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Executive Summary 
 

More than ten years after the tragic events of 
9/11 and a year after the death of Osama bin 
Laden, counter-terrorism professionals have at 
their disposal a vast trove of empirical and 
theoretical research on the nature and causes of 
international terrorism. Interest in this 
scholarship has risen to unprecedented levels 
over the past decade as heightened interest and 
strategic relevance has been supported by 
surging departmental budgets and federal 
funding. Charles Strozier, Director of the Center 
on Terrorism at John Jay College, has observed 
that prior to 9/11 “terrorism was almost 
exclusively studied by political scientists…[but] 
when we became aware of this new form of 
violence in the world, we realized that you had to 
come at it from many disciplinary perspectives.”i 
This proliferation of multidisciplinary 
perspectives provides important insight for 
policymakers as they craft new laws and develop 
regimes to manage the ongoing defense against 
terrorism. 
 
In order to evaluate this theoretical work and for 
it to serve as an effective tool for policymakers, it 
must meet at least four conditions: These studies 
must be understandable by their intended 
audience. They must reveal some kind of 
observable truth. They must be relevant to the 
challenges being faced. And most importantly, 
they must be actionable in some useful and 
feasible way.  

Terror scholarship that does not meet these 
conditions, while perhaps insightful and novel, is 
unlikely to spread beyond the domains of 
universities, conferences, and academic journals. 
Work that does meet these conditions, however, 
has the possibility of providing policymakers 
with a kind of “Moneyball” insight. Like Billy 
Beane’s famed application of systematic statistics 
to baseball, highly relevant terror studies can 
help pull back the curtain and reveal to 
policymakers what is really happening beneath 
the surface. 

The actionable policy 
recommendations that follow 

are firmly grounded in empirical 
research, strategically relevant, 
and should inform the work of 

interested policymakers. 
 
After analyzing literature on psychology, 
criminology, and development theory—this 
paper will conclude that Globalization Theory 
offers the most complete and useful framework 
for understanding the challenges of 
contemporary counterterrorism policy. The 
actionable policy recommendations that follow 
are firmly grounded in empirical research, 
strategically relevant, and should inform the 
work of interested policymakers. 
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Psychology and Criminology 

In the aftermath of 9/11, many believed that the 

psychological insights of criminologists could be 

broadly applicable to the study of terrorists. It 

seems intuitive to assume that the better one 

understands the problem of terrorism—and the 

pathologies of terrorists—the easier it would be 

to counter their activities. The Psychological 

profiling that has become a common feature of 

domestic criminal investigations held the 

promise of empowering counter terror officials 

to identify populations and individuals who are 

likely to be or become sympathetic to terrorism, 

paving the way for surgical approaches that 

would contain or apprehend those people. 

Unfortunately, as psychologists and 

criminologists began to study terrorism in 

earnest, it became clear that identifying the 

pathologies of terrorism in any actionable and 

predictable way was far more difficult than 

scholars had hoped.  

 

“[T]here is no root cause behind 
involvement in terrorism, there 

is equally no root cause that 
explains disengagement.” 

 

Unlike serial killers or psychopaths, there is near-

unanimous agreement that neither mental illness 

nor mental abnormalities are primarily 

responsible for the actions of terrorists.ii 

Similarly, though many terrorists share some 

common experiences – such as abuse or systemic 

disempowerment – there is no “terrorist 

personality” or profile.iii While scholars have 

identified certain personality characteristics that 

make individuals more susceptible to violent 

ideologies and terrorist recruitment, they are far 

too broad and too numerous to be useful in 

forming the basis of a counter-terrorism strategy. 

While some useful scholarship has helped reveal 

the social forces that can contribute to an 

individual moving up the “staircase” toward 

increasingly violent radicalization,iv it is difficult 

to imagine any world in which counter-terror 

policy could affect these forces to an extent 

sufficient to control the terrorist threat 

psychologically.  

