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Terrorist Group and Government Interaction: Progress in
Empirical Research
by David B. Carter
Abstract
Much progress has been made in the literature on terrorism and political violence over the last
decade or more. More specifically, the proliferation of cross-national quantitative empirical
work on terrorism has generated numerous advances and insights. While the volume of published
work is impressive and the key findings are helpful to both scholars and policy-makers, much
remains to be done. This paper argues that future work in this area can be improved with
progress in several key areas. Interaction between a violent group and the government it targets
is central to much of our theory. However, the theoretical implications of this interaction are not
fully exploited with current data and prominent methods of analyzing it. Suggestions are
provided that are intended to aid future researchers in addressing this point and in exploiting
synergies between cross-national quantitative work and qualitative case study work.
Introduction
The political science literature on terrorism and political violence has greatly proliferated in the
last decade. Building off of seminal work by Schmid,[1] Eubank and Weinberg,[2] Enders and
Sandler[3] and others, the quantitative empirical literature in particular has taken off. This
proliferation of large-N quantitative empirical work on terrorism has produced a number of
important and useful findings. For instance, we now have a better understanding of the
relationship between regime type and terrorism. In fact, the literature on terrorism and regime
type has arguably developed in ways that are analogous to the long-established quantitative
literature on inter-state disputes. As in the literature on inter-state disputes, many of the key
findings and arguments in the cross-national quantitative terrorism literature rely theoretically on
strategic interaction. In the terrorism literature this interaction is most often between a violent
group and the government. The argument in this paper suggests that scholars doing crossnational empirical work would benefit from making the analysis of group-government
interaction more explicit both theoretically and empirically. The main points in the article are
illustrated with a focus on developments in the burgeoning literature on regime type and
terrorism.
Arguably, the most common finding in cross-national studies is that democracies experience
more terrorism. This finding is fairly widely replicated, across studies of attack frequency, attack
lethality, group emergence, as well as the count of groups in a country.[4] A large literature has
grown out of this finding that seeks to unpack and understand the mechanism (or mechanisms)
driving this pattern. This development bears some resemblance to the massive ‘democratic
peace’ literature that explores why democracies do not tend to use military force against other
democracies in inter-state disputes.[5] The finding is fairly widely replicated, and much effort
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has gone into explaining it.[6] In fact, researchers in the terrorism literature have begun to
explore the importance of institutional variation among democracies, with work on electoral
institutions, the level of political competition, and executive constraints among other factors.[7]
The motivation to distinguish among democracies is similar to work in international conflict that
distinguishes between new and established democracies, or draws key differences among
parliamentary democracies.[8] This parallel with one of the better developed and long
established areas in the international conflict literature, which has roots going back more than
four decades, illustrates how quickly the cross-national study of terrorism has developed. While
the theoretical literature has not necessarily grown as quickly as the empirical literature, several
important developments have been made here as well.
Specifically, much progress has been made thinking about groups that utilize terrorist violence as
rational and strategic actors. Building on the seminal work by Sandler, Tschirhart and Couley,[9]
as well as Crenshaw[10] and others, scholars have developed a useful set of ideas about how the
use of terrorist tactics fits within a larger strategy relative to a set of political goals. In fact, even
work that does not explicitly adopt a strategic or game-theoretic framework often uses this kind
of logic. Much of the growing body of theoretical work on terrorism explores the strategic
rationale behind the use of terrorist violence and particularly how terrorists interact and bargain
with the governments they target.
This article argues that important work remains to tie these related strands of literature together
in terrorism research. Much quantitative literature on terrorism implicitly examines the
relationship between groups and governments. However, theoretical ideas about how groupgovernment interactions influence patterns in terrorist violence are not often directly modeled.
This article proceeds as follows. First, the key theoretical ideas about how terrorist violence is
strategic relative to a target government are surveyed, with a focus on studies that explore regime
type as a key factor. This review suggests that the connections between seemingly disparate
strands of the literature are quite close. Next, the argument is made that group-government
interactions are often not identified in a theoretically palatable way by either our econometric
models or the most often analyzed data sets. Finally, some tentative suggestions are provided on
how future researchers can help bridge these gaps. Future researchers need to collect data that
does a better job identifying group-government interactions, better incorporate theory into their
statistical models, and exploit important synergies between cross-national quantitative and
conflict or group specific qualitative work.
