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ABSTRACT
What explains whether someone who supports an armed movement 
in a foreign war turns to plotting a terrorist attack at home? Using data 
on 129 Australian supporters of Islamic State, this paper examines the 
impact of contextual and dynamic factors relating to strategic logic, 
mobilising structures and security measures. It finds that the strategic 
priority Islamic State publicly placed on transnational terrorism at a 
given time was most important, followed by whether the supporter 
was subjected to travel restrictions and law enforcement interactions, 
only then followed by micro-level factors traditionally focused on in 
quantitative studies of individual involvement in terrorism.

The academic field of terrorism studies has long been concerned with explaining 
individual involvement in terrorism. This has never been the sole focus, as the field 
routinely examines the causes, conduct and consequences of terrorism at many levels 
of analysis.1 Nonetheless, the field has consistently sought to explain why some indi-
viduals engage in terrorism when others do not. It is evident from theoretical work,2 
empirical research,3 and experimental approaches,4 that knowledge in this area has 
grown rapidly. These advances are particularly apparent in quantitative research, with 
a recent systematic literature review on radicalisation to violent extremism in OECD 
countries identifying 179 putative risk and protective factors, the specific outcomes 
they relate to, and their relative importance.5 That such a review is possible contrasts 
starkly with the state of the field in earlier decades.

However, these efforts invariably face the specificity puzzle: what differentiates the 
extremely small number of people who engage in terrorism from the much larger number 
of people, affected by the same presumed factors, who do not? The puzzle holds great 
analytical importance; if factors proposed to influence involvement in terrorism “apply 
equally well to a wider set of individuals who did not become violent”, then their 
explanatory value is limited by the lack of granularity.6 To the extent that terrorism 
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research informs counter-terrorism practice, the specificity puzzle also has moral impor-
tance given the implications that false positives pose for public safety and human rights.7

One commonly proposed approach to address the specificity puzzle is to conduct 
more studies with larger samples and greater use of control groups.8 This is inherently 
valuable but is often hampered by data difficulties. The clandestine nature of the phe-
nomenon poses obstacles to gathering information on people who engage in terrorism, 
and also complicates the identification of suitable control groups.9 Even if the necessary 
information was consistently available and reliable, the relative rarity of terrorism works 
against developing larger samples and the heterogeneity of terrorism complicates efforts 
to work around this problem by combining cases from many different contexts.10 Another 
commonly proposed approach is to move beyond finding more factors to instead identify 
the mechanisms through which factors exert any causal influence or the pathways 
(involving combinations of mechanisms) that can lead to engagement in terrorism.11 
These approaches are unarguably worthwhile. However, a valuable path ahead may also 
lie in including a wider range of contextual and dynamic factors than quantitative 
studies on individual involvement in terrorism have tended to examine so far.12

This paper contends that examining three sets of factors inherently related to violent 
political mobilisations – strategic logic, mobilising structures and security measures 
– will have distinct analytical payoffs for addressing the specificity puzzle. These sets 
of factors are widely examined in the political science literature on terrorism and the 
broader literature on other forms of political violence including civil war. Yet quanti-
tative studies on terrorism that use the individual person as their unit of analysis, 
which are the studies most likely to have their findings incorporated into systematic 
literature reviews that in turn inform applied research efforts, tend not to explicitly 
examine such factors. This limits progress on building knowledge about the relationship 
between these broader factors and individual outcomes.

The relevance of these factors is particularly apparent when narrowing in on an 
important subset of terrorism, that which occurs as part of the mobilisation of trans-
national support by armed movements. By narrowing in on terrorism in the context 
of transnational mobilisation, the specificity puzzle can be reframed as the question 
of what explains whether an armed movement’s transnational supporters plot terrorist 
attacks at home. This will necessarily involve some cost in generalisability, as terrorism 
also occurs in other contexts such as purely domestic mobilisations, but one that 
should prove worthwhile. Seeking to differentiate why one person who supports an 
armed movement abroad tries to engage in act of terrorism at home, while another 
person in the same country who provides support to the same armed movement 
abroad does not, also allows for the identification of a suitable control group and a 
level of granularity helpful for tackling the specificity puzzle.

This paper therefore examines whether factors relating to strategic logic, mobilising 
structures and security measures help to explain individual involvement in terrorist 
plots in the context of the mobilisation of transnational support by armed movements. 
The paper first provides a theoretical discussion proposing the specific factors for 
inquiry, leading to hypotheses that the strategic priority an armed movement’s lead-
ership publicly places on transnational terrorism at the time someone supports the 
movement, the mobilising structures that connect (or fail to connect) the supporter 
to the movement, and the security measures the supporter is subjected to, differentiate 
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those transnational supporters who plot terrorist attacks in their country of residence 
from those who do not. It then outlines the methods to assess these hypotheses, using 
a dataset of 129 people who provided transnational support to Islamic State from 
within Australia between 2013 and 2020. The paper then presents the results of the 
bivariate and multivariate analyses, finding support for the first and third hypotheses 
but not the second. It finds that the priority Islamic State publicly placed on trans-
national terrorism at particular times was far more important than any other factor, 
followed by whether the supporter was subjected to travel restrictions and law enforce-
ment interactions, and only then followed by micro-level factors. The paper then 
discusses the implications of these findings for explaining whether an armed movement’s 
transnational supporters plot terrorist attacks at home, showing how this advances 
progress on the specificity puzzle for understanding individual involvement in terrorism.

Theory

Terrorism as a Tactic in Transnational Mobilisation

Quantitative studies of individual involvement in terrorism tend not to address factors 
at the meso-level (organisation and movement) or macro-level (state and societal). For 
example, the 179 risk and protective factors identified in the 2021 Michael Wolfowicz 
et  al. systematic review include few factors that could be considered to operate above 
the micro-level.13 Similarly, Bart Schuurman and Sarah L. Carthy note that the over-
whelming majority (124 of 159) of the factors they examine in their 2023 study of 
jihadists and far-right extremists were micro-level precisely because these factors 
dominated the current literature.14 Michael Jensen and Gary LaFree likewise note the 
dominance of micro-level factors in such studies.15 The recently released Routledge 
Handbook on Radicalisation and Countering Radicalisation highlights that “in terrorism 
studies, the individual level has undoubtedly received the widest attention to date” 
and notes “growing recognition of the benefits of multi-level explanations”.16

To be clear, plenty of terrorism research examines the causal impact of meso-level 
and macro-level factors on the phenomenon of terrorism more broadly, such as the 
role of organisational structure and strategy or the impact of democratisation or eco-
nomic development.17 Yet this research tends to be concerned with outcomes at the 
same level of analysis as the factors themselves, such as why some organisations engage 
in terrorism and some do not, or why different societies experience different amounts 
of terrorism. This is a separate body of research to studies where the outcome of 
interest is whether or not an individual person engages in terrorism.

