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The Inadvertent Effects of Democracy on Terrorist Group Emergence1 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
 
Why are terrorist groups prevalent in democracies? I argue that the motivation for terrorist group 

proliferation in democracies can be explained by intergroup dynamics, with terrorist groups of 

various ideologies competing with one another for limited agenda space within the democracy. 

In order to test my hypotheses, I conduct a cross-national, longitudinal analysis of 119 countries 

for the period 1975�97, using participation competition and intergroup competition as the key 

independent variables and the number of emerging terrorist groups as the dependent variable. I 

find support for the hypothesis that intergroup competition, motivated by the competitiveness of 

the political regime, explains an increase in terrorist groups. I also find preliminary support for 

the notion that the relationship is curvilinear�that the most competitive and least competitive 

polities produce the largest number of new groups. In light of the current emphasis on terrorism 

and its impacts on global security, officials must take into account intergroup dynamics in order 

to derive effective counterterrorism policies. 

 
 
 

                                                 
1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, 
Chicago, Illinois, April 20�23, 2006. 
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Introduction 
 
 
Why are terrorist groups prevalent in democracies, and why do individuals and groups resort to 

terrorist violence rather than use legal channels to express their grievances? Two different 

theoretical arguments in the literature suggest different interactions between democracy and 

terrorism. One perspective argues that democracy will reduce terrorism as a phenomenon 

because democracies offer avenues for interest articulation among citizens and endorse 

nonviolent resolutions of conflicts. Because of the increased ability to express grievances, 

individuals and groups will pursue nonviolent alternatives to terrorism. The second argument, on 

the other hand, expects the opposite effect: that political and civil liberties are positively 

correlated with terrorism because of the increased opportunity and permissiveness of democratic 

systems. The freedoms of movement and association enjoyed within democracies provide 

opportunities for terrorist groups to take root in societies and act against either their own 

governments or foreign governments. Parceling out the effects of democratic participation and 

constraints on executive power, still others have argued that different elements of democracy 

have competing effects on terrorist incidents.    

This project contributes to this debate by exploring the causal processes linking 

democracies to terrorist group activity. I argue that terrorist activities proliferate in democratic 

countries for two related reasons. First, democracies provide the permissive environment, or 

opportunity structure, wherein terrorist groups flourish. Second, the motivation for terrorist 

groups to escalate in democracies can be explained by intergroup dynamics, with terrorist groups 

of various ideologies competing with one another for limited agenda space. To test my 

hypotheses, I conduct a cross-national, longitudinal analysis of 119 countries for the period 
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1975�97, using agenda competition as the key independent variable and the number of new 

terrorist groups as the dependent variable.   

 This research is significant for several reasons. First, it contributes to the debate 

concerning the relationship between democracies and terrorism. Few studies have investigated 

the dynamics existing between terrorist groups or the significance of such dynamics in 

explaining this relationship. Therefore, this research is critical in both developing testable 

hypotheses regarding terrorism and creating recommendations for potential policy responses. A 

further goal is to contribute to the growing policy literature endorsing democracy as a way to 

eradicate terrorism. This project is a critique of the latter perspective, offering some 

considerations for scholars and policymakers who advocate democratization without taking into 

account all of its potential ramifications. Improved knowledge about the origins and 

development of terrorist groups�and the conditions that enhance them�is necessary in order 

for policymakers to make informed choices in foreign policy, especially in light of the current 

emphasis on terrorism and its potential impacts on U.S. security.  

In the first section of this paper, I discuss the current literature on democracy and 

terrorism. I then present my argument as an alternative to existing theories, followed by a large-n 

statistical test of my claims. I conclude by identifying the empirical and policy implications of 

these findings. 

 

Political Opportunities for Terrorist Activity 
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There are two primary theoretical arguments concerning the relationship between democracy and 

terrorism.2 First, some have argued that the lack of opportunities for expression of political 

grievances motivates terrorism.3 In democratic societies, therefore, where freedom of expression 

is encouraged, dissenters are less likely to resort to terrorist violence.4 Members of any class are 

able to join political parties, affect public policy, cast votes, and protest through peaceful means. 

In essence, democracy lowers the opportunity cost of achieving one�s political goals through 

legal means, thereby making terrorism less attractive to would-be perpetrators.5  

 Those residing within democracies may be less likely to resort to terrorism, because 

democratic participation through elections improves the responsiveness of the government. The 

presence of civil liberties may also reduce terrorist violence due to a general sense of 

contentment among citizens.6 In general, then, opportunities for political expression diminish the 

root causes of terrorism because citizens in democratic countries are more likely to be satisfied in 

the first place. 

The second argument expects the opposite�that democracy will encourage terrorism. 

First, Ted Robert Gurr argues that terrorism in democracies occurs in the context of a wider 

                                                 
2. To be sure, there are many important questions to answer regarding the nature of democracy and terrorism, the 
internal features of democracy and how they give rise to groups, and the consequences of foreign and domestic 
policies on terrorist groups. Due to time and resource constraints, I will not be able to analyze each of these 
important issues in this particular project. However, future research will investigate the impacts of �social climates� 
within both democracies and autocracies on terrorism as data becomes more readily available. 
3. Martha Crenshaw, �The Causes of Terrorism,� Comparative Politics, Vol. 13, No. 4 (July 1981), pp. 379�399. 
4. Alex Schmid, �Terrorism and Democracy,� Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol. 4, No. 4 (Winter 1992), pp. 
14�25. 
5. Quan Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� Journal of Conflict 
Resolution, Vol. 49, No. 2 (April 2005), pp. 278�297; Jeffrey Ian Ross, �Structural Causes of Oppositional Political 
Terrorism: Towards a Causal Model,� Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 30, No. 3 (August 1993), pp. 317�329; and 
Joe Eyerman, �Terrorism and Democratic States: Soft Targets or Accessible Systems?� International Interactions, 
Vol. 24, No. 2 (1998), pp. 151�170. 
6. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� 
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violent conflict.7 Ostensibly democratic transitions are particularly vulnerable events, as the 

fragile country attempts to overcome the potential backlash of internal and external actors 

opposing the transition or its implications. Indeed, some scholars have found that new 

democracies are particularly prone to internal conflict.8  

Furthermore, most scholars in this camp have suggested that democracy provides a 

permissive environment for terrorist growth because of the necessity to adhere to certain civil 

liberties.9 This perspective is in line with the political opportunity literature prevalent in 

sociology.10 Democratic guarantees such as freedom of assembly reduce the costs of conducting 

terrorist activities. Moreover, legal systems are less able to quickly pursue and prosecute 

potential terrorists because of the constraints placed on them by civil rights. Political leaders in 

the United States, for instance, have expressed frustration about the constraining effects of civil 

liberties in conducting the war on terrorism: �[T]he spirited defense of civil liberties is a �tactic 

that aids terrorists�erodes our national unity�diminishes our resolve [and] gives ammunition 

