MILITANT LEADERSHIP AND THE
SEVERITY OF TERRORISM IN
CONFLICT ENVIRONMENTS

When militant leaders
have combat experience
the predicted number
of terror incidents more
than doubles.

Using new data on the individual backgrounds of militant
leaders active between 1989 and 2013, we find support for our
expectations. The conditional distribution of the main variables
in our sample - leader military experience and terrorism
severity - indicates that groups led by individuals with military
experience are associated with a higher number of terror attacks
in a given year, as well as more terrorism-related fatalities
Specifically, relative to those led by individuals without military
experience, these militant groups conduct an average of roughly
2 more attacks per year with roughly 19 more non-combatants
killed in those terrorist attacks, on average, annually.

_ Terror Frequency | Terror Lethality

Group-Year Mean Group-Year Mean

Leader Military 8
Experience: No 323 10,223
Leader Military

Table 1. Conditional Distribution of Main Variables, 1989 - 2013.
Source: Doctor, A. C., Hunter, S. T. & Ligon, G. S. (2023).

Looking closer, we find support for our key underlying
mechanisms. Based on a set of statistical regression models,
we compute the predicted counts of terrorism attacks and
terrorism-related fatalities at the group year level based on
changes in the leader military experience indicators. We

find that when militant leaders have combat experience the
predicted number of terror incidents more than doubles and
the predicted number of terrorism-related fatalities more than
triples in a given year. In contrast, militant groups led by leaders
with prior military training are associated with a predicted
decrease in lethality.
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THEORY AND
PRACTICE?

Although more research is needed, we identify some key
preliminary implications:

* ldentifying militant leaders and their background experiences
can be a useful and efficient point of leverage for establishing
expectations about a fledgling militant group’s prospective
operational capacity and their future forms of engagement
with local communities. For warfighters, analysts, and other
practitioners, this can be useful when assessing a threat and
proactively allocating resources.

Leaders can wield independent effects on the contours of
terrorist violence, demonstrating that this outcome is a dual
function of both structure and agency. To develop actionable
recommendations, explanations of terrorism should be able
to account for decision making within a range of strategic
opportunities and constraints.

More research is needed on the effects that other experience
types may have on militant leader decision making and,
relatedly, the performance and behavior of their followers.
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