When quantitative studies of individual involvement in terrorism do address higher 
level factors, they tend to be of a limited range. Often, the main meso-level factors 
addressed involve social relations (such as whether the individual had extremist peers 
or an extremist family) and the main macro-level factors involve socio-economics 
(such as the individual’s education or employment level, which can serve as a proxy 
for structural disadvantage).18 These factors have immense value, as they speak to 
questions of social psychology, social identity and social structure, the importance of 
which is recognised throughout the field.19 They highlight issues like the role that 
social exclusion can play in terrorism, and show that the rise of the concept of 
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radicalisation has not necessarily come at the expense of research on root causes.20 
However, these factors also have limits. They tend to be static rather than dynamic, 
encompassing social positions rather than political processes. There are other meso-level 
and macro-level factors equally worthy of inquiry, that result not from the structure 
of the social order but from the contingencies of political mobilisations, and which 
reflect the contentious interactions between many different types of political actors 
that are routinely part of the context in which terrorism occurs.

Terrorism, the “intentional threat or use of force by a nonstate actor to evoke fear in 
a population to affect a political outcome”, is a tactic used in political mobilisations. These 
mobilisations necessarily involve actors beyond individuals (such as networks, groups and 
organisations) and a broader political context.21 This applies whether the political mobil-
isation involves a broadly non-violent social movement where terrorism develops only at 
the fringes, or an armed movement in a civil war whose leadership embraces terrorist 
tactics. This is not a novel point, as the importance of understanding terrorism as one 
tactic among many in a broader political mobilisation is emphasised throughout influential 
works in terrorism studies. This includes many multi-level qualitative studies such as 
Clark McCauley and Sophia Moskalenko’s work on mechanisms of radicalisation, the 
social movement theory approaches of Thomas Hegghammer and others drawing on the 
pioneering work of Donatella Della Porta, or the foundational contributions to terrorism 
studies by scholars like Martha Crenshaw.22 Nonetheless, quantitative studies of individual 
involvement in terrorism have not tended to explicitly examine some key factors reflecting 
the political role of terrorism, with important exceptions that show the value of over-
coming the earlier neglect of such factors. This is particularly evident in the case of three 
sets of factors: strategic logic, mobilising structures and security measures.

First, political mobilisations are adversarial, in that other political actors are necessarily 
being mobilised against. This points to the importance of strategic logic, as tactical choices 
will depend in part on whether they will help political actors achieve some desired 
objective while in conflict with one or more adversaries seeking to prevent the achieve-
ment of that objective.23 Some studies have begun to explicitly incorporate strategic logic 
into quantitative analyses on individual involvement in terrorism, with promising results. 
Schuurman and Carthy found that the most significant factor differentiating extremist 
individuals who engaged in terrorist violence from those who engaged in other extremist 
activities was whether the group or movement they aligned themselves with had a strategic 
logic that “that unreservedly favors violence as a means of achieving extremist goals.”24

Second, political mobilisations are collective, in that they involve individuals acting 
in concert, and therefore involve various forms of organisation and collaboration to 
overcome collective action problems. This points to the importance of mobilising struc-
tures, the organisational forms through which a movement instigates action, ranging 
from formal and even militarised organisational forms through to informal groups and 
networks.25 In some contexts, less formal or closely-knit structures may be associated 
with a greater likelihood of individual involvement in terrorism. For example, Jensen 
and LaFree found that extremists embedded within large networks were less likely to 
engage in terrorism than extremists who were either isolated or in small cliques.26

Third, political mobilisations that involve a degree of terrorism (whether at their 
fringes or core) are inherently part of contentious politics rather than routine politics. 
This means that the adversarial dimension goes beyond the routine competition seen 



Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 5

every day in “market relations, lobbying, or representative politics” and instead brings 
“ordinary people into confrontation with opponents, elites, or authorities.”27 This typ-
ically involves conflict with the state, which deploys its coercive arms (the police, 
security and sometimes military services) against such contentious challengers. This 
points to the importance of security measures, as state responses (or anticipated 
responses) can be expected to similarly influence the choice of tactics used in a polit-
ical mobilisation. For example, Schuurman and Carthy found that membership of an 
extremist organisation was counter-intuitively associated with a lower likelihood of 
terrorist violence, provided that these organisations operated within states with func-
tional police and security services and had to at least present themselves as operating 
within legal thresholds and eschewing violence.28

The potential importance of strategic logic, mobilising structures and security mea-
sures for explaining individual involvement in terrorism is particularly apparent when 
narrowing in on an important subset, terrorism which occurs as part of the mobili-
sation of transnational support by an armed movement. This narrower focus makes 
some of the empirical observations more feasible. For example, armed movements 
mobilising support across borders will often need to publicly communicate their stra-
tegic preferences, to reduce the likelihood of their transnational supporters acting at 
odds with them, making it easier for scholars to identify elements of their strategic 
logic through public sources. Similarly, the tendency of states to criminalise a wide 
range of different support activities for certain armed movements results in a larger 
body of public information that can facilitate the identification of suitable control cases.

Focusing on this subset, terrorism in the context of transnational mobilisation, 
necessarily entails some loss of generalisability. However, this subset of terrorism does 
account for a substantial proportion of incidents in many countries. For example, 
Europol’s annual European Union Terrorism Situation and Trend reports consistently 
note that jihadism poses the most concerning terrorist threat in Europe, being respon-
sible for most of the deadliest plots in recent decades.29 These plots were routinely 
launched in support of armed movements operating abroad, first the Algerian Armed 
Islamic Group, then al-Qaeda, then Islamic State.30 In earlier decades, transnational 
supporters of various Palestinian, Armenian, Croatian, and Sikh armed movements 
participated in terrorist plots in Europe, North America and Australia.31 Indeed, the 
most prominent terrorist campaigns of interest to the field of terrorism studies devel-
oped as part of transnational mobilisations by movements like al-Qaeda and Islamic 
State, or earlier movements such as the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO).32 One 
consequence is that extensive scholarly work addresses the strategic logic of armed 
movements that engage in transnational terrorism, what connections different terrorist 
plots have to the armed movements they are carried out in the name of, and how 
state counter-terrorism measures influence efforts at transnational mobilisation, all of 
which can be drawn on to theorise how these factors influence individual outcomes.

Strategic Logic: Whether the Armed Movement Publicly Prioritises Transnational 
Terrorism at the Time

Strategic logic refers to the core principles underlying an actor’s strategy, including 
how the advantages and disadvantages of different tactics have been weighed.33 The 
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prioritisation of one tactic over another tactic reflects a political actor’s strategic logic. 
Political science research has often inquired into the strategic logic of terrorism, noting 
that terrorism tends to be a high-cost tactic and providing explanations as to why an 
organisation would judge its advantages to outweigh its disadvantages.34 This includes 
a stream of research on why a minority of armed movements participating in civil 
wars adopt the tactic of transnational terrorism.35 However, for this paper the concern 
is not with explaining why an organisation develops a specific strategic logic, but with 
identifying the outcome that an armed movement’s strategic logic has on individual 
involvement in terrorism.

It was noted earlier that Schuurman and Carthy found that the most significant 
factor differentiating extremist individuals who engaged in terrorist violence from those 
who did not was whether the organisation they had aligned themselves with had a 
strategic logic that “that unreservedly favors violence as a means of achieving extremist 
goals.”36 How does this reasoning apply when individuals are supporting an armed 
movement in another country that is waging a violent struggle as a participant in a 
civil war? Such organisations by definition have a violent strategic logic, but it does 
not follow that their supporters would necessarily turn to terrorism at home, unless 
the armed movements emphasise transnational terrorism.

