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Efforts to combat terrorism have become a priority in the security agenda of most
countries around the world, while the respective policies, tools and instruments have
amounted to significant costs. In this article, we review the literature on counter-
terrorism (CT) effectiveness and draw a series of rather negative conclusions with
regard to the reliability of our knowledge in this area. We find that the literature
displays case and data selection biases, and the results produced are oftentimes contra-
dictory, mostly due to the use of different indicators. We then propose a conceptualisa-
tion of CT effectiveness, which should help to resolve some of the issues outlined. The
article concludes by outlining some future research directions that should improve our
methodological grasp in the field.
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Introduction

Efforts to combat terrorism have become a priority in the security agenda of most
countries around the world, while the respective policies, tools and instruments have
amounted to significant costs. A study by PricewaterhouseCoopers in 2011 estimated that
the EU spent €93.5 million on counterterrorism (CT) in 2009 alone
(PricewaterhouseCoopers 2011).1 Estimates for the United States suggest that between
2001 and 2011, more than one trillion US dollars has been allocated to measures and
policies related to the fight against terrorism (Mueller and Stewart 2012, 103). In this
context, an effectiveness assessment would appear to be not only warranted but also
necessary. In an oft-cited meta-analysis, Lum, Kennedy, and Sherley (2006) discovered
that out of 20,000 evaluated studies on terrorism, only seven contained information on the
effectiveness of CT policies. Lum et al. concluded at the time:

There has been a proliferation of anti-terrorism programs and policies as well as massive
increases in expenditures toward combating terrorism. Yet, we currently know almost nothing
about the effectiveness of any of these programs (2006, 510).

This article is in a sense a continuation of this exercise, and also a response to voices still
deploring the minor role CT effectiveness plays in academic research (see, e.g.,
Benmelech, Berrebi, and Klor 2010, 1; Gold 2005, 7; TTSRL 2007, 28; Van Dongen
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2009, 1). We are surveying the ensuing scholarship in order to see whether, in the
meantime, there has been a more engaged and systematic effort in researching CT
effectiveness. Additionally, we aim to examine whether scholarship now has a clearer
grasp of what works and what does not work in CT. We acknowledge the fact that there
are broader political debates related to some of the measures discussed (such as the use of
drones, for instance); yet, for the purpose of this review, we only make reference to
studies which have a clear focus on issues of effectiveness.

Demands for more research in the area have been repeatedly formulated by scholars
and politicians alike. The Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs of the
European Parliament, for instance, demanded a review of CT policies based on criteria
such as effectiveness and proportionality in July 2011. At the same time, we can already
observe a number of works dealing specifically with CT effectiveness and an overall
increase in the amount of effort dedicated to this topic. This article first scrutinises this
research effort along two dimensions: the state of play with regard to the types of
measures which are deemed to “work” and the validity and reliability of this knowledge.
We find that the literature first displays case and data selection biases and, second, has
produced contradictory results with regard to the effectiveness of individual measures,
mostly due to the use of different indicators. We then propose a conceptualisation of CT
effectiveness that should help solve some of the issues outlined before and, beyond that,
propose ways to improve our knowledge in this area.

Conceptual considerations

Before engaging the substantial part of our analysis, it is important to clarify our stance on
the concept of effectiveness, in particular given critical objections to its use. Similar to
other concepts in the area, not least the concept of terrorism, there is little agreement on
how effectiveness should be defined. Furthermore, even the choice of words has varied,
from the notion of “effectiveness” itself (Drakos and Giannakopoulos 2009; Frisch 2006;
Hewitt 1984; Jordan 2009) to other notions such as “success” (Byman 2003; Miller 2007;
Probst 2005; Wilner 2010), “victory” (Quaker Council for European Affairs (QCEA)
2007), “impact” (Hafez and Hatfield 2006; Jaeger and Siddique 2011; LaFree, Dugan, and
Korte 2009), “efficiency” of CT measures (Laffiteau 2010) or the “progress” against
terrorism (Perl 2007). Despite the use of different terms, however, for scholars working in
the positivist tradition, there is still generally little doubt concerning the possibility and the
use of looking into questions of CT effectiveness.

However, critical scholars have expressed serious doubts with regard to the use of this
concept in general, and the possibility to operationalise and measure it in particular.
Spencer (2006) highlights two main difficulties: first, the difficulty of deriving law-like
findings from terrorist violence which is characterised by a “random-like and uneven
nature” (186). Efforts to identify general trends and patterns of terrorist violence are
additionally undermined by a widely known difficult data situation. The terrorism field
has generally been plagued by a considerable lack of reliable data both on terrorism and
on CT policies. This is to some extent rooted in the ambiguity of the notion of terrorism
itself. Accordingly, there are currently only a few comprehensive databases of terrorist
incidents. These have, in addition, been subject to criticism with regard to their complete-
ness and varying definitions of terrorist incidents (Benmelech, Berrebi, and Klor 2010;
Drakos 2011).