Regime Type and Group-Government Interaction
Much recent work on terrorism theoretically focuses on some aspect of the interaction between
groups and the government targeted by their political demands. There are several key aspects of
the relationship between a targeted government and terrorist groups that have received attention
in the literature. First, a strand of literature focuses on the ability of governments to respond
forcefully to terrorist campaigns. A second strand of literature focuses on ease of ‘peaceful’
access to the political system. Finally, another strand of literature focuses on whether
governments respond to terrorism with concessions or not.[11] Furthermore, much of the work
connecting terrorist violence to political institutions or government response focuses on regime
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type as a key variable. These strands in the literature are outlined, followed by a discussion of
how the field can improve via better linkage among them and improved research design.
To Provoke or Not To Provoke?
A prominent idea that connects terrorist attacks and government response is that groups can
benefit from provoking a draconian government response, an idea that has also been promoted
by theorists such as Fanon[12] and Marighella.[13] Kydd and Walter term this a “strategy of
provocation”,[14] arguing that groups strategically use terrorist attacks to provoke a
counterproductive government response. The key for a terrorist group using a provocation
strategy is getting the government to employ harsh responses that lead to significant collateral
damage, or negative externalities. The exact nature of the externality and the mechanism by
which it helps the group varies. Lake[15] argues that a harsh government response sends a signal
to potential group supporters that the government is not moderate and unwilling to negotiate.
Bueno de Mesquita suggests that a government’s counterterrorism response can have negative
economic externalities that make potential recruits easier for the group.[16] Bueno de Mesquita
and Dickson allow for a harsh response to help a group due to either economics or through
government signaling its “type”.[17] Regardless of the exact mechanism, the basic argument is
that groups use terrorism in part to provoke a harsh government response that can be helpful to
them.
Despite the recent prominence of the provocation idea, a large body of work argues that
terrorism is often deterred by the prospect of a harsh government response. In his study of
suicide terrorism, Pape argues that terrorism is used against democracies precisely because they
are constrained in responding harshly with brute force.[18] Similarly, Li finds that governments
with more constrained executives experience more (transnational) terrorist attacks.[19] The
argument is that an institutional setup that constrains the executive makes it more difficult to
employ a swift and effective response to attack campaigns. Scholars such as Schmid [20] or
Li[21] argue that democracies typically have far greater constraints on their executives, which
may help explain why democracies experience more terrorism.[22] In sum, this strand of thought
about government response suggests that groups do not prosper in the face of swift and perhaps
harsh government responses. The reason for this could be that they strategically employ
terrorism against regimes that are less likely or able to forcefully respond,[23] or perhaps that
they are much more likely survive the government onslaught in regimes that are unable or
unwilling to employ maximum repression.
While the ‘provocation’ and ‘avoidance’ ideas about the effect of harsh government response
seem at odds with each other, they are potentially reconcilable.[24] Kydd and Walter suggest that
democratic regimes are the most susceptible to a strategy of provocation.[25] Democracies are
unable to be maximally repressive in response, but also face considerable public pressure to
respond forcefully and observably.[26] Thus, the argument is that they often respond harshly
enough to generate negative externalities, but not forcefully enough to eliminate a group.[27] If
this were true empirically, it could help to explain why democracies experience more terrorism
and be consistent with a broader pattern of groups avoiding targeting particularly repressive
regimes.
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Relatedly, there is evidence that variation in how much terrorist activity particular democratic
regimes face across time is affected by government ideology. The basic idea is that right-oriented
governments are more apt to use force in response to terrorism, whereas left-oriented
governments are more apt to be concessionary.[28] Berrebi and Klor show that right-wing party
governments in Israel experience less terrorism than left-wing party governments.[29] Koch and
Cranmer replicate this finding in a cross-national study, showing that left-oriented governments
experience more transnational terrorist attacks than right-wing governments.[30] In sum, there is
evidence that within democracies, variation in levels of terrorism is explained by the ruling
party’s willingness to respond forcefully to attacks.
The notion that democracies are not as capable of forceful counterterrorism responses is related
to a broader set of ideas about liberal democracy and terrorism. Numerous scholars have
suggested that freedoms of association, movement, and related political rights facilitate the
organization and operation of terrorist organizations in democratic regimes.[31] Thus,
democracies are more attractive targets not only because they are not good at employing brutal
forceful responses, but because their liberal policies facilitate the formation and maintenance of
organizations. This is likely important because violent dissident groups are typically not terribly
powerful and consist of a small number of members, especially when they are recently formed.
