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This report aims to analyse the extent to which the terrorist threat in the West has
continued to democratise. The authors expanded upon the Dutch Algemene Inlichtingenen Veiligheidsdienst (General Intelligence and Security Service, AIVD) timeline of terrorist
attacks and further developed a dataset in order to structurally enhance and map out an
understanding of trends and developments of terrorist attacks in the West in the post9/11 era. On the basis of 116 attacks occurring from 2004 up to and including 2019, the
report analyses the phenomenon of the democratization of terrorism from three
separate, but interlinked angles: operational involvement, weapon choice, and target
selection. From the lens of operational involvement, the authors note three different
types as being (1) directed attacks, (2) remotely controlled/involved attacks, and (3)
inspired attacks. The modern day modus operandi of Jihadist fighters in the West has
adapted, now typically characterized by the use of knives, axes, or even cars as a weapon.
Through an analysis of the data collected, the authors sought to explore the extent to
which the echoes of Abu Mohammad al-Adnani’s 2014 call to action remain engrained in
the spirit of terrorism today.
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“If you are not able to find an IED or a bullet, then single out the disbelieving American,
Frenchman, or any of their allies. Smash his head with a rock, or slaughter him with a
knife, or run him over with your car, or throw him down from a high place, or choke him,
or poison him.”
- Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, September 20141
“The idea is to use a pickup truck as a mowing machine, not to mow grass but mow down
the enemies of Allah. You would need a 4WD pickup truck. The stronger the better. You
would then weld on steel blades on the front end of the truck. These could be a set of
butcher blades or thick sheets of steel.”
- Yahya Ibrahim, Inspire, 20102

Introduction
In a response to the US-led intervention in Syria and Iraq,3 The Islamic State’s (IS) chief
of external operations and official spokesperson, Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, led a call
to all followers of IS, mobilizing them to take up arms against the Western enemy. As the
conflict in Syria and Iraq unfolded and the pressure on the Caliphate mounted, senior IS
leadership increasingly encouraged its supporters to strike the West in its heart and to
carry out attacks in the group’s name.4 Even with the imminent fall of the Caliphate, IS’
Caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi called for his followers to - in what turned out to be his last
video - persevere in the fight against the West and bring terror to the streets of Western
cities.5 These calls did not seem to fall on deaf ears, as the West was confronted with a
series of high- and low-complexity attacks throughout 2015-2017, killing 425 individuals
and injuring nearly 1500 more. Generally, the perpetrators behind the attacks show a
wide variety of personalities, from highly organized operators with intricate plot plans
and weapon choices, to the average layperson who can turn anything into a weapon and
any moment into an attack.
Encouragements such as al-Adnani and al-Baghdadi’s are not necessarily new, as alQaeda (AQ) has previously urged its followers to turn against the West. In 2010, AQ
based magazine, Inspire, discussed tips on using the likes of trucks as the ‘ultimate
mowing machine6’ to “mow down the enemies of Allah”. What does seem to be new, is
that such low complexity attacks have continued to gain traction, as contemporary
attacks no longer solely transpire through complicated and intricately planned means.
Calls by AQ and IS demonstrate a reliance by any means necessary in order to kill or
maim those who they deem to be ‘infidels’. Both researchers such as Peter Neumann,
journalists such as Fareed Zakaria, and government officials, such as former director of
the National Counter-Terrorism Center (NCTC) Nicholas Rasmussen, have observed this
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
Robert Spencer, “Islamic State: “We will conquer your Rome, break your crosses, and enslave your
women, by the permission of Allah.” Jihad Watch, September 21, 2017,
https://www.jihadwatch.org/2014/09/islamic-state-we-will-conquer-your-rome-break-your-crosses-andenslave-your-women-by-the-permission-of-allah.
2 “The ultimate mowing machine”. Inspire, No. 2, Fall 2010. Retrieved from https://www.jihadology.net.
3 Ali Abdelaty, “Islamic State tells followers to attack U.S., French Citizens: website.”, Reuters, September
22, 2014, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-crisis-adnani/islamic-state-tells-followers-to-attack-u-sfrench-citizens-website-idUSKCN0HH16N20140922.
4 Colin Clarke, “What the Baghdadi Video Means.” The RAND Blog, April 30, 2019,
https://www.rand.org/blog/2019/04/what-the-baghdadi-videomeans.html?utm_medium=rand_social&utm_source=twitter&utm_campaign=oea.
5 BBC, “Who was Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi?” 28 October 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middleeast-50200392.
6 CNN Wire Staff, “New issue of magazine offers jihadists terror tips.” October 12, 2010,
https://edition.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/meast/10/12/mideast.jihadi.magazine/.
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movement towards a ‘democratization of violence’7 or a ‘do it yourself’ approach on
terrorist attacks, moving towards an era of democratized terrorism.8 An era where the
ability to be inspired and to carry out an attack is readily available to anyone who so
chooses or feels chosen. Organizations such as IS and AQ actively promote the notion
that “everyone can be a terrorist, even the shaved young man in tight jeans and the
happy mother of four with the colourful headscarf”.9 Recent attacks on the West are
reported to have had less direct operational links back to IS or AQ, as there has been a
move towards attacks led by individuals operating in relative isolation, with limited
resources, and inspired through other means, such as blanket calls for attacks like
Adnani’s.
IS-leaders have called for it and researchers have predicted it, but to what extent can we
observe a democratization of terrorism quantitatively? How has the modus operandi
developed since the events of 9/11? The diffuse and evolving nature of the terrorist
threat underlines the need for sound data and the systematic analysis of terrorist
attacks. This study will discuss the shifting nature and extent of organizational
involvement of jihadist terrorist attacks from 200410 until and including 2019, and will
further break down operational differences between attacks. This paper is structured as
follows: The following section provides background on the methodology. Section 2
further discusses the main concepts of this study, including the notion of
democratization of terrorism. It also includes an overview of related studies that have
assessed the modus operandi of jihadi terrorism in recent years. Section 3, before
moving into the conclusion of this paper, provides an overview and analysis of the data.

