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COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL APPROACHES TO UNDERSTANDING TERRORISM 

 

The most useful enquiry, it is suggested, should be; 

Interdisciplinary  

Empirical  

Controlled  

Ethical  

Conducted across levels of analysis 

 

Directed at root causes and changeable risk factors along the 

entire chain of causality, from historical forces to childhood 

influences, to the moment of a terrorist act 

 

 

 



 

 

COGNITIVE APPROACHES 

Are concerned with acquisition of problem-solving abilities and 

with intelligence and conscious thought  

Learning as a behavioral change based upon the acquisition of 

information regarding the environment  

 

Cognitive capacity refers to mental functions – to memory, 

attention, attentiveness, language, the capacity to learn and 

engage rules, to anticipate outcomes, to make sensible 

inferences, and to perform accurate risk-benefit calculations.  

Many of these mental operations are controlled / directed 

within, the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex of the brain (a 

neural association region which attends to perception of present 

circumstances, previously learned associations and emotions so 

to calculate and activate adaptive plans.  

In contrast, the capacity to restrain impulses and to conduct or 

bear oneself in a specified way with regard to social 

expectations depends on the ventromedial cortex, a region 

positioned behind the eyes. Cognitive style refers to ways of 

thinking – to biases, intolerances, or tendencies to over and / 

or under-emphasise factors in decision making.  

In addition to reports of ‘absolutist thinking’ **, there are 

researchers now investigating the possibility that terrorists, 

or sub-types of terrorists, do exhibit idiosyncrasies of either 

cognitive capacity and / or cognitive style (see references).  

** The principle or practice of a political system in which 

unrestricted power is vested in a monarch, dictator, and so on - 

despotism 

** That truth or moral or aesthetic value is absolute and 

universal and not relative to individual or social differences 

  

** That reality is unitary and unchanging and that change and 

diversity are a mere illusion 

 

** An uncompromising doctrine of predestination 

 



 

 

Substantial evidence supports the view that violent behaviour is 

influenced by cognitive capacity and / or style. It has also 

been suggested that cognitive style influences the aggressive 

behaviour of political leaders. It is attractive to speculate 

that variations in either the capacity or style of thought might 

affect the likelihood that an individual would sympathise with, 

join, follow, or lead a terrorist group.  

It is also plausible that knowledge of typical variations in 

cognitive capacity or style might supplement the rational choice 

approach to assist in predicting otherwise unaccountable 

behaviours in response to contingencies such as interactions 

with governments. 

It has been speculated that young people joining terrorist 

groups make a fundamental ‘attribution error’, a cognitive bias 

inaccurately attributing devious and evil motives to those they 

perceive as oppressors. However, and arguably, these theories 

offer little to no data so to support what is a reasonable 

sounding assumption and equally, no solution to this potential 

problem, a cognitive factor that might account for certain 

complications of conflict resolution.  

A growing field is that of reporting neuro-psychological 

findings, comparing terrorists and / or ex-terrorists with 

matched non-terrorists.  

One approach of potential importance to the question of 

cognitive style among terrorists – is to examine cognitive 

factors in different types of extremism - to measure 

conservatism, cognitive flexibility, cognitive complexity, and 

intolerance of ambiguity using normed and validated instruments, 

including but not confined to, ‘Budner Intolerance of Ambiguity 

Scale’ (Budner 1962). 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Scale minus scoring key : 

 

TOLERANCE OF AMBIGUITY SCALE 

DEVELOPED BY BUDNER (1962) 

 

Respond to the following statements by indicating the extent to 

which you agree or disagree with them. Circle the number at the 

right that best represents your evaluation of the item.  

SA = Strongly Agree 

MA = Moderately Agree 

A = Agree 

N = Neither Agree nor Disagree 

D = Slightly Disagree 

MD = Moderately Disagree 

SD = Strongly Disagree  

 

  SA MA A N D MD SD 

1 An expert who doesn’t come up with a definite 

answer probably doesn’t know too much 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 I would like to live in a foreign country for 

awhile 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3 There is really no such things as a problem 

that can’t be solved 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4 People who fit their lives to a schedule 

probably miss most of the joy of living  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5 A good job is one where what is to be done and 

how it is to be done are always clear  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 



 

 