An implication of this argument is that the lack of political freedom in autocratic regimes makes
the start-up of dissident organizations much more difficult. For example, it would be difficult for
a democracy in Western Europe to make membership in the Muslim Brotherhood punishable by
death, which Hafez al-Assad’s Syrian government did in the early 1980s.
There is reason to doubt explanations of terrorism that focus on how constrained governments
are in their ability to repress. The literature on authoritarianism points out that repression is a
risky strategy that is not obviously a dominant one for autocrats,[32] which is related to the focus
in that literature on how and why autocrats purchase loyalty.[33] Aksoy, Carter and Wright show
that not all non-democracies are less likely to experience terrorism than democracies.[34] Not
only is there significant variation among autocracies with different institutional makeup, but
autocracies in which the opposition is organized via active political parties (legal or otherwise)
experience levels of terrorism not significantly different from democracies. While participation
in autocratic legislatures can reduce the incentives to use terrorism, the increased collective
action capacity of the opposition in these regimes makes terrorism significantly more likely than
in non-democracies with no opposition parties. Relatedly, Findley and Young show that the
existence of an independent judiciary is associated with less terrorism.[35] They argue that an
independent judiciary, whether in a democracy or non-democracy, makes bargains between
terrorist groups and the government more credible, as future governments cannot as easily renege
and crack down on the group.
This discussion highlights how the focus on constraints on democracies’ repressive capacities
relative to non-democracies is questionable. Accordingly, a related vein of literature focuses on
other important political institutions that are significant and can provide alternative explanations
for why democracies have generally experienced more terrorism than non-democracies.
Specifically, too much focus on repressive capacity tells us a very incomplete story about
institutions that affect dissidents’ decisions to attempt to influence politics via violence or
peaceful participation.
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Alternatives to Violence?
Another prominent set of arguments about why some regimes experience more terrorism relies
on differences in how political institutions relate to policy-making. This strand of literature (at
least implicitly) points out the importance of viewing the use of terrorist tactics as one choice in
a wider array of instruments. The focus is thus on how political institutions either make peaceful
participation relatively fruitful (or not). The comparison to autocracies is again often a
motivation for scholars, although most extant studies focus much more on democratic
institutions relative to autocratic institutions.
The literature that focuses on the influence of domestic political institutions emphasizes that
groups choose between peaceful and non-peaceful participation. Chenoweth and Stephan [36]
provide evidence that suggests that non-violent resistance movements are considerably more
successful than violent resistance movements.[37] Relatedly, Abrahms [38] provides evidence
that groups that employ terrorism are rarely successful, which is at odds with the arguments of
scholars such as Pape.[39] These findings raise serious questions about why groups choose
terrorism and why terrorism is more frequent in democracies. If groups employ the tactic of
terrorism with a policy goal in mind, as much of the literature presumes, then why the dismal
track record? Furthermore, why are democracies, who provide peaceful means to redress
grievances targeted disproportionately?
Young and Dugan focus on the number of veto points faced by political actors interested in
changing government policies.[40] Since by definition, terrorist groups seek political goals, the
ease of attaining these goals peacefully influences their willingness to use violence, which is
costly. Young and Dugan show that countries with a higher number of veto players that can block
potential policy changes through the ‘normal’ political process experience more terrorist attacks.
[41] This is further evidence consistent with the idea that terrorism is one of several potential
instruments that can be used to attempt to influence or change policy. The number of veto players
is quite highly correlated with democracy, which suggests that this may be a compelling
explanation for why democracies have experienced more terrorism. The question is whether veto
players in non-democratic and democratic regimes are comparable in terms of how amenable
they are to influence. For instance, pivotal players in U.S. politics can be intensively lobbied and
elected officials can be voted out of office. However, this does not work in as clear of a manner
for dictators or key member of a dictator’s winning coalition.
Another set of studies focuses on how electoral institutions influence the ease of access to the
political system. The seminal work here is Powell’s 1982 study; he shows that democracies with
more permissive electoral rules are better able to channel dissent to peaceful forms of
participation.[42] The basic theoretical idea is that proportional electoral systems are better
suited to peacefully accommodate a diverse set of political interests relative to majoritarian or
plurality rules.[43] Small or politically marginal groups have a better chance of gaining
representation when electoral thresholds are lower. On the face of it, this idea holds a lot of
promise for explaining terrorism with domestically oriented goals.
