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Is rebel and terrorist leadership decapitation an effective counter-terrorism strategy? The 
scholarship is mixed. We argue that the organizational structure of terrorist groups is 
critical to understanding the differential effect of leadership decapitation, and currently 
absent from existing work. Contrary to much of the existing literature, the more 
institutionalized a group, the more robust it is to decapitation—but only if the leader is 
killed. Organizational structure allows such groups to survive leadership turnover better. 
Using longitudinal data on terrorist group service provision, which we use to proxy a 
group’s level of institutionalization, and leadership decapitation between 1970 and 2008, 
we find more institutionalized groups are robust to having their leader killed, but not to 
having their leader captured. Capturing a leader provides intelligence that allows counter-
terrorism forces to disrupt group operations. Additional evidence on the lethality, 
frequency of attack, and propensity to claim an attack further support the differential 
effect of killing versus capturing a leader as well as the conditioning effect of 
organizational structure on these tactics. Our findings imply that the success of leadership 
decapitation rests on both the mode and organizational characteristics of the group. 
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Killing or capturing terrorist leaders is a major feature of many states’ counter-terrorism policies. 

In September 1992, elite counter-terrorism forces raided a ballet studio in Lima, capturing 

Abimael Guzmán, leader of The Shining Path. In February 1999, the Turkish National 

Intelligence Organization captured PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan in Kenya as he traveled from 

the Greek embassy to the Nairobi airport. More recently, in May 2011, CIA and “SEAL Team 6” 

operators raided a compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, killing Osama bin Laden. Many states 

now operate drones to target militants, resulting in the deaths of some high-ranking members of 

their respective organizations. The rate at which terrorist groups suffer decapitation has increased 

since 1970, peaking with the start of the “Global War on Terror” around 2001.1 This begs the 

question: Is leadership decapitation an effective counter-terrorism tactic? And if so, under what 

conditions? 

Scholarship is mixed on whether “leadership decapitation” strikes reduce the threat these 

groups pose. On one side, scholars working on both counter-terrorism and counter-insurgency 

tactics argue leadership decapitation does not work, and may even make violence worse (Hafez 

and Hatfield 2006, Jordan 2009, Kaplan et al. 2005, Pape 1996, Staniland 2014). Other scholars 

find leadership decapitation does work (Johnston 2012, Price 2012, Phillips 2015). Still other 

work, often highlighting the qualified success with reducing PKK-inflicted violence, finds 

capturing a terrorist leader may be more effective than killing her (Cronin 2011, Pape 2003). 

This large, and growing, literature faces significant theoretical and empirical obstacles, but there 

is consensus that, because decapitation strategies remain tools of many counter-terrorism forces, 

the effects are particularly important to understand. 

																																																								
1	See	Figures	1a	and	1b.	Leadership	decapitation	data	come	from	Price	(2012),	and	cover	1970-2008	across	
60	states.	
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We argue that one reason the literature on leadership decapitation remains somewhat 

inconclusive is that it does not incorporate how group structure, and in particular formal and 

informal institutions, mediates the relative effectiveness of killing or capturing a leader. While 

we are not the first to argue that more institutionalized terrorist groups are more robust to 

leadership decapitation (see Langdon et al. 2004), the generally accepted wisdom is that they are 

more vulnerable (Byman 2006, Carley, Lee and Krackhardt 2002, Deibert and Stein 2002, 

Sageman 2004). Regardless, the idea that organizational characteristics matter for the 

consequences of leadership targeting has growing acceptance (Freeman 2014, Johnston 2012, 

Jordan 2009, 2014, Long 2010, Price 2012). Earlier data limitations constrained these studies to a 

small set of cases or weak proxies for institutionalization, such as age and size. 

Institutionalization likely fluctuates over the lifetime of a group as counterinsurgency efforts and 

group mission change (see Heger, Jung and Wong 2012, Jung 2017). Size can also be an 

imperfect proxy. Size and the level of institutionalization may, but do not necessarily, correlate 

with one another, particularly as technology eases coordination costs. Furthermore, the covert 

nature of terrorist and insurgent organizations often renders any efforts to calculate size, 

especially longitudinally, fraught with measurement error. 

Here, we use institutionalization to refer to any formal or informal structure, procedure, 

or norm that governs the terrorist group’s operations. For example, Shapiro (2013) and Shapiro 

and Jung (2014) discuss “auditing departments” that help manage a terrorist group’s day-to-day 

activities. Groups may also have clear lines of succession, formal or otherwise (Johnston et al. 

2016). These features may allow the group to survive leadership fatalities since terrorist agents 

are still embedded within a command and control apparatus separate from any individual leader. 

Such groups are also concerned about damage to their reputation, and so take measures to 
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demonstrate strength (potentially via a higher success rate) after their leader is killed. Ultimately, 

killing the leader of a highly institutionalized group is a different type of setback to the 

organization than capture. 

To preview our results, we find that if a leader is captured, institutionalization no longer 

insulates the group. We argue this is because capturing a leader facilitates more extensive 

intelligence collection. In Vietnam, for example, the Viet Cong took days to recover from 

members’ deaths, but months to recover from defections since defectors possessed institutional 

knowledge valuable to counter-insurgency intelligence efforts (Popkin, in Berman 2009:29). 

More generally, leaders of highly institutionalized groups are more likely to have detailed 

information about organizational structure than leaders of less institutionalized groups. This 

access to specialized knowledge allows counterterrorism forces to infiltrate institutionalized 

groups, disrupt operations, and, perhaps most importantly, target successors. Taken together, 

these efforts are more likely to lead to group failure. Prior to failure, however, groups face the 

same reputational costs as those groups whose leader is killed. They also launch attacks to 

bolster their reputation, but the increased counter-terrorism pressure means that the attacks are 

less likely to be successful if the leader is captured. 

Our core empirical finding is that highly institutionalized groups are more likely to 

survive leadership fatality than less institutionalized groups. Our main analyses focus on the 

influence of institutionalization on group survival after leadership decapitation. We find highly 

institutionalized groups survive longer than less institutionalized groups after a leader is killed, 

but not after a leader is captured. This differential effect is also apparent in the success rate of a 

decapitated group’s attacks. In particular, the success rate of more institutionalized groups 
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increases after the leader is killed, while there is no such increase after the leader is captured.2 

We then briefly explore a number of other observable implications from previous scholarship in 

this area. We find evidence that after a group’s leader is killed, more institutionalized groups: (1) 

launch fewer attacks per year and (2) kill more people per attack than their less institutionalized 

counterparts. After a group’s leader is captured, more institutionalized groups (1) launch more 

attacks per year and (2) kill fewer people per attack. We also find some evidence that more 

institutionalized groups are more likely to claim an attack regardless of the mode of decapitation 

mode because of a common reputational concern. 