Furthermore, an armed movement’s strategic logic does not tend to be static. The 
leadership may view transnational terrorism as more or less important at different 
times and communicate this to their supporters. For example, the priority that al-Qaeda 
has publicly placed on transnational terrorism has changed over time. Al-Qaeda was 
established in the late 1980s, but it was not until 23 February 1998 that Osama bin 
Laden unambiguously asserted that, “[t]o kill the Americans and their allies – civilians 
and military – is an individual duty incumbent upon every Muslim in all countries”.37 
For several years after this declaration, al-Qaeda did not generally encourage its sup-
porters to act solely at their own initiative. Yet by the late 2000s, al-Qaeda placed a 
higher priority on encouraging its transnational supporters to act on their own, through 
publications like Inspire magazine.38 As discussed in detail below, Islamic State’s public 
declarations similarly demonstrated shifts in the movement’s strategic priorities by 
initially prioritising travel to the “Caliphate” and later prioritising attacks in the sup-
porters’ countries of residence. Variations in an armed movement’s strategic logic, in 
the form of the extent to which it publicly prioritises transnational terrorism at a 
particular time, could be expected to influence whether the movement’s transnational 
supporters plot terrorist attacks at home. This leads to the first hypothesis:

H1: Individuals who provide transnational support to an armed movement at a time when 
it prioritises transnational terrorism more highly will be more likely to plot terrorist attacks 
in their country of residence.

Mobilising Structures: Whether the Transnational Supporter Lacks Close 
Connections to the Armed Movement

Mobilising structures for an armed movement’s transnational support can vary greatly, 
taking several conceivable forms. These can include overt political offices (embassy-like 
outposts in friendly states)39 and front organisations (public-facing organisations that 
deny or downplay their support for the armed movement).40 Less formally, the 
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mobilising structures can include local networks of individuals clandestinely working 
together to provide transnational support for the armed movement. Local networks 
may be directly established by individuals dispatched by an armed movement, or form 
independently but include people in contact with the armed movement, or have no 
direct connection to the armed movement but still seek to provide support. Most 
informally, locally isolated individuals can provide transnational support to an armed 
movement without interacting with other supporters inside their country of residence.

Could variations in these mobilising structures be expected to influence the likeli-
hood of transnational supporters plotting terrorist attacks at home? There are grounds 
for expecting that the more formal mobilising structures would reduce the likelihood 
of transnational terrorism. For example, if an armed movement were to engage in 
terrorism inside a state that hosts its overt political offices, this could place those 
offices at risk. Such terrorist activities could also result in state crackdowns on front 
organisations.

Another way that variations in the mobilising structures could influence the like-
lihood of terrorist plots is that individuals less directly connected to the armed move-
ment may not be able to adopt other roles in support. For example, lacking access to 
a local network, they may not know how to send money to the movement or how to 
travel as a foreign fighter, but could still attempt a local terrorist attack. Jensen and 
LaFree’s study of American supporters of Islamic State found that those “who did not 
have strong local network connections, and thus lacked the knowledge, resources, and 
relationships to make travel a viable option, chose instead to plan acts of terror on 
U.S. soil.”41 This suggests that variation in the mobilising structures can help to explain 
whether an armed movement’s transnational supporter plots a terrorist attack at home, 
and that an aspiring supporter’s lack of connections to the armed movement may 
counter-intuitively increase the likelihood of a terrorist plot. This leads to the second 
hypothesis:

H2: Transnational supporters who lack close connections to the armed movement or other 
supporters are more likely to plot terrorist attacks in their country of residence.

Security Measures: Whether the Transnational Supporter is Subjected to Travel 
Restrictions and Law Enforcement Interactions

An armed movement’s transnational supporters can be subjected to a range of domestic 
security measures, which can depend on their country of residence’s policy towards 
the armed movement. Some states may allow an armed movement to operate from its 
territory to undermine a rival. For example, Kashmiri-focused insurgents fighting India 
have long had opportunities to organise, propagandise, fund-raise and train in Pakistan.42 
In other circumstances, a state might be relatively passive towards some forms of 
support for particular armed movements, such as the United States tolerating a degree 
of domestic fund-raising for the Provisional Irish Republican Army during the 1970s.43 
However, even in such cases a state rarely tolerates an armed movement’s transnational 
supporters carrying out terrorist attacks within the state’s own territory, and may at 
least monitor the supporters to prevent local attacks. Alternatively, some states will 
strongly oppose certain armed movements and prohibit their residents from supporting 
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them in any way, including through funding, travelling to join, and advocacy. One 
common approach is for states to proscribe specific armed movements as terrorist 
organisations, thereby criminalising a range of conduct in support of the movement.44

How might these security measures influence whether an armed movement’s transna-
tional supporter attempts a terrorist attack at home? Given that states are most likely to 
prioritise the prevention of attacks within their own territory, it might be expected that 
security measures reduce the likelihood of individuals attempting such attacks rather than 
engaging in less risky support activities. However, somewhat counter-intuitively, state 
security measures could make terrorist plotting more likely despite helping to prevent 
plots from turning into successful attacks. When a wide range of support activities are 
criminalised, the transnational supporters may have less incentive to eschew terrorist 
plotting if they are likely to face lengthy prison sentences for less threatening activities 
like funding or advocacy. Moreover, the experience of facing police action for their sup-
port activities, or seeing their friends or family arrested, could potentially strengthen 
their grievances against the host state and make a terrorist attack at home more appealing. 
This is consistent with the mechanism of escalating policing that scholars like Della Porta 
have identified, in other contexts, as contributing to terrorist outcomes.45 Even when 
police investigations into an armed movement’s transnational supporters are carried out 
covertly rather than overtly, they may still increase the likelihood of the supporters plot-
ting local terrorist attacks as undercover officers may sometimes play an escalatory role.46

States can also restrict their residents from travelling to support an armed move-
ment. If the supporter is unable to travel to the conflict zone yet intends to carry out 
violence in support of the armed movement, it follows that they may engage in such 
violence inside the country they now remain in. Robin Simcox has noted the “threat 
to Europe from frustrated travelers”, finding that many terrorist plots in Europe involved 
people prevented from travelling to Syria to join Islamic State.47 Timothy Holman 
likewise noted an inherent trade-off between countering foreign fighter mobilisations 
and countering terrorism, where the former could undermine the latter.48

Therefore, the host state’s deployment of security measures may in several different 
ways inadvertently increase the likelihood of the movement’s supporters plotting ter-
rorist attacks at home. This leads to the third hypothesis:

H3: Transnational supporters subjected to travel restrictions and law enforcement interac-
tions due to their support for the armed movement are more likely to plot terrorist attacks 
in their country of residence.