Second, we face difficulties when seeking to quantify certain effects of CT measures,
such as effects on fear and threat perceptions: “A special difficulty here consists in the
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problem of quantifying and monetising fear and its consequences, a problem that has yet
to be seriously engaged in the relevant literature” (Sunstein 2003, 132–133). Not surpris-
ingly, people’s perceptions of security and insecurity do not usually show up in CT
effectiveness research. An additional problem is the fact that research on CT effectiveness
regularly fails to capture long-term effects and remains bound to short-term observations.
Yet, terrorist groups usually learn from past mistakes and adapt their behaviour in
response to CT measures in place. The success of a policy may thus remain temporally
limited. While acknowledging the pertinence of this critique, we argue that it is necessary
to focus on the conceptualisation and measurement of effectiveness, at the very least in
order to assess the literature on the topic, which is not only sizeable, but also influential at
the level of political decision-making processes.

The state of play

Generally speaking, a variety of measures and policies have been captured in the scholar-
ship (see Table 1). That said, we find a strong focus on a limited selection of policy
measures that have attracted special attention in the academic world, due to either their
recent increased use or their controversial nature. A good example here is targeted killings
(also known as targeted assassinations) which have been extensively evaluated, both as a
general policy (David 2002; Johnston 2012; Jordan 2009; Kaplan et al. 2005; Kober 2007;
Langdon, Sarapu, and Wells 2004; Mannes 2008; Price 2012; Wilner 2010) and in the
form of drone warfare (Byman 2013; Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and Knuckey 2012; Cronin
2013; Hudson, Owens, and Flannes 2011; Smith and Walsh 2013). Other measures have
largely remained outside the scope of evaluations. The installation of camera surveillance
(CCTV), for instance, has been advanced in many countries as an instrument to deter
terrorist attacks. There is, however, no systematic evidence to date on whether these
systems have had any, let alone the intended effect (Stutzer and Zehnder 2010).

As regards the broad methodological approach, we find different kinds of effective-
ness evaluations, from studies based on rigorous empirical analysis (see, e.g., Johnston
2012) to others using rather anecdotal evidence (e.g. Byman 2013). Furthermore, in terms
of case selection and sampling (which has obvious effects in terms of the generalisability
of results), the literature displays a clear selection bias towards certain case studies: Israeli,
British and American CT policies (see, e.g., Frisch 2006; Hafez and Hatfield 2006;
Kaplan et al. 2005; LaFree, Dugan, and Korte 2009; Prunckun and Mohr 1997).2

Having outlined the kinds of measures and cases that have captured scholars’ atten-
tion, along with the problems associated with their selection, we now turn our attention to
the core of the evaluation exercise, namely the question of “what works.” Concerning the
actual results of effectiveness analyses, we find broad consensus on only a limited number
of cases. Most scholars agree that measures that entail human rights infringements are not
effective; such measures are, for instance, aggressive tactics, invasive techniques as well

Table 1. Examples of evaluated CT measures.

Negotiations House demolitions Socioeconomic policies
Counterradicalisation policies Metal detectors Targeted assassinations
Curfew and search operations Military tribunals Security/military force
Emergency powers Wiretapping Torture
EU/international cooperation Military air strikes Racial profiling
Potential target protection Pre-emptive arrests Economic sanctions
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as the use of force or torture (see, e.g., Araj 2008; Duyvesteyn 2008; Josiger 2010;
Malinowski 2008).

In the case of most measures, however, there is no agreement on whether or not they
are effective. The field of targeted killings illustrates this point. This measure has
increasingly attracted attention within the scientific community given its increased use
as part of CT efforts in recent years. Evaluations of the effectiveness of targeted killings
have made two main, and at the same time conflicting, arguments on their effects.
Advocates of this policy (particularly officials and governments, but also academics)
have claimed that these work, seeking to prove this argument through both in-depth
case studies (Long 2010; Wilner 2010) and large-N analysis (Johnston 2012; Price 2012).
There has been, however, also substantial critique on the notion that targeted assassina-
tions are an effective instrument (Jordan 2009; Langdon, Sarapu, and Wells 2004; Pape
2003). A similar situation can be observed for the more specific case of drone attacks as
part of CT strategies. We find both advocates (Byman 2013; to a limited extent, Jaeger and
Siddique 2011) and opponents (Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and Knuckey 2012; Hudson,
Owens, and Flannes 2011; Smith and Walsh 2013) of this policy in terms of its effec-
tiveness. These ambiguous findings point to the necessity of asking what we actually
know about CT effectiveness despite increasing research in this area; how this knowledge
has been acquired and how reliable it is.