to America�s enemies.��11  

                                                 
7. Ted Robert Gurr, �Terrorism in Democracies: Its Social and Political Bases,� in Walter Reich, ed., Origins of 
Terrorism: Psychologies, Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 
1990), pp. 86�102.  
8. Nils Petter Gleditsch, Peter Walkensteen, Mikael Eriksson, Margareta Sollenberg, and Håvard Strand, �Armed 
Conflict 1946�2001: A New Dataset,� Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 39, No. 5 (September 2002), pp. 615�637; 
and Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, Electing to Fight: Why Emerging Democracies Go to War (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2005). 
9. Schmid, �Terrorism and Democracy�; William Lee Eubank and Leonard Weinberg, �Does Democracy Encourage 
Terrorism?� Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol. 6, No. 4 (Winter 1994), pp. 417�463; William Lee Eubank and 
Leonard Weinberg, �Terrorism and Democracy: What Recent Events Disclose,� Terrorism and Political Violence, 
Vol. 10, No. 1 (Spring 1998), pp. 108�118; William Lee Eubank and Leonard Weinberg, �Terrorism and 
Democracy: Perpetrators and Victims,� Terrorism and Political Violence, Vol. 13, No. 1 (Spring 2001), pp. 155�
164; Ross, �Structural Causes of Oppositional Political Terrorism�; and Eyerman, �Terrorism and Democratic 
States.�  
10. See, for instance, Anthony Oberschall, Social Conflict and Social Movements (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1973). 
See also Douglas McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001). 
11. Attorney General John Ashcroft in John P. Crank and Patricia E. Gregor, Counterterrorism after 9/11: Justice, 
Security, and Ethics Reconsidered (Cincinnati, Ohio: LexisNexis, 2005), p. 158.  
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 Moreover, the specific civil liberty of press freedom may also increase terrorism through 

two distinct processes. First, and most bothersome to researchers, is the problem of reporting 

bias across different regime types. Autocracies have less incentive to report the existence of 

oppositional groups or oppositional violence, and therefore restrict the material printed by their 

media. In a democracy, however, the media has an incentive to report not only transparently, but 

also sensationally.12 Furthermore, the democratic government places fewer restrictions on media 

content.13 Therefore, terrorist incidents are less likely to be reported in autocratic countries than 

in democracies. Reporting bias, then, may lead researchers to the erroneous conclusion that civil 

liberties actually contribute to terrorist violence in the long run. 

Press freedom may have an additional positive causal effect on terrorism. Without media 

coverage, terrorist groups are essentially obsolete. Widespread fear and panic are fundamental 

elements of terrorist strategy. In fact, Margaret Thatcher called the press the �oxygen� for 

terrorists.14 Because free press exists in most democracies, terrorists have increased incentives to 

grow in, move to, and conduct their violence within such countries. Sensational media coverage 

also serves the terrorists in their recruiting, teaching, and training techniques. The press, 

therefore, is inadvertently complicit in fulfilling terrorists� objectives.  

Quan Li suggests, however, that the positive effect of civil liberties may be 

epiphenomenal of a crucial aspect of democratic governance: the degree of institutional 

constraints on the decisionmaking power of the government. Whereas freedom of action in a 

nondemocracy is contingent upon support from the elite, the democratic government is held 

accountable by other branches of government as well as by the domestic electorate. As Li argues, 

                                                 
12. Brigitte L. Nacos, Mass-Mediated Terrorism: The Central Role of the Media in Terrorism and Counterterrorism 
(Boulder, Colo.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002). 
13. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� 
14. British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in R.W. Apple Jr., �Meese Suggests Press Code on Terrorism,� New 
York Times, July 18, 1985. 
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�There are more veto players over government policy in democracy than in autocracy. Such 

political constraints prevent the democratic government from encroaching on civil liberties.�15 In 

other words, the extent of civil liberties is largely determined by the strength of these 

constraints.16 

Even more important, however, is that institutional constraints weaken the government�s 

ability to fight terrorism. Checks and balances force the democratic government to be more 

accountable to a broader range of domestic interests. The democratic government is unlikely to 

engage in counterterrorist activities that could be perceived as undermining core democratic 

values, due to electoral incentives as well as norms of fair play. Authoritarian regimes, on the 

other hand, are less constrained and more able to find and crush terrorist organizations.17 

Democratic countries, therefore, are less likely to adopt counterterrorist strategies that are as 

strict as those enacted by nondemocratic regimes.18 

Some scholars have also noted a relationship between the form of democracy and 

terrorism. John Huber and G. Bingham Powell found differing effects of majoritarian and 

proportional representation on the congruence between citizen preferences and public policies. 

On the whole, the proportional representation system generates closer alignment of citizen self-

placement and the estimated positions of governments on either majoritarian or mixed systems.19 

Unsurprisingly, then, Marta Reynal-Querol has found that proportional representation also 

reduces the probability that groups will rebel within a state, because the opportunity costs of 

                                                 
15. Ibid. 
16. Ibid. 
17. Crenshaw, �The Causes of Terrorism,� pp. 379�399. 
18. Paul Wilkinson, Terrorism versus Democracy: The Liberal State Response (London: Frank Cass, 2000). 
19. John D. Huber and G. Bingham Powell Jr., �Congruence between Citizens and Policymakers in Two Visions of 
Liberal Democracy,� World Politics, Vol. 46, No. 3 (April 1994), pp. 291�326; and Li, �Does Democracy Promote 
or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� p. 284. 
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engaging in conflict are higher in this type of system than any other.20 In a recent analysis, Li 

discovered a negative correlation between proportional representation and terrorist incidents, 

following Reynal-Querol�s findings.21  

To summarize, democracy has been found to both encourage and reduce terrorist 

incidents, albeit through different causal mechanisms. That is, democratic participation reduces 

transnational incidents in ways indicated by Martha Crenshaw and Alex Schmid. It �increases 

satisfaction and political efficacy of citizens, reduces their grievances, thwarts terrorist 

recruitment, and raises public tolerance of counterterrorist policies.�22 The institutional 

constraints, however, actually exacerbate terrorism by imposing upon the government the �tough 

task of protecting the general citizenry against terrorist attacks,� and by weakening the 

government�s strategic balance vis-à-vis the terrorists�essentially providing the opportunity 

structure in which terrorism can thrive.23 It seems, however, that restricting freedoms of 

movement, press, and association does not decrease the number of terrorist incidents. Instead, 

one observes a �substitution effect� in which terrorists merely replace their tactics with those that 

can continue in light of the government�s new restrictions.24  

Instead of focusing on purely linear correlations, Alberto Abadie suggests that perhaps 

political freedom, poverty, and terrorism have a curvilinear relationship: it is neither the freest 

nor the most repressive states, but rather the intermediate states that experience terrorism. Using 

data from the World Market Research Center�s �Global Terrorism Risk� database for 2003 and 

                                                 
20. Marta Reynal-Querol, �Political Systems, Stability, and Civil Wars,� Defence and Peace Economics, Vol. 13, 
No. 6 (2002), pp. 465�483. 
21. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� 
22. Ibid., p. 294. 
23. Ibid. 
24. Walter Enders and Todd Sandler, �Patterns of Transnational Terrorism, 1970�1999: Alternative Time-Series 
Estimates,� International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 46, No. 2 (June 2002), pp. 145�165. 
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2004, Abadie suggests that these nonmonotonic relationships show that terrorism is more likely 

to occur in countries undergoing a democratic transition.25 

Despite these important findings, the literature stops short of explaining terrorist groups� 

seeming preference for democracies. Why would they develop within and target open societies 

with existing avenues of interest articulation? In other words, are terrorist groups truly attracted 

to the nature of democracies, or to the opportunity structure alone? If it is only the latter, then 

terrorist groups would be similarly attracted to states that cannot control their own territories, 

conventionally referred to as �weak� states.  