Scope Conditions: Armed Movement Mobilises Physical Travel and Ideologically 
Legitimises Transnational Terrorism

The hypotheses above posit that three sets of factors, under the broad umbrella con-
cepts of strategic logic, mobilising structures and security measures, help to differentiate 
individuals who plot terrorist attacks in their country of residence from those who 
reside in the same country and support the same armed movement abroad but do 
not plot local attacks, and thereby contribute to addressing the specificity puzzle in 
terrorism studies. However, due to assumptions embedded in the reasoning behind 
each hypothesis, these factors can only be posited to apply under certain conditions 
that restrict the theoretical scope.
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First, travel restrictions can only be a relevant factor in circumstances where the 
armed movement mobilises physical travel. There are many armed movements that fit 
this criteria, as foreign fighters are an appealing source of recruits for a wide range 
of movements.49 It is proposed that the hypotheses only apply in such circumstances, 
as the reasoning behind all three hypotheses includes references to difficulties in 
travelling (such as an armed movement calling on supporters to no longer travel but 
prioritise local attacks instead, a supporter struggling to travel due to lacking connec-
tions to others in the movement to facilitate access to the conflict zone, or state 
authorities preventing a supporter from travelling).

Second, it is apparent that there are many cases where states have suppressed trans-
national support for certain armed movements without experiencing a surge in ter-
rorism. For example, Germany banned the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in 1993, 
making overt support for the PKK much more difficult.50 Transnational funding for 
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) dropped after the US, UK, Canadian 
and other governments implemented new anti-terrorism laws in the 2000s.51 In neither 
case was there a subsequent surge in European or North American terrorist attacks 
by PKK and LTTE supporters. While this could be partly attributable to neither 
movement strongly emphasising transnational terrorism in their strategic logic (con-
sistent with H1), that few if any supporters plotted such attacks at their own initiative 
suggests that other factors played a role, such as ideology. The ideological output of 
the PKK, LTTE, and indeed many armed movements does not stress the ideological 
legitimacy of acts of terrorism outside the conflict zone. In contrast, if a supporter of 
Islamic State or al-Qaeda is prevented from providing support to these movements in 
one way, they do not have to make much of an ideological leap to turn to a terrorist 
attack at home. This may apply to several other movements, with one study finding 
95 armed movements that had engaged in transnational terrorism from 1970 to 2013, 
a number of which would presumably have sought to ideologically legitimise such 
activities.52 Therefore, the theoretical approach behind the hypotheses assumes that 
the armed movement’s ideology legitimises transnational terrorism to the extent that 
some supporters would see attacks at home as a legitimate option even if not their 
preferred option.

Methods

Population of Interest and Sample Selection

To assess the three hypotheses, data was gathered on the activities of Australian res-
idents who provided transnational support to Islamic State between 1 January 2013 
and 31 December 2020. Islamic State fits within the scope conditions of the theoretical 
approach as the movement extensively mobilised physical travel and ideologically 
legitimised transnational terrorism, building on the ideological groundwork of earlier 
jihadist armed movements such as al-Qaeda.53 To narrow down the focus to Islamic 
State’s mobilisation of transnational support from a single country, Australia was cho-
sen. Large numbers of Australian residents are estimated to have provided some form 
of transnational support to Islamic State during the years of is territorial peak in Syria 
and Iraq. This includes not just plotters of attacks but people who adopted other roles 
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such as funding, facilitating recruitment, advocacy, technological support, and travelling 
to join the movement’s self-proclaimed “Caliphate”. This ensures the necessary variation 
across the outcome of interest, of whether or not a transnational supporter plotted a 
terrorist attack at home.

To develop a sample of individuals who resided in Australia and provided trans-
national support to Islamic State between 2013 and 2020, a wide net was initially cast 
with the broad inclusion criteria of: individuals from Australia who have faced a public 
allegation of providing support to Islamic State between the time period. These included 
formal allegations such as criminal charges, but also included media reporting of 
Australians fighting in Syria or Iraq. The data was initially gathered as part of the 
author’s doctoral dissertation at Monash University and later supplemented with data 
from the Applied Security Science Partnership (ASSP) Database at Victoria University.54 
Using a careful approach to public sources, accessed primarily through the Australasian 
Legal Information Institute and ProQuest, information on over 200 individuals was 
initially entered. To ensure that the final version of the dataset only included those 
individuals on whom sufficient credible information about their alleged activities could 
be found, the list was assessed and, where necessary, culled. This resulted in a final 
sample of 129 individuals who could be credibly considered to have provided trans-
national support to Islamic State from within Australia between 2013 and 2020.55

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable was whether the transnational supporter had plotted a terrorist 
attack inside Australia. Individuals listed as having plotted a terrorist attack had mostly 
been convicted of criminal offences for preparing and planning terrorist acts or died 
in the process of carrying out an attack. If an individual’s terrorist plotting took place 
outside of Australia, such as someone travelling to Syria who then sought to remotely 
instigate attacks in Australia, they were listed as not having plotted a terrorist attack 
in their country of residence, as were individuals in Australia who plotted attacks to 
occur overseas. Individuals who met the necessary criteria were coded as 1 and those 
who did not were coded as 0.

Independent Variables

The independent variables were chosen to reflect the observable implications of each 
of the three hypotheses. For H1, it was proposed earlier that variation in the priority 
an armed movement publicly places on transnational terrorism may influence the 
outcome. For this study, that variation was captured in an ordinal variable of low/
medium/high. The period from the beginning of 2013 to 21 September 2014, can be 
considered the low priority period for Islamic State’s public prioritisation of transna-
tional terrorism. Some Islamic State supporters carried out attacks in Europe during 
this time (such as Mehdi Nemmouche’s attack on a Holocaust Museum in Belgium in 
May 2014) but Islamic State’s official statements did not claim credit.56 During this 
time, speeches by Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi or spokesperson Abu 
Mohammad al-Adnani did not explicitly call on supporters to attack at home, nor did 
Islamic State’s official publications. Instead, the overwhelming emphasis was on calling 
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for these supporters to travel to Islamic State’s core theatre of conflict in Syria and 
Iraq to help build, and fight for, the newly proclaimed “Caliphate”.

The second time period was from 22 September 2014 to 20 May 2016, when the 
publicly stated preferences of Islamic State’s organisational leadership treated attacks 
inside the supporters’ host states as a medium priority. As Islamic State’s territorial 
expansion was impeded by the US-led coalition’s military support for Iraqi and Kurdish 
forces, transnational terrorism became a greater strategic priority for the movement. 
This became clear with al-Adnani’s 22 September 2014 speech “Indeed, Your Lord is 
Ever Watchful”, which emphasised the value of Islamic State’s supporters carry out 
attacks in their home countries.57 During this period, Islamic State’s official publications 
like Dabiq magazine still called for travel to Syria and Iraq but also increasingly cel-
ebrated those carrying out violence inside their host states.