Methodology
This paper is part of the International Centre for Counter-terrorism’s (ICCT) wider data
collection and analysis efforts. 11 As the foundation of this study, the authors have
developed a new dataset in order to structurally enhance and map out our
understanding of trends and developments in terrorist attacks in the West12 in the post9/11 era.
As the exact definition of terrorism continues to be debated amongst both policymakers
and academics, there is no clear-cut way of defining specific acts of violence as
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Peter Neumann, Old and New Terrorism (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2009) pp. 50-52.
Ia Meurmishvili, “Nick Rasmussen: We are witnessing the “democratization” of terrorism threat.” Civil.ge.
September 11, 2018. https://civil.ge/archives/253533.
9 Eliane Ettmüller, The Fight against Jihadist Terrorism: Safeguarding Fundamental Freedoms and Human
Rights. Konrad Adenauer Stiftung. July 2018.
https://www.kas.de/documents/288143/288192/Terrorism_Ettm%C3%BCller.pdf/66b4bcb1-5695-5a4a33fd-03881f5a81ed.
10 Data was initially based off of the AIVD list of terrorist attacks which began in 2004, thus creating a
parallel starting point in our own data collection.
11 See also: Liesbeth van der Heide & Reinier Bergema, “Terrorism Threat Assessment 2019-2020”, ICCT
Journal, December 2019. https://icct.nl/publication/terrorism-threat-assessment-2018-2019/; Lorenzo
Vidino et al., “Fear Thy Neighbor: Radicalization and Jihadist Attacks in the West.” ICCT Journal, June 2017,
https://icct.nl/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/FearThyNeighborRadicalizationandJihadistAttacksintheWest.pdf, Bibi van Ginkel & Eva Entenmann, “The Foreign Fighters
Phenomenon in the European Union. Profiles, Threats & Policies”. ICCT Journal, April 2016.
https://icct.nl/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/ICCT-Report_Foreign-Fighters-Phenomenon-in-the-EU_1April-2016_including-AnnexesLinks.pdf
12 Although geographical definitions of the ‘West’ and the ‘Western world’ vary, this study has specifically
focused on the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the European Union (including the United
Kingdom), Norway, and Switzerland.
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terrorism. 13 For the purpose of the dataset—and thus, this paper—the authors have
utilized the timeline of 116 terrorist attacks, excusively of jihadist nature, between 2004
and 2009, formulated by the Dutch Algemene Inlichtingen- en Veiligheidsdienst (General
Intelligence and Security Service, AIVD), as a point of reference.14 As such, the authors
adopted the definition of the AIVD, which defines terrorism as “ideologically motivated
actual or threated violence against persons, property, or the fabric of society, with the
aim of bringing social change, creating fear amongst the population, or influencing the
political decision-making process”.15 Subsequently, this timeline was tested against the
findings of Vidino et al.’s Fear Thy Neighbour-study16, and expanded and updated with
recent attacks that have occurred up to and including the December 2019 Pensacola
attack.17
The underlying dataset of this study, developed by the authors, which also covers a
variety of background variables on perpetrators,18 is built on the discourse of research
conducted by Sageman,19 Bakker,20 Van Dongen,21 Vidino et al.,22 and the AIVD. 23 The
dataset was collected and developed over a timespan of approximately six months and
is largely derived from a variety of open sources, including existing datasets, such as the
Global Terrorism Database (GTD), terrorism trend reports from European agencies such
as Europol, studies and reports by academic institutions, media reports, as well as
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

13 For an elaborate discussion on this academic debate, see: Alex P. Schmid, “The Definition of Terrorism,”
in The Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research, ed. Alex P. Schmid (Oxon/New York: Routledge, 2013).
14 For the purpose of this paper, the authors have adopted the AIVD’s definition for selecting the attacks,
based on the underlying motivation for the attack, which has roots in “(aspects of) radical Islamist or
jihadist Salafist ideology”. Examples mentioned by the AIVD include: “(contributing to) the (violent)
struggle against the West, the defence of Islam against (perceived) enemies, the countering of Western
influence and (military) interventions in Islamic countries, the striving for the establishment of a ‘caliphate’
and/or the introduction of the Sharia”. See: Algemene Inlichtingen- en Veiligheidsdienst (AIVD), Insight
into targets: fifteen years of jihadist attacks in the West. The Hague: Algemene Inlichtingen- en
Veiligheidsdienst (May 2019). https://english.aivd.nl/publications/publications/2019/07/29/publicationaivd-insight-into-targets---fifteen-years-of-jihadist-attacks-in-the-west
15 Algemene Inlichtingen- en Veiligheidsdienst (AIVD), Tijdlijn van aanslagen in het Westen, last visited on
May 4, 2020. https://www.aivd.nl/onderwerpen/terrorisme/tijdlijn-van-aanslagen-in-het-westen
16 Vidino et al. defines jihadi terrorism as “terrorism perpetrated by individuals, groups, networks or
organisations that evoke their very particu-lar interpretation of Islam to justify their actions” and includes
the following inclusion criteria (1) violence must be carried out deliberately against person(s); (2) violence
must have a jihadist motivation; and (3) violence cannot be linked purely to personal gains or
considerations.
17 The AIVD has identified a total of 116 attacks between 2004 and 2019. For consistency reasons, the
authors have treated the 2007 Tiger Tiger attack and 2007 Glasgow international attack as one attack
targeting multiple locations. The authors are aware that opinions on this may differ. Moreover, the
authors have added the 2019 Naval Air Station Pensacola attack. Surprisingly, this attack is not listed in the
AIVD’s timeline of jihadist terrorist attacks 2004-2019. Additionally, since the AIVD timeline’s focus is
limited to completed and failed attacks, so is this study.
18 The dataset collects data on approx. 25 variables, including motivation, group affiliation, operational
links, target selection, execution, weapon selection, and perpetrator backgrounds.
19 Marc Sageman, Understanding Terror Networks (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004).
20 Edwin Bakker, “Jihadi Terrorists in Europe, Their Characteristics and the Circumstances in Which They
Joined the Jihad.”
21 Teun van Dongen, “Jihadistisch terroristische aanslagen in de EU, 2004-2011.” The Hague Centre for
Strategic Studies, January 2012,
https://hcss.nl/sites/default/files/files/reports/HCSS_NCTb_rapport_DEF_LR.pdf.
22 Fear Thy Neighbour, 2017.
23 Algemene Inlichtingen- en Veiligheidsdienst (AIVD), Insight into targets: fifteen years of jihadist attacks
in the West. The Hague: Algemene Inlichtingen- en Veiligheidsdienst (May 2019).
https://english.aivd.nl/publications/publications/2019/07/29/publication-aivd-insight-into-targets--fifteen-years-of-jihadist-attacks-in-the-west. As of January 2020, the AIVD updated its list. It now consists
of 116 attacks. Contrary to the AIVD, the authors did include the December 2019 Pensacola attack, as
evidence indicates the attack was inspired by jihadist motives. See also:
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/01/13/pensacola-navy-shooting-terrorism-barr-098292
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governmental and judicial documents. In order to limit the inclusion of incorrect data,
the collection and subsequent verification of the data was spread over multiple
(assistant) analysts. This further allowed for limited opportunities to incorrectly interpret
the data. Furthermore, by working in groups, the assessment of the quality of a specific
source was a collective decision, rather than an individual decision, allowing for stronger
inter-rater reliability. Although this method has proven to be rather time-consuming, it
minimised any potential bias. In cases when the coders could not reach consensus on
either the quality of a source or the value of a specific variable, variables remained
uncategorized.24
The findings of this study have to be seen in light of some limitations. As this study was
based on the AIVD’s timeline of attacks, supplemented by extensive desk research, the
authors made an effort to generate an exhaustive list of jihadist terrorist attacks
between 2004 and 2019. Given that the data was gathered through open source
materials, there are a few factors that have to be considered. First, there is the risk that
certain terrorist attacks are missing.25 Secondly, the quality of the dataset runs parallel
to the quality of the sources used. However, by using a variety of sources, including both
governmental and non-governmental sources, combined with adopting a four-eyes
method, the authors have tried to minimize the inclusion of incorrect or incomplete data.
Nonetheless, while the authors made every possible effort to minimize this, it cannot be
ruled out that the dataset includes mistakes or inaccurate information. Since some of
the attacks listed in the dataset are still subject to investigations, the data collection, in
some cases, was hindered by privacy and security restrictions. A final limitation pertains
to the scope of the paper. The authors acknowledge that there are a multitude of factors
involved when analyzing terrorist attacks. However, in order to maintain clarity and
reliability on this particular analysis, the authors chose to keep the scope of this paper
limited.
Using this methodology, the dataset includes 116 attacks from September 2004 until
(and including) December 2019. This study focused on the West, which covers the
European Union, the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.26 These attacks,
of which 98 are classified as ‘completed’, 27 killed 793 people and injured another
(approx.) 4800 (see Figure 1-3). The remaining 18 attacks are listed as ‘failed’.28 Both
completed and failed attacks29 have been attributed to a total of 150 perpetrators.30