6 It is more fun to tackle a complicated problem 

than to solve a simple one  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7 In the long run, it is possible to get more 

done by tackling small, simple problems rather 

than large and complicated ones  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8 Often the most interesting and stimulating 

people are those who don’t mind being different 

and original  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9 What we are used to is always preferable to 

what is unfamiliar  

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10 People who insist upon a yes or no answer just 

don’t know how complicated things really are  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11 A person who leads an even, regular life in 

which few surprises or unexpected happenings 

arise really has a lot to be grateful for  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12 Many of our most important decisions are based 

on insufficient information  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

13 I like parties where I know most of the people 

more than ones where all or most of the people 

are complete strangers  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14 Teachers who hand out vague assignments given 

one a chance to show initiative and originality  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15 The sooner we all acquire similar values and 

ideals the better 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16 A good teacher is one who makes you wonder 

about your way of looking at things 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

  

Using this particular scale, for example, because it is 

mentioned in the literature and relevant, was taken a random 

sample of 195 Swedish high school students. Respondents were 

classified as extreme leftists, moderate leftists, moderate, 

moderate rightists, or extreme rightists. Contrary to theories 

claiming that extremism is associated with cognitive 



 

 

limitations, extreme leftists and moderate rightists had the 

highest cognitive complexity; moderates had the lowest. 

Consistent with some assumptions regarding the rigidity of 

right-wing values, less cognitive flexibility was associated 

with more sexual repression and greater general conservatism. 

*** 

*** Intolerance of ambiguity is the perception of ambiguous 

situations as threatening. It has often been measured using 

Budner's 1962 Intolerance of Ambiguity Scale in studies of 

medical students and physicians. To examine the test-retest 

reliability of the scale among that population, De Forge (see 

reference) administered it to all 171 entering medical students 

at one medical school immediately prior to beginning classes and 

re-administered it to them six to nine weeks later with an 81% 

follow-up rate. The Pearson correlation between the first and 

second administrations was .64, showing moderate reliability 

during this stressful period in medical socialization. The 

internal reliability of the scale remained constant; the alpha 

was .64 at the first administration and .63 at follow-up. These 

data indicate moderate reliability of Budner's ‘Intolerance of 

Ambiguity Scale’ when respondents are medical students. 

 

DeForge B. R., Sobal J. (1989) ‘Intolerance of ambiguity in 

students entering medical school’. Social Science and Medicine, 

28, 869–874 

 

Perhaps most useful in the exploration of terrorism; reduced 

cognitive flexibility is / has been associated not only with 

intolerance of ambiguity, especially the need for certainty and 

uniformity, but also with >>racism and ethnocentrism.<< Thus, it 

appears to be worth exploring whether those who become ethnic 

terrorists, driven by a black and white view do not accept the 

possibility of valued characteristics among members of the 

perceived ‘out-group’ - are more likely to exhibit the trait of 

cognitive inflexibility. It has been reported further that 

right-wing extremism among Israelis is associated with 

authoritarian attitudes, prejudice, and supernatural beliefs. 

Much further research than can be addressed here needs to be 

cited in determining whether cognitive factors such as 

inflexibility might conceivably represent a general trait of 



 

 

terrorists, a predictable trait of a political sub-group of 

terrorists, or a trait of leaders that might be identified by 

analysis at a distance. Results thus may well have strategic 

importance. For example, terrorists with diminished executive 

function will fail to anticipate future consequences. As a 

result, their responses to negotiation or threat may be less 

predictable. Those with excessive intolerance of ambiguity or 

cognitive inflexibility may be less adaptable, unable to 

appreciate distinction, and be more irrational in negotiating. 

One could capitalize on these factors to assist more in the 

enhancing of security plans, identifying behavioural markers 

that distinguish terrorists who are more or less likely to 

follow projected paths and so on.  

Novelty-Seeking 

Certain psychological theories associate terrorism to specific 

innate aspects of personality / temperament. ** 

** Temperament : the arrangement of personality traits and 

actions which includes a person's individual acclimation to 

life, inclusive of primary traits, interests, motivations, 

morals, self-concept, skills, and emotional trends. Character is 

usually viewed as a complicated, dynamic consolidation or 

entirety, formed by multiple forces, inclusive of genetic and 

constitutional propensities, physical growth - formative 

training - identification with important people and groups - 

socially conditioned morals and roles - and vital experiences 

and bonds. 

For example, developmental theories might predict that young 

people with aggressive temperaments would be disproportionately 

attracted to terrorist organizations. However, little research 

actually supports this intuitively plausible supposition. In 

fact, a semi-structured psychological analysis of 227 left-wing 

German militants found no common pattern for the state or 

quality of being aggressive.  