Ultimately, we provide a framework—institutionalization and reputation—to reconcile 

the sometimes-conflicting findings in the current literature. We account for variation across a 

wide array of outcome variables related to the duration, lethality, and publicity of terrorist groups 

between 1970 and 2008. This new understanding of the connection between counter-terrorism 

tactics and group structure has important policy implications—particularly in the age of drones, 

which allow for only one mode of leadership decapitation: killing. Policymakers should be aware 

of the fact that the same mode of leadership decapitation will not be equally effective against all 

groups. While deciding to kill or capture a terrorist leader is surely a complicated political and 

logistical question, this study points out potential benefits to capturing the leaders of more 

institutionalized, or institutionalizing, groups.   

Leaders, Institutionalization, and Decapitation 
 

A large body of scholarship finds leaders matter (Jones and Olken 2005, Lieberson and 

O’Conner 1972, Nepstad and Bob 2006, Pfeffer 1977). Leaders foster cooperation (Cremer and 

																																																								
2	In	Appendix	Table	A-14,	we	report	on	a	robustness	check	using	Johnston’s	(2011)	identification	strategy	of	
looking	at	attempts	vs.	successes	to	disentangle	if	targeting	matters.	Because	of	a	small	sample	size	we	are	
reluctant	to	place	too	much	emphasis	on	this	in	the	main	paper,	but	our	results	appear	to	be	robust	to	this	
concern.		
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van Knippenberg 2002), push organizations to adapt (Vera and Crossman 2004), and inspire 

subordinates (Shamir, House and Arthur 1993). Perhaps most importantly, leaders formulate 

goals and drive the organization towards their accomplishment (Bass 1990, Bersom and Avolio 

2004, Kirkpatrick and Locke 1991). Terrorist leaders are no different. They serve an important 

role directing their organizations and inspiring followers. Some, like ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi, give rousing speeches to espouse the group’s ideology and call potential followers to 

action. Leaders also orchestrate violent and non-violent campaigns (Heger 2014) and select 

targets (Abrams and Potter 2015, Shapiro 2013). 

Leaders, especially terrorist leaders, also face an informational problem in which they are 

unable to monitor directly their agents (i.e., a principal-agent problem) and often create 

institutions in response. This institutionalization allows for more direct monitoring and 

sanctioning of their terrorist agents, but simultaneously increases the likelihood of discovery. 

The Basque group ETA varied its structure over its lifetime, becoming more decentralized in 

response to stronger counter-terrorism efforts (Heger, Jung, and Wong 2012).3 The types of 

institutions terrorist leaders can adopt are diverse. Groups may provide club goods, available 

only to those terrorist agents who act in accordance with the leadership’s direction (Berman 

2009). They may also embed terrorist agents in marriage relationships (Shapiro 2013) or create 

“auditing departments” to facilitate monitoring (Shapiro and Jung 2014). The Provisional Irish 

Republican Army, an example of an institutionalized hierarchical group, was “organized like a 

business, with positions, responsibilities, and authority dispersed in a pyramid-shaped 

organization” (Dishman 2005, 241). 

																																																								
3	There has also been a trend towards decentralization more generally in recent years as groups respond to counter-
terrorism efforts around the world. Al-Qaeda, for example, has undergone a radical decentralization since 2001, 
becoming more of a “franchise” to which disparate groups claim allegiance (Hubbard 2014). While this certainly 
frustrates counter-terrorist efforts, our analysis suggests that it may increase the effectiveness of killing the leader. 
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While some leaders may initially create institutions, they are ultimately independent of 

the leader. Institutions create expectations for how an organization functions and are resistant to 

change (Clemens and Cook 1999), though more recent work has begun to explore variation in 

organizational stability (Levitsky and Murillo 2009). One reason institutions endure is that they 

are costly to create, provide benefits (e.g., reducing transaction costs, coordinating focal points), 

and are, therefore, costly to change (North 1990). Institutions define the rules that govern the 

organization (Milgrom, North and Weingast 1990). It is this durability that enables institutions to 

work as a commitment mechanism (North and Weingast 1989).4 So while leaders matter for the 

smooth functioning of organizations, institutionalization moderates the disruption of unexpected 

leadership turnover.  

When a leader is killed or captured, institutionalization allows a group to continue 

functioning. Having a clear line of succession is particularly important for the continued viability 

of an organization. Previous work notes that groups with clear lines of succession, such as the 

Easter Rebellion of Ireland and the Huk of the Philippines, are more likely to survive leadership 

turnover (Langdon et al. 2004). Previous work that highlights the importance of leaders to 

terrorist groups generally argues that succession is highly problematic, rendering leadership 

decapitation an effective counter-terrorism technique (Price 2012: 20–21). In this line of 

argument, leaders of terrorist groups must be charismatic, expert, and willing to work under 

extreme conditions. Finding replacements, therefore, is exceedingly difficult.  

What this work has, broadly-speaking, overlooked, however, is that institutions extend 

the viability of terrorist groups after leadership decapitation. In particular, institutions that 

establish clear lines of succession (for a very dangerous position) have a positive effect on the 
																																																								
4	See also work on how various institutions facilitate credible commitments on monetary policy (Bernhard, Broz 
and Clark 2002), trade (Büthe and Milner 2008), and even between a dictator and political elites (Boix and Svolik 
2013). 
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terrorist group’s survival of during leadership transitions. For example, leaders of 

institutionalized terrorist groups typically have a lieutenant who is generally acknowledged to be 

the next leader should anything happen to the current leader.5 Succession is sometimes, 

notwithstanding factionalism, routine (or at least regularized). After an airstrike killed Abu 

Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of the ISIS predecessor Al-Qaeda in Iraq, on 7 June 2006, Abu 

Ayyub al-Masri immediately assumed the role until his ouster in October 2006. At this point Abu 

Omar al-Baghdadi gained command of the now-called Islamic State of Iraq until his death on 18 

April 2010. The current leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, assumed command that same day. These 

quick successions minimize the disruptions such sudden leadership transitions inevitably incur. 