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

At the end of the data collection process, 24 out of the 116 total events remained uncategorized.
For the full list, see the annex 1. If readers notice attacks that are missing, they are invited to contact the
authors, via <r.bergema@icct.nl> and/or <oliviaj.kearney@gmail.com >.
26 Although New Zealand was included in our geographical scope, there were no reports of jihadi terrorist
attacks.
27 While the authors are aware of the notion that terrorist attacks may also target property without
making victims, for the purpose of this study, terrorist attacks are considered ‘completed’ when at least
one individual was injured or killed as a result.
28 Building further upon the argument for a distinction between ‘completed’ and ‘failed’ attacks (see
previous footnote), all 18 attacks that have been classified as ‘failed’ seem to have targeted people, but
failed, largely due to technical failures or rapid action by security personnel.
29 While this research does not look into foiled attacks, the authors acknowledge there are other factors to
consider when analyzing a range of terrorist plots. However, for the sake of this study and the quality of
the analysis, the authors chose to limit the scope of the dataset to completed and failed attacks.
30 This number refers to actual operatives who physically carried out the attack, and does not include
planners, ringleaders, facilitators, etc.
24
25
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Figure 1. Jihadi terrorist attacks in Europe (2004-2019) [N=81]

Figure 2. Jihadi terrorist attacks in the United States and Canada (2004-2019) [N=28]
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Figure 3. Jihadi terrorist attacks in Australia (2004-2019) [N=7]

Theoretical Framework
The Evolving Democratisation of Terrorism
The 21st century has seen immense new possibilities and access to the exponentially
changing power of technology. While these technological advances have shown plenty
of upside, it has also resulted in an array of new and expanding, interlinked security
threats. Fareed Zakaria argued that these technological advances, combined with
increasing globalization and increased access allows for a democratized form of
violence.31 Zakaria points out that access to information such as how to build a bomb or
where to purchase anthrax has led to violence becoming an act that anyone and
everyone can achieve, thus pushing the democratized form of terror. As a consequence,
terrorism is, even more so today, no longer something that can only be achieved or
accomplished by high ranking commanders, rather, it is a phenomenon that is attainable
to the everyday individual. It has been democratized through the ease of access to
information, technology, and communication, as well as the ability to transform
everyday items into weapons of mass destruction.
Peter Neumann, however, points out that it is not simply the access to this information,
alone, that has led to the democratization of terror. Rather, it is the added ease of
communication with other believers that proves to be a key factor. 32 He argues that
access to information on weapon building has been readily available33 long before the
current state of technological advances. He claims that what makes the current state of
terrorism unique is the access to communication that technological advances have
allowed for. No longer do aspiring fighters have to travel to Syria to train and receive
instructions on how to carry out attacks, as this information has become freely available
and can easily be communicated through encrypted messaging apps, such as Surespot,
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
Fareed Zakaria, The Future of Freedom (New York City, New York: W.W. Norton, 2003).
Old & New Terrorism, 2009.
33 William Powell, The Anarchist Cookbook (Secaucu, New Jersey: Barricade Bks., 1989).
31
32

7

ICCT Report

Reinier Bergema and Olivia Kearney

Telegram, and Wickr. 34 IS’ online propaganda campaigns are widely considered a key
factor to their success. Online platforms have allowed for terrorist plots to adapt with
the ever changing and improving nature of technology, making it easier than ever to
carry out an attack35. As well as making it more enticing and achievable for anyone to
carry out an attack anywhere.
Although Neumann makes a valid claim that it is the ease of access to communication
which allows operational ties to be stronger than ever, the fact is that terrorism may
have actually democratized beyond a need for any such direct operational links. In the
West, democratized terrorism means any mans’ terrorism, it has evolved into a do-ityourself reality. Rik Coolsaet points out the diffusion and decentralization of terrorist
networks, stating that perhaps the new role for AQ or IS leaders is simply to be a beacon
of inspiration to a new generation of fighters conspiring to carry out attacks.36 Coolsaet
even goes as far as to surmise that the current state of jihadism in the West is no longer
that of a single organisation, but rather a movement driven by an ideology.37 As a result,
this movement captures the very essence of the current state of democratized terrorism.

Terrorism has actually democratized beyond a
need for any directional operational links.
The shifting modus operandi of jihadi terrorism in the West
In recent times, the West has been confronted with large scale terrorist attacks that
required immense coordination and resources. Examples include the 9/11 attacks, the
2005 London bombings, the November 2015 Paris attacks, and the 2016 Brussels
bombing. These are attacks that were intricately planned and mapped out, with a large
allocation of resources as well as high ranking AQ or IS officials focused on high profile
target areas. Yet, recent years have also shown that terrorist attacks in the West no
longer need to be these grand scale, carefully coordinated attacks - events such as the
2009 Fort Hood shooting, the 2013 Lee Rigby assassination, and the 2017 Westminster
stabbing still made international headlines. Thus showing that the nature by which these
attacks take place has changed. As seen through Adnani’s 2014 call to action, target and
weapon types no longer need to be incredibly sophisticated or complicated. It is this
sentiment that remains pertinent as everyday items such as vehicles, hammers, and
kitchen knives have shown to be equally as effective in these more recent attacks.
In an article describing Jihadi terrorism in the West, Peter Nesser describes how more
terrorists than ever are being instructed through online means.38 These means suggest
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

34 J.M. Berger, “Tailored Online Interventions: The Islamic State’s Recruitment Strategy”. CTC Sentinel, Vol.
8, No. 10, October 2015. https://ctc.usma.edu/tailored-online-interventions-the-islamic-statesrecruitment-strategy/; Björn Stritzel, “This is how ISIS wanted to turn me into a terrorist”. Bild. July 26,
2017. https://www.bild.de/politik/ausland/bild-international/this-is-how-isis-wanted-to-turn-me-into-aterrorist-bild-reporter-52663524.bild.html
35 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, The Use of the Internet for Terrorist Purposes, Vienna,
Section 1.B.2-28, May 2014. https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-andanalysis/statistics/crime/ICCS/18ICCS_Testing_Analysis_responses.pdf
36 Rik Coolsaet, Jihadi Terrorism and the Radicalisation Challenge: European and American Experiences
(Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2011) pp.14.
37 Ibid. P.15.
38 Petter Nesser et al., “Jihadi Terrorism in Europe: The IS-Effect.” Perspectives On Terrorism, 10(6),
December 2016, https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/customsites/perspectives-on-
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that modern day Jihadism, specifically that in the West, has become more of a ‘bottomup’ process, a notion previously referred to in the Hoffman-Sageman discussion. 39
Through this bottom-up approach and online forums, it becomes apparent that there
are different types of operational connections in each of the attacks. Some connections
include a more direct link with terrorist organisations while in other cases, a simple
means of inspiration40 has been enough to trigger an attack. In Vidino et al.’s 2017 study,
which examines jihadist-motivated terrorist attacks in the West, three types of
operational categories are described: (1) directed attacks carried out by individuals who
were acting under direct order from the IS’ [or other terrorist organizations] leadership;
(2) inspired attacks carried out by individuals with no connections whatsoever to the IS
or other jihadist groups, but were inspired by its message; and (3) indirect attacks carried
out by individuals who had some form of connection to the IS or other jihadist groups
but acted independently.41
In his review on jihadist networks post-Hebdo, Clint Watts also descibes different
categories of network links, with the added claim of an overlap on the linkage
spectrum. 42 Watts’ definition of the operational links describes attacks as follows (1)
directed being that which is less frequent, highly capable, most dangerous, (2)
networked being that of a mixed capability powered by more than a decade of jihadi
conflicts, and (3) inspired being that which is more frequent, lower capability, but still
dangerous at times.43 The main distinction between Watts and Vidino is the degree of
separation between these linkages, as Vidino refers to them as separate events while
Watts claims that each attack linkage falls somewhere on the spectrum of the different
categories. These three categories encapsulate the perpetrator types seen behind
terrorist attacks in the West spanning from 2004 until present-day. An obvious issue, as
pointed out by Nesser44, is the tendency for ISIS to only claim those attacks in which the
perpetrators were killed or were able to escape authorities - thus making it difficult to
distinguish between some direct plots versus indirect or inspired and adding a limitation
to the dataset created by the authors. Furthermore, it is also difficult to know the extent
to which operational links are represented, as most information comes from opensource data collection.45