Another possibility is that terrorism is associated with the 

trait of novelty seeking. Terrorist planning and execution is 

arguably a thrilling action outside the realm of ordinary 

experience, and many theorists have pronounced that political 

violence may satisfy innate, perhaps genetically determined 



 

 

needs for high-level stimulation, risk, and catharsis. Possibly 

consistent with this proposal, many incarcerated terrorists have 

expressed their pleasure and excitement at being involved in 

such ‘rousing action’. Does this explain the special affinity of 

teenagers for such behaviour?  Adolescent anxieties, sexual 

frustration, and developmental attraction to risk taking, may 

well play a role in a dangerous flirtation with political 

violence. This proposition prompts two issues :  

(I) Sensation and novelty seeking, a normative (standard by 

which one judges the quality of something else) feature of 

adolescent development - probably tied to expected changes in 

neural activity may play a role in the natural history of 

terrorist involvement.  

(II) The personality trait of novelty seeking - a measurable, 

non-normative, and probably genetically influenced 

characteristic that endures in certain individuals well into 

adulthood - possibly distinguishes those who are more likely to 

be terrorism prone.  

With regard to the first point, evidence suggests that the 

typical development of terrorist sympathies perhaps follows an 

arc, which is;  

Young adolescents are malleable in their political orientation 

and open to indoctrination. Positions harden in later 

adolescence such that, once belief systems, resentments, and 

desperate response tendencies are rigidly implanted they are 

virtually impossible to modify after the fact. At the far end of 

the arc, reduction in destructiveness may occur with maturity - 

interviews with many retired terrorists have revealed a 

mellowing of attitude consistent with the theory that enthusiasm 

for terrorist action is primarily a developmental phenomenon of 

late adolescence and early adulthood. So the normative 

developmental form of novelty seeking probably does contribute 

to terrorism. With regard to the second point, few studies have 

yet been reported assessing the association between terrorists 

and adult-persistent non-normative traits of risk taking or 

novelty seeking. While it appears plausible that individuals 

exhibiting such traits are disproportionately represented among 

terrorists, pending supportive evidence, it is somewhat 



 

 

impulsive to merely conclude that this abnormal personality 

feature helps drive terrorism.  

Humiliation-Retaliation  

Humiliation and the consequent internal pressure for retaliation 

is a further psychological factor that has been hypothesised to 

drive terrorist violence. Revenge for humiliation by an 

oppressor is, in fact, an ancient cultural tradition with direct 

links to the current violence in the Middle East. The oppression 

of the early Christians, embodied in the image of Christ on the 

cross, was part of the inspiration for the movement in 

Christianity which climaxed in the First Crusade. A cycle of 

oppression and humiliation, followed by violent action in the 

name of liberation, typifies the subsequent history of the 

Middle East. "To die in this way is better than to die daily in 

frustration and humiliation" - Abdul Aziz Rantisi, the late 

political leader of Hamas, confirmed in this statement published 

three years before his death.  

Several other authorities also propose that humiliation, either 

by parents in early childhood or by political oppressors later 

in life, can provoke terrorism, but little to no quantitative 

research has yet explored this hypothesis. Whether considered 

from the psychoanalytic point of view as an inevitable dynamic 

consequence of narcissistic injury or from the non-

psychoanalytic point of view as a painful social stressor, 

humiliation seems plausible as the root of an urge to retaliate 

against political entities that are perceived to be responsible. 

The concept that feelings of humiliation or being taken 

advantage of gives rise to a passion for revenge is very 

familiar in forensic psychiatry and criminology and probably 

contributes to many non-political murders. Revenge is an emotion 

deeply rooted in the adaptive instinct to punish wrongdoers who 

violate the protocols of social systems hence, it is a motivator 

that often serves not only the goals of a vengeful individual 

but also the goals of her / his group). In this sense, revenge 

is often pro-social and oftentimes even if the vengeance taker 

(e.g. suicide bomber) stands to suffer. In a recent study 

combining psychological with functional neuroimaging studies in 

humans, it is shown that individuals punish social transgressors 

even when it is quite costly to the punisher, and they reported 



 

 

evidence that this altruistic behaviour was driven by deep 

subcortical brain activity that may have overruled the more 

rational cortex. While this helps to explain how revenge might 

motivate terrorists and perhaps governments to commit murderous 

behaviours without likely strategic benefits, little to no 

questionnaire data or measurements of subjective humiliation, 

desire for revenge, or emotional satisfaction after retribution 

in terrorists or ex-terrorists have yet been published.  