Establishing clear lines of succession has at least three benefits. First, it reduces the 

likelihood of factionalism and infighting should the leader be killed or captured. It does this by 

establishing expectations for who will be the next leader. While some parties may have different 

ideas of who should succeed in office, it stands to reason that such dissenting opinions have 

already been taken into account when the leader picks a second-in-command. Second, 

establishing a second-in-command early allows for that person to be groomed. Price (2012), for 

example, argues (in part) that leaders of values-based organizations are particularly difficult to 

replace because of their unique characteristics. But the leader can foster these traits, and 

knowledge of the organization, over time. The longer a person is second-in-command the more 

time the leader has to develop the necessary traits and knowledge to assume leadership of the 

group. Finally, the institutions in which this line of succession is embedded provide a mechanism 

to transfer power. In particular, the group imbues the office (e.g., the “emir” in ISIS and ISI) 

with the power to make decisions over defined territory or functional competency. Thus, a 

																																																								
5	For	example:	Abu Mahammad al-Adnani for ISIS, Guzmán for The Shining Path, and Osman Öcalan (Abdullah 
Öcalan’s brother) for the PKK.  
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replacement may assume the power, privileges, and responsibilities associated with that office 

with relative ease. We acknowledge different leaders may command varying degrees of respect, 

but argue that some minimal level of power and prestige is conferred on the replacement simply 

through the title they inherit.  

The following hypotheses summarize two empirical expectations that flow from the 

preceding discussion. The first builds on the assertion that leaders matter, and that killing or 

capturing a leader has a negative influence on the lifespan of that group. We expect to find 

support for this hypothesis because it represents a replication of Price (2012) who finds an effect. 

Our first original contribution, in the second hypothesis, is that group characteristics condition 

this effect. In particular, the more institutionalized a group, the more robust it will be to 

surviving leadership decapitation. 

 
Hypothesis 1. Terrorist groups that suffer leadership decapitation are more likely to end than 
those that do not.  
 
Hypothesis 1a. Conditional on suffering leadership decapitation, more institutionalized groups 
are less likely to end than less institutionalized groups. 
 

We further depart with much of the prior literature by emphasizing that the mode of 

decapitation determines whether institutionalization makes a group more robust. In short, 

institutionalized groups are robust to having their leader killed, but more vulnerable to having 

their leader captured. While scholars have long recognized that killing or capturing a leader may 

have differential effects on subsequent organizational performance (D’Alessio 2014, Johnston 

2012, Jordan 2009), few systematically test it.6 Capturing a leader allows counter-terrorism 

investigators to collect intelligence beyond that found on the scene (Johnston 2012, 76). Such 

																																																								
6	For a notable exception, see also Phillips (2015) for the differential effect of killing versus capturing leadership in 
criminal organizations. 
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methods, proved effective against the Italian “Red Brigades” in the 1970s and 1980s, and its 

successor group, the “Red Brigades Communist Combatant Party” (Irrera 2014). Additionally, 

some policy-oriented work has criticized Obama’s drone campaign as inhibiting human 

intelligence collection since counter-terrorism forces cannot question a dead terrorist (Thiessen 

2010).  

Killing the leader of an institutionalized group means counter-terrorism forces learn 

nothing further about that group’s structure. Capturing the leader of an institutionalized group, 

however, may provide a wealth of information. Leaders of more institutionalized groups likely 

have a better knowledge of their groups than leaders of less institutionalized groups, including 

the locations and identities of terrorist cells, middle managers, and their successors. Interviewers 

can potentially extract this information and use it against an institutionalized group. Capturing 

the leader of a less institutionalized group, by comparison, provides less information since the 

various cells are more likely compartmentalized and operating with greater autonomy. This leads 

to a qualification of the second hypothesis. 

 
Hypothesis 1b. Conditional on suffering leadership decapitation, more institutionalized groups 
are less likely to end than less institutionalized groups if the leader is killed. 
 

The preceding discussion focused primarily on one of the ultimate consequences of 

leadership decapitation: time until a group ends. There exist, however, other metrics of whether 

leadership decapitation is successful. In particular, we are interested in the “success” rate of a 

group’s attacks after suffering leadership decapitation.7 We hypothesize that, just as with the 

																																																								
7Specifically, we opt for the Global Terrorism Database’s conceptualization that an attack is successful if the 
intended goal of the attack is met. For example, an assassination is successful if the targeted individual is killed. 
Bombings are successful is the intended target is struck by the explosive(s). 
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lifespan of the group, there is a differential effect of the mode of leadership decapitation on 

success rate. Further, the magnitude of this effect varies with the degree of institutionalization. 

We begin with the assertion that terrorist groups that suffer leadership decapitation also 

suffer a reputation cost. Terrorist groups compete with the state for constituents since 

constituents are the means by which such groups may gain political concessions (see Wagstaff 

and Jung 2017). Without constituents, groups will quickly run out of resources and recruits. We 

also assume that constituents want to be on the winning side (or at least a side capable of 

demonstrating strength). If, for example, they fight for the state-challenger and that group loses, 

they may be subject to further persecution from the state. If a group’s leader is captured or killed, 

that sends a negative message to potential constituents about the viability of that group. The 

groups that suffer leadership decapitation take action to recover their reputations via successful 

attacks. By accomplishing their objectives, groups send a signal that they are still viable. 

Crucially, however, the mode of leadership decapitation and group characteristics determine the 

group’s ability to rebound after leadership change.  

It is possible killing a leader may make a group more successful, especially when the 

group is institutionalized, for three reasons. First, the surviving leadership is likely to become 

more cautious after a leader is killed in order to avoid the same fate. As such, they spend time 

ensuring operational security and making adequate preparations for attacks. Second, the 

leadership more carefully selects targets and timing to maximize the likelihood of success. Third, 

institutionalization facilitates the coordination required to successfully accomplish 

reconnaissance, disseminate intelligence, organize and transport the required logistics, train the 

terrorist agents, as well as coordinate and time the attack. Killing a leader prevents counter-

terrorism forces from penetrating the institutions sufficiently to disrupt these operations.  
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Capturing a leader, on the other hand, is not likely to make a group more successful. 

While such groups have the same incentives as those whose leader is killed, leadership capture 

may prevent the operations required to execute successful attacks. Capturing a leader facilitates 

intelligence collection as discussed previously. This enables counterterrorism forces to begin 

dismantling the organization more effectively than had the leader been killed. As key nodes in 

the terrorist network are identified and removed, terrorist agents receive less direction and 

logistical support for operations. Furthermore, zealous fighters, who may become tired of 

waiting and worried about the more effective counter-terrorism efforts, may be inclined to launch 

an attack before they are identified. These factors, combined with the desire to be more 

successful, have an indeterminate effect of the group’s success rate after leadership capture. This 

discussion leads to the following hypotheses.  