Jihadism in the West has become more inclusive,
providing opportunities to the average citizen to
wage jihad by ramming their cars into groups of
tourists, housewives to go on stabbing sprees, and
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

terrorism/2016/issue-6/602-jihadi-terrorism-in-europe-the-is-effect-by-petter-nesser-anne-stenersenemilie-oftedal.pdf.
39 Bruce Hoffman and Mark Sageman, “The Reality of Grass-Roots Terrorism [with Reply].” Foreign Affairs
Vol. 87 (4), pp.163-166.
40 Inspiration as being measured through the data available to the authors.
41 Fear Thy Neighbor, 2017, pp.17.
42 Clint Watts, “Inspired, Networked & Directed - The Muddled Jihad of ISIS & Al Qaeda Post Hebdo.” War
on the Rocks, January 12, 2015, https://warontherocks.com/2015/01/inspired-networked-directed-themuddled-jihad-of-isis-al-qaeda-post-hebdo/.
43 Ibid.
44 Jihadi Terrorism in Europe, 2015, pp.5.
45 Thomas Hegghammer and Petter Nesser, “Assessing the Islamic State’s Commitment to Attacking the
West.” Perspectives On Terrorism, 9(4).p.21.
http://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/index.php/pot/article/view/440/html.
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former criminals to go on a rampage using
Kalashnikovs.
Edwin Bakker reiterates the fact that the West was once considered a low strategic and
probability target.46 However, given the changing nature in the types of attacks that can
be seen in the West, the issue of strategy and probability seems to have shifted. Jihadism
in the West has become more inclusive, providing opportunities to the average citizen
to wage jihad by ramming their cars into groups of tourists, housewives to go on stabbing
sprees, and former criminals to go on a rampage using Kalashnikovs. As a consequence,
the nature of attacks in the West has shifted more into the realm of these unpredictable
attacks that can occur anytime and anywhere. The modern day modus operandi of
Jihadist fighters in the West has changed, as indicated in the 2016 Europol Report.47 This
MO is now typically characterized by the use of knives, axes, or even cars as a weapon,
as pointed out by Nesser in his review of jihadi terrorism in Europe.48 It shows that the
echoes of Adnani’s call remained ingrained in the spirit of terrorism today. Attacks in the
West have also seen a variance in target types, ranging from indiscriminate killings of
nightlife crowds or tourists, to police and military, to more targeted assassinations. The
attacks can be categorized as that which can be carried out by anyone who has a selfjustifying cause. The unpredictable nature of these attacks adds an additional element
of fear as they can occur anywhere from an editorial office to a crowded public space,
with the added eyes of the media and technology magnifying the events. All of which
brings to mind Brian Jenkins statement that terrorists want a lot of people watching, not
necessarily a lot of people dead49 - a feat which they seem to be accomplishing in their
attacks against the west.

Jihadi terrorist attacks in the West (2004-2019)
Between 2004 and 2019, the West was targeted 116 times by jihadist terrorist atackers.
France (32), the US (24), and the UK (14) have more frequently been the scene of jihadist
violence, accounting for more than 50% of the total number of attacks (see Figure 5).
Terrorist violence spiked between mid-2014 and late 2017 - parallel to the military
campaign, led by the United States, against the Islamic State. Prior to August 7 2014,
when former president Barack Obama announced the Global Coalition To Defeat ISIS,
the organization seemed to have had little strategic interest in attacking the West, as it
was mainly concerned with its efforts to establish the Caliphate. However, as pressure
on the Islamic State mounted, the proto-state increasingly focussed on expanding their
external operations against Western countries. By early 2015, IS’ overall narrative had

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

46 Edwin Bakker, Terrorism and Counterterrorism Studies (Leiden, Netherlands: Leiden University Press,
2015).
47 Europol, “Changes in modus operandi of Islamic State terrorist attacks.” December 1, 2016.
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-documents/changes-in-modus-operandi-of-islamic-staterevisited.
48 Petter Nesser and Anne Stenersen, “The Modus Operandi of Jihadi Terrorists in Europe.” Perspectives on
Terrorism, 8(6), 2014, http://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/index.php/pot/article/view/388/html.
49 Brian Michael Jenkins, “International Terrorism: A New Mode of Conflict,” in David Carlton and Carlo
Schaerf (eds.), International Terrorism and World Security (London: Croom Helm, 1975), p. 15.
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shifted from the religious duty of making Hijrah (i.e., the obligation to perform migration
to the Caliphate)50 to now encouraging supporters to wage jihad in the West.51
“The smallest action you do in their heartland is better and more enduring to us than
what you would if you were with us. If one of you hoped to reach the Islamic State, we
wish we were in your place to punish the Crusaders day and night.”
- Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, May 201652

Figure 4. Number of terrorist attacks (2004-2019) [N=116]

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Alex. P. Schmid, Challenging the Narrative of the “Islamic State”. The Hague: International Centre for
Counter-Terrorism - The Hague (ICCT). June 2015. https://icct.nl/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/ICCTSchmid-Challenging-the-Narrative-of-the-Islamic-State-June2015.pdf
51 Peter Bergen, “ISIS Online: Countering Terrorist Radicalization & Recruitment On the Internet & Social
Media”. U.S. Senate Committee on Homeland Security, Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. July
2016. https://www.hsgac.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Bergen%20Testimony_PSI%202016-07-06.pdf, p. 12.
52 Greg Miller, “Islamic State shows it can still inspire violence as it emphasizes attacks abroad”, Washington
Post. June 13, 2016. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/islamic-state-shows-it-canstill-inspire-violence-as-it-emphasizes-attacks-abroad/2016/06/13/decdfb04-310d-11e6-8758d58e76e11b12_story.html
50
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Figure 5. Number of terrorist attacks per country (2004-2019) [N=116]

Operational Control
In assessing changes over time in regards to operational involvement, the authors
distinguished between (1) directed attacks, (2) remotely controlled/involved attacks, and
(3) inspired attacks. Directed attacks refer to attacks that were directly coordinated by
IS/AQ leadership, involving operatives that received directives from top- or mid-level
leadership and/or were directly trained by the group for the purpose of an attack.53
Examples include the 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack, the November 2015 Paris attack, and
the 2016 Brussels bombing. Remotely controlled or involved attacks include events in
which operatives had some form of (indirect) contact with IS operatives, for example
through encrypted messaging apps or other forms of (concealed) online communication,
generally with the aim to provide guidance. In certain attacks, such communication lines
were evidenced by pre-attack video pledges of allegiance published by the Islamic State
in the aftermath of an attack. Examples of remotely controlled/involved attacks include
the 2016 Hanover stabbing, the 2016 Ansbach bombing, and the 2016 Berlin christmas
market attack. Lastly, inspired attacks refers to those in which there is no evidence of
established communication lines between the perpetrator and AQ or IS operatives.54 As
such, Attacks that have not shown any evidence of established communication lines with
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

It should be emphasized that this does not necessarily include attacks conducted by returnees.
While the authors did look into personal motivations, the underlying rationale for conducting an attack
is oftentimes complex, multi-faceted, and context dependent. As such, in the context of this paper,
inspired attacks indicate an absence of any operational link between a central organization and the
perpetrator(s). To do so, the authors specifically looked for reports, preferably from governmental sources,
indicating such links were absent. Nonetheless, given this study’s reliance on open sources and the general
limitations as a consequence of privacy and/or security classifications, these results must be interpreted
with caution.
53
54
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central leadership encompasses the largest share of the sample and includes the 2015
Boston marathon bombing, the 2017 Louvre machete attack, and the 2017 New York city
truck ramming. Of the total number of 116 attacks, 10 attacks are classified as directed
attacks, 11 are classified as remotely controlled or involved attacks, and 71 attacks are
classified as inspired attacks. As mentioned earlier, in 24 cases, the authors were
confronted with conflicting reports or incomplete information. As a result, these attacks
are classified as ‘unknown’ and therefore excluded from the analysis.