How reliable is our knowledge?

An aspect that is often set against positivist attempts at generalisation is the relevance of
historical, political and organisational context. The fact that different evaluations lead to
different results might be due to the fact that the benefits of certain measures remain
country specific. Evidence of success of Saudi Arabian deradicalisation programmes, for
example, does not necessarily imply these programmes will produce the same (positive)
effects elsewhere. Without proper knowledge of the effects of CT policies in different
settings, we might fail to adequately evaluate CT effectiveness.

Apart from the local context, research has pointed to features of the targeted group as
another determinant of CT effectiveness. This supports the argument of context depen-
dency. Görzig (2010), for example, has shown the context-specific benefits of negotiations
in discouraging terrorist groups which, in particular, depend on the group under con-
sideration. Jordan (2009) identifies terrorist groups’ age, size and type as being crucial
determinants for CT measures to be effective. Mannes (2008) similarly concludes that the
success of a CT policy may depend on specifics and circumstances, including the
ideology of groups. Price (2012) identifies organisational characteristics of terrorist
groups as being critical to the effectiveness of decapitation strategies. In particular, he
suggests that terrorist group leaders need to be pivotal for organisations and leadership
succession must be difficult, if decapitation strategies are to work. A study by Long
(2010) concludes that CT policies may be effective in disrupting terrorist groups’ activ-
ities, yet this effectiveness depended on the level of institutionalisation of militant groups.
Groups that are well-institutionalised (and thus feature functional and clearly defined
hierarchies) are found to be less prone to be affected by campaigns of leadership
assassinations. Poorly institutionalised groups, in contrast, would tend to suffer from
leadership targeting and may even collapse. Cronin (2013) similarly highlights organisa-
tional characteristics and finds that decapitation might help to defeat insurgent/terrorist
groups that are “hierarchically structured, characterised by a cult of personality, and less
than ten years old, and […] lacked a clear succession plan” (45). Using drones and
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decapitation to defeat al Qaeda, however, as a movement “with a broad network of
outposts” (45) would prove futile. These findings remind us to remain cautious when
trying to generalise findings from single stories of success or failure of applied CT
measures.

While taking these factors on board, we go further and point out an arguably even
more salient problem in the research on CT effectiveness, which goes to the heart of
positivist approaches, namely the validity and reliability of measurement. Research find-
ings on CT effectiveness have not only pointed to different levels of effectiveness in
different settings, but even produced varying results for one and the same measure being
applied in the same country. This is due to a series of problems related to the definition
and use of indicators for the measurement of effectiveness. We highlight these in the
remainder of this section and concretely show how different indicators have been used for
measuring the effectiveness of the same CT policy (which we illustrate with the case of
targeted killings), and that the same indicators have been afforded different weights.

Use of different indicators

To date, measurement in the area of CT effectiveness has been neither fleshed out nor
consistently carried out. As Friedman (2005, 7) notes, “[…] measuring success seems to
be a matter of how one interprets the facts […].” Targeted assassinations, and in particular
drone attacks, which were previously referred to, are a good case in point to illustrate the
broad variety of indicators leading to different results as to the effectiveness of these
policies. In recent years, drones have become a prominent instrument for targeted
assassinations. They have played an increasingly pivotal role particularly for the US
strategy to fight terrorist groups in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen and elsewhere
(Hudson, Owens, and Flannes 2011). Not particularly surprising, officials have repeatedly
referred to the success story of these new forms of warfare:

In the United States, the dominant narrative about the use of drones in Pakistan is of a
surgically precise and effective tool that makes the US safer by enabling “targeted killing” of
terrorists, with minimal downsides or collateral impacts (Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and
Knuckey 2012, v).

The conflicting results on the effectiveness of drone attacks have much to do with a lack
of a common understanding of what we should consider a success. Daniel Byman, for
instance, considers US drones to work as they “have done their job remarkably well: by
killing key leaders and denying terrorists sanctuaries in Pakistan, Yemen, and, to a lesser
degree, Somalia, drones have devastated al Qaeda and associated anti-American militant
groups” (Byman 2013, 32). Byman further refers to the high numbers of militants
(estimated to be 3300) that have allegedly been killed during the Obama administration
as evidence of success. A recent study by Jaeger and Siddique (2011) highlights other
effects of drone attacks, namely effects on the numbers of terrorist attacks. These numbers
are said to have decreased in the aftermath of drone strikes.