The third time period was from 21 May 2016 until the end of 2020. It was during 
this period that the publicly stated preferences of Islamic State’s organisational leadership 
treated attacks inside supporters’ host states as a high priority. The shift was marked 
by al-Adnani’s 21 May 2016 speech “That they live by proof ”, which unambiguously 
announced that local attacks were now more important than travelling, declaring that 
“the smallest act you do in their lands is more beloved to us than the biggest act done 
here; it is more effective for us and more harmful to them.”58 Consistent with this 
declaration, the new publication Rumiyah magazine focused more on direct instructions 
for terrorist attacks.59 Simultaneously, Islamic State lowered its threshold for claiming 
credit for attacks and downplayed the importance of travelling.60 Cases who began their 
support for Islamic State during the low priority period for transnational terrorism were 
coded as 0, those who began their support during the medium priority period were 
coded as 1, and those who began their support during the high priority period were 
coded as 2.

For H2, two variables were crafted to capture the transnational supporter’s con-
nections to the armed movement or its supporters. As it was proposed that the lack 
of connections would be associated with a higher likelihood of terrorist plotting, 
these variables should be understood as potential protective factors. The first variable 
was membership of local network, referring to whether the individual interacted with 
one or more other Islamic State supporters within Australia. Cases that were members 
of a local network were coded as 1, and those who were not were coded as 0. The 
second variable created for H2 was communication with members or supporters of 
armed movement abroad. This could take various forms, including the individuals 
being directly in contact with members of the movement in its core theatre of conflict 
(such as by having Telegram conversations with an Islamic State figure based in Syria 
or Iraq), or indirect communication (such as when a member of the individual’s local 
network, but not the individual themselves, engaged in such communication) or cases 
that involved communication with an Islamic State supporter outside of Australia but 
not in Syria or Iraq. Cases that engaged in any such communication with Islamic 
State members or supporters abroad were coded as 1 and those that had not were 
coded as 0. The variables had to have manifested before the outcome of interest. If 
an individual began plotting a terrorist attack and then established communication 
with an Islamic State member is Syria, they were coded as 0 for that variable 
rather than 1.
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For H3, it was proposed that domestic security measures would influence whether 
the individual would plot an act of terrorism at home. Two variables were created to 
capture this. The first was travel restrictions, given the evidence of terrorist plots car-
ried out by frustrated travellers. The variable refers to whether the individuals were 
subjected to a formal travel restriction (such as having their passport cancelled by the 
Australian Security Intelligence Organisation) or faced no apparent restriction. Cases 
were coded as 1 if they were subjected to such a restriction and 0 if they were not. 
For a small number of cases, court documents revealed that the individual had not 
overtly been stopped from travelling but had expressed concerns (to a co-conspirator 
or an undercover officer) that they believed authorities were on to them and that 
there was no point trying. These cases of perceived travel restrictions were similarly 
coded as 1, as the result (an individual expressing interest in travelling but failing to 
do so) was the same.

The second variable created for H3 was interaction with law enforcement, which 
refers to whether they had been arrested by police before, been questioned or had 
their house searched, or had any other sort of direct interaction with law enforcement, 
provided that this interaction was related to the individual’s support for the armed 
movement. Cases were coded as 1 if they experienced an interaction with law enforce-
ment related to their support for Islamic State and 0 if they did not. Cases where the 
interaction was not known to the supporter (such as engagement by undercover offi-
cers) were also coded as 0. The variables again had to have manifested before the 
outcome of interest. For example, almost all the attack plotters in the dataset were 
eventually arrested, prosecuted and convicted for their activities, but they were only 
marked as 1 for law enforcement interactions if the authorities had interacted with 
them over their support for Islamic State before they began plotting.

Control Variables

A small number of control variables were chosen, drawn from the micro-level factors 
traditionally examined in quantitative research on individual involvement in terrorism. 
Gender and age were the most important to include, as the literature shows a broad 
consensus that young men are more likely to engage in terrorism.61 For gender, cases 
were coded as 1 for being male or 0 for not being male. For age, two variables were 
created. The first was whether they were a juvenile, coded as 1 if they were under 18 
and 0 if they were older. The second was whether they were young, based on the 
World Health Organization definition of youth, coded as 1 if they were under 25 and 
0 if they were older. Marital and parental status were also included, due to the pos-
sibility they could serve as protective factors, reducing the likelihood of an individual 
engaging in terrorism.62 For marital status, cases were coded as 1 for being married 
at the time they supported Islamic State and 0 for not being married at the time. 
Cases were similarly coded as 1 for being a parent at the time they provided support 
to Islamic State or 0 for not being a parent. The coding was based on the time their 
support for Islamic State began. If the individual was married before they began sup-
porting Islamic State they were coded as 1, but if they only became married after 
supporting the movement (such as getting married in Islamic State territory in Syria) 
they were coded as 0.
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Statistical Procedures

The dependent variable and all the independent variables were categorical, making 
chi-square tests the most suitable approach for the bivariate analysis. All but one of 
the chi-square tests were run with the Yates continuity correction, which provides a 
more stringent test as is appropriate when both the independent and dependent vari-
ables are dichotomous. The Yates continuity correction was not used on the public 
priority that Islamic State placed on transnational terrorism at the time the individuals 
provided transnational support, as this variable was not dichotomous (as an ordinal 
variable with three ascending categories of low/medium/high).

A significance threshold was applied of p > 0.05. However, p values have become con-
tested in the social and other sciences. While some journals have gone so far as to ban 
p values, some statisticians contend that the problem is not so much p values themselves 
but excessive reliance on necessarily arbitrary significance thresholds that can lead to 
incorrect inferences that a variable does not matter if it falls just short of a threshold 
and that it must matter if it just reaches the threshold.63 Other statisticians contend that 
p values have a legitimate role and that excluding p values in favour of any other statis-
tical measure would cause new problems.64 The field of terrorism studies has not formed 
any consensus position on this debate. For this article, the author follows the recommen-
dations of the American Statistical Association that “data analysis should not end with 
the calculation of a p-value when other approaches are appropriate and feasible.”65

Therefore, in addition to p values, effect sizes are also provided, and the analysis 
places weight on both the significance tests and effect sizes before making inferences. 
For the dichotomous independent variables, the Phi coefficient is used. A Phi coeffi-
cient higher than 0.1 but lower than 0.3 is treated as a small effect size, one higher 
than 0.3 but lower than 0.5 is treated as a medium effect size, and one higher than 
0.5 is treated as a large effect size.66 For the ordinal variable (the armed movement’s 
public prioritisation of transnational terrorism), the Cramer’s V coefficient is used. A 
Cramer’s V coefficient higher than 0.7 but smaller than 0.21 is treated as a small 
effect size, one higher than 0.21 but lower than 0.35 is treated as a medium effect 
size, and one higher than 0.35 is treated as a large effect size.67

For the multivariate analysis, a binary logistic regression was conducted on all 
but two of the independent variables and all the control variables. The indepen-
dent variable communication with members or supporters of armed movement abroad 
was removed because too much data (35% of cases) was missing, as logistic 
regressions require the removal of cases with missing data which would have 
made the sample size far smaller (or require the use of imputation techniques 
that could risk distorting the results). The independent variable interactions with 
law enforcement was similarly removed as 16% of the cases were missing this data. 
All other variables were retained for the logistic regression, which required turning 
the ordinal variable, armed movement’s prioritisation of transnational support, 
into two dichotomous variables with the low priority period as the reference. This 
resulted in eight independent variables for the multivariate analysis: medium pri-
ority attack period, high priority attack period, member of local network, travel 
restrictions, male, juvenile, youth, married and parent.68



14 A. ZAMMIT

Results

Bivariate Analysis

The bivariate results show that three of the five variables derived from the three 
hypotheses, along with one of the control variables, were associated with the outcome 
of Islamic State’s transnational supporters within Australia plotting terrorist attacks at 
home. These four variables all showed p > 0.05 and small-to-large effect sizes (Table 1).