Figure 6. Directed, remotely controlled/involved, and inspired attacks (2004-2019) [N=116]

Between 2004 and 2019, AQ and IS directed a combined total of 10 attacks. These attacks
were relatively spread out over time, taking place in 2005 (2), 2009 (1), 2010 (1), 2012
(1), 2015 (3), 2016 (1), and 2017 (1). All but two attacks succeeded, as neither the 2005
failed London bombings nor the 2010 failed Times Square bombings caused any
casualties. Despite the rise of IS since 2014, the number of directed attacks has remained
relatively stable.
From 2014-2015 onwards, the West was faced with a steep increase in both remotely
controlled/involved and inspired attacks. From 2004 until 2014, evidence suggests that
merely only one attack was controlled remotely (i.e., 2006 failed German train
bombings). Between 2015 and 2019, evidence suggests that at least ten attacks included
some form of (indirect) contact with operatives abroad. All ten attacks are attributed to
the Islamic State. The proliferation of encryption technology provides terrorist
organizations with a powerful tool to recruit and communicate with potential operatives
abroad. Such communication ranges from providing guidelines for martyrdom videos to
advising on who, where, and how to strike.55
By far the largest increase can be seen in the surge of inspired attacks. Between 2004
and 2013, evidence suggests that 13 attacks were inspired and did not include explicit
external involvement or backing by a terrorist organization. In the five years that
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

55 Björn Stritzel, “This is how ISIS wanted to turn me into a terrorist”. Bild. July 26, 2017.
https://www.bild.de/politik/ausland/bild-international/this-is-how-isis-wanted-to-turn-me-into-aterrorist-bild-reporter-52663524.bild.html; Björn Stritzel, “This is how ISIS pushed me to make a video
claiming responsibility”. Bild. July 26, 2017. https://www.bild.de/politik/ausland/bild-international/bildreporter-undercover-this-is-how-isis-pushed-me-to-make-a-video-claiming-responsibility52663944.bild.html; Björn Stritzel, “It’s better if you take a car for the attack and not a bomb”. Bild. July
26, 2017. https://www.bild.de/politik/ausland/bild-international/take-a-car-not-a-bomb-bild-chattedwith-this-isis-killer-52664928.bild.html;
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followed, between 2015 and 2019, that number increased to 58. Between mid-2014 and
the end of 2017, during the height of jihadi terrorism in Europe, at least 52 attacks
(69.3%) lacked an operational connection (neither directed, nor remotely controlled) to
a jihadist terrorist organization (N=75).

Between mid-2014 and the end of 2017 at least 52
attacks (69.3%) lacked a directly established
operational connection to a jihadist terrorist
organization.
While the number of directed attacks has remained relatively stable between 2004 and
2019, the number of remotely controlled and, in particular, inspired attacks have
increased significantly. Although AQ has made several efforts to mobilize its followers to
wage jihad in their homelands in the past, it was not until the rise of (and subsequent
pressure on) IS in 2014 that such homegrown attacks gained traction on a larger scale.
While virtual planners and encrypted messaging apps have revolutionized jihadist
operations in the West, 56 the rise in inspired attacks shows the limited necessity of
operational involvement or backing of a foreign terrorist organization. IS has revamped
the nature of terrorism in the West in ways AQ envisioned but was not able to achieve.
As such, the rise in inspired attacks suggests that terrorism has not necessarily
democratized as a result of technological advances and availability of information, as
argued by Zakaria.57 Nor has it democratized solely as a result of the increased access to
communication, as discussed by Neumann.58 Instead, it has continued to democratize as
a result of the global jihadist movement, IS in particular, and its ability to mobilize and
empower its followers, both old and new, to plan and execute attacks autonomously. In
his book describing jihadists in the United States, Peter Bergen quotes James Comey’s
description of the new age of terrorism and counterterrorism following the 2013 Wichita
attempt, stating that “we have made it so hard for people to get into this country [US],
bad guys, but they can enter as a photon and radicalise somebody in Wichita, Kansas”.59
All to show that the means of carrying out attacks continue to adapt, especially through
those who are inspired.

Choice of Weapons
Advances in technology have allowed for increased access to information. As a
consequence, Zakaria argues, information on how to build a bomb or where to purchase
anthrax has allowed individuals to commit attacks using more complicated, and possibly
deadly, means. 60 This notion holds truth, in particular in regards to the timeframe
between 2004 and 2013 (N=27), as the modus operandi of terrorist attackers mainly
consisted of explosives (14; or 51.9%) and firearms (6; or 22,2%), acquired both legally
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and Madeleine Blackman, “ISIL’s Virtual Planners: A Critical Terrorist
Innovation.” War on the Rocks. January 4, 2017, https://warontherocks.com/2017/01/isils-virtualplanners-a-critical-terrorist-innovation/.
57 Fareed Zakaria, The Future of Freedom (New York City, New York: W.W. Norton, 2003).
58 Old & New Terrorism, 2009
59 Peter Bergen, “United States of Jihad,” (New York: Crown Publishing Group, 2017), p. 261.
60 Fareed Zakaria, The Future of Freedom (New York City, New York: W.W. Norton, 2003).
56
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and illegally.61 However, from 2014 until 2019 (N=89), a different picture emerges, as the
use of readily available weapons, such as melee weapons62 and vehicles, gained traction
(see Figure 7). Out of 89 attacks, 48 included the use of melee weapons (53.9%), while
14 attacks involved the use of a vehicle (15.7%) - sometimes in combination. In 26
attacks, the perpetrators used firearms (29.2%), and in several cases the firearms had
actually been acquired legally. In 15 attacks, the modus operandi included the use of
explosives (16.9%). Other types of weapons used in attacks include incendiary weapons,
such as molotov cocktails, and fake weapons, such as fake bomb vests. The latter was
always used in combination with other weapons.