Many of the critiques on the drone programme, however, highlight alternative indi-
cators, among which are repercussions on the international level, the deterioration in the
US–Pakistani relationship (Hudson, Owens, and Flannes 2011), the number of civilian
casualties (Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and Knuckey 2012), groups’ operational capabilities
(Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and Knuckey 2012)3 or Al Qaeda output in terms of propaganda
(Smith and Walsh 2013). In other words, scholars have used different metrics to determine
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effectiveness, so that one and the same CT measure has repeatedly been evaluated
differently.

Finally, a series of studies have not used any kind of indicators at all but made claims
of effectiveness nevertheless. Laffiteau (2010) argues, for instance:

Many of the initial steps taken by the US in the wake of the 9/11 al Qaeda terrorist attacks
were appropriate, albeit expensive, counter-terrorism measures […]. Multilateral efforts to
identify and freeze al Qaeda's and other terrorist groups’ financial resources was yet another
step in the right direction (12–13).

Yet he offers no basic criteria by which such statements could be assessed. Alexander
(2006) argues that CT measures in Germany have mostly been effective, but that at the
same time “the preemptive ‘grid search’ capabilities have, thus far, proven ineffective”
(211), without explaining why this should be the case.

Different weighing of indicators

Apart from the problem of different indicators being used for the same measure, another
issue connected to measurement is the inconsistent weighing of certain indicators, such as
civil and human rights violations, domestic support for CT policies and economic impact.
These indicators have been used both as (prime) indicators and as side effects (see Table 2).
Assessments of what constitutes an effective CT policy may therefore differ significantly,
depending on whether or not certain indicators are weighted intensively.

The problems associated with a different weighing of indicators can clearly be
illustrated for the case of (negative) CT effects on human rights. These effects might be
considered merely an unpleasant consequence affecting the state’s reputation and moral
credibility. Some authors regard its breaching as a negative consequence or side effect of
CT policy accordingly (Malinowski 2008). Other authors have listed the effects on human
rights as an actual indicator of effectiveness through the intermediary of increased
recruitment. From their perspective, respect for human rights can be linked to the idea
of public support and therefore legitimacy of the government engaging in CT. In cases
where state policies ignore human rights, the state may lose legitimacy by breaching one
of its most important functions: upholding the rule of law. In return, this might boost the
human capital of terrorist organisations and sabotage state efforts to combat it.

In line with this argument, a number of scholars link radicalisation, an increase in the
number of recruits and, ultimately, further attacks to the breach of international law and
the loss of legitimacy on the side of the state using such policies (Mannes 2008, 40; Price
2012, 10–11). In support of this argument, Hudson, Owens, and Flannes (2011) suggest
that the US campaign of drone attacks in Afghanistan and Pakistan was counter-produc-
tive and produced a number of undesirable effects. The authors find that the attacks not
only by and large failed to kill senior leaders of targeted groups but, even more, led to

Table 2. Examples of indicators used within the study of CT policy effectiveness.

As a primary indicator As a side effect

Civil rights and human rights violations Harcourt 2006; Josiger 2010 Jonas and Harper 2006
Domestic support for CT policy Byman 2003; Morag 2005 Van Dongen 2009
(Negative) Economic impact Zussman and Zussman 2006 Brzoska 2009
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radicalisation and increased recruitment, and, ultimately, to further violence and instability
in response to the US attacks.

Scholars from Stanford University and New York University have been among the
most downright critics of the US drone programme. In their report Living Under Drones
published in September 2012, they reject the officials’ claim according to which the drone
war was a success story (Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and Knuckey 2012). Based on a large
collection of interviews and other data, the researchers find that the policy of drone attacks
proved ineffective in many ways and produced unintended negative side effects. The
campaign of drone attacks not only undermined the legitimacy of the US with an
increasing number of Pakistanis considering the United States an enemy; beyond that, it
also contributed to increasing recruitment for militant groups in response to the US
attacks, resulting in more attacks against US targets.4 Other scholars have made similar
arguments. In a study on Israeli CT policies, Pedahzur and Perliger (2010) claim that
security policies increasingly limit basic civil and political rights and, more particularly,
lead to an increase in Palestinian animosity towards Israel.