Interestingly, a number of so-called weak states do not contain or endorse substate 

terrorist groups, whereas almost every democratic country in the world has confronted terrorism 

throughout its history. Moreover, despite Li�s argument that constraints on the executive prevent 

democracies from adopting strict counterterrorism policies, many cases exist in which 

democratic executives have circumvented these constraints to adopt such strategies. Therefore, it 

seems that the opportunity structure alone does not suffice to explain the proliferation of terrorist 

groups in democracies. There must be some other intervening factor(s) that affect the growth of 

terrorism as well.26   

                                                 
25. Alberto Abadie, �Poverty, Political Freedom, and the Roots of Terrorism,� National Bureau of Economic 
Research Working Paper, No. 10859 (Cambridge, Mass.: NBER, 2004). 
26. Some arguments are that most terrorist groups are inherently hostile toward Western democracy, because of its 
secularism, its hedonism, or its market strategies. Those who subscribe to the belief that terrorism is primarily an 
ideological phenomenon use suicide bombing as evidence to support their claims�that the �martyr culture� of 
Islam, for instance, endorses the use of suicide violence against Western enemies. This argument is further 
substantiated by examining texts of Islamic terrorist leaders, who denounce the West�particularly America�as 
�the Great Satan.� Osama bin Laden, �Declaration of War against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two 
Holy Places,� in Walter Laqueur, ed., Voices of Terror (New York: Reed, 2004), pp. 410�412. This evidence, 
unfortunately, does not explain suicide terrorism or the grievances that have arisen.; nor does it explain why some 
Islamic individuals become terrorists and some do not. It also forces researchers and policymakers to ignore the 
great abundance of non-Islamic terrorists (including, for instance, the Christian Patriots, ETA, and the IRA). Islamic 
terrorists are not the sole proprietors of suicide terrorism. Indeed, the Tamil Tigers, a secular group, began to use 
suicide terrorism as a successful tactic in the 1990s. Some Islamic groups have used the Tigers� success as a 
justification for using this tactic against perceived occupiers in the Middle East. Islamic terrorists have then 
scrambled for justification in the Koran, but many influential Islamic clerics have since denounced suicide terrorism 
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The Motivation for Terrorist Group Activity in Democracies 

 

I argue that the pivotal dimension of the relationship between democracy and terrorist group 

emergence is that intergroup dynamics differ in democracies and nondemocracies.27 The main 

difference is that in democracies, terrorist groups tend to compete against one another, whereas 

in nondemocracies, they are less susceptible to competitive dynamics.  

In democracies interest groups compete for space on the public agenda, which is 

comprised of �those political controversies the polity deems worthy of attention.�28 Importantly, 

however, the agenda is susceptible to crowding effects, forcing different interest groups to 

compete to maintain their positions on the agenda to the exclusion of other issues, especially 

those interest groups in ideological opposition to the given issue.29 Because the agenda-setting 

process is highly competitive, various political organizations or interest groups are pitted against 

one another, even if they have similar interests at stake. Often, these groups are in direct conflict 

with one another and may even be hostile at times.30   

                                                                                                                                                             
as violating religious laws within Islam. See CNN, �Bin Laden Fatwa as Spain Remembers,� March 11, 2005, 
http://www.cnn.com/2005/WORLD/europe/03/11/madrid.anniversary/index.html. 
27. Most terrorist groups�regardless of the plausibility of their claims or the regime type in their place of origin�
claim that they suffer oppression from the government. While the purpose of this study is not to examine the validity 
of their claims, I argue that there are nevertheless certain distinct characteristics of democracies that inadvertently 
encourage groups to form, regardless of the factual or realistic bases of the groups� grievances and perceptions.  
28. Roy B. Flemming, B. Dan Wood, and John Bohte, �Attention to Issues in a System of Separated Powers: The 
Macrodynamics of American Policy Agendas,� Journal of Politics, Vol. 61, No. 1 (February 1999), p. 77. Whereas 
the institutional agenda includes, �The specific, concrete issues being attended to by the government,� the systemic 
agenda refers more broadly to the general concerns of the public. Ibid., p. 77.  
29. David C. Lowery and Virginia Gray, �The Population Ecology of Gucci Gulch, or the Natural Regulation of 
Interest Group Numbers in the American States,� American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No. 1 (February 
1995), pp. 1�29.  
30. Mia Bloom has argued that the competition between terrorist groups for recruits and resources has caused them 
to escalate their tactics to suicide bombing. However, no one has yet examined the competitive pressures that 
persuade groups to choose terrorism over peaceful forms of political discourse. Mia Bloom, Dying to Kill: The 
Allure of Suicide Terror (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005). 

http://www.cnn.com/2005/WORLD/europe/03/11/madrid.anniversary/index.html.
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Like more conventional conceptions of interest groups, the main objective of a terrorist 

group is either to preserve the status quo, or to bring about political change. According to the 

logic of terrorists, adroit articulations of violence may make the public aware of their grievances 

and succeed in putting issues of political salience on the agenda. Roger Congleton writes: 

Both terrorist networks and ordinary political interest groups attempt to influence 
controversial public policies in a manner disproportionate to their votes. The 
probability and extent of the success of their efforts increase as the resources 
devoted to exerting �influence� expand, and decline with opponent efforts to resist 
their aims, other things begin equal. To the extent that participants are rational, 
institutional arrangements that change the probability of success among 
alternative methods of influence affect the level and allocation of group efforts 
across these methods. Terror is, analytically, simply another method that groups 
may use to influence decisions reached by government. In all these respects, 
terrorism is simply another form of interest-group politics.31 
 

Terrorist groups are distinct from normal interest groups in several ways. First, whereas 

conventional interest groups use inducements through positive sanctions (such as financial 

rewards and campaign support, among others) to influence legislative voting on the agenda, 

terrorist groups use negative sanctions (e.g., violence) to influence policy. Second, whereas 

conventional interest groups participate in the political process through generally accepted means 

of public discourse, terrorist violence is always perceived as illegitimate and unacceptable by 

democratic societies. Thus, while normal interest groups may eventually gain access to the 

political process, terrorist groups are perceived as perpetual outsiders unless they denounce 

violence and become legally recognized political parties (as Sinn Fein did).   

 To illustrate, let us consider a hypothetical situation between two potential terrorist 

groups�Group A and Group B. Group A may form as a result from a social interaction between 

aggrieved individuals within a democratic society. In its view, Group A has exhausted 

conventional means of expressing its political preferences. Perhaps Group A�s members 
                                                 
31. Roger D. Congelton, �Terrorism, Interest-Group Politics, and Public Policy: Curtailing Criminal Modes of 
Political Speech,� Independent Review, Vol. 7, No. 1 (Summer 2002). 
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subscribe to an extreme ideology, but perceive themselves to be isolated from mainstream 

political discourse. Ultimately, given a crisis of legitimacy and confidence in their government, 

these individuals may resort to using violence to express their grievances.32 The new group may 

be able to achieve through collective action what its members had difficulty achieving separately 

due to limited resources. This particular process does not differ across democracies and 

nondemocracies.   