Figure 7. Weapon use in terrorist attacks (2004-2019) [N=137]

While AQ advocated for the use of pick up trucks as a weapon as early as 2010,63 the use
of automobiles in attacks only increased after the 2016 Valence attack and, in particular,
the 2016 Nice truck attack. During the 2004-2015 time frame, only three attacks involved
the use of vehicles as a weapon, while thirteen attacks took place from 2016-2018, which
involved automobiles.
The rise in the use of more readily available weaponry is a direct result of the overall rise
in inspired attacks.64 The modus operandi of directed attacks [N=10] all included either
firearms and/or explosives (see Figure 8-9). Only Ayoub al-Khazzani, the perpetrator of
the 2015 Thalys train attack, who stated he was ordered by Abdelhamid Abaaoud to
carry out the attack and shared an apartment with him in Laken,65 carried a box-cutter
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

61 Both Carlos Leon Bledsoe (2009 Little Rock recruitment office shooting) and Nidal Malik Hasan (2009
Fort Hood shooting) legally purchased the weapons used in their attacks. In the remaining four instances
(i.e., 2004 Van Gogh assassination, 2011 Frankfurt shooting, 2012 Toulouse and Montauban attack; 2013
failed Assassination attempt on Lars Hedegaard Jensen), the weapons were all acquired illegally.
62 Melee weapons refer to hand-to-hand combat weapons. Examples of melee weapons include knives,
axes, swords, hammers, golf clubs, etc.
63 CNN Wire Staff, “New issue of magazine offers jihadists terror tips.” October 12, 2010,
https://edition.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/meast/10/12/mideast.jihadi.magazine/.
64 Other potential effects could come from phenomena such as copycat effects or even as a result of
prolific media coverage, however, the authors felt that, while important, these factors remained outside
the scope of this particular paper.
65 Hanne Decré, “Politie valt binnen bij man die Abaaoud en dader Thalystrein vermoedelijk onderdak
bood”. VRT. October 30, 2017. https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/nl/2017/10/30/politie-valt-binnen-op-6plaatsen-in-onderzoek-naar-aanslag-op-t/; “Thalys-terrorist: “Die glimlach blokkeerde me, ik kon niet
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in addition to a Kalashnikov assault rifle and a Luger pistol. Remotely controlled attacks
[N=11] show a more diverse picture, involving a variety of weapons, including melee
weapons (33.3%), firearms (26.7%), explosives (20%), and vehicles (13.3%) (see Figure 89). Compared to directed attacks, the percentage of freely available weaponry is
significantly higher. This percentage increases further with inspired attacks [N=71] that
lack an operational connection (see Figure 8-9). The share of melee weapons increases
to 41.9%.
Unsurprisingly, direct operational involvement of central leadership generally resulted
in access to a broader range of more deadly weaponry. Although several attacks lacking
such direct involvement of central leadership did involve restricted weapons, the
majority of these attacks involved low complexity, freely available means, such as
vehicles and melee weapons. Interestingly, remote involvement of central leadership did
not necessarily translate into the use of different, more deadly weapons, as remotely
controlled/involved and inspired attacks show similarities in terms of weapons used.
Based on this data, digital contact did not seem to serve as a substitute for direct
involvement of central leadership in terms of access to restricted weaponry.

Digital contact did not seem to serve as a
substitute for direct involvement of central
leadership in terms of access to restricted
weaponry.

Figure 8. Weapon use and operational control in terrorist attacks (2004-2019) [N=113].
N here is representative of categorized attacks, so N=113 as opposed to total N=116.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

schieten””. Het Laatste Nieuws. July 2, 2019. https://www.hln.be/nieuws/buitenland/thalys-terrorist-dieglimlach-blokkeerde-me-ik-kon-niet-schieten~a47c9018/
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Figure 9. Weapon use by operational control in terrorist attacks (2004-2019) [N=113]. Pie graphs not to
scale of individualized N. N here is representative of categorized attacks, so N=113 as opposed to total
N=116.

Target Selection
Target selection is one of the primary processes in the wider terrorist attack cycle. 66
Traditionally, the distinction can be made between indiscriminate violence against
civilian targets on the one hand and more selective violence against government targets
on the other.67 While this distinction is useful in terms of normative, strategic, and legal
reasons,68 it does not recognize the use of targeted violence against selective civilian
targets. Seen for for example, in the 2004 Theo van Gogh assassination, the 2010 (failed)
assassination attempt of Kurt Westergaard, and the 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack. Even
within the jihadist movement, there is no consensus on the legitimacy of attacking
civilian targets. Where classical - or territorial - jihadists tend to opt for the classical rules
of war, global jihadists consider both combatants and non-combatants legitimate
targets. According to the rationale of the latter, the nature of democracy suggests that
regular citizens can be held responsible for the actions of their governments, as these
institutions have been elected, reflecting the will of the people, broadening the
understanding of “combatants”.69 From 2004 onwards, jihadists have targeted random
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

StratFor, Understanding the Attack Cycle and Its Vulnerabilities. 2016.
Max Abrahms., Matthew Ward & Ryan Kennedy, “Explaining Civilian Attacks: Terrorist Networks,
Principal-Agent Problems and Target Selection”. In Perspectives on Terrorism, Vol. 12, No. 1 (February
2018). https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/customsites/perspectives-onterrorism/2018/02-explaining-civilian-attacks---terrorist-networks-principal-agent-problems-and.pdf
68 Max Abrahms., Matthew Ward & Ryan Kennedy, “Explaining Civilian Attacks: Terrorist Networks,
Principal-Agent Problems and Target Selection”. In Perspectives on Terrorism, Vol. 12, No. 1 (February
2018). https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/customsites/perspectives-onterrorism/2018/02-explaining-civilian-attacks---terrorist-networks-principal-agent-problems-and.pdf
69 Ann-Sophie Hemmingsen, The Attractions of Jihadism An Identity Approach to Three Danish Terrorism
Cases and the Gallery of Characters around Them. PhD dissertation. University of Copenhagen (2010).
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/NR/rdonlyres/A3D4D315-DD58-45BB-B97C86EB7D6E6BFF/0/the_attractions_of_jihadism.pdf; Thomas Hegghammer, “Should I Stay or Should I Go?
Explaining Variation in Western Jihadists’ Choice between Domestic and Foreign Fighting”. In American
Political Science Review (February 2013).
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/b192/9b3d3118ffd982c83d6eacf67df3e69d329c.pdf
66
67

17

ICCT Report

Reinier Bergema and Olivia Kearney

bystanders in 54 terrorist attacks (46.6%). The military and police were targeted in a total
of 46 attacks (39.7%). Other subgroups include various religious (sub)groups70 (targeted
eight times; 6.9%), journalists and media (targeted seven times; 6%), and the LGBT
community (targeted twice; 1.7%).
While attacks in the 2004-2008 timeframe predominantly targeted civilians, targets
diversified from 2009 onwards as the number of terrorist attacks increased. From 2013
onwards, the police became an increasingly popular target among jihadist attackers.
During the 2015-2017 wave of terrorism, target selection shifted its focus back to civilian
populations (see Figure 10-11).

Figure 10. Target selection in terrorist attacks (2004-2019) [N=123].

When assessing directed, remotely controlled/involved, and inspired attacks, there are
visible disparities in terms of target selection. Attacks classified as directed by central
leadership were indiscriminate in nature, targeting mainly public areas (see Figure 1112). Directed attacks that targeted selected groups are the 2012 Montauban and
Toulouse attacks (targeting both the military and a religious (sub)group) and the 2015
Charlie Hebdo attack (targeting both journalists/media and the police). Target selection
in remotely controlled attacks were more diverse, as the police and religious subgroups
were targeted more frequently (see Figure 11-12). Interestingly, attacks that lack an
established operational connection were indiscriminate in nature in 41.7% of all attacks
(see Figure 11-12). The military and the police were targeted much more frequently with 27.8% and 16.7% respectively. This observation opposes Abrahms and Potter’s
observation that terrorist leaders “often recognize the political risks of indiscriminate
violence, but are too weak to impose their targeting preference on lower-level members,
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Religious/national (sub)groups targeted include Jews (5), Christians (1), Shiites (1), and Sikhs (1). This
category also includes the 2016 Ohio restaurant machete attack, in which the perpetrator returned to a
restaurant after learning the restaurant’s owner was Israeli.
70
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who have weaker incentives to spare civilians”. 71 As central leadership favored
indiscrimination, their inspired counterparts opted for more specific attacks, targeting
military and police targets.