Similarly, if negative economic consequences of CT measures are only considered as a
minor aspect in determining effectiveness, harsh measures that help arrest potential
terrorists, but impose a heavy economic burden, might still be considered effective. If,
in contrast, the economic impact of CT measures is considered to be central to the
evaluation of effectiveness, the same measures might be evaluated more critically. For
instance, newly implemented security measures in the transport area might have deterred
terrorist actors from committing attacks or may at least have increased the perception of
security after the attacks of 9/11. Yet, the transport sector had to bear additional costs
created by these newly implemented security standards. Taking into account economic
costs as a prime indicator, one would be more cautious to call these measures a success.

Conceptualising effectiveness

We have seen in the above section how the use of various indicators can lead to different
results, often associated with the lack of any delineation of indicators. This confusion is
spurred by the lack of any standard or notion of what an effective CT policy is actually
supposed to bring about. In fact, as we already suggested at the beginning of this article, a
generally accepted definition or framework of CT effectiveness does not exist in the
literature to date (see Van Dongen 2009, 1). This is despite early demands for an
elaboration of the notion of effective measures (see Waugh 1982, 157), so that we still
face, today, a lack of a clear conceptualisation of the term. We argue that a way forward in
this respect would be a more precise and transparent conceptualisation of the effectiveness
concept, which would then in turn allow for more accurate statements as to what works.
This would, furthermore, help us determine which research findings can be compared in
the first place.

In order to provide a tool for clear and systematic effectiveness assessments, we adapt
the effectiveness conceptualisation initially developed in the system theory of political
decision-making. This conceptualisation distinguishes between output, outcome and
impact of a policy (Easton 1965; with modifications from Young 2001). Within this
framework, output effectiveness refers to the implementation of regulations, policy instru-
ments or compliance mechanisms. It is the behaviour of officials alone (those passing
laws and the agencies executing the laws) in relation to which the effectiveness of the
adopted measures is assessed. Studies in this regard have looked at the establishment of
European institutions (Alexander 2006), the formulation of strategies, organisational

Critical Studies on Terrorism 235

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
U

L
 S

A
S]

 a
t 0

9:
40

 0
3 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
6 



reform in the CT field (9/11 Commission Report 2004; Josiger 2010) and the implemen-
tation of legislation, for example that of the EU CT directives in the Member States of the
European Union (Keohane 2005).

Outcome effectiveness, in contrast, particularly covers the direct and measurable effect
that these laws and regulations have in real life. Outcome effectiveness would basically
depend on the behaviour of policy-makers implementing the measure in the first instance.
But it also depends on the behaviour of the targeted group in relation to the short-term
objectives of a certain CT policy, such as affecting the finance or the recruitment pool of a
terrorist organisation.5 The measure implemented might have the desired effect or not, also
depending on whether the terrorist organisation or group is able to find ways around it.

Impact effectiveness depends on the behaviour of the targeted audience alone in
relation to the long-term objective of the CT policy, namely that of reducing or stopping
terrorism. It is no longer the policy-makers or those executing a specific law who
determine the effectiveness of a policy, but rather the reaction by the target of such a
policy. Consider the example of freezing terrorist assets as illustrated in Figure 1.6 Passing
a bill which allows the freezing of assets suspected to serve terrorist financing purposes
would be considered as evidence of output effectiveness; one would not look into the
intended effects of these measures as prescribed by law. Outcome effectiveness is twofold
and would first refer to the short-term objective of such a policy measure, namely the
freezing of the terrorist assets themselves. The long-term objective of such a policy would
be aimed at draining the resources of terrorist groups. Impact effectiveness would corre-
spond to the reduction or cessation of the violent terrorist activity of the groups in view as
a result of this policy.

As illustrated earlier, the use of different indicators has produced varying results on
the effects of one and the same policy, clearly shown for the case of targeted killings. Our
concept helps in clarifying the conceptions of effectiveness underlying authors’ statements
and results.7 Accordingly, targeted assassinations may be considered a success based on a
certain notion of effectiveness, but a failure from another. The assassination of suspected
terrorists alone has sometimes been considered evidence of effective CT policies, but this
would correspond only to the level of outcome effectiveness. The studies by Long (2010)
and Price (2012), for example, are based on such an outcome-related understanding of
effectiveness. Since these individuals can easily be replaced, their number does not
necessarily say much about the overall effect on terrorist groups and the number of future
attacks (i.e. the impact of such measures), however (Byman 2003, 411; Probst 2005, 320;

Figure 1. Concepts of CT effectiveness: the example of freezing terrorist assets.