 

Perhaps the greatest potential for a meaningful 

contribution of psychological research to counter 

terrorism is in the design and implementation of 

“deradicalization” programs. These initiatives – 

which seek to reform terrorists and transition 

them back into society -- have been rolled out by 

both the government of Saudi Arabia as well as 

US commanders in Afghanistan.v This is a high-

risk and complex endeavor, however. John 

Horgan, one of the most influential academics 

studying terrorist psychology, explains in the 

preface to his latest book how difficult it is to 

apply these theories to practice. “[T]here is no 

root cause behind involvement in terrorism, 

there is equally no root cause that explains 

disengagement. Just like the process that 

characterizes how people become involved, 

leaving terrorism behind involves a complex, 

socio-psychological process that does not look 

the same, or necessarily work in the same way, 

for everyone. The pathway to disengagement 

may be as non-linear and dynamic as initial 

involvement. Some of the pathways may be 

similar in terms of the qualities experienced by 

individuals, but they are not necessarily 

embarked upon in the same way or progressed 

through in terms of ‘stages.’”vi With successful 

programs of this nature requiring such intimate 
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and particularized interventions, it is hard to 

imagine these insights contributing to much 

more than highly niche counter-terrorism efforts.  
 

Development Theory 

Perhaps even more than psychologists, 

development experts were able to elevate their 

work to the forefront of counter-terrorism 

discussion shortly after 9/11. It was widely 

believed by policymakers that poverty and lack of 

education were responsible for terrorist 

sympathies, therefore bringing development 

firmly into the realm of national security. 

President Bush articulated this argument 

succinctly in 2002 when he declared that “we 

fight against poverty because hope is an answer 

to terror.”vii While the efficacy of hope is difficult 

to measure, analyzing poverty’s impact on 

terrorism quickly revealed rather counter-

intuitive findings.  

 

Alan Krueger and Jitka Maleckova examined 

levels of education and poverty among terrorists 

and their supporters in the West Bank, Israel, and 

Lebanon. Among the Palestinian population they 

studied, it was revealed that by “a 68 point 

margin, those with more than a secondary school 

education support armed attacks against Israeli 

targets.”viii Similarly, when studying Hezbollah 

they found “that the poverty rate is 28 percent 

among Hezbollah militants and 33 percent for the 

population…and in terms of education; the 

Hezbollah fighters are more likely to have 

attended secondary school than those in the 

general population.”ix Importantly, these 

demographic realities were not limited to Arab, 

Muslim, or anti-Israeli movements. When 

analyzing the membership of the Israeli Gush 

Emunim, a violent terrorist group that led many 

attacks during the 1970s and 1980s, the authors 

found that those “extremists were 

disproportionately well-educated and in high-

paying occupations.”x  

 

“Data obviate the conventional 
assumption that the extremists 

are simply the ‘have-nots,’ 
suggesting rather that they are 

the ‘want-mores.’” 
 

While skeptics are likely to point out that these 

studies examine only nationalist/territorial 

terrorist groups, the relationship they identified 

comports to what we know about much of al 

Qaida. Nearly all of the 9/11 terrorists were well-

educated and relatively privileged while Osama 

bin Laden was the beneficiary of vast hereditary 

wealth. While these data suggest that education 

and income are not effective determinants of 

violent radicalization on an individual level, it 

remains paradoxically true that when the frame 

is pulled back, society-wide, aggregate levels of 

education and poverty do seem to correlate with 

pockets of instability and terrorism.  Daniel 

Lerner may have had some insight into this 

apparent paradox back in 1958 when he wrote 

that the “data obviate the conventional 

assumption that the extremists are simply the 

‘have-nots,’ suggesting rather that they are the 

‘want-mores.’”xi A more sophisticated model, 

then, that takes into account macroeconomics, 

broader social forces, and collective – rather than 

relative—opportunity might shed more light on 

the forces actually at work.  
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Globalization 

Thomas Friedman famously defined globalization 

in 2005 as the “interweaving of markets, 

technology, information systems, and 

telecommunications networks in a way that is 

shrinking the world 

from a size medium 

to size small.”xii This 

process has led to 

remarkable growth, 

advancement, and 

economic gain in 

many parts of the 

world, but has also 

had many unintended 

consequences and 

created entire 

populations of ‘want-

mores.’ A theory of 

terrorism, then, that 

is predicated off of 

understanding the 

nature of 

globalization and its 

implications for 

terrorism and 

counter-terrorism is 

quite appealing. The 

research of Audrey 

Cronin has described 

these dynamics 

explicitly.xiii 

 
 

Reach and Scale. The tools of globalization, from 

various internet platforms to extensive wireless 

telecommunications and satellite technology, has 

created an environment where relatively small 

and dispersed groups can project operational 

capability far beyond their home bases and on a 

scale much larger than their small numbers 

would have historically allowed. 