 
Hypothesis 2. Killing a leader increases the success rate of that group.  
 
Hypothesis 2a. The effect of killing a leader on the success rate of that group increases in that 
group’s level of institutionalization. 
 

The remainder of the paper subjects these hypotheses to a number of empirical tests using 

longitudinal data on terrorist public service provision and Price’s (2012) data on leadership 

decapitation between 1970 and 2008. As we argue below, the level of terrorist public service 

provision (e.g., education, healthcare) proxies for the group’s level of institutionalization. The 

results support the hypotheses detailed above and underscore the importance of understanding 

how various methods of leadership decapitation and group structures interact. To examine the 

robustness of these findings we leverage an alternative proxy for institutionalization from 

Tokdemir and Akcinaroglu (2016)—the forcible extraction of taxes. The results are robust and 

are reported in the appendix (Appendix Tables A-9 through A-12). 
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Data and Research Design  
 

In this section we introduce the data.8 The data on leadership decapitation and lifespan 

come from Price (2012), data on institutionalization (measured via service provision) come from 

Heger et al. (2017), and data on attack success rates are based on the Global Terrorism Database 

at the University of Maryland (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to 

Terrorism (START) 2016). Before outlining our identification strategy, we provide a number of 

descriptive statistics. In particular, we are worried about selection bias as to which groups are 

targeted and, beyond this, selection into either the leader being killed or captured. The empirical 

strategy we outline below leverages event history, fractional logit, negative binomial, and OLS 

modeling. 

 
Dependent Variables: Lifespan and Success  
 

The first set of hypotheses seeks to examine the influence of leadership decapitation on 

the continued existence of the targeted group. We measure this using a simple count of the years 

of the group’s existence. A group ceases to exist when its violent campaign ends or the group 

disbands. The unit of observation, then, is the group-year. The sample contains information 

across 171 groups and covers the years between 1969 and 2008. The mean number of years a 

group “lives” in the data set is 18.4. 

The second set of hypotheses focuses on the group’s success rate. An attack is considered 

a success if it accomplishes its stated goals. An assassination is successful if the target dies; a 

bombing is successful if the bomb detonates on target; a hijacking is successful if the vehicle is 

commandeered (see National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 

																																																								
8	Descriptive statistics may be found in Appendix Table A-13. 
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(START) 2016, for further discussion). Groups are generally successful. The mean annual 

success rate is about 92%. Terrorist groups also appear to become more successful over time. 

The mean success rate was 89% in 1990, 91% in 1995, 93% in 2000, and 94% in 2005.9  

 
Independent Variables  
 

We highlight four distinct independent variables. The first is any leadership decapitation, 

the second is leadership capture, the third is leadership fatality, and the last is the 

institutionalization of the group. All leadership decapitation variables come from Price (2012), 

and the institutionalization data come from TIOS 2.0 (Heger and Jung 2017). The general 

leadership decapitation variable is dichotomous and equals 1 if a leader is killed or captured in 

that or any previous year, and 0 otherwise. The hypotheses are concerned with the long-run 

effect of leadership decapitation and, therefore, it is important to understand if the group has ever 

suffered leadership decapitation. The variables that indicate leadership capture and fatality are 

coded similarly. The variable that indicates whether a leader has been captured is dichotomous, 

equaling 1 in the group-year the leader is captured and all subsequent group-years and equaling 0 

otherwise. The variable that indicates whether a leader has been killed is dichotomous, equaling 

1 in the group-year the leader is killed and all subsequent group-years and 0 otherwise. In the 

dataset there are a total of 522 group-years in which a group has suffered a leader fatality and 

551 group-years in which a group has suffered a captured leader. 

 

 

 

 
																																																								
9	Due to data limitations, there are only 860 observations of a group’s success rate. 
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Figure 1: Trends in Leadership Decapitation 

  

(a) Leaders Killed (b) Leaders Captured 

 

Figures 1a and 1b display the yearly frequency of leadership decapitation through fatality 

and capture, respectively. Leadership fatality occurs much more often than leadership capture. 

This is unsurprising given the ease of killing a leader relative to capturing a leader. Killing a 

leader can be as “easy” as a missile strike, while capturing a leader requires more planning and 

execution to succeed. Capturing a leader is also more likely to endanger friendly 

counterterrorism forces. Furthermore, it may be politically advisable to kill rather than capture a 

terrorist leader.10 Lastly, note that leadership decapitation increases around 2001. This is likely 

due to the increased emphasis on global counter-terrorism in the wake of 9/11. 

We proxy institutionalization with an indicator of service provision for three reasons. 

First, service provision requires infrastructure to deliver the services and a bureaucracy to 

manage the provision, contributing to institutionalization. Groups must develop standard 

operating procedures to deliver services efficiently. Second, the relationship between service 

provision and institutionalization is endogenous. Providing services requires creating the 

																																																								
10	Consider the bin Laden raid. The debate surrounding the decision to kill bin Laden and dispose of his body at sea 
illustrates how politics can influence the decision to kill or capture terrorist leaders. 
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described infrastructure. More institutionalized groups are also more likely to provide services, 

since the cost to providing services is lower. These groups do not have to create new institutions 

to provide services, but may use existing structures. Finally, services data has the benefit of 

temporal variation. Our approach is able to track changes at the group-year level. This enables a 

more fine-grained examination of group structure than previously possible. 

We use data from TIOS (Heger and Jung 2017) to capture terrorist group service 

provision. The TIOS data set is the first to provide a longitudinal measure of terrorist and 

insurgent group service provision across more than 400 groups and more than 40 years.11 This 

measure captures evidence of terrorist service provision across 21 categories of service 

provision, including sewage, infrastructure, education, healthcare, and media.12 The data is 

machine coded by first gathering all English language news articles for all terrorist groups listed 

in Cronin (2011). The documents are then collated into group-years and the variables are the 

logged sums of key words. 

Figure 2: Distribution of Services Data 

 
Figure 2 displays the number of group-years across the different levels of service 

provision. The mean level of logged service provision group-year is 7.6 and the median is 8.5. 

																																																								
11	See Heger and Jung (2017) for discussion of data collection. Extensive attribution checks have been conducted to 
ensure, despite the noise, that the metric is actually picking up terrorist or insurgent provision. It does. Regardless, 
the authors recommend logging the measure to reduce the effect of measurement error. 
12	See Wagstaff and Jung (2017) for a full list of these categories.  
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An important takeaway from this figure is that the groups in this sample engage in a high degree 

of service provision. This gives us greater confidence that we will be able to track fluctuations in 

institutionalization than if the values clustered close to zero. The amount of change possible as 

the level of service provision approaches zero necessarily declines (due to a “flooring” effect), 

impeding our ability to capture “deinstitutionalization” of already “deinstitutionalized” groups. 