236 E. van Um and D. Pisoiu

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
U

L
 S

A
S]

 a
t 0

9:
40

 0
3 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
6 



Spencer 2006, 186). In fact, aggressive CT measures aimed to cripple groups may spark
recruitment, lead to growing numbers of militants and ultimately and even increase the
number of attacks (Schmid and Sing 2009). When looking at the literature, we find studies
on both the outcome and the impact of CT measures. However, only a few of the studies
identified have actually made use of more comprehensive approaches combining these
different aspects (see, in particular, Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and Knuckey 2012).

An implication of this differentiation between three types of effectiveness in concep-
tualisation and measurement is the need for more comprehensive lists of indicators. This
would be beneficial in order to estimate CT effectiveness and would help to picture the
various effects of single policies more accurately and comprehensively. Efforts to identify
the effects of CT policies more comprehensively through sets of indicators may provide us
with a more accurate understanding of the way in which CT policies succeeded, and when
they failed. For the case of drone attacks, this would require us to identify not only the
number of drone attacks carried out (output effectiveness) or the number of killed alleged
terrorists (outcome effectiveness), but, most importantly, the actual effect on the resulting
number of terrorist attacks (impact effectiveness).

In line with this, some researchers have actually proposed rather elaborate and
comprehensive sets of indicators to measure CT effectiveness. Morag (2005) uses seven
parameters in the categories “human life,” “economic resources” and “political resources.”
Malvesti (2002) and Perl (2007) focus on several components of terrorist infrastructure
and terrorist capabilities. Horgan and Braddock (2010) consider the effects of deradica-
lisation programmes on the rate of terrorism, yet they also study additional effects of such
programmes. However, the bulk of studies previously discussed resort to single indicators
related to terrorist activity, such as the intensity of terrorist attacks, to measure the
effectiveness of CT policies.

Limits remain

The previous section proposed a conceptualisation of effectiveness which can help us
grasp existing research in a more systematic way and especially aims for more accurate
and comparable measurement. Yet, limits remain with regard to the reliability of our
knowledge on “what works” in CT policy. A major limitation is the “attribution problem,”
which basically refers to the difficulty in pointing out whether certain effects are due to
one or more CT policies, other policies or completely exogenous factors.

Before–after comparisons most clearly illustrate the limits of establishing causal links
and should be considered with caution if they aim to link the destruction of facilities or the
killing of (suspected) terrorists (outcome) to a shift in the patterns of terrorist violence
(impact) (see, e.g., Collins 2004; Frisch 2006; Malvesti 2002; Prunckun and Mohr 1997;
Wilner 2010). It remains difficult, and often even impossible, to derive any causal
interpretations from such correlations. In other words, whether or not certain measures
indeed cause a decrease or even cessation of terrorist activity is an issue that CT
effectiveness research can only address with a limited amount of certainty. In most
cases, the effect of a policy measure remains probabilistic, since the actual reason for
an observed effect may be a number of other factors and not the actual CT measure
(cf. Perl 2007; Probst 2005; Spencer 2006; Stohl 2006; Van Dongen 2009).

Wilner (2010), for example, studied certain indicators of CT effectiveness before and
after targeted assassinations in Afghanistan had taken place, including the overall level of
terrorist attacks, the rate of failures and the sophistication of attacks. But he ignored that
other policies had been applied at the same time. In reality, many countries have employed
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a variety of CT measures, all with the ultimate aim to eradicate terrorist violence. Israel
has, for example, employed a number of different policies, including roadblocks, raids
into Palestinian cities and the separation wall (Zussman and Zussman 2006, 193). Beyond
that, changes in the patterns of terrorist violence may not be due to policies after all. A
reduction in terrorism may as likely be the result of terror groups’ strategic thinking to
reallocate resources for the preparation of a more elaborated attack or to other causes such
as internal rivalry within a terror group (Bonner 1992, 200; Miller 2007, 337; Perl 2007,
1; Spencer 2006, 185).

Several solutions to overcome the attribution problem are conceivable and have been
offered, but none of them has yet been satisfactory. This means that we can presently
speak only in plausibility terms when referring to the effects of various measures. First,
well-established models of causality which convincingly link cause and effects of mea-
sures would be helpful in supporting verified correlations; but we often do not have such
models available. Consider again the example of targeted killings which may, on the one
hand, interfere with the operational abilities of terrorist groups and thereby reduce the
number of terrorist attacks. The killing of (alleged) terrorists and other measures such as
preventive arrests are likely to diminish terrorists’ resources and may also lead to fewer
incidents of attacks. However, killing militants and uninvolved civilians is, on the other
hand, likely to intensify opposition to aggressive policies and increase the number of
those committed to the fight, which in turn would enlarge the reservoir of terrorist recruits.
In the end, assassinating members of terrorist groups may trigger revenge and ultimately
increase the level of terrorism. Both are possible and cannot be derived from established
theoretical frameworks. As Jaeger and Paserman (2009, 320) conclude, “All of these
factors suggest that whether targeted killings and suicide attacks raise or lower the level of
violence is ultimately an empirical question.”