Other potential groups (such as Group B) may react in several ways to Group A�s initial 

violence. First, because of the competitive nature of the agenda-setting process in democracies, 

Group B may find that Group A�s violent expression threatens Group B�s ability to add its own 

interests to the agenda. Second, if Group A is a right-wing terrorist group, a left-wing group has 

an even greater incentive to adopt violent strategies. Ideological opposition becomes especially 

salient in this dynamic, because the interests of the respective groups may be so incompatible 

that there is no possibility of satisfying one group if its opponent successfully gains space on the 

public agenda. In other words, paying attention to Group A necessarily diverts the audience�s 

attention away from Group B. Beginning in 1969, for example, right-wing terrorist groups in 

Italy promoted the so-called strategy of tension to prevent the Italian public and government 

from succumbing to the Red Brigades� left-wing terrorist influences. Moreover, in the conflict in 

Northern Ireland, reactionary groups such as the Ulster Defense Force have arisen in response to 

the Irish Republican Army (IRA) as a way to abet the possible effects of Northern Irish violence 

on British policies in the region. 

Democracies also permit terrorist groups to pay attention to both the effectiveness of 

certain tactics and the futility of others. Manus Midlarsky, Martha Crenshaw, and Fumihiko 

                                                 
32. Ehud Sprinzak, �The Pscyhopolitical Formation of Extreme Left Terrorism in a Democracy: The Case of the 
Weathermen,� in Reich, The Origins of Terrorism, pp. 65�85. 
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Yoshida have referred to the �contagion effect� of terrorist tactics in which groups emulate each 

other�s effective organizational and attack strategies primarily by monitoring the media.33 

Because of the existence of widespread publicity on terrorist activities in democracies, groups 

within democracies are aware of one another�s actions, therefore motivating themselves to act. 

Again, this may be especially true when terrorist groups that have directly opposing 

viewpoints�such as radical, left-wing terrorists and neo-Nazi skinhead terrorists�coexist 

within the same democracy. In fact, we see this �action-reaction� relationship in many 

democracies. Throughout the West, the left-wing terrorists of the 1960s and 1970s had their 

counterparts in neofascist terrorist groups�in Italy, the Red Brigades rivaled Ordine Nero, for 

instance. As a further example, the IRA has its counterparts in the Ulster Freedom Fighters and 

Ulster Voluntary Force. Indeed, these groups have experienced such a high intensity of issue 

incompatibility and competition that they have frequently attacked one another.  

Most research on terrorism acknowledges that through their actions, terrorists speak to 

media, governments, and civilians as primary audiences. I argue, however, that in addition to 

these conventionally explored audiences, terrorist groups are talking to each other, a claim 

seldom made in the existing literature. In democracies, which I have already shown to permit 

ideological pluralism and the freedoms of assembly and press, terrorist groups are able to 

monitor the existence and actions of rival groups who are competing for issue recognition.  

Although I expect agenda competition to have a positive effect on terrorist group 

emergence, an alternative expectation may be that agenda competition actually diminishes the 

motivation for terrorism for two reasons. First, because the legislature represents a plurality of 

ideas, potential terrorist groups may actually find violence unnecessary because the likelihood of 

                                                 
33. Manus I. Midlarsky, Martha Crenshaw, and Fumihiko Yoshida, �Why Violence Spreads: The Contagion of 
International Terrorism,� International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 24, No. 2 (June 1980), pp. 262�298. 
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their viewpoint being represented will increase. Second, citizens may be more satisfied due to the 

openness of the agenda, therefore diminishing the underlying causes of terrorism in general.34   

To summarize, the cherished elements of democracy�competition, freedom of 

association, freedom of press, freedom of speech, responsive government, and a plurality of 

ideas�may also have dark sides. These features of governance, while desirable, inadvertently 

lead to contagion effects among terrorist groups, which perceive the effectiveness of terrorist 

tactics in influencing the population, monitor other groups� efforts at recognition, and struggle to 

organize themselves to compete for agenda space.  

 

Empirical Analysis 

 

To test my argument, I conduct a cross-national, longitudinal study of the emergence of terrorist 

groups in 119 countries (both democracies and nondemocracies) for the period 1975�97. The 

unit of analysis is the country year, and the dependent variable is the number of new terrorist 

groups that emerged in that country that year. Because terrorist attacks may affect some of the 

independent variables (such as GDP), all independent variables are lagged one year behind the 

dependent variable. The data for the dependent variable is taken from the RAND-MIPT database 

and the Encyclopedia of World Terrorism, each of which includes country and group profiles 

that indicate the date of group formation.35 Because the dependent variable is an event count, I 

use negative binomial regression analysis.  

                                                 
34. Crenshaw, �The Causes of Terrorism.� 
35. Frank Shanty, Raymond Picquet, and John Lalla, eds., Encyclopedia of World Terrorism (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. 
Sharpe, 2004). Also see RAND-MIPT Terrorism Knowledge Base, http://www.tkb.org. �International Terrorism: 
Attributes of Terrorist Events� (ITERATE) is the most commonly used events dataset, but it records only 
transnational terrorist incidents and is therefore inappropriate for this study. ITERATE is based upon international 
newspaper headlines describing terrorist attacks. 

http://www.tkb.org.
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Both RAND-MIPT and the Encyclopedia of World Terrorism include profiles that 

designate the date of group formation and, where applicable, group demise. This method 

includes obvious reliability concerns on several counts. First, it runs the risk of omitting terrorist 

groups that were in existence and active but unknown to the country and therefore unreported. 

This is a difficult and obvious problem that all terrorism researchers face, and I do not claim to 

solve it here. I am aware that this reporting bias exists, however, and try to account for it by 

determining whether press freedom has a positive and significant effect on terrorist group 

emergence independent of the other regressors.  

The second caveat is that not all formation and ending dates were available or known. 

When these dates were unclear, I used the dates of the first attack and last attack as claimed by 

that group as the respective formation and ending dates. The profiles included in RAND-MIPT 

and the Encyclopedia of World Terrorism are explicit about presumptions of inactivity. That is, if 

a group is listed as �inactive,� I simply use the date of its last attack as the ending point of its 

existence. This eliminates the mistake of including the group in the total number of groups active 

in the country during a given year when it was actually out of operation. For the purposes of this 

study, however, I am limiting these claims to the number of new groups.     

My independent variables are �compindx� and participation competition. First, I have 

generated a novel index measure, compindx, which identifies the degree of ideological 

heterogeneity among terrorist groups within a given country during that year. For instance, many 

groups are described as �leftist,� �communist/socialist,� �nationalist/separatist,� �religious,� 

�right-wing reactionary,� or �racist.� Because such categories are simplistic, however, I was able 

to discriminate between the ideologies of these groups when they were distinct from one another. 

For example, the category �religious� is used to describe groups such as Japan�s Aum Shinrikyo, 
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Christian groups such as the Covenant, Sword, and Arm of the Lord, and Islamic groups such as 

al-Qaida. In such cases, these groups were coded as having separate ideologies, as their 

ideologies are obviously distinct from one another. 

Moreover, some groups possess more than one of these ideological descriptions, such as 

the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), which contains both a 

communist/socialist and a nationalist/separatist ideology. Similarly, Hamas possesses a 

nationalist/separatist and a religious (Islamic) ideology. In such cases, though their strategic 

objectives may occasionally coincide, these groups are coded as ideologically distinct. 