We caution against using this as a precise measure, but instead take this as rough indication of 

service provision and, consequently, of the degree of a group’s institutionalization. 

 
Control Variables 
 

We include a number of control variables in our analyses. All variables come from the 

World Bank’s World Development Indicators unless otherwise noted. First, we include the 

GDP/Capita for the state in which the group (or at least the headquarters) resides. GDP/Capita 

proxies for state capacity. The greater this capacity, the better the state can combat the terrorist 

group. This likely reduces the amount of services a group is able or willing to provide. Groups 

may also take advantage of state-provided services, such as healthcare, rather than provide their 

own. Additionally, more robust counter-terrorism forces increase the odds of a successful 

leadership decapitation. In general, a more robust counter-terrorism capacity has a negative 

impact on the longevity and success rate of a terrorist group, and a positive impact on the 

likelihood that the state launches a decapitation strike. 

We also include the Unified Democracy Score (Pemstein et al. 2010) of the state in which 

the group’s main base of operations resides to measure regime type. More democratic states may 

be more restrained in their ability to target leadership (notwithstanding the US drone programs). 

Public outcry may prevent leaders from, for example, using torture to extract information. 

Conversely, more democratic states may be more likely to conduct leadership decapitation under 
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pressure from constituents for action. Groups may also “live” longer in democratic states because 

such states have less invasive police services, enabling them to stay hidden. The general 

restrictions on policing increase the likelihood that an attack is successful since the perpetrators 

can avoid detection longer. 

Natural Resource Revenue/GDP influences the ability of states to conduct leadership 

decapitation strikes, the longevity of a terrorist group, and the group’s success rate. Much of this 

effect hinges on who owns the resources, but the general idea is that both the state and terrorist 

group are able to exploit natural resource wealth. States that have access to natural resources 

should also be in a better position to fund counter-terrorism efforts. They are also better able to 

resist calls from constituents for action against terrorist groups. Groups that have access to 

natural resources are more robust since they have a deeper reservoir of resources from which to 

draw. These resources facilitate funding and equipping terrorist activity, which increases the 

likelihood of success. 

Remittances Received has a similar effect to natural resource wealth. States whose 

populations receive large amounts of remittances may face less demand less from their 

constituents. Individuals can use these remittances to, for example, fund educational- and 

healthcare-related expenses without government support. The government can then devote more 

funds to counter-terrorism efforts. On the other hand, some remittances also go to fund terrorist 

activity. This is particularly true of terrorist groups that claim to represent particular people 

groups since these potential or actual “constituents” may contribute to these groups (e.g., 

remittance flows to the IRA). This makes the group more robust. Likewise, groups can use these 

funds to execute more sophisticated attacks with a higher degree of success with the extra 

resources. 
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Finally, we include Military Expenditure/GDP to control more directly for the strength of 

state counter-terrorism forces. Such forces have the resources to more effectively identify group 

leaders and conduct leadership decapitation strikes. This also reduces the longevity of groups 

that are subjected to more vigorous counter-terrorism operations beyond leadership decapitation. 

Furthermore, better-funded counter-terrorism forces will be better able to identify potential 

targets and interdict an attack before it can succeed. We cluster all standard errors at the group 

level since the errors are likely to be highly correlated within unit. 

An immediate concern is that there is selection bias as to which groups states target. 

Table 1 assuages this concern. This table compares two groups, those terrorist groups that do not 

suffer leadership decapitation (column 2) and those terrorist groups that do (column 3), across 

observable traits. The best comparison would be to compare all groups that the state wants to 

decapitate, regardless of success or actual attempt, but we are not aware of any such data.13 This 

method likely approximates this comparison.  

 
Table 1: Selection Bias in Targeting? 

 
 

																																																								
13	Additionally, any such data would also raise concerns about how complete the data are and whether the available 
represented a random sample of the (unobservable) population of groups states want to target. 
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In calculating the means for each group in Table 1, we drop all group-years during and 

after a leadership decapitation. Including these years would bias the mean calculation since the 

comparison would include values that are likely affected by the decapitation itself. In sum, the 

table shows that there are no major differences between groups that are not targeted for 

leadership decapitation and those that are. Column 1 in Table 1 shows the variable and column 4 

provides the two-tailed t-test p-value. In other words, the fourth column is the probability that we 

would observe a difference between the two means of at least the magnitude that we do. There 

appears to be a difference only in the level of remittances states receive. States that target groups 

appear to receive more remittances than those that do not, but in general there does not appear to 

be much selection bias. 

A related concern, especially given our interest in the differential effect of decapitation 

mode, is that there is a systematic difference between groups that suffer leadership fatality and 

groups that suffer leadership capture. Table 2 compares groups that suffer leadership fatality 

(column 2) and leadership capture (column 3). The remaining structure parallels that of Table 1. 

There does not appear to be systematic bias among our independent variables of interest. 

 
Table 2: Selection Bias in Decapitation Mode?
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Table 2 shows some interesting differences between groups that suffer leadership fatality 

and groups that suffer leadership capture among the control variables. Groups that suffer 

leadership capture are more likely than groups that suffer leadership fatality to reside in states 

with higher GDP/Capita and levels of democracy, but lower natural resource revenue, remittance 

levels, and military expenditures as a percent of GDP. We remain agnostic about the reasons 

behind these differences, but would like to point out that the difference in the level of democracy 

is particularly interesting. Perhaps it could be due to democratic norms not to kill, but at the same 

time capturing terrorist leaders facilitates torture. We leave this investigation to future work. 

Differences in Behavior?  
 