Economic Inequality. Changing markets, 

industries, and newly introduced global 

competition have resulted in rising inequality 

both among and inside 

of many countries. In 

many developing 

nations, governments 

have been too weak or 

have not been able or 

willing to put in place 

public policies which 

channel the forces of 

globalization into 

more broadly-shared 

prosperity. 

 

Changing Social 

Structure. 

Globalization has also 

introduced modern 

social arrangements 

and resulted in rapidly 

developing family and 

gender roles, in 

addition to challenging 

traditional cultural 

mores more generally. 

The West is often 

blamed for these 

changes when they are resented and understood 

to be externally imposed. 

 

Relative Evaluation. Communications and media 

technology now allow populations to make 

relative assessments -- both regionally and 

Image Courtesy of Samir Rihani 
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internationally -- about their levels of welfare 

and living standards in a more robust manner 

than ever before in human history. 

 

Changing Economies. Globalized markets, post-

industrialization in the West, and technological 

innovation can have the effect of leaving entire 

populations feeling obsolete and disempowered. 

As traditionally reliable ways of making a living 

become increasingly undependable, people with 

limited ability to adapt are left incredibly 

insecure. 

 

This globalization scholarship identifies global 

and regional trends which can contribute to 

alienation and disempowerment—the sorts of 

“vulnerability characteristics” identified by 

psychologists— and account for increased terror 

activity, support, and recruitment even among 

individuals who are relatively prosperous. In this 

sense, it provides a kind of master-theory, with 

far more explanatory power than any of the 

previously mentioned theoretical frames. But 

does Globalization meet the four-fold test 

established earlier in this paper? The fact that 

authors such as Thomas Friedman have brought 

many of these concepts into the main stream 

suggests that it is a model that is broadly 

understandable. Cronin’s analysis appears to 

describe an observable truth that is supported by 

data. If true, grappling successfully with these 

forces would be highly relevant to creating a 

stable global order, largely devoid of persistent 

terrorism. Finally, this theory can, in fact, be 

operationalized by policymakers: 

 

Policy Recommendations 

 

Sustained Economic Engagement. Isolationism 

is no longer an option, nor a sound strategy for 

addressing the realities of globalization. The US 

should support robust and sustained economic 

engagement with the developing world broadly, 

and transition countries in the MENA region in 

particular. Targeted aid is important, but creating 

free trade agreements, intra-regional trading 

hubs, and broad-based access to the benefits of 

globalization has proven to decrease 

unemployment, increase real per capita GDP, 

reduce poverty, and raise living standards. 

 

Democracy Promotion. The US and its allies, 

along with international institutions and NGOs, 

should work with governments and civil society 

in developing countries to build democratic 

institutions. Their specific character should be 

highly responsive to local needs and traditions, 

but provide populations with systematic ways of 

exercising agency over some political decisions, 

adapting to a changing world, and expressing 

themselves in non-violent ways. 

 

Rule of Law. The United Nations reports that 

throughout the MENA region, one of the primary 

sources of perceived insecurity -- as expressed 

through surveys -- is lack of effective rule of law 

and policing.xiv The US and its international 

partners should work with developing 

governments and civil society to assess their 

problems and needs. In so much as its possible, 

those governments should then be provided the 

resources, training, and best-practices that would 

allow them to improve the provision of basic 

security and safety. 

 

Conclusions 

In the year following 9/11, over 150 books were 

published on the subject of terrorism.xv Our 

knowledge and understanding of the forces 
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influencing this phenomenon has certainly 

increased, but it’s not entirely clear how much 

the majority of this scholarship has assisted in 

developing relevant, actionable counter-

terrorism policies. The work being done by 

globalization theorists appears to hold the most 

promise for creating an empirical framework that 

under-girds a long-term strategy for dealing with 

violent extremism. The proscriptions this theory 

suggests, however, are complex and not easily 

executed. Global terrorism will continue to be a 

threat, though if appropriately managed; it can 

likely be suppressed to acceptable levels. 

Academic, empirical, and theoretical research has 

a powerful role to play in policy formation that 

supports this goal, but practitioners must remain 

skeptical and subject the reams and reams of 

studies to rigorous standards of comprehension, 

observable truth, strategic relevance, and 

actionablility.  

 

Bradley Bosserman is a Foreign Policy Analyst and 

Director of the MENA Initiative at NDN and the 

New Policy Institute. 
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