The strategic priority Islamic state publicly placed on transnational terrorism at a 
given time was far more important than any other variable. This was the only variable 
to show a large effect size, with a Cramer’s v of 0.397, suggesting the strong impor-
tance of Islamic State’s strategic logic in differentiating those sample members who 
plotted terrorist attacks within Australia from those who supported the movement in 
other ways.

The next most important variables were the two proposed to assess the importance 
of security measures, with each showing a medium effect size. Travel restrictions were 
most important, showing a Phi coefficient of 0.349. Interactions with law enforcement, 
related to the individual’s support for the armed movement, showed a slightly smaller 
effect size with a Phi coefficient of 0.334. This suggests that security measures are 
important factors differentiating those Australian Islamic State supporters who plotted 

Table 1.  Chi-square tests of potential factors differentiating an armed movement’s transnational 
supporters who plot terrorist attacks in their country of residence (N = 129).

Did not plot terrorist 
attack Plotted terrorist attack

Independent 
variable (IV)

IV not 
present

IV 
present

IV not 
present

IV 
present

P value 
(significance)

Phi (effect 
size)

Missing 
data

Being male 17 63 3 46 0.04
(significant)

0.203
(small)

0%

Being a juvenile 
(under 18)

71 8 40 9 0.286 0.118 1%

Being young 
(under 25)

28 48 12 36 0.239 0.169 4%

Being married 44 32 33 16 0.383 −0.95 3%
Being a parent 54 55 37 12 0.733 −0.49 3%
Communicating 

with armed 
movement

17 21 26 20 0.392 −0.117 35%

Being part of a 
local network

11 67 7 42 1 −0.03 2%

Subjected to 
travel 
restrictions

60 19 18 26 <0.001
(significant)

0.349
(medium)

5%

Subjected to 
law 
enforcement

53 12 22 22 0.001
(significant)

0.334
(medium)

16%

Public priority 
armed 
movement 
placed on 
transnational 
terrorism

Low Medium High Low Medium High P value 
(significance)

Cramer’s V 
(effect 

size)

Missing 
data

46 25 9 9 23 16 <0.001
(significant)

0.397
(large)

1%

Note: For all the dichotomous variables, the p value and Phi coefficient were calculated using the chi-square test of 
independence with the Yates continuity correction. For the final variable, “public priority armed movement placed 
on transnational terrorism,” the p value and Cramer’s V coefficient were calculated using the chi-square test of 
independence.



Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 15

terrorist attacks within Australia from those who did not, but not nearly as important 
as factors relating to strategic logic.

However, the variables of whether the transnational supporter was part of a local 
network or communicated with members of the armed movement were not found to 
be associated with whether the supporter plotted a terrorist attack at home. These 
were proposed as potential protective factors (through the argument that individuals 
without network connections or communications with the armed movement would be 
more likely to plot attacks, due to the difficulty of supporting the movement in other 
ways). The results for communication with members or supporters of the armed 
movement do show a small effect size, with a Phi coefficient of −0.117, and the neg-
ative value suggests that any effect is in the direction proposed. However, it was noted 
earlier that inferences would only be made on the basis of effect sizes and significance 
tests, and the significance test falls extremely short with a p value of 0.392. The results 
for membership of a local network therefore fail to demonstrate the variable having 
any importance at all.

Of the control variables, gender was somewhat associated with whether the armed 
movement’s transnational supporters plotted terrorist attacks at home. The Phi coef-
ficient of 0.203 revealed a small effect size and the variable passed a standard signif-
icance threshold given the p value of 0.04. The bivariate results do not demonstrate 
any other relationship between the control variables and the outcome of interest, with 
the most tentative possible exceptions. The two variables relating to age (being under 
18 or under 25) both showed a small effect size but did not come close to passing 
any significance threshold. The results for parental and marital status do show negative 
values for the Phi coefficients, at least suggesting that any relationship between these 
variables and the outcome of interest, if there is one, flows in the proposed direction 
as it was posited that they are protective factors, reducing the likelihood of terrorist 
plotting. However, they all fail to show even a small effect size or pass any significance 
threshold.

What the results most clearly show is that the variables of the armed movement’s 
publicly stated prioritisation of transnational terrorism, travel restrictions, and law 
enforcement interactions, were more important for this sample than the micro-level 
factors. With the exception of gender, the micro-level factors produced no promising 
results, despite such factors being well-established in the quantitative literature on 
individual involvement in terrorism.

Multivariate Analysis

The multivariate analysis was conducted as a binary logistic regression, excluding the 
variables communication with members or supporters of armed movement abroad and 
interactions with law enforcement for reasons discussed earlier. The effect sizes are 
shown through the Exp(B) odds ratio, which provides a raw score measure of the 
effect size rather than the standardised measures used in the bivariate analysis. This 
allows for clearer findings as to how much difference the variables made rather than 
references to a large, medium or small effect (Table 2).

The results again show that the strategic priority Islamic State placed on transna-
tional terrorism during different time periods was overwhelmingly the most important 
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variable. The odds ratio suggests that, all else equal, those Australians who began 
supporting Islamic State during the period when it treated transnational terrorism as 
a medium priority (from 21 September 2014 to 20 May 2016) were around three times 
more likely to plot terrorist attacks than those Australians who began supporting 
Islamic State earlier. The odds ratio further suggests that those Australians who began 
supporting Islamic State during the period when it treated transnational terrorism as 
a high priority (after 21 May 2016) were 11 times more likely to plot a terrorist attack 
than those active when Islamic State treated transnational terrorism as a low priority 
(prior to 21 September 2014). However, the sheer size of the 95% confidence intervals 
must be noted, suggesting the likelihood of the sample members who began supporting 
Islamic State during the high priority period turning to local attacks could be as low 
as three times more likely than those who began support during the low priority 
period or as implausibly high as 41 times more likely. The wide range of the confi-
dence intervals likely reflects the limits of the sample size. Nonetheless, the results 
firmly show that the extent to which Islamic State prioritised transnational terrorism 
during the time the individual sought to support the movement was the most import-
ant factor.

Table 2.  Binary logistic regression of potential factors differentiating an armed movement’s trans-
national supporters who plot terrorist attacks in their country of residence (N = 115).