Before turning to the main analyses, we investigate a few outcomes to see whether there 

exists any evidence of a differential impact of decapitation mode. To do this, we used the Global 

Terrorism Database to create three dependent variables. The first is simply a count of the number 

of attacks a group perpetrates per year. The second takes the mean of the number of fatalities per 

attack each group-year. The third is the percent of the attacks the group is suspected of 

perpetrating that the group actually claims. This initial probe is meant only to see if there appears 

to be a differential effect of not only the mode of leadership decapitation, but also if there is any 

evidence that institutionalization matters. Given that we use fractional logit and negative 

binomial models, we present the change in predicted proportions and counts in Table 4. We 

estimated all regressions with the full battery of controls and clustered standard errors on the 

group.14 

 
Table 3: Decapitation on Various Outcomes 

																																																								
14	The regression results can be found in Appendix Tables A-1 through A-3. 



	 22	

 
 

Table 3 presents evidence there is a differential effect of decapitation mode. In the full 

sample where the dependent variable is the number of attacks per year, killing a leader reduces 

the number of attacks significantly (between 3 and 4 attacks per annum). Capturing a leader on 

the other hand dramatically increases the number of attacks (between 5 and 6 per annum). The 

final column shows the aggregate effect of any leadership decapitation is to increase the 

frequency of attacks. Neglecting to disaggregate by mode of decapitation, however, hides the 

fact that killing a leader dramatically reduces the number of attacks. Rows two and three show 

the results for less and more institutionalized groups, respectively. While institutionalization 

does not appear to increase the effect of killing a leader, it dramatically increases the frequency 

of attacks after capturing a leader, more than doubling it. 

There is, likewise, a differential impact on the lethality of the attacks. In the full sample, 

killing a leader appears to increase the number of fatalities per attack. After capturing a leader, 
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by contrast, the number of fatalities per attack decreases. The level of institutionalization also 

appears to moderate this effect, especially after killing a leader. Groups only appear to become 

more lethal after their leader is killed if they are relatively institutionalized. There is only a 

moderate effect of institutionalization after the leader is captured. Perhaps this is indicative of a 

beneficial impact of institutionalization when a leader is killed, but not when the leader is 

captured. 

This analysis supports the idea of a differential impact of leadership decapitation and a 

moderating effect of institutionalization. If our intelligence gathering story is true---that 

capturing a leader allows for better intelligence gathering and dismantling of a group---then it 

should also be the case that such groups will exhibit other pathologies. After a group’s leader is 

captured, these results depict groups struggling to launch attacks and, the more institutionalized 

the group, the less capable they appear to be. Interestingly, there is no differential effect of 

decapitation mode on the probability that a group claims an attack. However, increasing 

institutionalization does appear to increase the willingness of groups to claim an attack as such 

groups might both be better able to withstand increased pressure after claiming an attack as well 

as have institutions that coordinate a media campaign with the violent attacks. 

 
Analysis 
 

We now turn to the primary analyses. We first establish that leadership decapitation 

exerts a negative influence on the lifespan of the group, no matter the mode of removal. We then 

show how institutionalization moderates this relationship. After this, we turn to examining the 

effect of leadership decapitation on the success rate of each group. In sum, we find support for 

each of our hypotheses. 

 



	 24	

Group lifespan 
 

Figure 3 shows the results of Cox Proportional Hazard models that demonstrate the 

negative influence of leadership decapitation on the lifespan of the group. The “failure” is the 

group ending, regardless of the means through which they ended. They could end due to the state 

destroying them or simply fading from the political scene. This provides a more conservative test 

of the effect of leadership decapitation in the sense that groups that linger and simply fade after 

suffering decapitation will bias the results against our hypothesis. 

Using Cox Proportional Hazard models also allows for right-censoring in the data. Our 

data necessarily do not include the entire lifespans of all groups. In other words, we do not know 

exactly how long all groups in the data (will) live. Using logit or linear models would yield 

biased estimates because it would treat all groups still alive at the end of the data’s temporal 

range as having survived. If more groups that did (not) suffer leadership decapitation last until 

the end of the data set then that would increase the likelihood of a false negative (positive). 

Censoring allows for the possibility that all groups in the data set will fail if observed long 

enough. The results presented here include all control variables and robust standard errors 

clustered on the group. The regression results are displayed in Appendix Table A-4. 

 
Figure 3: Leadership Decapitation 
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Figure 3a displays the survival rate for groups that suffer any type of leadership 

decapitation. There exists a clear negative effect – good news for counter-terrorism efforts. The 

effect of leadership decapitation grows until about 15 years after decapitation, at which point the 

likelihood that a group that suffers leadership decapitation survives to the next year is half that of 

a group that did not. While 15 years is a long time, recall that the mean lifetime of a group in the 

data set is roughly 18 years. So, this effect is substantively meaningful. 

We next disaggregate the data to show the effect of leadership fatality (Figure 3b) and 

leadership capture (Figure 3c) on the group’s lifespan. These figures show that there is no large 

difference between killing or capturing a leader on group survival. The effect of killing appears 

more dramatic earlier after decapitation, but any difference ends there. The takeaway is that 

decapitation expedites a group’s demise, regardless of the mode. 
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Stopping there, however, leaves us only with a shallow understanding of the effect of 

leadership decapitation. Our main hypotheses concern the effect of group structure on the 

effectiveness of leadership decapitation. Recall that Hypothesis 1a is that institutionalization will 

decrease the effect of leadership decapitation. Hypotheses 1b is that institutionalization will 

decrease the effect of leadership decapitation when the leader is killed. Figure 4 displays the 

survival curves for the Cox Proportional Hazard models that examine these relationships.15 In 

sum, we find only limited support for Hypothesis 1a, but strong support for Hypothesis 1b. All 

models contain the full battery of controls and can be found in Appendix Table A-5. 

Figure 4: Institutionalization and Group Survival after Leadership Decapitation 

 
 

 

																																																								
15	As above, we favor these models because they flexibly account for right-censoring in the data and reduce the 
resulting bias. 
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Figure 4a shows the survival curves for those groups that have suffered any leadership 

decapitation across degrees of institutionalization. The evidence is only suggestive of a 

moderating effect. While it does appear that more institutionalized groups survive longer after 

leadership decapitation, the moderating effective of institutionalization is statistically and 

substantively insignificant. We suspect that this may be due to the small sample size, but we 

cannot say with confidence that this evidence supports Hypothesis 1a. 

Once we disaggregate based on mode of decapitation, however, the difference is stark – 

even with the restricted sample size. We re-estimate the analysis in Figure 4a on two different 

sub-samples: only those groups that have suffered a leader fatality (Figure 4b) and leader capture 

(Figure 4c). The difference is clear. Institutionalization moderates effect of leadership fatality on 

the group’s lifespan, mitigating the detrimental (for the terrorist group) effect of leader fatality. 

Among the least institutionalized groups, the effect of leader fatality is dramatic. Such groups are 

unlikely to survive beyond five years. Highly institutionalized groups, on the other hand, do not 

reach the same near-zero probability of survival until almost 25 years. These findings provide 

robust support for Hypothesis 1b. Figure 4c confirms the argument that institutionalization 

cannot insulate groups that suffer leader capture. The effect of institutionalization is neither 

statistically nor substantively significant. 