Other measures have more clearly been related to a reduction in terrorist levels, even if
uncertainty remains in this regard. For instance, an established correlation between
development aid and reduction of terrorist incidents would only allow for a causal
relationship to be established if economic underdevelopment had previously been identi-
fied as a root cause of terrorist violence. However, this relationship has not been proven to
date. Similarly, as Brzoska (2011) concludes, the causal link between terrorists’ financing
and the number or intensity of terrorist attacks on which policies of counterterrorist
financing ultimately rest lacks empirical validity and is not based on unambiguous
assumptions. This implies that correlations established in this area do not necessarily
prove a causal link. These examples point to a central problem underlying efforts to
establish causality in CT research: the effectiveness of CT is largely an empirical question
and therefore hardly one that can be dealt with from an established theoretical standpoint,
as chains of causality have not been well established. But through this, problems of
attribution remain central.

Second, particularly quantitative studies using statistical techniques have tried to
verify the impact of a CT policy by ruling out competing explanations. In practice, this
means identifying and measuring the impact of a series of control variables (Miller 2007,
337). LaFree, Dugan, and Korte (2009), for instance, test whether British interventions in
Northern Ireland reduced or sparked further violence by Republican militants.
Methodologically, the authors seek to rule out the effects of alternative explanations by
covering, among others, the effects of Loyalist violence and political events such as
“Bloody Sunday,” as these might also have shaped Republican militancy.

Other studies similarly deal with several possible explanations, even though in these
cases the selection criteria are sometimes far from clear. Examples include Morag’s (2005)
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list comprising defensive barriers, roving patrols, security barriers, assassination of terror-
ist leaders, infiltration of terrorist organisations and closing off channels of funding and
Beasley’s (2008) study of violent, non-violent and socio-economic measures by Israel.
Pratto et al. (2009) look at hostile actions, armed strikes against terrorists, arrests,
detainment or questioning, release of terrorist operatives, entering enemy territory, con-
fiscation of goods/funds, foiling terrorist attacks and sweeps/searches. Hewitt’s (1984)
study comes close to a comprehensive assessment, as he attempts to classify the policy
measures into ceasefire and negotiations, economic conditions, the enactment of reforms,
emergency powers, anti-terrorist legislation and the use of security forces.

Considering a large number of possible explanations, of course, would not solve the
attribution problem completely, as there would always be the possibility of certain
circumstances not having been considered yet. The claim to causality would therefore
remain in the area of plausibility. This type of approach, however, would significantly
increase our understanding and, particularly, provide a richer list of tested means of action
for policy-makers. In reality, however, many studies fail to consider further measures as
alternative explanations for terrorists’ behaviour. This is problematic in terms of validity,
as we cannot be sure whether the assessed effectiveness is due to the measures analysed or
indeed to others which have not been captured in the analysis.

Third, an alternative approach was suggested by Van Dongen (2009) who introduces
the concept of programme theory. Van Dongen breaks down a CT measure and the
assessment of its effectiveness into certain components and aims to establish causal
links between the cause and effect of these components similar to methods of process-
tracing. This way, Van Dongen hopes to at least partially solve the attribution problem and
determine the effectiveness of such a measure. In general, the idea of verifying the causal
chain of cause and effect for certain aspects of a CT measure seems promising, since
effects can be accounted for more convincingly. However, as Van Dongen himself admits,
establishing such a causal chain would be complicated, considering the multi-level effects
of a CT policy. This approach is additionally bound to subjectivity, because there is no
generally accepted standard for linking components of CT measures.

Finally, another possible solution to the attribution problem would be the use of quasi-
experimental designs, often related to applications of counterfactuals. In the aftermath of
the 9/11 attacks, some scholars and politicians alike suggested that single measures such
as racial profiling or immigration restrictions would have been effective strategies to
prevent the attacks (Lamm 2005, 79; Lowry 2005, 66). This oversimplified understanding
of a causal relationship, however, ignored that terrorists could easily have found ways
around such single CT measures in place. As proof of that, increased security measures in
the aviation sector, such as metal detectors, were found to reduce the number of sky-
jackings in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Landes 1978), but as Enders and Sandler
(1993) made clear, the effects of sector-specific measures of this kind do not necessarily
imply that the overall levels of terrorist violence decrease. Instead, the authors found
evidence of substitution effects that CT policies may cause. Accordingly, the fortification
of certain prospective terrorist targets caused terrorists merely to switch their operational
focus and increasingly use alternative means or choose other targets.