To create the measure, I first counted the number of distinct ideologies operating among 

terrorist groups within the country in the year under inquiry. Therefore, the diversity within the 

United States yields a large number of ideologies with a broad range of interests represented: 

black separatist groups, right-wing militia groups, neo-Nazi groups, Islamic groups, leftist 

groups, environmental groups, and so on. In recent years, however, Greece has had an ostensibly 

large number of terrorist groups, although most of them are anarchist groups. Therefore, despite 

its high number of groups, Greece contains a relatively low number of competing ideologies due 

to the homogeneity of the groups� ideologies.  

I then created the ideological heterogeneity/homogeneity index measure (compindx) by 

dividing the number of ideologies by the number of the groups. The result is a continuous 

measure on a scale of 0�1, with 0 indicating total homogeneity among groups, and 1 indicating 

complete heterogeneity. For instance, if there are two groups with two different or competing 

ideologies, then the resulting proportion is 2 ideologies / 2 groups = 1 (absolute heterogeneity). 

This indicates a situation in which groups should compete (or escalate); whereas a proportion of 
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0 would indicate that the groups are more likely to cooperate. In the latter situation, we should 

see fewer attacks and fewer new groups emerging.36  

Because a score of 1 indicates total heterogeneity, I coded cases in which only one group 

is present (1 ideology / 1 group) with a 0 since they are actually homogenous cases. Similarly, if 

there are multiple groups with the same ideology (such as revisionist Islam), the value of the 

index likewise equals 0 (meaning that no matter how many groups exist, they all possess the 

same ideology).  

The second independent variable is participation competition, which measures the 

relative degree of agenda openness to influence in each country. Taken from the Polity IV 

dataset, participation competition is measured on a 6-point scale, with 0 meaning nonexistent 

agenda openness, and 6 meaning a high degree of agenda openness.37 This index measure 

demonstrates the number of avenues by which citizens can influence the government, thereby 

adequately capturing the sense of agenda openness for my purposes. Li suggests that this 

variable be centered to avoid collinearity.38 According to the argument hypothesized above, the 

more competitive a polity, the more terrorist activity will take place. Thus participation 

competition should have a positive effect on terrorist group emergence.   

Hence, the model I describe results in the following estimate: 

Yi (number of new groups) = ai + ß1X1(compindx) + ß2X2(parcomp) + çi + ti + ei, 

where ai = the intercept, çi = control variables, ti = country fixed effects and panel corrected 

standard errors, and ei = the residual error. 

                                                 
36. One important exception to this expectation is when terrorist attacks escalate as a result of protest against a 
nondemocratic domestic government that all of the groups oppose. This may indicate that the terrorists are pooling 
their resources toward one goal. In this case, however, we should see less intergroup rivalry. 
37. Missing values (coded in Polity IV as -44, -88, and so on) were dropped from the analysis. 
38. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?�; see also Leona Aiken and S.G. 
West, Multiple Regression: Testing and Interpreting Interactions (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1991). 
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I also introduce several control variables. First, as I have mentioned, press freedom is 

based upon Douglas Van Belle�s measure of descriptive summaries of the International Press 

Institute�s annual reports, country reports by experts, and country-specific historical 

documents.39 Van Belle codes levels of press freedom into five classifications: nonexistent press, 

free press, imperfectly free press (due to corruption or unofficial influence), restricted press, and 

government-controlled press. Press freedom is coded 1 if a country�s press is clearly free and 0 if 

otherwise. Li finds that without confounding variables such as democratic participation and 

institutional constraints, press freedom has a positive, statistically significant relationship to 

terrorist incidents. Therefore, I expect the relationship between press freedom and terrorist group 

emergence to be positive as well.    

I control for GDP through a measure of real GDP per capita adjusted for purchasing 

power parity and logged.40 GDP per capita is expected to have a negative effect because the 

higher the economic development, the less likely the country is to have terrorism.41 I also control 

for income inequality, which includes a Gini measure ranging from 0�100, where 0 indicates less 

inequality, and 100 indicates the highest level of inequality.42 Income inequality is expected to 

have a positive effect on terrorist group emergence, following the relative deprivation 

hypothesis.  

                                                 
39. Douglas A. Van Belle, �Press Freedom and the Democratic Peace,� Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 34, No. 4 
(November 1997), pp. 405�414, compiled by Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist 
Incidents?� 
40. Alan Heston, Robert Summers, and Bettina Aten, Penn World Table, Version 6.1 (Philadelphia: Center for 
International Comparisons at the University of Pennsylvania, 2002); Li �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce 
Transnational Terrorist Incidents.� 
41. Quan Li and Drew Schaub, �Economic Globalization and Transnational Terrorist Incidents: A Pooled Time 
Series Analysis,� Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 48, No. 2 (April 2004), pp. 230�258. 
42. Missing values were filled in by Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?�; 
see also Yi Feng and Paul J. Zak, �The Determinants of Democratic Transitions,� Journal of Conflict Resolution, 
Vol. 43, No. 2 (April 1999), pp. 162�177; Quan Li and Rafael Reuveny, �Economic Globalization and Democracy: 
An Empirical Analysis,� British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 33, No. 1 (January 2003), pp. 29�54; and Klaus 
Deininger and Lyn Squire, �A New Dataset Measuring Income Inequality,� World Bank Economic Review, Vol. 10, 
No. 3 (September 1996), pp. 565�591.  
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Next, regime durability measures the number of years since the most recent regime 

change.43 Regime durability is expected to have a negative effect. I also control for size, which 

will measure the total population, logged, from World Bank data (poplog).44 Size should have a 

positive effect on terrorist group emergence, because more populous nations have a higher 

probability of producing terrorist groups. Government capability is also expected to have a 

negative effect on terrorist group emergence, since less-able governments are more likely to 

experience widespread internal turmoil.45 This measure is the logged annual composite 

percentage index of a state�s share of the world�s total population, GDP per capita, GDP per unit 

of energy, military manpower, and military expenditures.46 I also include dummies for type of 

democracy�specifically, proportional, majority, and mixed�all of which are coded 1 if they 

embody that type of democratic system, and 0 if otherwise.47 

History of attacks is the average annual number of transnational terrorist incidents that 

have occurred in a country since 1968. This variable was computed by Li using the ITERATE 

data, and it is expected to have a positive effect due to the contagion effects of terrorism.48 I also 

control for conflict, which is coded 1 if a state is engaged in interstate military conflict or war, 

and 0 if otherwise. I expect this measure to have a positive effect.49 

Finally, there are several additional dummy variables worth mentioning. The region 

dummies are Africa, Americas, Asia, and Europe, relative to the Middle East, which has the 
                                                 
43. Monty G. Marshall and Keith Jaggers, �Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 
1800�2000,� at http://www.bsos.umd.edu/cidcm/inscr/polity/index.htm#data/; this variable is logged; see Li, �Does 
Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?�  
44. The 2002 World Development Indicators CD-Rom (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2002). 
45. Gleditsch, Walkensteen, Eriksson, Sollenberg, and Strand, �Armed Conflict 1946�2001.� 
46. Li and Schaub, �Economic Globalization and Transnational Terrorist Incidents�; Li, �Does Democracy Promote 
or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� 
47. This data come from Matt Golder, �Democratic Electoral Systems Around the World, 1946�2000,� Electoral 
Studies (forthcoming); Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?�  
48. Edward Mickolus, Todd Sandler, Jean Murdock, and Peter Flemming, International Terrorism: Attributes of 
Terrorist Events, 1968�2001 (Dunn Loring, Va.: Vinyard Software, 2003); Li, �Does Democracy Promote or 
Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?�; and Crenshaw, �The Causes of Terrorism.� 
49. Gleditsch, Walkensteen, Eriksson, Sollenberg, and Strand, �Armed Conflict 1946�2001.� 

http://www.bsos.umd.edu/cidcm/inscr/polity/index.htm#data/;
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highest number of terrorist incidents. I also include a post�Cold War dummy�coded 1 since 

1991 and 0 if otherwise�because terrorist attacks have decreased dramatically since the end of 

the Cold War because of the end of Soviet funding of left-wing groups.50 This dummy is 

expected to have a negative effect on terrorist attacks. Together with the history of attacks 

variable, I thus control for intertemporal effects.  