Independent 
variables (IV) B S.E. Wald df

P value 
(significance)

Exp(B) 
(odds 
ratio)

95% C.I. 
Lower

95% C.I. 
Upper

Supporting armed 
movement when 
transnational 
terrorism was a 
low priority 
[reference]

13.345 2 0.001

Supporting armed 
movement 
when 
transnational 
terrorism was a 
medium 
priority

1.142 0.559 4.117 1 0.041
(significant)

3.132 1.048 9.361

Supporting armed 
movement 
when 
transnational 
terrorism was a 
high priority

2.42 0.665 13.248 1 <.001
(significant)

11.246 3.055 41.394

Being part of a local 
network

0.262 0.659 0.158 1 0.691 1.299 0.357 4.725

Travel restrictions 1.545 0.493 9.809 1 0.002
(significant)

4.686 1.782 12.318

Being male 1.778 0.901 3.893 1 0.048
(significant)

5.919 1.012 34.619

Being juvenile 
(under 18)

1.152 0.715 2.594 1 0.107 3.165 0.779 12.865

Being young (under 
25)

0.863 0.658 1.721 1 0.19 2.37 0.653 8.602

Being married 0.149 0.734 0.041 1 0.839 1.16 0.275 4.889
Being a parent 0.258 0.834 0.096 1 0.757 1.295 0.252 6.642
Constant −4.920 1.341 13.458 1 <0.001 <0.007
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Travel restrictions were the next most important factor. The odds ratio suggests 
that, all else equal, those subjected to travel restrictions were around four times more 
likely to plot terrorist attacks in Australia than those who were not, although the 
confidence intervals range from nearly two to slightly more than 12. Gender was the 
next most important factor, with the odds ratio suggesting that, all else equal, male 
sample members were nearly six times more likely to plot terrorist attacks, but again 
with wide confidence intervals. The results allow few inferences to be made about the 
role of age, marital status or parental status. Given the broader literature showing that 
age and marital status can influence individual involvement in terrorism, this is some-
what surprising.69 Finally, the results again do not show membership of a local network 
to have any importance in whether an armed movement’s transnational supporter plots 
a terrorist attack at home.

Discussion

The results above provide support for the first and third hypotheses but not the sec-
ond. The findings are highly consistent with H1, that individuals who provide trans-
national support to an armed movement at a time when it prioritises transnational 
terrorism more highly will be more likely to plot terrorist attacks in their country of 
residence. As Islamic State’s public statements increasingly emphasised transnational 
terrorism rather than traveling to join the “Caliphate” in Syria and Iraq, their Australian 
supporters became increasingly likely to plot terrorist attacks within Australia rather 
than support Islamic State through other means. This closely matches Schuurman and 
Carthy’s finding that the most important factor differentiating whether radicalisation 
leads to terrorist plots was the strategic logic of the extremist movement that the 
individual aligned with.70

However, the findings here enable greater granularity. While Schuurman and Carthy’s 
key factor was “alignment with extremist groups or movements that promote a ‘stra-
tegic logic’… that unreservedly favors violence as a means of achieving goals”,71 this 
study allows for a distinction between whether the movement is favouring violence in 
a specific conflict zone or promoting terrorism transnationally. Furthermore, these 
results add a temporal element, showing that the extent to which an armed movement 
emphasises transnational terrorism at the time the individual begins actively supporting 
the movement makes a dramatic difference. This finding is not unintuitive, as the 
field of terrorism studies has long examined the strategic logic of terrorism, yet stra-
tegic logic at the movement level has rarely been incorporated into studies of the 
factors behind terrorist outcomes at the individual level.

The findings are also consistent with H3, that transnational supporters subjected to 
travel restrictions and law enforcement interactions due to their support for the armed 
movement are more likely to plot terrorist attacks in their country of residence. After 
the armed movement’s public prioritisation of transnational terrorism in a given period, 
travel restrictions stood out as the next most important factor differentiating those 
sample members who plotted terrorist attacks at home. This is highly consistent with 
the literature on terrorist plots by “frustrated travellers”.72 The bivariate analysis also 
suggested that law enforcement interactions were an important factor, although this 
was not incorporated into the multivariate analysis. These findings on the importance 



18 A. ZAMMIT

of security measures are also consistent with the field’s emphasis on understanding 
terrorism and counter-terrorism as a reciprocal relationship.73

However, the findings do not support H2, that transnational supporters who lack 
close connections to the armed movement or other supporters are more likely to plot 
terrorist attacks in their country of residence. Neither the lack of membership of a local 
network of other Islamic State supporters, nor the lack of contact with Islamic State 
members abroad (namely in Syria and Iraq), meaningfully differentiated sample mem-
bers who plotted attacks in Australia from those who did not. This was at odds with 
Jensen et  al.’s findings on American Islamic State supporters, which found that the 
absence of such connections made terrorist plots more likely, and also at odds with 
Schuurman and Carthy’s finding that the lack of membership of an extremist group 
made terrorist plotting more likely.74

However, that these findings were not replicated in this sample does not undermine 
the other studies, as there were substantial differences in the approaches undertaken. 
First, Jensen et  al.’s study only differentiated between plotting and travelling, while this 
study differentiated between plotting and all other transnational support activities, includ-
ing travelling but also funding, facilitating travel, technical support and advocacy. Second, 
this study used relatively simple binary criteria for measuring network connections 
(member of local network or not, direct or indirect communication or not) while Jensen 
et  al. used elaborate social network analysis methods. Third, the different findings may 
reflect differences between the US and Australian contexts. While Jensen et  al. noted 
that lone supporters of Islamic State were particularly vulnerable to FBI sting operations, 
Australian counter-terrorism authorities engaged in such operations less frequently or 
aggressively. Similarly, while large networks of likeminded extremists might be highly 
valuable for facilitating travel in the US context, they may be less important in the 
Australian context where authorities routinely cancelled passports of suspected Islamic 
State supporters.75 Members of large networks may have been more likely to have had 
their passports cancelled, while people with fewer connections to other Islamic State 
supporters may have been more likely to slip under the radar. Fourth, the findings may 
reflect the specific way that mobilising structures were theorised for the development 
of H2 rather than undermining the importance of mobilising structures more broadly.

The lack of support for H2 in this study should therefore not be taken as under-
mining the value of further research into the role of mobilising structures on individual 
outcomes. Instead, it points to the value of further research that addresses ways that 
the national context can influence how these factors play out. While there were dif-
ferences in the security approaches that Australia and the United States took towards 
Islamic State supporters, with Australia relying more on passport cancelations and the 
United States relying more on sting operations, there are also clear similarities across 
the two contexts. For example, both countries are physically distant from Syria and 
Iraq, and were not promising territory for Islamic State to establish more formally 
organised mobilising structures with command-and-control relationships, which may 
have been possible in countries closer to the conflict zone, such as Turkey and Lebanon. 
Future research could identify what role different mobilising structures, in different 
national contexts, have on individual involvement in terrorism.

Another important finding was the lack of support for the control variables other 
than gender. The control variables were derived from the common micro-level factors 
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that are relatively well-established in the field. Only gender clearly appeared to be 
important, and even then, the results suggest it was much less important than factors 
relating to strategic logic and security measures. This demonstrates the importance of 
the more dynamic and contextual factors, despite the relatively rarity with which they 
have been incorporated into quantitative research on individual involvement in terrorism.