As central leadership favored indiscrimination,
their inspired counterparts opted for more specific
attacks, targeting military and police targets.

Figure 11. Target selection by operational control in terrorist attacks (2004-2019) [N=96].
N here is representative of categorized attacks, so N=96 as opposed to total N=116.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

71 Max Abrahms., Matthew Ward & Ryan Kennedy, “Explaining Civilian Attacks: Terrorist Networks,
Principal-Agent Problems and Target Selection”. In Perspectives on Terrorism, Vol. 12, No. 1 (February
2018). https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/customsites/perspectives-onterrorism/2018/02-explaining-civilian-attacks---terrorist-networks-principal-agent-problems-and.pdf
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Figure 12. Target selection by operational control in terrorist attacks (2004-2019) [N=96]. Pie graphs not to
scale of individualized N. N here is representative of categorized attacks, so N=113 as opposed to total
N=116.

Conclusion
From 2015 to 2017, the West was confronted with an increase in jihadist attacks, largely
in parallel to the events that took place in Syria and Iraq. With the West gaining traction
as a more appealing target, researchers, policymakers and theorists alike, all focused on
what this would mean for the changing nature of terrorism. With advancements in
modern technology and the added ease of communication between extremists, there
was a shift in the way attacks were carried out. The opportunity to carry out an act of
terrorism continued to democratize, it became accessible to the everyday individual as
opposed to only high ranking officials and specifically recruited soldiers who had
ventured to Syria or other jihadist battlefields. With both IS-officials calling for it and
researchers and policymakers predicting the phenomena, the authors of this paper
sought to analyze the extent to which the nature of terrorism has truly democratized.
On the basis of 116 attacks occurring from 2004 up to and including 2019, this paper
analyzed the phenomenon of the democratization of terrorism from three separate, but
interlinked angles: operational involvement, weapon choice, and target selection. From
the lens of operational involvement, the authors noted three different types as being (1)
directed attacks, (2) remotely controlled/involved attacks, and (3) inspired attacks. All of
which included varying degrees to which there was actually any operational
involvement. Of all the attacks considered in this paper, at least 61% were found to have
been inspired attacks, with no direct operational link involved. That is not to say that top
IS leadership played no role at all, instead, it does show perhaps that their involvement
was more backseat driven - relying more on the bottom-up approach. With the increase
in technological capabilities and the ease of access to both information as well as
communication, it has become easier than ever for potential attackers to become
inspired and to feel their call to action. The analysis of weapon choice aligns with the
increase in inspired attacks, given their simplistic nature. Despite Zakaria’s claim that
access to new technology would mean a rise in more complicated and sophisticated
means of weaponry, there is instead a symmetry between the choices of weapons and
20
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the echoes of Adnani’s call to action. Adnani emphasized the notion that anything and
everything could be used as a weapon by those who are truly inspired and the data goes
to prove it. From 2014 onwards, parallel to the rise of inspired attacks, was also a rise in
the use of melee weapons and vehicles as killing machines. More intricate plots with
closer ties and operational direction from central leadership unsurprisingly allowed for
the use of more sophisticated weaponry, but as there was a move away from such plots
so too was the reliance on advanced munitions. The data also showed different
preferences in terms of target selection. The main distinctions can typically be seen
between indiscriminate targets of civilians versus selective targeting of governments or
important figures. The overall analysis showed that attacks directed by central
leadership tended to be more indiscriminate, often opting for a higher body count, while
attacks perpetrated by inspired individuals had more selective and targeted reasoning
to them. These types of attacks opted more for the significance factor that came with
the target selection.
The overall analysis, taking all three angles into consideration, found that from 2004 to
2019, the biggest spike in jihadist attacks occurred between 2015-2017. The majority of
these attacks were carried out by individuals who were inspired, as defined through the
limits of this study, through various means and who opted for more simplistic weaponry,
yet still focused their efforts on meaningful targets that contributed to their inspiration
in the first place. The truth of the matter is that terrorism has indeed democratized, but
the nature of todays terrorism may have actually democratized beyond a need for any
such direct operational links. That is not to say that top IS leadership no longer plays a
crucial role, as they still hold vital positions in the global jihadist movement and still
continue to provide sources of inspiration to both loyal followers and potential new
recruits. With a shift from top-down plots to a more bottom-up approach, the
predictability factor of potential attacks continues to diminish, resulting from a
shortened terrorist attack planning cycle. The rise of inspired, unlinked, low-capacity
attacks, has and will continue to have a negative impact on the predictiblity of terrorism,
therefore increasing the burden on security and intelligence services.
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Annex 1: Jihadi Terror Attacks in the West
#

Date

Attack

Place

Country

1

11 Mar 2004

Madrid Train Bombing

Madrid

Spain

2

2 Nov 2004

Van Gogh Assasination

Amsterdam

Netherlands

3

7 Jul 2005

London Metro Bombing

London

United Kingdom

4

21 Jul 2005

(Failed) London Metro Bombing

London

United Kingdom

5

3 Mar 2006

Vehicle ramming on campus on the
University of North Carolina

Chapel Hill

United States

31 Jul 2006

(Failed) attack on two trains from
Cologne to Dortmund and Koblenz

Keulen,
Dortmund,
Koblenz

Germany

7

29 Jun 2007

(Failed) Bombing at Tiger Tiger
Nightclub/Glasgow International
Airport

London

United Kingdom

8

22 May 2008

(Failed) Bombing at Princesshay
Shopping Centre

Exeter

United Kingdom

9

1 Jul 2009

Shooting at US Army Recruitment
Office

Arkansas

United States

10

12 Oct 2009

Bombing at Milan Army Barracks

Milan

Italy

11

5 Nov 2009

Shooting at Fort Hood Military Base Fort Hood

25 Dec 2009

(Failed) Bombing on flight Northwest
Airlines 253 from Amsterdam to
AmsterdamDetroit
Detroit