In separate models, I evaluate the utility of Li�s claims about the opposing effects of 

democratic participation and institutional constraints for explaining new group formation (see 

Table 2).51 Democratic participation combines the electoral participation variable in Tatu 

Vanhanen�s Polyarchy dataset with a dichotomous indicator of democracy from Polity IV.52 

Vanhanen�s democratic participation index measures the percentage of the population that voted 

in general elections. Democratic participation is either coded as equal to Vanhanen�s index if the 

country is a democracy (a polity score of 6 or higher), or 0 if the country is not a democracy 

(lower than a 6). This removes the threat of including high voter turnout that may result from 

forced voting in autocracies. On the other hand, to mitigate the possible confounding effects of 

low voter turnout due to overall satisfaction with the government, real GDP is also included in 

the model as previously mentioned. According to Li�s argument, democratic participation should 

have a negative effect on terrorist incidents.53 

 The final indicator of democracy is institutional constraints, which is based on the 

executive constraints variable in the Polity IV dataset. This variable features a scale of 1 to 7, 

with 1 indicating that the executive has unlimited authority, and 7 indicating executive parity or 

                                                 
50. Walter Enders and Todd Sandler, �Transnational Terrorism in the Post�Cold War Era,� International Studies 
Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 1 (March 1999), pp. 145�167. 
51. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?�  
52. Tatu Vanhanen, �The Polyarchy Dataset: Vanhanen�s Index of Democracy,� at 
http://www.prio.no/page/Project_detail//9244/42472.html; and Marshall and Jaggers, �Polity IV Project.� 
53. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� 

http://www.prio.no/page/Project_detail//9244/42472.html;
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subordination. One can expect institutional constraints to have a positive effect on terrorist 

incidents, as an executive with a higher number of checks and balances is less likely to enforce 

stiff counterterrorist policies. 

 Following Abadie, in a separate model I use two measures called participation 

competition squared and compindx squared (see Table 3).54 These independent variables follow 

from the hypothesis that it is neither the freest nor the most repressive regimes that contain the 

highest number of terrorist groups, but rather the intermediate cases. I generate these variables by 

simply squaring participation competition and compindx, with the anticipation that these 

variables will be positively correlated with the dependent variable. 

Because the hypotheses are directional, one-tailed tests are applied. I also include 

standards errors clustered by country to produce standard errors that are robust to both 

heteroskedasticity and serial correlation within the cross-sectional unit.55 The results appear in 

Table 1 below. 

In Model 1, I conduct a negative binomial regression with robust standard errors, 

dispersed around the constant and clustered around country. This model tests the hypothesis that 

participation competition (i.e. competition for influence on the public agenda) and the intergroup 

competition index will have positive effects on terrorist group emergence. As anticipated, both 

variables have positive and significant effects on the emergence of new terrorist groups.  

 

                                                 
54. Abadie, �Poverty, Political Freedom, and the Roots of Terrorism.� 
55. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� p. 286.  
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Table 1. The Relationship between Competition and Terrorist Group Emergence 

Note: *** p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.1 

 Model  

Independent 
Variables 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Participation 
competition 

.343*** 
(.081) 

   
.280** 
(.117) 

.368** 
(.154) 

.317*** 
(.084) 

.310** 
(.123) 

Compindx .652*** 
(.239) 

 
 

.689*** 
(.222) 

 
 

.683*** 
(.231) 

.490* 
(.299) 

.606*** 
(.225) 

.335 
(.263) 

Proportional 
representation    

.223 
(.26) 

.020 
(.37) 

   

Majoritarian 
   

.717** 
(.306) 

.306* 
(.344) 

   

Mixed 
   

.246 
(.276) 

.125 
(.354) 

   

Press freedom  
 

.139 
(.227) 

 
 

     

Government 
capability 

-.086 
(.239) 

.063 
(.295) 

-.071 
(.240) 

.079 
(.232) 

-.049 
(.221) 

-.372 
(.405) 

.078 
(.227) 

-.237 
(.261) 

Conflict .608** 
(.157) 

.557*** 
(.204) 

.600*** 
(.168) 

.601*** 
(.157) 

.591*** 
(.147) 

.475** 
(.216) 

.503*** 
(.148) 

.786*** 
(.279) 

Gini .0002 
(.025) 

.002 
(.024) 

-.005 
(.025) 

.008 
(.025) 

.017 
(.027) 

.019 
(.026) 

.005 
(.023) 

-.034 
(.031) 

Population 
(log) 

.173** 
(.078) 

.210** 
(.083) 

.169** 
(.078) 

.195** 
(.079) 

.111 
(.077) 

2.26*** 
(.748) 

.193*** 
(.074) 

.188** 
(.088) 

Post-Cold War -.203 
(.164) 

-.317 
(.193) 

-.127 
(.158) 

.008 
(.158) 

-.162 
(.161) 

-.672*** 
(.204) 

-.824* 
(.453) 

-.408** 
(.199) 

Africa -.107 
(.441) 

-.478 
(.515) 

-.071 
(.450) 

-.407 
(.483) 

-.210 
(.417) 

8.92 
(541.88) 

.024 
(405) 

-.633* 
(.523) 

Americas -.305 
(.240) 

-.521** 
(.261) 

-.082 
(.254) 

-.643** 
(.292) 

-.339 
(.239) 

8.62 
(277.95) 

-.275 
(.243) 

-.555* 
(.293) 

Asia -.709** 
(.333) 

-.554* 
(.308) 

-.463 
(.320) 

-.798** 
(.317) 

-.787** 
(.336) 

5.15 
(161.22) 

-.625 
(.318)** 

-1.18*** 
(.450) 

Europe -.350 
(.337) 

-.424 
(.328) 

.018 
(.358) 

-.315 
(.339) 

-.200 
(.333) 

-5.37 
(7.97) 

-.250 
(.319) 

-.739* 
(.380) 

Real GDP (log) -.238 
(.176) 

-.128 
(.176) 

-.013 
(.175) 

-.133 
(.173) 

-.203 
(.178) 

-.193 
(.572) 

-.266 
(.171) 

-.280 
(.226) 

History of 
attacks (lagged) .211** 

(.088) 
.646*** 
(.100) 

.255*** 
(.086) 

.564*** 
(.100) 