This is not to endorse strawman portrayals of terrorism studies as a field obsessed 
with finding the causes of terrorism in individual attributes and unconcerned with 
political context. Rather, there is a discrepancy within the field. Plenty of terrorism 
studies literature addresses strategic logic, mobilising structures and security measures, 
which this paper drew on to develop the hypotheses and propose specific variables. 
It is rare to find analyses of terrorist plots by al-Qaeda or Islamic State supporters 
that do not mention the post-9/11 political atmosphere, security responses, conflicts 
in the Middle East, strategies adopted by leaders of these movements, or the type of 
connections that plotters have had (or lacked) with the movements. Quantitative studies 
of terrorist plots often explicitly include such factors, yet quantitative studies of terrorist 
plotters (and comparisons with non-plotters) often do not.76 It is somewhat surprising 
that such factors are often missing in quantitative studies of individual involvement 
in terrorism despite being widely examined in terrorism studies more broadly.

This may be a result of disciplinary divides. Terrorism studies is a famously inter-
disciplinary field, with political science as the dominant discipline, followed closely by 
psychology, then by other disciplines such as criminology, sociology, economics and 
law.77 This interdisciplinary nature is a great strength but can contribute to a siloing 
effect.78 Much of the quantitative literature on individual involvement in terrorism 
tends to be produced by psychologists and criminologists. In contrast, the literature 
that treats terrorism as part of dynamic multi-level processes, as one tactic among 
many used in contentious political mobilisations, tends to be produced by political 
scientists, sociologist and historians, whose disciplines do not prioritise the identifi-
cation of individual risk and protective factors. This siloing effect likely contributes 
to a situation where factors widely held by some parts of the literature to be of central 
importance in understanding mobilisation to terrorism are relatively under-examined 
within the quantitative research concerned with advancing granular understandings of 
what differentiates the small number of people who engage in acts of terrorism from 
the much larger number of people in similar circumstances who do not.

The approach taken in this study highlights a way ahead. For example, future studies 
of individual involvement in terrorism in many other contexts can complement tra-
ditional micro-level variables with variables such as which armed movement the 
individual supports and the movement’s strategic logic, in the manner undertaken by 
Schuurman and Carthy’s study, while also incorporating variables that address the 
extent to which a movement prioritises transnational terrorism at particular times as 
undertaken for this paper.79 Similarly, future studies could more frequently incorporate 
variables that account for security measures, such as travel restrictions or overt law 
enforcement interactions as undertaken in this study, or covert law enforcement inter-
actions as undertaken in Jensen et  al.’s study.80 However, these approaches may not be 
suitable for all such studies. The theoretical approach adopted in this article was 
concerned with a narrow subset of terrorism, that which occurs as part of the mobil-
isation of transnational support by armed movements, further bounded by the scope 
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conditions restricting the focus to armed movements that mobilised physical travel 
and ideologically legitimised transnational terrorism. The study did not address purely 
domestic mobilisations, although these broad sets of factors could prove important in 
such situations even if manifesting in different ways.

The decision to focus on this specific subset of terrorism necessitated some cost in 
generalisability, but in doing so allowed for the effective observation of the relevant 
variables and the identification of a suitable control group. Moreover, the focus on 
terrorism in the context of transnational mobilisation is valuable not only for addressing 
core concerns of terrorism studies but also questions raised in comparable fields like 
civil war studies. There has been a small surge in research on the relationship between 
transnational terrorism and civil war, often by identifying factors behind an armed 
movement’s decisions to expand their warfare beyond national borders.81 This paper’s 
findings similarly contribute to research on the relationship between transnational 
terrorism and civil war, but from the opposite direction, by shedding light on the 
decision-making of an armed movement’s transnational supporters as to whether to 
plot terrorist attacks.

The findings also have significant policy implications, as the practice of 
counter-terrorism is to some extent informed by the social scientific literature on 
individual involvement in terrorism. This is evident in various structural professional 
judgement (SPJ) tools used for threat assessment in counter-terrorism.82 These tools 
often draw from the social scientific literature that tends to focus on micro-level fac-
tors. Yet understanding the specifics of why some individuals turn to terrorism, when 
similarly situated individuals do not, also requires knowledge of the broader factors 
discussed here. As Monica Lloyd posits, a core challenge for the development and 
validation of counter-terrorism threat assessment tools is that “although the push 
factors reside within the individual, the pull factors are located within the social and 
political context and its narratives.”83 This is not to suggest that such tools must directly 
incorporate factors relating to strategic logic, mobilising structures and security mea-
sures, as they may be better suited the professional judgement than the structure side 
of SPJ. However, a focus on such dynamic and contextual factors in the training of 
tool users can help ensure that their professional judgement is informed by knowledge 
of how important these broader factors can be.

Conclusion

This paper proposed that the priority an armed movement’s leadership publicly places 
on transnational terrorism at the time someone supports the movement, the mobilising 
structures that connect (or fail to connect) the supporter to the movement, and the 
security measures the supporter is subjected to, differentiate those transnational supporters 
who plot terrorist attacks in their country of residence from those who do not. Using 
an original dataset of 129 people who provided transnational support to Islamic State 
from within Australia between 2013 and 2020, this paper found support for the first and 
third hypotheses but not the second. The findings showed the strategic priority Islamic 
State publicly placed on transnational terrorism at a given time was the most important 
factor, followed by whether the supporter was subjected to travel restrictions and law 
enforcement interactions, and only then followed by micro-level factors such as gender.
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The theoretical reasoning and broader literature behind the hypotheses, along with 
the resulting findings, show that progress on the specificity puzzle in terrorism studies 
can be advanced by incorporating contextual and dynamic factors related to strategic 
logic, mobilising structures and security measures into quantitative studies where the 
outcome of interest is whether or not an individual engages in an act of terrorism. 
Quantitative studies of individual involvement in terrorism have not tended to explicitly 
include such factors, but this is beginning to change, with results that show the promise 
they hold for advancing progress on the specificity puzzle. This paper’s findings further 
support such efforts, with the caveat that the results do not support the hypothesis 
developed to address to role of mobilising structures, but this does not rule out further 
inquiry given that other studies have identified the importance of mobilising structures 
in other ways. This study was restricted to a specific armed movement (Islamic State) 
in a specific context (Australia). The wider generalisability of the findings has not 
been established, although several are consistent with studies of other cases in com-
parable contexts. The inconsistencies are themselves worthy of further examination, 
particularly given the differences with what Jensen et  al. found for Islamic State sup-
porters in the United States.84

None of this forecloses the need for alternative ways to differentiate the small 
number of people who engage in terrorism from the larger number of people, affected 
by the same traditionally examined factors, who do not. Other approaches, particularly 
the identification of mechanisms and pathways through which various factors lead to 
individual terrorist outcomes, remain highly important. However, the findings show 
the value of treating the plotting of terrorist attacks as one tactic among many that 
an individual can adopt to participate in a larger political mobilisation, particularly 
the mobilisation of transnational support for armed movements, and how this can be 
applied to help explain individual outcomes. Broadening quantitative studies on indi-
vidual involvement in terrorism to incorporate dynamic and contextual factors related 
to strategic logic, mobilising structures and security measures does offer distinct ana-
lytical payoffs for addressing the specificity puzzle.
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