Li initially explored this idea in an analysis of transnational terrorism, although the connection
between electoral system type and transnational terrorism was not found to be robust.[44] Aksoy
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and Carter find evidence that electoral rules affect domestically oriented groups conditional on
their goal structures.[45] The emergence of groups with within-system goals (i.e., policy changes
within the existing system) is lower when electoral rules are more permissive, while groups with
anti-system goals—i.e., goals that necessitate a complete overthrow of the existing regime—are
not affected by electoral rules.[46] Furthermore, the higher rate of group emergence in
democracies is a function of anti-system groups, as democracies are not more likely to
experience within-system group emergence.[47] This helps to reconcile the puzzle of why
democracies, with greater opportunity to peacefully access the political system, experience more
terrorism.
The prospect of access to the political system via peaceful participation undoubtedly affects the
calculation of many groups considering the use of violence. However, more intense political
competition has been suggested to be associated with higher volumes of terrorist activity.
Chenoweth shows that countries with greater levels of inter-group political competition
experience more terrorism.[48] Given that democracies typically have higher levels of political
competition via elections, this is proffered as an explanation for why democracies experience
more terrorism. Aksoy shows that terrorist attacks are clustered around election times, but that
the relationship is only significant in countries with restrictive (i.e., majoritarian) electoral
systems.[49] Thus, around election times when political competition is most intense, competition
is related to terrorism but only when competition tends to exclude small or marginal groups.
Tactical Choice and Government Response
Much of the literature (at least implicitly) analyzes terrorist groups’ choice between terrorism and
peaceful means of participation. However, there is also much to explore about groups’ choice
among different violent tactics. It is well-known that in many cases groups that use terrorist
tactics are also groups that use guerrilla (or insurgent) tactics.[50] Daniel Byman put it well in
stating that “not all groups that use terrorism are guerrillas but almost all guerrillas use
terrorism.”[51] Thus, for many groups with political goals, the choice is not between peaceful
politics or the use of terrorist tactics; rather, the choice set also includes using guerrilla tactics by
targeting government forces directly.
A recent wave of work has began to explore groups’ tactical choice. Bueno de Mesquita argues
that groups employ terrorist tactics when they do not have enough public support to sustain “warfighting” or guerrilla tactics.[52] This mirrors the ideas of de la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca, who
argue that groups use guerrilla tactics when and where they control territory, while those that are
too weak relative to the government to control territory use terrorism.[53] Rebel groups are able
to control territory when they face weak low-capacity governments. The connection to the civil
war literature here is important, as state capacity is a key factor in civil war onset.[54] In fact,
Findley and Young show that much of the terrorism measured by the Global Terrorism Database
(GTD) takes place during civil wars in the regions where fighting is ongoing.[55]
Abrahms finds that groups who initiate terrorist campaigns are much less effective than groups
who pursue guerrilla campaigns.[56] He argues that governments resist providing concessions to
groups that target civilians. Carter explores how groups choose tactics in anticipation of the
government’s response.[57] He analyzes Western European democracies’ responses to terrorism
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since 1950, which is well-suited to an investigation of whether groups indeed play a “strategy of
provocation.”[58] Interestingly, the evidence suggests that groups strategically employ terrorist
tactics (as opposed to guerrilla tactics) when they want to avoid a government crackdown.
Moreover, about one-third of the groups included in his analysis mix tactics across time, which
suggests that studying either guerrilla or terrorist tactics in isolation is likely problematic.
These studies suggest that future empirical work needs to more explicitly account for how
terrorist group decisions are a function of anticipated government response. This is a theoretical
point that is well-established (for example, see Crenshaw [59], Sandler, Tschirhart and
Couley[60], Bueno de Mesquita[61], Bapat[62]). However, the integration of this insight into
quantitative empirical work on terrorism is underdeveloped. Furthermore, while Carter [63]
analyzes whether a government responds forcefully or not to an attack, much of our theory also
speaks to whether groups expect to extract concessions through the use of violence (for example,
Pape [64], Bueno de Mesquita[65], Bapat [66]). A study by Dugan and Chenoweth [67]
represents an important step in this direction, as they introduce data that connects violence to
government crackdowns and conciliation in Israel. They argue that conciliatory responses to
terrorism are quite effective relative to forceful response.