GROUP PYCHOLOGY  

Terrorism can be explained as a product of group psychology 

within idiosyncratic sub-cultures that unite in response to 

circumstances they perceive as intolerable. Membership in a 

terrorist organisation offers adherents a well-defined personal 

role, a righteous purpose, the opportunity for revenge for 

perceived humiliations, and the lifting of constraints upon the 

expression of otherwise prohibited behaviours-freeing the member 

from personal responsibility for attacks on out-groups. Group 

forces, including ideological indoctrination, repetitive 

training, and peer pressures, have been theorised to influence 

the group's violence, whether or not individual members were 

predisposed to such behaviour. This may occur because collective 

identity subsumes individual identity. An all-embracing sense of 

the collective does consume the individual. This fusion with the 

group appears to provide the necessary justification for actions 

with an attendant loss of felt responsibility. People who plunge 

into mass movements are fashioned into incomplete and dependent 

human beings even when they have within themselves the making of 

self-sufficient entities. Withdrawal from the mainstream may 

increase the strength of collective thought. Greater isolation 

is associated with greater separation from social reality.  

The principal debate among those discussing group versus 

individual factors in political violence centres on whether 

group dynamics are sufficient in and of themselves to turn an 

average person into a terrorist, or whether individual history 

and personality must be considered as well. This claim of 

initial psychological heterogeneity (diversity, i.e. a group 

consisting of people from lots of different backgrounds) 

followed by group-induced homogenisation (forming via a blending 

of unlike elements) appears plausible, more so with empirical 



 

 

verification. Consistent with this theory, it has been 

postulated that terrorism is not purely a group phenomenon, but 

is obviously the result of an interaction between social 

processes and individual dispositions.  

Into this framework there are three conditions under which 

individual tendency to violence is a relatively minor factor in 

the group's terrorist turning and these are; 

(I) Deprivation is intense  

(II) The group shifts discontent into ideology 

(III) The group is unified and clearly distinguished from the 

out-group  

This is reasonable but requires additional research here, i.e. 

in-depth psychological comparisons between terrorists and 

matched controls from identical political circumstances and 

assessment of pre-membership and post-membership willingness to 

harm innocents. 

  

CURRENT RESEARCH ON TERRORISM, WHAT OBSTACLES?  

Do psychological accounts of terrorism ignore and / or blur the 

variety and complexity? Are psychological theories a product of 

loose and feeble thinking, an utter disregard for the need for 

evidence, and the tendency in so many areas of discourse, of 

having an idea and applying it to everything? 

There has to be caution against over-generalizations and >> 

reductionism << - a vital counter to the assortment of theories 

broadcast by scholars and media alike. A terrorist personality 

probably does not exist and efforts to psycho-pathologise this 

type of aggression are rooted in bias, not in >> unbiased data. 

<< Cautioning against over-generalization and unwarranted 

medicalization of terrorist behaviours is important. It does 

however, appear reasonable to seek for middle ground between the 

reductionist position that suggests a single psychology of 

terrorism and the radical position that denies any explicit 

psychology of terrorism. That is, until a rigorous effort is 

made to investigate the null hypothesis via the collection of 



 

 

empirical evidence, it is premature to conclude that there are 

no distinguishing psychological characteristics among the tiny 

minority of individuals who are willing to send a terrifying 

political message to a target audience by attacking innocent 

people. There has to be a persuasive amount of evidence in this 

domain so to support it.  

Have multiple practical and theoretical impediments delayed the 

scientific psychological study of terrorism? Some suggest that 

most of the practical barriers are obvious. For example, 

terrorism research may involve expensive and inconvenient travel 

to politically unstable regions, it can be / is extremely 

dangerous. These issues may explain why journalists / the media, 

rather than academic researchers, have published a substantial 

proportion of the available literature reporting behavioural 

observations of terrorists. Active terrorists may have little 

motivation to cooperate with behavioural assessment, and 

inactive terrorists may no longer exhibit the psychology of 

interest. Language barriers-including the lack of expert 

translations of high-quality psychological instruments do 

frustrate the collecting of data. Authorities may deny access to 

incarcerated terrorists because of security concerns and the 

perception that such assessments are not germane to counter-

terrorism. A theoretical issue, it has been argued and worth 

mentioning here, is that seriously limits the utility of 

interviews with specific terrorists or groups is the fact that, 

contrary to some published propositions, terrorism is not a 

unitary behaviour (based on and / or characterised by one 

thing). Consequently, theories that attempt to generalise and 

reduce the psychology of terrorism begin with a premise that is 

inconsistent with the available observations. Studies based on 

such will only produce results with limited predictive value 

since they conflate (merge) data from mixed populations.  