Attack success 

We next consider Hypotheses 2 and 2a. Recall that Hypothesis 2 posits that killing a 

leader will increase the subsequent success rate of that group. This occurs because of the need 

for the group to recover its reputation coupled with increased caution. Hypothesis 2a posits that 

more institutionalized groups will be better able to control terrorist agents in the wake of a leader 
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fatality and so the relationship between leader fatality and success rate will be greater for more 

institutionalized groups. 

 
Figure 5: Institutionalization and Success Rate 

 
In evaluating these hypotheses, we use fractional logit models because our dependent 

variable is the proportion of attacks that are successful.16 The sample excludes all group-years 

for which the group has already suffered leadership capture. This allows for a comparison of 

those group-years in which the group has suffered leadership fatality with those group-years in 

which the group has never suffered any leadership decapitation. Failing to exclude these years 

would result in comparing those group-years where the group has suffered leadership capture 

with those group-years in which the group has never suffered any leadership decapitation and 

those group-years in which the group has already suffered leadership capture. We display the 

results using the full battery of controls with robust standard errors clustered on the group. Figure 

5 displays the predicted proportion of successful attacks. We first estimate fractional logit 

models where the independent variable of interest is a dichotomous indicator of whether the 

group has ever suffered a leadership fatality. Figure 5a displays the predicted proportion of 

successful attacks with 95% confidence intervals. This evidence confirms Hypothesis 2, that 

																																																								
16	Results can be found in Appendix Table A-6. 
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groups that suffer leadership fatality are more successful. The predicted proportion when the 

group has not suffered a leader fatality is roughly 0.89. This number increases to roughly 0.95 

after the group suffers a leader fatality. 

To evaluate Hypothesis 2a, we interact the dichotomous indicator from Figure 5a with 

our measure of institutionalization – logged service provision. We then plot the predicted 

proportion of successful attacks (and the 95% confidence interval) across different levels of 

institutionalization in Figure 5b. The dashed line displays the various predicted proportions if the 

leader has been killed and the solid line displays the various predicted proportions if the leader 

has not been killed. This figure shows that killing a leader increases the group’s success rate only 

among the relatively institutionalized groups. In understanding Figure 5b, recall that the median 

logged service provision is about 8.5. The difference in success rate becomes statistically 

significant around 8, and grows with the level of institutionalization. For the most 

institutionalized groups the proportion of successful attacks given no leadership fatality is about 

0.85 and the proportion of successful attacks given leadership fatality is about 0.95. These 

findings support Hypothesis 2a, that the positive influence of leadership fatality on success rate 

will exist only for relatively institutionalized groups. This occurs because such groups have the 

infrastructure to continue coordinating and supporting their violent campaigns even when the 

individual leader is killed. 

Finally, though we did not generate hypotheses about the after effects of capturing a 

leader on success rate, we did speculate that it would be null (or at least different than after 

killing a leader). Recall that we argued capturing a leader allows counter-terrorism forces to 

infiltrate terrorist groups more effectively and disrupt operations. Institutionalization becomes a 
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liability and, unlike after killing a leader, will not mitigate the negative effect on the group’s 

violent operations. 

We take the same approach as when we evaluated Hypotheses 2 and 2a. Fractional logit 

models are again appropriate because the dependent variable is a proportion inclusive of 0 and 1. 

The results are robust to linear model specification. The sample excludes all group-years for 

which the group has already suffered leadership fatality. This allows for a comparison of those 

group-years in which the group has suffered leadership capture with those group-years in which 

the group has never suffered any leadership decapitation. Failing to exclude these years would 

result in comparing those group-years where the group has suffered leadership capture with those 

group-years in which the group has never suffered any leadership decapitation and those group-

years in which the group has already suffered leadership fatality. We display the results from the 

models that contained the full battery of controls with robust standard errors clustered on the 

group.17 Figure 6 displays the predicted proportion of successful attacks. We first estimate a 

fractional logit model where the independent variable of interest is a dichotomous indicator of 

whether the group has ever suffered leadership capture. Figure 6a displays the predicted 

proportion of successful attacks with 95% confidence intervals. This evidence supports our 

speculation of a null result. There is no evidence that leadership capture reduces the success rates 

of a group’s attacks. 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
17	Results can be found in Appendix Table A-7. 
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Figure 6: Institutionalization and Success Rate 
 

 
 

To evaluate the effect of institutionalization, we interact the dichotomous indicator from 

Figure 6a with logged service provision coverage as before. We then plot the predicted 

proportion of attacks that are successful (and their 95% confidence intervals) across different 

levels of institutionalization in Figure 6b. The dashed line displays the various predicted 

proportions if the leader has been captured and the solid line displays the various predicted 

proportions if the leader has not been captured. This figure shows that there is no difference in 

success rate between groups whose leader has been captured and those whose leader has not. 

This null result is holds regardless of the level of institutionalization. 

The evidence presented so far provides strong support for the idea that the mode of 

leadership decapitation has a differential impact on subsequent terrorist group survival and 

behavior. We may still be concerned, however, that selection bias may be influencing the results 

presented above. Perhaps there is some unobservable that determines which groups the state 

targets. Perhaps states target groups that are particularly vulnerable for leadership decapitation. 



	 32	

To address this concern, we re-estimate our analyses on only those groups that have 

already suffered some form of leadership decapitation.18 Figure 7 displays the predicted 

proportion of attacks that are successful and the associated 95% confidence intervals. The 

independent variable in Figure 7a is a dichotomous variable that equals 1 if the group has 

suffered leadership capture and 0 if the group has suffered leadership fatality. This figure 

reconfirms the finding that, in general, groups that suffer leadership fatality are more successful 

than those that suffer leadership capture. 

 
Figure 7: Selection Bias, Institutionalization, and Success Rate 

 
If the claim that group structure, and in particular institutionalization, conditions the 

effect of leadership decapitation differentially, then it should also be the case the it should 

moderate the success rate in this sample. To examine this possibility, we interact the 

dichotomous variable from Figure 7a with our measure of institutionalization – logged service 

provision. Figure 7b displays the predicted proportion of attacks that are successful across 

different levels of institutionalization by mode of decapitation. The solid line represents the 

predict proportions for groups whose leader has been killed and the dashed line represents the 

																																																								
18	Results can be found in Appendix Table A-8. 
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same for those groups whose leader has been captured. This figure confirms the differential 

effect of institutionalization. There appears to be no difference in the rate of success among the 

less institutionalized groups, but the difference becomes apparent for the more institutionalized 

groups. These results provide strong evidence that the group’s institutions can have a powerful 

influence over the effect of leadership decapitation on group operations. 