More sophisticated counterfactual evaluations have remained sparse, however. We
have identified only very few studies that use a counterfactual, among which is a study by
Sandler, Arce, and Enders (2011), in which the effectiveness of Interpol is assessed
through a counterfactual, and studies by Zycher (2003), Sandler, Arce, and Enders
(2009) and by Mueller and Stewart (2009) on the cost-effectiveness of Homeland
Security spending in the United States. The use of counterfactuals is difficult to conduct
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and usually necessitates comparison with a counterfactual outcome that has not been
shaped by CT measures (Tudge 2004, 2). Even more, Sandler, Arce, and Enders (2009)
make clear that evaluating costs and benefits of a policy with the help of a counterfactual
“requires assumptions that may be controversial” (546). Their own computation necessi-
tates, among other things, assumptions of rational behaviour. According to these assump-
tions, terrorists respond systematically to changes in their constraints after anticipating the
effects of CT measures.

Conclusion

Effectiveness is one of the most, if not the most important, aspect in CT policy, not just
from an academic point of view, but also politically. As we have seen, CT measures
have been on the increase in recent years, and so has government spending in this field.
While a few years ago, Lum, Kennedy, and Sherley (2006) found a dearth of effective-
ness evaluations in the literature, we currently have substantially more studies dedicated
to this topic. Thematically, the scholarship has considered several types of measures,
from comprehensive strategies to groups of measures and individual ones such as
targeted killings. Our evaluation has shown that, despite the increasing attention that
has been paid to the study of CT effectiveness, our knowledge of whether or not CT
works remains limited. In fact, we currently face an illusion of knowledge of CT
effectiveness.

We have identified two reasons for this: on the one hand, the literature has mainly
focused on only three countries and on the effects of a few policies such as targeted
assassinations so that we face case and data selection biases. In this regard, we argue
for a more comprehensive and systematic consideration of CT measures in various
national contexts. On the other hand, we identified a series of methodological
problems, in particular, with respect to indicators. We found that the academic use
of different indicators and varying understandings and definitions of what effective-
ness actually is has led to contradictory results and prevented more conclusive
findings. In order to address some of these problems, we provided a workable
operationalisation of CT effectiveness in the form of output, outcome and impact
effectiveness. This would allow us to conceptualise the work that has been done in
this field so far.

Beyond the conceptual clarity and systematisation that the proposed conceptual
framework might bring, there remain, however, a series of limitations pertaining to
effectiveness research more generally. This applies, in particular, to the attribution
problem. As a signpost for future research, we would point out the need for a
methodological shift. As we have indicated above, there is a preponderance of
quantitative methods. But, most of the time, such studies inform us if a policy
works on average but do not identify in which cases and under which circumstances
a policy fails or succeeds. As a step forward, the inclusion of qualitative methods
could help to identify cultural and historical conditions which can be operationalised
in control variables. This, in turn, would help diminish the attribution problem at the
core of causality assessments, through a more comprehensive understanding of con-
textual settings.
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Notes
1. Comprehensive data on European member states’ spending, in contrast, are not available.
2. This is not to deny that scholars have also studied other cases, if to a limited extent. Barros

(2003), for instance, studies the effects of political and economic CT measures implemented by
Spanish governments.

3. Scholars from Stanford University and New York University report that the US use of drone strikes
may have killed high numbers of suspected terrorists, as claimed by US officials. Yet, it had largely
failed to hit senior members, but rather hit low-level insurgents. In other words, the operational
capabilities of groups remained largely intact (Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, and Knuckey 2012).

4. In the authors’ view, this increase is also related to the apparently much higher number of
civilians who have fallen victim to the US attacks than officially acknowledged. The United
States considers “all military-age males [killed] in a strike zone” to be “combatants … unless
there is explicit intelligence posthumously proving them innocent,” without any post-attack
verification attempts. As a consequence, the United States have come to claim only a very small
number of civilian deaths along with their drone attacks (Becker and Shane 2012)

5. Della Porta (1992), for example, refers to the number of arrested (suspected) terrorists as an
indicator of effectiveness. This would be evidence of outcome effectiveness.

6. A previous discussion on this issue can be found in Brzoska (2009).
7. Yet, we should bear in mind that each of these conceptions may comprise different indicators

which complicates efforts to compare research results. Many of the studies on targeted
assassinations, for example, have referred to different indicators of impact effectiveness,
including the intensity and frequency of attacks.
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