Classifying terrorism according to probable homogeneous 

psychological subtypes that are at least; descriptive, 

inclusive, discrete, endowed with forecasting or prognostic 

value, policy-generating, possibly etiological (cause / origin), 

and theoretically grounded are a valuable first stage in 

designing research projects and interpreting data. 



 

 

Moreover, the analysis of terrorism deals with the crossing of 

psychological predispositions (which may result as much from 

prior experience and socialization as from psychological traits 

emerging from early childhood and infancy) and the external 

environment. An understanding of the psychology of terrorism, 

therefore, it is suggested, will require the investigation of 

the dynamics of that ‘coming together / crossing’, in concert 

with an understanding of the forces of group dynamics and a 

quantitative analyses of events, a challenge demanding an 

interdisciplinary perspective beyond the borders of narrow-

minded regimes.  

If one considers the statement which is put out often; research 

so to detect, prevent, prepare for and respond to terrorist 

activity at the earliest possible point in time. >> This 

suggests that the earliest point in time may actually occur 

decades prior to the formation of a terrorist group or the 

planning of an attack and may well relate to a convergence of 

historical, political, and psychosocial factors.  

Terrorism research may contribute most to long-term national 

security by an open-minded exploration of the deep roots of 

terrorism, with a time horizon that extends way beyond imminent 

threats and a conceptual horizon that reaches past the 

traditional mission of intelligence services.  

It is suggested that the most significant barriers to scientific 

research on terrorism may in fact have deeper origins. It is 

argued that terrorists can be and in fact often are viewed as 

being ‘containers into which one project one's unconscious 

hostility’. This statement presumes a difficult to test 

psychodynamic theory, but arguably it is legitimate to propose 

that > subjectivity confounds the design and the interpretation 

of terrorism studies. < That is, one must acknowledge the 

possibility that terrorism excites passions that erode logical 

discourse, leading to responses that are reactive and angry, 

rather than proactive and analytical. Just as the terrorist 

adopts absolutist thinking to justify her / his indefensibly 

immoral actions, the horrific threat of terrorism may perhaps 

provoke absolutist thinking about terrorists among some 

observers and may conceivably lead threatened groups not only to 

discount the value of objective study and prejudge or 



 

 

misinterpret the available data, but also to curtail civil 

rights in the name of counter-terrorism.  

Sigmund Freud in ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death, 

cautioned that nations often make use of their interests to 

rationalize their passions.  

Does a cultural divide separate behavioural scientists from 

police, intelligence, and military personnel? >> Counter-

terrorism forces occupy an adversarial position in society and 

must never feel sympathetic consideration for the terrorist's 

position. << Is it different for behavioural scientists, 

regardless of their despising of terrorist actions, do adopt the 

position of unbiased observers and interpreters of behaviour. To 

what extent has this positioned changed?  

While behavioural scientists may recognize marked psychological 

heterogeneity (similar and dissimilar elements) and even 

prosocial features of terrorists that might be exploited in the 

development of policy, counter-terrorism forces and even policy 

makers may well resist such conclusions. If such a divide exists 

it may undercut the effectiveness of counter-terrorism by 

isolating practitioners from theorists.  

 

Psychological theories of terrorism embody a broad spectrum of 

approaches;  

 

Psychological Variables Potentially Identifying Terrorist 

Subtypes  

Variable Classification  

Reality testing Sociality Temperament  

Cognitive capacity  

Cognitive style  

Dominance  

Nonpsychotic vs. psychotic  



 

 

Prosocial vs. antisocial  

Typical vs. atypical for culture  

Atypically aggressive/hostile  

Novelty seeking  

Identity seeking  

Affectively atypical (depression, irritability, anxiety)  

Vulnerable to charismatic influence  

Sensitive to perception of oppression  

Sensitive to humiliation  

Vengeful  

Self-destructive  

Normal vs. impaired  

Executive function impairment  

Impulse control impairment  

Typical vs. atypical for culture  

Intolerance of ambiguity  

Low vs. high complexity  

Leader vs. follower  

Note : The employment of scientific method – the using of normed 

and validated measures of psychological status, the comparing of 

direct examination of individuals with appropriate controls, and 

the testing of hypotheses with accepted statistical methods.  