To determine whether these results are simply an artifact of our proxy for 

institutionalization (service provision), we reran the same analyses using a different proxy. 

Specifically, we used the Reputation of Terror Groups Dataset’s (Tokdemir and Akcinaroglu 

2016) measure of whether a group forcibly extracts tax revenue from the population it controls. 

Such extraction requires the same sort of institutions discussed above. This variable is a 

dichotomous indicator that equals 1 when the group extracts taxes and 0 otherwise. There are a 

total of 694 group-years in which groups extract taxes and 370 in which they do not. We 

replicate Figures 4 through 7 in Appendix Figures A-1 through A-4. Despite the loss of power 

through listwise deletion, the results remain the same and reinforce the notion that mode of 

decapitation and group structure exert a powerful influence on the success or failure of 

leadership decapitation tactics. 

What happens to institutionalization after decapitation?  

 Having documented evidence of how institutionalization does, or does not, insulate 

terrorist groups from certain modes of leadership removal above, a natural next step is to 

examine if groups change their institutionalization strategies in the wake of leadership removal. 

We do not present these as definitive evidence, but as suggestive of the dynamic response of 

terrorist organizations to counterterrorism efforts (in this case, leadership removal). In Table 4, 

we offer some evidence on these post-removal dynamics. Taken together, the results from Table 
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4 offer a consistent story about the differential effects of leadership removal by and for terrorist 

group institutionalization.  

Table 4: Decapitation on Subsequent Service Provision 

 

These regressions seek to understand how the institutionalization of the group changes 

after that group suffers a decapitation. Models 1-3 focus on the most basic relationship: the effect 

of leadership decapitation on logged service provision. In models 4-6 the dependent variable is 

logged service provision squared to probe further the linkages between losing a leader and 

subsequent levels of institutionalization. In Models 7-9, the dependent variable is again provision 

(not squared) to probe further the linkages between losing a leader and subsequent levels of 

institutionalization. The key difference is that these regressions control for the lagged provision 

in the prior period, to account for some measure of institutional inertia. Taken together, these 

results suggest that groups whose leader is killed shore up institutionally and that groups whose 
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leader is captured de-institutionalize. The directions are consistent with our theoretical story that 

there are differential effects of leadership removal by type and level of institutionalization, and 

that institutions are a greater liability after a leader is captured. These results suggest that terrorist 

organization “recovery” strategies may similarly vary, and point to potentially fruitful directions 

for future research.  

Conclusion  

This paper sought to bring clarity to some of the seemingly conflicting findings of the 

literature on leadership decapitation. Scholars disagree over whether leadership decapitation is an 

effective counter-terrorism tactic, often using different metrics of success. In this paper, we 

examined a broad array of counter-terrorism outcomes. We theorize that whether leadership 

decapitation works depends upon the mode of decapitation and the structure of the group. 

Groups that suffer leadership fatality launch fewer attacks per year, kill more people per attack, 

are more likely to fail, and are generally more successful in conducting their attacks. Groups that 

suffer leadership capture launch more attacks per year, kill fewer people per attack, are more 

likely to fail, but no more or less successful in conducting their attacks. Using a novel indicator 

of institutionalization, we find strong evidence that group structure conditions these 

relationships. Most importantly, relatively institutionalized groups are more likely to survive 

having their leader killed, actually becoming more successful in conducting their attacks. 

These results suggest the need for counter-terrorism forces to take group structure 

seriously when contemplating leadership decapitation. The good news is that, consistent with 

Johnston (2012), leadership decapitation does appear to bring a swifter end to the targeted group. 

The mode of leadership decapitation matters a great deal, especially when considered in 

conjunction with group structure. In particular, more institutionalized groups appear to be more 
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robust to having their leader killed. Furthermore, killing the leader of an institutionalized group 

may actually make the group more lethal and successful. These findings, when taken together, 

point to the need to capture leaders of institutionalized, bureaucratized groups. Such a tactic aids 

intelligence collection and allows counter-terrorism forces to infiltrate the group more 

effectively. 

This article leaves some important questions unanswered and points to new areas for 

future exploration. For example, we have left unanswered exactly how and why states select the 

mode of decapitation other than to say that it likely involves logistics and politics. We did briefly 

consider it in the discussion about selection bias, but current data limitations prevented a deeper 

understanding of this decision calculus. Isolating leaders and their location for capture is likely 

more intensive of human intelligence and requires a presence on the ground. We have also left 

unexamined whether particular types of decapitation are more effective in preventing the 

resurgence of terrorist organizations beyond asserting that the removal of highly charismatic 

leaders is more likely to cause that leader’s group to fracture. This important question, however, 

required more sustained attention and is, therefore, left for future exploration. 

Lastly, future work should examine the full range of options available to state leaders. 

We have here examined only one potential avenue states may take in combating terrorist 

groups—leadership decapitation. But states have a variety of counter-terrorism tactics at their 

disposal, such as assimilating the group, allowing the group to have a political party to express 

their concerns non-violently, and granting political concessions. The potential unintended 

consequences to leadership decapitation should inform the decision to opt for an alternative 

tactic or to use them in combination. Researchers could develop more sophisticated theories for 

how leaders choose from the wider range of available counter-terrorism tactics. 
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Table A-2: Predictors of Attack Lethality 
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Table A-3: Predictors of Claiming Attack 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	 46	

Table A-4: Predictors of Group Failure 
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Table A-5: Predictors of Group Failure 
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Table A-6: Predictors of Attack Success 
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Table A-7: Predictors of Attack Success 
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Table A-8: Predictors of Attack Success 
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Table A-9: Predictors of Group Failure 
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Table A-10: Predictors of Attack Success 
 

 
 
  



	 55	

 
 
 
  



	 56	

Table A-11: Predictors of Attack Success 
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Table A-12: Predictors of Attack Success 
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Table A-13: Descriptive Statistics 

 
 
 
  



	 60	

Table A-14: Robustness check on selection problem 

 
 
 
These results utilize Johnston's (2012) data on leadership decapitation, which restricts the sample 
to only those group-years during which an attempt or success was made to kill or capture a 
group's leader. This limits the sample to only 40 after the merge. The independent variable is 
Johnston's (2012) indicator of successful leadership decapitation. The results show that 
successful decapitation accelerates a groups demise, even in such a limited sample.  
 


