beyond
the studies explicitly using the definition, analysis of additional studies which do
not declare definitions suggests that they employ the inclusive definition (see
Table 1). This common usage among scholars is not consensus, and is insufficient
on its own to indicate the value of the definition. However, it suggests a certain
amount of face validity. It also meets an important benchmark of conceptualization,
familiarity. Gerring argues that the degree to which a definition makes sense depends
on the degree to which it fits with established usage, and the inclusive definition
scores highly in this regard.72
A second argument in favor of the inclusive definition is that governments likely
treat a group as a terrorist group whether it uses a little or a lot of terrorism; whether
it holds territory or not. In other words, the factors that encourage some scholars to
exclude organizations from the conceptualization of ‘‘terrorist group’’ are likely
overlooked by states. This is consistent with Asal’s argument that groups using terrorism are ethically distinct from other dissident groups, and therefore an important
category of group.73 This suggests that any subnational political groups using terrorism face particular challenges and exist in a certain political context, regardless of
other distinctions.
The inclusive definition is not only practical because of how states treat any
group that uses terrorism. A third reason, related to the second, is that the use of
terrorism fundamentally differentiates a group from other types of groups. Theoretical distinctions between groups that use terrorism and other types of groups are
generally greater than any distinction one can make between sub-categories of
groups using terrorism.74 Territory-holding groups that use terrorism have a great
deal in common with terrorist groups that do not hold territory—and a great chasm
exists between either of these groups and criminal groups, for example. Non-violent
political groups are also substantially different from any type of group that employs
terrorism. This demarcation made by the use of terrorism differentiates these groups
from other types of groups, and differentiation is another of Gerring’s benchmarks
of a concept’s value.75
For an example of how the use of terrorism differentiates terrorist groups
from other types of groups, consider the case of al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
(AQAP). The group is widely considered to be a terrorist group, but it started
occupying some territory in 2011 and increasingly has fought the Yemeni military
in traditional firefights. Has the fundamental nature of the group changed? This is
a theoretical question, but I would argue that for most purposes the answer is no.
These could be considered differences in degree, not type. Or, one could argue that
AQAP became a different type of terrorist group—one that also occupies territory or
uses additional non-terrorist tactics—but remains a terrorist group.
Fourth, regarding quantitative analysis, the inclusive definition can be thought
of as a way to generate a baseline sample that can later be reduced for further
analysis of sub-categories. For example, primary models can be on samples gathered
based on the inclusive definition, with later checks done on a sub-sample that
excludes territory-holding groups. Additionally, potentially controversial terrorist
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group attributes (e.g., territorial control, attacks on military targets) can be taken
into consideration with control variables. These are discussions of operationalization, which is different from conceptualization, but there are obvious connections
between the two.76
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Conclusion
What is a terrorist group? Scholars have increasingly sought in recent years to examine
terrorist groups generally and draw inferences about them. Some of this work has been
qualitative, but many studies are quantitative. This body of research is important, but
raises serious questions about how we define terrorist organizations. Many authors have
never offered an explicit definition, and explicit definitions offered vary substantially.
This article sought to review the literature, noting definitions that exist.
Research usually falls into one of three categories: not using an explicit definition,
using an inclusive definition, or using an exclusive definition. It also pointed to
differences in empirical samples gathered, and suggested that these differences can
lead to substantial differences in conclusions reached about terrorist groups. This
was shown to be the case with research on terrorist group longevity. Additionally,
the use of a non-random sample—such as the FTO list—can further lead to
non-generalizable findings. The article then suggested that a more inclusive definition of terrorist group offers advantages for a number of reasons. The inclusive
definition is ‘‘a subnational political organization that uses terrorism.’’
There are a number of further questions that could be addressed when discussing
the definition of terrorist groups. Some examples include: If terrorist groups must be
subnational, what degree of connection to a state removes them from this category?
For example, the Autodefensas in Colombia had substantial connections to the state,
but many scholars still consider them ‘‘terrorist groups,’’ and not necessarily state
terror. The Anti-Terrorist Liberation Group in Spain in the early 1980s is a similar
example, but probably closer to state terror. If terrorist groups must be political,
where exactly is the dividing line between these groups and criminal groups? If
a group gets involved in the legal political process, at what point does it stop being
a terrorist group? These questions have been addressed somewhat by the literature,
but are hardly resolved. Continued discussion of this important subject will
contribute substantially to the understanding of terrorism.
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