.191** 
(.097) 

-.536** 
(.253) 

.248*** 
(.086) 

.210** 
(.105) 

Regime 
durability 

.009 
(.086) 

.025 
(.117) 

.028 
(.089) 

-.033 
(.070) 

-.009 
(.078) 

.107 
(.133) 

-.0001 
(.084) 

-.038 
(.089) 

Constant -2.41 
(2.47) 

-5.05* 
(3.01) 

-4.19 
(2.53) 

-2.65 
(3.03) 

-3.53 
(2.40) 

-29.36 
(12.73) 

-3.09 
(2.38) 

.529 
(3.38) 

N 1016 1897 1016 2148 1016 918 1016 771 

Wald chi2 244.11 297.38 128.67 348.13 274.50 38.07 631.74 84.08 

Prob > chi2 .0000 .0000 .0000 .0000 .0000 .0005 .0000 .0000 



 23 

Government capability has a negative and insignificant relationship with terrorist group 

emergence, meaning that governments with a declining resource base will have a more difficult 

time preventing terrorist groups from arising within their borders. The population log variable is 

positive and significant, indicating that the higher a population, the more likely terrorist groups 

are to emerge.    

The Gini index measure of inequality has a positive but insignificant effect. This means 

that higher degrees of inequality within a country are associated with more terrorist events. 

Societies that experience more social and economic cleavages are therefore more likely to 

experience terrorist attacks. Real GDP per capita also has a negative but insignificant effect, 

suggesting that the more economically deprived nations are more likely to produce terrorist 

groups. Both relationships, however, are weak and require further investigation. The conflict 

dummy has a positive and significant effect on terrorist group emergence, meaning that states 

involved in international conflicts are generally more likely to experience a proliferation of 

terrorist groups. This may be true because international conflicts require a large degree of agenda 

space and create the crowding effects to which terrorists react. Finally, durability has a positive 

but insignificant effect, indicating that regimes that maintain power longer are more likely to 

inadvertently produce new terrorist groups.   

As expected, some temporal effects do exist as evidenced by the negative yet 

insignificant effects of the Cold War dummy variable and the positive and significant effects of 

the history of attacks. During the Cold War fewer terrorist groups emerged; however, states with 

a history of terrorist attacks are more likely to see new groups develop. This finding is consistent 

with the explanation that terrorist violence is competitive: the more attacks perpetrated by Group 

A, the higher Group B�s incentive to escalate its own activities. This competition results in more 
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new groups. Africa, the Americas, Asia, and Europe experience fewer new terrorist groups than 

the Middle East.     

Next, I ran a series of diagnostics to test the robustness of my findings over several 

alternative specifications. Model 2 estimates a negative binomial regression that tests the effects 

of press freedom on terrorist group emergence to account for any potential reporting bias. The 

effect of press freedom is positive, but insignificant. I therefore proceeded without including 

press freedom in my analysis, as press freedom does not affect the results recorded in Model 1.  

Model 3 estimates a negative binomial time-series regression assessing the independent 

effect of terrorist group competitiveness on the number of new groups emerging within a 

country. As expected, the effect is positive and significant. The more ideologies that exist in 

conflict with one another, the more groups will develop in that country. 

In Model 4, I investigate the effects of the type of democracy on terrorist group 

emergence. As expected, majoritarian systems are more conducive to group emergence than 

either proportional representation or mixed systems. This finding is consistent with Li�s and 

Reynal-Querol�s earlier findings.56 Model 5 estimates the effects that type of democracy will 

have when combined with the main regressors of participation competition and terrorist group 

competition. All of the variables maintain their direction and significance.   

Model 6 estimates the original model with fixed effects diagnostics clustered around 

country code. This regression tests whether the relationship between events and participation 

competition holds up when I account for country dummies. As evidenced in Table 1, only the 

change in direction of the region dummies is significant, which likely occurred due to 

multicollinearity. Model 7 tests a negative binomial time-series regression accounting for time 

effects and displays no major changes to Model 1. Finally, Model 8 tests for auto-correlation by 

                                                 
56. Ibid.; and Reynal-Querol, �Political Systems, Stability, and Civil Wars,� pp. 465�483. 



 25 

applying panel corrected standard errors to the model. The index for terrorist group competition 

drops out in terms of significance, but the participation competition variable retains its 

significance; thus the results do not change significantly. 

I also ran several zero-inflated negative binomial models to account for the presence of 

excessive zeros in the dependent variable. For the sake of brevity, I do not include these results 

here, but they are available upon request. 

Table 2 provides a test of the relative explanatory power of my model vis-à-vis Quan Li�s 

explanation. I use three models that assess the likelihood of an alternative explanation to 

determine whether constraints on the executive allow for terrorist groups to emerge. Model 9 

uses a negative binomial regression to test whether the relationship between group emergence 

and democracy is better explained by the institutional constraints and degree of democratic 

participation, as suggested by Li.57 While executive constraints do have a positive and significant 

statistical effect on terrorist group emergence, the coefficient value shows that there is little 

substantive effect when compared to participation competition. There is little change in the 

remaining control variables. Model 10 estimates the original model, accounting for the possible 

effects of executive constraints and democratic participation. Whereas participation competition 

and group competition maintain their positive and significant effects, both executive constraints 

and democratic participation drop out. This is most likely due to high correlation (approximately 

.75) between the two Polity IV variables. Model 11 tests the relationship omitting democratic 

participation, and the findings are similar to those in Model 10.

                                                 
57. Li, �Does Democracy Promote or Reduce Transnational Terrorist Incidents?� 
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Table 2. Effects of Institutional Constraints on Terrorist Group Emergence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Model  

Independent 
Variables 

9 10 11 

Participation 
competition 

 .385** 
(.166) 

.362** 
(.166) 

Compindx  .634*** 
(241) 

.645*** 
(.240) 

Institutional 
constraints 

.086* 
(.051) 

-.004 
(.087) 

-.012 
(.094) 

Democratic 
participation 

-.009 
(.006) 

-.012 
(.008) 

 

Government capability .030 
(.241) 

-.113 
(.236) 

-.085 
(.240) 

Conflict .616*** 
(.161) 

-.604*** 
(.152) 

.609*** 
(.156) 

Gini -.003 
(.022) 

.002 
(.025) 

.0006 
(.026) 

Population (log) .223*** 
(.076) 

.155** 
(.079) 

.174** 
(.080) 

Post�Cold War -.058 
(.158) 

-.245 
(.175) 

-.202 
(.164) 

Africa -.287 
(.466) 

-.073 
(.445) 

-.097 
(.461) 

Americas -.612** 
(.279) 

-.391 
(.257) 

-.310 
(.238) 

Asia -.688** 
(.315) 

-.677** 
(.340) 

-.701** 
(.346) 

Europe -.286 
(.371) 

-.247 
(.331) 

-.358 
(.313) 

Real GDP (log) -.102 
(.178) 

-.179 
(.171) 

-.242 
(.175) 

History of attacks 
(lagged) 

.603*** 
(.096) 

.222*** 
(.095) 

.214** 
(.096) 

Regime durability -.010 
(.072) 

.021 
(.079) 

.012 
(.083) 

Constant -4.93* 
(2.99) 

-2.51 
(2.43) 

-2.42 
(2.48) 

N 2147 1016 1016 
Wald chi2 372.21 265.82 249.58 

Prob > chi2 .0000 .0000 .0000 

Note: *** p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.1  
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Finally, Table 3 identifies the possibility of a nonlinear relationship between participation 

competition, group competition, and the number of terrorist groups that emerge within a polity.  