Some of the best work on how different government policies affect insurgent violence has been
done using micro-level data on particular conflicts. For instance, Berman, Shapiro and Felter
[68] show that when a government effectively improves service provision, this reduces insurgent
violence. This is a very important finding, as it suggests that we need to account for how a wider
range of government actions relate to the choices violent groups make. Furthermore, Condra and
Shapiro [69] and Blair et al.[70] provide striking evidence that we also need to give careful
thought to the role of the civilian population in conflicts. Although civilians almost always play a
role in theory (if only implicitly), detailed data on civilian reactions to the government, a violent
group, and the outcome that comes from their interaction is lacking in cross-national empirical
work.
In sum, this discussion suggests several inferential challenges that faces future researchers. First,
as Byman’s analysis suggests, many groups simultaneously use a mix of tactics, so violent
groups might use terrorism until they gain enough public support to control territory and employ
guerrilla tactics.[71] Thus, scholars analyzing terrorism in isolation may make mistaken
conclusions about the overall level of violence in a country. Furthermore, if the choice among
tactics is strategic and related to government response, which public theorists such as Marighella
suggest, analysis of groups’ choices of tactics without taking into account government response
can lead to incorrect inferences.[72] Finally, the public is widely thought to play a key role in
whether violent groups are successful or not and both violent groups and the government have
incentives to work for public support.[73] Thus, future researchers should continue to strive
towards analysis of terrorism that accounts for the broader context.
Connecting Theory and Data
Progress has been made in thinking about tactical choice (either peaceful or violent) and
government response. However, much potential progress remains, as existing methods of
analyzing terrorism data and the quality of commonly used data sources themselves are often
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inadequate relative to theory. Furthermore, the face validity of how we interpret the results from
cross-national regressions is often questionable. There are three big issues to be discussed here.
First, existing cross-national data sources on terrorism have significant shortcomings. The range
and quality of the cross-national data sources on terrorism have increased considerably.
However, most of the data sources record individual attacks, i.e., event data, without much
information on government response. Furthermore, given that the decision-making unit of
interest is the group, more group-level data sources are in order.[74] Finally, beyond the need for
more and better refined group-level data, we need data that connects group decisions explicitly to
actions of the targeted state. Given that much of our theory links groups’ choices of tactic to the
anticipated response of the targeted government, our data needs to contain this information.
Relatedly, the country-year format in which we measure the number of attacks, lethality of
attacks, or number of groups contained in a country is not ideal to assess ideas about group-state
interaction. This is related to the point made by Young and Findley that monadic analysis is not
always appropriate.[75] An early and important example of work that accounts for both group
attacks and government responses was provided in 1993 by Enders and Sandler.[76]
Second, the standard methods we use to model terrorism data are often not good matches for our
theory. A wide range of studies put forth a theoretical idea that relies on strategic interaction
between groups and the government. However, the standard quantitative empirical approach does
not model this interaction or explicitly account for how it should affect key relationships between
variables. Rather, typical empirical models assume that the dependent variable (e.g., the count of
terrorist incidents in a given country in a given year) is a linear function of a set of important
variables (e.g., executive constraints), and that the relationship between the independent
variables and the dependent variable can be modeled with a functional form such as the widely
used negative binomial model. It is well known that the standard approach to modeling these
variables is not necessarily consistent with the idea that the relationship between groups and
governments is strategic. [77] Furthermore, this can lead to bias in estimation that is equivalent
to the well known problem of omitted variable bias.[78]
To make this point more concrete, consider as an important explanatory variable the degree of
centralization of a country's police force. Suppose our interest is in how police centralization
affects both a group's utility for using terrorism and the government's utility for responding
forcefully to an attack. For a group, a decentralized security or police force, e.g., the United
Kingdom during the 1970s, perhaps makes a swift and unified response to terrorist incidents
difficult. When a group makes the decision to use terrorism or not, they strategically anticipate
government response and take into account the structure of the country’s police force in
assessing what the character of the response will be. Thus, for the purposes of illustration,
suppose that employing terrorism is positively influenced by the degree of decentralization of the
security apparatus. For low or moderate levels of terrorism, the government might be constrained
from responding effectively to the threat.
However, if the threat becomes great enough, as it did in the case of the UK in Northern Ireland,
a government will be pushed to find a way to deal with the threat from terrorism in a unified
manner. In the case of the UK, because of the decentralized nature of the police force the special
counterterrorism unit was tied to the military rather than the police. Several observers suggest
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that because the IRA (and other groups) faced a counterterrorism unit tied to the military, this
explains the harsh response relative to what groups faced in other Western European countries
such as Germany (for example, see Peter Chalk’s study of West European terrorism and counterterrorism [79]). Thus, in estimating how the level of decentralization in the police affects the
group’s utility for employing terrorism, we need to account for how government response to
group attacks can affect the attractiveness or effectiveness of attack campaigns. In this
illustrative example, increasing levels of group violence up to a point might benefit the group but
start to hurt the group if the campaign becomes so violent that the government is pushed to
implement a harsh response that will be very costly to the group.