It is argued that the soundest solution is hypothesis-based 

research and commensurate evidence-based policies.  

Terrorist behaviour is probably always determined by a 

combination of innate factors, biological factors, early 

developmental factors, cognitive factors, temperament, 

environmental influences, and group dynamics. The extent to 



 

 

which each of these factors contributes to a event probably 

varies between individual terrorists, between individual groups, 

and between types of groups. Theories that claim the 

predominance of one of these influences over the others are 

premature  

One should therefore accommodate the multiplicity of forces at 

work to arrive at plausible and testable consilience (agreement 

between the approaches of different academic subjects), 

explanatory across levels of analysis and examples of terrorist 

activity. Terrorism is unequivocally a multiple and variably 

determined sub-type of human aggression, this taken into account 

in designing research, conducting research, and interpreting 

data.  

Terrorists are psychologically extremely heterogeneous. Whatever 

her / his stated goals and group of identity, every terrorist, 

like every person, is motivated by her/ his own complex of 

psycho-social experiences and traits.  

It is plausible that different types of terrorism 

disproportionately attract individuals with specific 

temperaments. Current research is and future research will 

determine the most likely psychological types among terrorists 

in groups with different political orientations, as well as the 

relationship between psychological types, individual roles in 

the group, and typical responses to constraints. For example, 

the psychology, morality, and response to bargaining among 

terrorists who are primarily prosocial in their orientation may 

prove to be dramatically different from that of antisocial 

terrorists. Leaders and followers tend to be psychologically 

distinct. Because leadership tends toward moderate cognitive 

capacity, assumptions of rationality possibly apply better to 

leaders than to followers. Those with diminished executive 

function may be less predictable. Those with subnormal cognitive 

flexibility may be less adaptable and more irrational in 

bargaining. Those with atypical temperaments who are driven by 

an excessive need for self-affirmation, despising, vengefulness, 

and /or self-destructiveness may behave more erratically. 

Accepting that terrorists are heterogeneous, four traits may 

possibly be characteristics of typical terrorists who lead or 

follow in subsystems;  



 

 

(i) High affective valence (degree of attractiveness an 

individual, or activity possesses as a behavioural goal) 

regarding an ideological issue  

(ii) A personal stake-such as strongly perceived harassment, 

humiliation, or discrimination; an extraordinary need for 

identity, glory, or retribution; or a drive for expression of 

intrinsic aggression that distinguishes her / him from the vast 

majority of those who fulfil prior trait (i)  

(iii) Low cognitive flexibility, low tolerance for uncertainty, 

and elevated predisposition toward attribution error  

(iv) A capacity to quell instinctive and learned moral 

constraints against harming innocents, whether due to intrinsic 

or acquired factors, individual or group forces, likely 

influenced by i, ii, and iii above.  

These four characteristics are reasonable based on the above 

summary. They are testable hypotheses proposed for further 

study.  

It is reasonable to assume that the culture of origin 

differentiates, to a certain extent, expected individual and 

group dynamics.  

Note; group theory would predict that the internal psycho-

dynamics of a terrorist group is influenced as much by the 

specific personality of its leader and the temperaments of its 

followers as according to any systematic difference according to 

politically types (nationalist/separatist vs. religious).  

An increased emphasis should be placed on early prevention, 

i.e., on analysing the interaction between psychological, 

cultural, economic, and political factors that influence 

uncommitted but impressionable young people to turn toward 

terrorism.  

It is arguable that scholars too should be willing to attempt 

research that brings into direct contact with active terrorists, 

recently active terrorists, and / or those at risk for becoming 

terrorists.  

 



 

 

The most useful enquiry, it is suggested, should be; 

Interdisciplinary  

Empirical  

Controlled  

Ethical  

Conducted across levels of analysis, and directed at root causes 

and changeable risk factors along the entire chain of causality 

from historical forces to childhood influences to the moment of 

a terrorist act.  

One should ask questions that might well be part of the key to 

avoiding catastrophic violence, questions such as; 

What observable behavioural traits distinguish terrorist groups 

or leaders who would be likely to back away from aggression if 

their grievances were addressed by negotiation, as opposed to 

traits distinguishing groups that can only be deterred by force?  

Could support for alternative, culturally valued education help 

receptive young people find more productive focus for their high 

emotional energy?  

Do economic prospects and a sense of personal hope reduce the 

bait of terrorism?  

Do psychological traits of leaders of target states pursue 

policies that mitigate or exacerbate the threat?  

 

(II) 
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