Model 12 estimates a negative binomial regression that tests for curvilinear effects of 

participation competition on group emergence, with group competition having a linear effect. 

Whereas the participation competition value is positive and significant, the interaction variable is 

negative and insignificant. Next, Model 13 tests whether group competition has a curvilinear 

effect, while participation competition maintains its linearity. In this model, group competition is 

positive, and its interaction term is negative. This suggests that the situations with no competition 

and extremely high competition allow terrorist groups to emerge. Intermediate levels of 

competition are more �stable� in terms of the number of terrorist groups. This may be due to the 

�balancing effect� of two different terrorist groups who oppose one another�such as the Red 

Brigades versus Ordine Nero in Italy in the 1970s and early 1980s.  

Finally, Model 14 tests whether there are joint curvilinear effects of participation 

competition and group competition. The results suggest that the curvilinear effects of group 

competition are robust to two alternative specifications, whereas the curvilinear effects of 

participation competition are positive but less explicit. However, the lack of statistical evidence 

indicating a curvilinear relationship between participation competition and terrorist group 

emergence may exist due to the collinearity of the interaction variable and the original regressor. 

Therefore, preliminary evidence suggests that it is neither the most restrictive nor the most 

competitive regimes that experience the largest number of terrorist incidents, but rather the 

intermediate cases.   
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Table 3. Nonlinear Effect of Competition on Terrorist Group Emergence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Model  

Independent 
Variables 

12 13 14 

Participation 
competition 

.350*** 
(.084) 

.327*** 
(.076) 

.318*** 
(.076) 

Parcomp^2 -.019 
(.075) 

 
 

.027 
(.072) 

Compindx .662*** 
(.242) 

4.17*** 
(.817) 

4.21*** 
(.827) 

Compindx^2  
 

-3.35*** 
(.798) 

-3.40*** 
(.823) 

Government 
capability 

-.092 
(.247) 

-.175 
(.246) 

-.165 
(.254) 

Conflict .606*** 
(.157) 

.643*** 
(.144) 

.646*** 
(.143) 

Gini -.002 
(.027) 

.002 
(.023) 

.005 
(.024) 

Population (log) .171** 
(.081) 

.175** 
(.080) 

.178** 
(.084) 

Post�Cold War -.215 
(.168) 

-.305* 
(.169) 

-.289* 
(.169) 

Africa -.070 
(.425) 

.101 
(.386) 

.058 
(.377) 

Americas -.300 
(.240) 

-.023 
(.246) 

-.027 
(.251) 

Asia -.719** 
(.335) 

-.567 
(.310) 

-.551* 
(.319) 

America -.300 
(.240) 

-.023 
(.246) 

-.027 
(.251) 

Europe -.334 
(.331) 

-.130 
(.336) 

-.151 
(.336) 

Real GDP (log) -.225 
(.186) 

-.093 
(.171) 

-.111 
(.179) 

History of attacks 
(lagged) 

.212** 
(.088) 

.051 
(.095) 

.048 
(.097) 

Regime durability -.014 
(.090) 

-.043 
(.083) 

-.051 
(.089) 

Constant -2.35 
(2.54) 

-3.57 
(2.38) 

-3.65 
(2.46) 

N 1016 1016 1016 

Wald chi2 241.50 209.72 211.87 

Prob > chi2 .0000 .0000 .0000 

Note: *** p<.01; **p<.05; *p<.1  
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 Empirical Summary 

 

These findings suggest that a theory of competition among terrorist groups has some preliminary 

support. In fact, on its own, it has just as much support as structural theories, which offer less 

explanatory power. At this point, however, it is difficult to say which theory holds up best under 

different cases. For further research, scholars should consider examining case studies to test 

whether structural or intergroup approaches contain the most explanatory power. Additionally, 

deriving more reliable measures of intergroup competition would benefit the field of terrorism 

studies as well as counterterrorism efforts. According to the analysis conducted here, intergroup 

competition is a fairly good predictor of whether terrorist groups will form in competitive 

democracies. Finally, additional consideration should be given to the proposition that the 

relationships between terrorist events and various independent factors may in fact be 

curvilinear�a notion that is both theoretically and empirically undeveloped but that receives 

some initial support here.   

 

Implications 

 

The empirical analysis in this paper provides preliminary confirmation of the argument that 

structural explanations of democratic terrorism are incomplete. A more complete explanation 

concerns the incentives that motivate terrorist groups to escalate their activities, such as 

competition. As violent forms of more conventional interest groups, different terrorist groups 

compete for space on the public agenda. Because such competition results in crowding effects, 

the groups then perceive a need to �outdo� one another for influence, resulting in an overall 

escalation of violence. Terrorists do not hate freedom, as is commonly touted in political 
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rhetoric; on the contrary, they seem to thrive on and exploit it. This seems to be especially true in 

cases of democratic transitions, during which competition for agenda primacy is fierce.    

Most scholars who establish a positive relationship between terrorism and democracy 

find themselves in an awkward position because of the implications of their results�namely, 

that undermining democracy may also undermine terrorism. Some scholars are obliged to admit 

that their results suggest that either democracies should forego their institutional constraints in 

this policy arena and restrict civil liberties, or that terrorism is something that contemporary 

democracies must learn to live with. The implications of group-level analyses are more hopeful 

than structural explanations because they suggest that terrorist motivations may actually be more 

dynamic than structural hypotheses suggest.  

Moreover, just as structural explanations of terrorism are incomplete, so are structural 

approaches to counterterrorism. The most obvious implication is that governments cannot 

eradicate terrorist groups simply by implementing democracy. Democracy is permissive to and 

inadvertently encourages terrorist activity. Moreover, the most vulnerable time for an emerging 

democracy may be its period of transition�an expectation confirmed by the experiences in Iraq 

and Afghanistan.  

Even if democracies attempted to reduce civil liberties and crush terrorists within their 

borders, the competitive nature of intergroup dynamics within democracies remains beyond 

control. Furthermore, the alternative to democracy may be normatively unacceptable, so 

governments must seek ways to disrupt the intergroup dynamics that cause terrorist groups to 

constantly escalate their activities. One possibility is to focus counterterrorism efforts on covert 

infiltration of terrorist groups in an effort to dismantle the groups from the inside out. Promoting 
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group schisms may contribute to the downfall of these groups.59 Though this strategy is 

supported internationally by governments, intelligence agencies have not yet obtained the 

necessary resources for this to succeed.  

Indeed, there may be no single international strategy that will effectively win the War on 

Terrorism. Officials must take into account local environments�including both structural and 

group-level conditions�in order to derive effective counterterrorism policies. The best bet, 

however, is for governments to increase their efforts at preventing intergroup competition while 

at the same time promoting innovative ways to infiltrate groups to contribute to their self-

destruction.  

 

                                                 
59. Rex A. Hudson makes a similar argument in Hudson, Who Becomes a Terrorist and Why: The 1999 Government 
Report on Profiling Terrorists (Washington, D.C.: Lyons, 1999).  
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