This illustrative example suggests that group decisions to carry out fewer or more attacks, or to
carry out attacks of greater or lesser severity do not necessarily have monotonic effects on the
group’s welfare.[80] By this, we mean that the effect of increasing or decreasing the severity of
an attack campaign does not always strictly increase or decrease the group’s utility. Rather, for
example, it can increase initially at low to medium levels of violence and then decrease at very
high levels of violence. Unfortunately, our standard empirical specifications do not accommodate
this kind of logic. Important exceptions in the terrorism literature are Carter [81] and Dugan and
Chenoweth.[82] Carter uses a strategic choice model along the lines suggested by Signorino,[83]
while Dugan and Chenoweth uses a flexible non-parametric model that has the potential to pick
up these kinds of relationships.[84] This is a hard problem, as most of our data is not designed in
a way that makes this kind of modeling approach straightforward.
Specifically, to estimate a model that accounts for strategic interaction, the data needs to include
dependent variables measuring group and government choices. Furthermore, the dependent
variables measuring group and government actions need to be theoretically linked to each other.
Thus, for each group attack we need to measure the government’s response to that specific
attack. Also, given that a group chooses between different tactics, peaceful and violent, we
ideally want to be able to measure peaceful and violent tactics and the government’s response to
them. This is undoubtedly a high standard for data collection. However, it is attainable as recent
data collection efforts have began to measure a variety of group and government tactics (e.g.
Dugan and Chenoweth). [85]
Third, the way we interpret key results from our econometric models could be improved. While
there are several potential areas of improvement, I will focus here on the connection between key
results and important cases. Interpretation of important results, such as how higher levels of
executive constraints are associated with more terrorism, usually have clear implications for
important cases. However, it is not as common as it could be in the quantitative empirical
literature to build case studies (or even brief case illustrations) in our papers to aid in interpreting
results.
It would improve the face validity of key results if scholars employed something similar to a
“most likely” criterion to choose particular cases to further explore key results from a statistical
model.[86] Thus, if high levels of executive constraints really encourage small or marginal
political groups to employ terrorism,[87] what is the case or set of cases in which we should
most likely see qualitative evidence of this? This is similar to the mixed-methods approach
advocated by Lieberman [88] in comparative politics research. In the field of terrorism studies, it
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also suggests a way for qualitative and quantitative scholars to exploit natural synergies and
connections in their research. Ideally, examination of a “most-likely” case (or set of cases) can be
done both qualitatively and relative to the predictions of researchers’ statistical models for the
case being examined.[89]
Conclusions
Much progress has been made in the literature studying terrorism and political violence over the
last decade or more. More specifically, the proliferation of cross-national quantitative empirical
work on terrorism has generated numerous insights. In particular, a large body of work has
improved our understanding of the relationship between regime type and terrorism. Much of this
work puts forth an argument for why democracies experience more terrorism than nondemocracies. The argument in this paper suggests that several of the key explanations for why
democracies experience more terrorism are linked.
Future research should work to develop better data and more theoretically appropriate empirical
models that can exploit these linkages. The volume of published work is impressive and the key
findings are helpful to both scholars and policy-makers. However, much remains to be done to
empirically explore how political institutions and other key regime attributes influence the
incentives of groups to use violent and peaceful tactics. Furthermore, our understanding of how
group decisions strategically anticipate government actions is underdeveloped. This
underdevelopment is largely a function of existing data sources, although the field is rapidly
advancing on this front.
Finally, cross-national empirical work should make more use of key cases to probe the
plausibility of key findings. Researchers’ suggestion that some set of variables has an effect on
patterns of terrorism almost always has bearing on relevant cases. Consider a claim such as
“higher levels of executive constraints increase incentives to resort to terrorism.” If this is a valid
claim, researchers should be able to examine cases in which executive constraints are high, and
perhaps other contextual variables are favorable (e.g., high electoral thresholds) and find some
evidence that these factors are associated with both group members’ decision to use terrorism
and governments’ inability to effectively respond to terrorist campaigns. This ‘mixed method
approach’ has the potential to complement further exploration of the interactions between
dissident groups and the governments they target.
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