1 Jan 2010

(Failed) Assasination of cartoonist,
Kurt Westergaard

Arhus

14

5 Jan 2010

(Failed) Car bomb in Times Square,
New York City

New York City United States

15

11 May 2010

(Failed) Assasination of cartoonist
Lars Vilks at Uppsala University

Uppsala

Sweden

16

22 May 2010

(Failed) Assasination of British
parliamentarian Stephen Timms

London

United Kingdom

17

9 Oct 2010

(Failed) Bombing at Jyllands-Posten
newspaper

Aarhus

Denmark

11 Dec 2010

Bombing at a Stockholm shopping
street

Stockholm

Sweden

2 May 2011

Shooting at Frankfurt Airport on a
bus of American soldiers

Frankfurt

Germany

6

12
13

18
19
22

United States

Denmark
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11 Mar 2012

2012 Toulouse and Montauban
shootings

Toulouse/Mon
tauban
France

19 Sep 2012

(Failed) Hand grenade at Sarcelles
kosher supermarket

Paris

France

22

10 Dec 2012

(Failed) Pipe bomb on platform of
Bonn Train Station

Bonn

Germany

23

5 Feb 2013

(Failed) Assasination of journalist,
Lars Hedegaard Jensen

Copenhagen

Denmark

24

15 Apr 2013

Bombing at Boston Marathon

Boston

United States

25

22 May 2013

Car and knife attack near London's
Woolwich Barracks

London

United Kingdom

26

25 May 2013

Stabbing of a soldier in the district of
La Défense metro station
Paris

France

27

24 May 2014

Shooting at Belgian Jewish Museum Brussels

Belgium

28

17 Jul 2014

Murder spree in Seattle

Seattle

United States

29

23 Sep 2014

Stabbing in a Melbourne police
station parking lot

Melbourne

Australia

30

20 Oct 2014

Car ramming of Canadian Soldiers

Saint-Jean-surRichelieu
Canada

31

22 Oct 2014

Shooting at the National War
Monument

Ottawa

23 Oct 2014

(Failed) Assassination Attempt on
NYPD in the Jamaican District

New York City United States

33

15 Dec 2014

Hostage crisis at a Lindt Chocolate
Cafe

Sydney

34

20 Dec 2014

Tours police station stabbing

Joué-les-Tours France

35

7 Jan 2015

Shooting at Charlie Hebdo magazine
office
Paris

France

36

8 Jan 2015

Paris Shooting - Hypercacher kosher
supermarket siege
Paris

France

37

3 Feb 2015

Stabbing of soldiers guarding a
Jewish centre

France

38

14 Feb 2015

Attempted assasination of Lars Wilks Copenhagen

Denmark

39

3 May 2015

Shooting at the Curtis Culwell Center Garland

United States

40

2 Jun 2015

(Failed) Attack on Police Officers

United States

20
21

32

Nice

Boston

Canada

Australia

23
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Saint-QuentinFallavier
France

26 Jun 2015

Saint-Quentin-Fallavier attack

16 Jul 2015

Shooting at a Recruitment Center on Chattanooga,
an Army/Navy base
Tennessee

United States

43

21 Aug 2015

Shooting on the Thalys Train

AmsterdamParis

44

17 Sep 2015

Attack on a police officer

Berlin

Germany

45

29 Sep 2015

(Failed) Assassination Attempt on
Danish Police Officer

Sandolm

Denmark

46

2 Oct 2015

Shooting of a police Officer

Parramatta

Australia

47

4 Nov 2015

Stabbing at the University of
California campus

Merced

United States

48

13 Nov 2015

5 simultaneous attacks across Paris

Paris

France

49

2 Dec 2015

San Bernardino Shooting

San
Bernardino

United States

50

5 Dec 2015

Leytonstone tube station attack

London

United Kingdom

51

1 Jan 2016

Valence Ramming Attack

Valence

France

52

7 Jan 2016

(Failed) Paris police station attack

Paris

France

53

7 Jan 2016

(Failed) Assassination Attempt of a
Philadelphia Police Officer

Philadelphia

United States

54

11 Jan 2016

\(Failed) Assassination Attempt - on
a Jewish Teacher
Marseille

France

55

11 Feb 2016

Machete attack at the Nazareth
Restaurant in Ohio

Columbus

United States

56

26 Feb 2016

Hanover stabbing

Hanover

Germany

57

22 Mar 2016

Brussels bombings

Brussels

Belgium

58

16 Apr 2016

Bombing Attack at a Sikh Temple

Essen

Germany

59

12 Jun 2016

Orlando nightclub shooting

Orlando

United States

60

13 Jun 2016

Magnanville Stabbing Attack

Magnanville

France

61

14 Jul 2016

Nice Truck Attack

Nice

France

62

18 Jul 2016

Würzburg train attack

Würzberg

Germany

An Analysis of the Democratisation of the Terrorist Threat in the West

63

24 Jul 2016

Ansbach bombing Attack

Ansbach

Germany

64

26 Jul 2016

Normandy church attack

Saint-Etiennedu-Rouvray
France

65

6 Aug 2016

Belgium Police Attack

Charleroi

66

3 Sep 2016

(Failed) Notre Dame Bombing Attack Paris

France

67

4 Sep 2016

Osny Prison Stabbing Attack

Osny

France

68

10 Sep 2016

Minto Stabbing Attack

Sydney

Australia

69

17 Sep 2016

St. Cloud mall stabbing

St. Cloud

United States

70

17 Sep 2016

New Jersey;
New York and New Jersey bombings New York City United States

71

5 Oct 2016

Stabbing of Brussels police officers

Brussels

72

26 Nov 2016

(Failed) Ludwigshafen Attempted
Bombings

Ludwigshafen Germany

73

28 Nov 2016

Ohio State University Attack

Columbus

United States

74

11 Dec 2016

Mosque Firebombing Attack

Melbourne

Australia

75

19 Dec 2016

Berlin truck attack

Berlin

Germany

76

31 Jan 2017

Assassination of RTD Officer in
Denver

Denver

United States

77

3 Feb 2017

Louvre Machete Attack

Paris

France

78

18 Mar 2017

Orly Airport Attack

Paris

France

79

22 Mar 2017

Westminster Attack

London

United Kingdom

80

7 Apr 2017

Stockholm Truck Attack

Stockholm

Sweden

81

22 May 2017

Manchester Arena Bombing Attack

Manchester

United Kingdom

82

3 Jun 2017

(Failed) Canadian Tire Stabbing
Attack

Scarborough

Canada

83

3 Jun 2017

London Bridge Attack

London

United Kingdom

84

5 Jun 2017

Brighton Siege

Melbourne

Australia

85

6 Jun 2017

(Failed) Notre Dame Attack

Paris

France

Belgium

Belgium
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86

19 Jun 2017

(Failed) Champs-Élysées Car
Ramming Attack

Paris

France

87

20 Jun 2017

(Failed) Brussels Attack

Brussels

Belgium

88

21 Jun 2017

Bishop International Airport Attack

Flint

United States

89

30 Jun 2017

Linz Assassination Attack

Linz

Austria

90

28 Jul 2017

Hamburg Knife Attack

Hamburg

Germany
France

91

9 Aug 2017

Levallois-Perret Attack

LevalloisPerret

92

17 Aug 2017

Barcelona Van Ramming Attack

Barcelona

Spain

93

18 Aug 2017

Cambrils Attack

Cambrils

Spain

94

19 Aug 2017

Turku Stabbing Attack

Turku

Finland

95

25 Aug 2017

Brussels Stabbing Attack

Brussels

Belgium

96

25 Aug 2017

Buckingham Palace Attack

London

United Kingdom

97

15 Sep 2017

(Failed) Parsons Green train
bombing

London

United Kingdom

98

15 Sep 2017

(Failed) Chatelet metro Knife Attack Paris

France

99

30 Sep 2017

(Failed) Port d'Auteuil Bombing
Attack

Paris

France

100

30 Sep 2017

Edmonton attack

Edmonton

Canada

101

1 Oct 2017

Marseille Stabbing Attack

Marseille

France

102

31 Oct 2017

New York City Truck Ramming Attack New York City United States

103

11 Dec 2017

(Failed) New York City Bombing
Attack

New York City United States

104

23 Mar 2018

Carcassonne and Trèbes Attack

Trèbes

France

105

12 May 2018

Paris Opera House Knife Attack

Paris

France

106

29 May 2018

Liège attack

Liege

Belgium

107

14 Aug 2018

Westminster car attack

London

United Kingdom

108

31 Aug 2018

Amsterdam stabbing attack

Amsterdam

Netherlands
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109
110

9 Nov 2018

Bourke Street Attack

Melbourne

Australia

11 Dec 2018

Strasbourg Christmas Market
Shooting

Straatsburg

France

111

5 Mar 2019

Stabbing at a Prison

d'Alançon/Con
dé-surSarthe
France

112

18 Mar 2019

Utrecht Tram Shooting

Utrecht

Netherlands

113

24 May 2019

Lyon Bombing Attack

Lyon

France

114

3 October 2019 Paris Stabbing

Paris

France

115

29 November
2019

London Bridge Stabbing

London

United Kingdom

116

6 December
2019

Pensacola Shooting

Pensacola, FL

United States
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