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The rise in lone wolf terrorist attacks worldwide in recent decades makes understanding
the types of targets lone wolves choose a crucial locus of research, yet this topic remains
understudied. In light of this lacuna, this article analyzes 84 lone wolf terrorist attacks
that occurred in the United States between 1940 and 2012, identifies patterns in lone
wolf target selection, and proposes and tests causal explanations for these patterns. 1
find that (1) a majority of lone wolves select civilian targets in familiar areas and (2)
this is due to their relative weakness and their ideology.

In the years following the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks, scholars’ and policymakers’
attention has been drawn to the threat posed by “lone wolf” terrorists in the United States.!
This, in part, is due to the rising incidence of lone wolf attacks— while terrorist incidents
as a whole in the United States, as well as group-based terrorist attacks, continue to
decline in frequency,” lone wolf terrorism has been increasing in frequency in recent
decades.? Unfortunately, despite this fact, lone wolf terrorism remains poorly understood. In
particular, there is a serious gap in the literature concerning lone wolf target selection—few
analyses have considered how lone wolves choose targets, and even fewer have sought
causal explanations for these choices.

One of the factors that makes lone offender terrorism so difficult to prevent—and to
analyze—is that, as Bakker and de Graaf have remarked,* it is a tactic embraced by individ-
uals with varying ideological sympathies, including Islamism, radical environmentalism,
and far-right extremism. It is this very ideological diversity, however, that makes lone wolf
terrorism such an important object of study from a counterterrorism point of view. Further
compounding the difficulty of studying this phenomenon is the fact that lone wolves,
by definition, do not engage in communication with other terrorists, and can theoretically
manifest themselves as any individual, which limits the usefulness of traditional int-
erdiction and surveillance efforts by law enforcement, especially at the federal level. More-
over, these attacks are rarer and less deadly than group-based attacks,’ making them hard-
er to anticipate and, arguably, less deserving of attention. Bakker and de Graaf contend that
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[lone wolves] remain very hard to pinpoint as political terrorists/activists. . ..
Lone wol[ves], by definition, are idiosyncratic. They display a variety of back-
grounds with a wide spectrum of ideologies and motivations: from Islamists to
right wing extremists, and from confused suicidal psychopaths to dedicated and
mentally healthy persons. This vast array of expressions and visions, ranging
from ideological ramblings on the Internet and hate mail to fully-fledged acts
of terrorism, hardly gives away anything in the sense of patterns or recurring
methods behind lone wol[ves’] attacks.®

It is in part for the above reasons that the specifics of lone wolf terrorism remain
understudied. However, until and unless the processes that govern target selection among
lone wolves can be identified, it will be difficult to prevent this type of terrorist attack.

In light of this lacuna, this article illuminates trends in lone wolf target selection in the
United States, and tests different causal explanations for these trends. To do this, I analyze
84 lone wolf attacks that took place in the United States between 1940 and 2012. This
time period, which stretches back to the initial rise of lone wolf terrorism in the United
States, provides the clearest and most expansive picture possible of the targets lone wolves
tend to choose. This analysis, therefore, constitutes the first rigorous study of the attack
patterns of lone wolves in the United States, a crucial locus of counterterrorism study.
In this article, I define lone wolf terrorism as ideologically driven violence, or attempted
violence, perpetrated by an individual who plans and executes an attack in the absence of
collaboration with other individuals or groups. I find that a majority of lone wolves select
civilian, nongovernment targets, and that this fact is due to a combination of two causal
factors: lone wolves’ ideology, which determines in large part their target choice and that
leads them to choose certain civilian targets, and their relative weakness, which constrains
the range of targets and tactics available to them.

This article proceeds in the following manner. The following section discusses compet-
ing explanations of target selection behavior among terrorists, identifies theoretical factors
that can be used to understand how lone wolves choose targets, and proposes hypotheses
based on these theoretical expectations. The next section presents the research design,
breaks down trends in lone wolf target selection over time, and tests the validity of the
aforementioned hypotheses, demonstrating that lone wolves mainly choose civilian targets,
and that this choice is driven by a combination of weakness and ideology. Finally, in the
conclusion section, these results are discussed in the context of counterterrorism policy and
future research.

Theoretical Explanations of Target Selection

Much counterterrorism strategy, as well as the majority of the scholarly literature that
considers solo-actor terrorism, operates under the untested assumption that the attack
patterns of lone wolves are identical to, or at least overlap with, those of group-based
terrorists. However, Spaaij, the author of one of the few detailed studies on lone wolf
terrorist behavior, observes that, “it remains unclear to which extent dominant explanations
of terrorism apply to the actions of lone individuals.”’

The work of several scholars who have studied group-level terrorist target selection
provides a useful point of departure for an analysis of lone wolf target selection. Tradition-
ally, target selection has been studied using formal modeling,® game theory and economic
analysis,” and Bayesian changepoint analysis.!” Alternatively, Luis de la Calle and Ig-
nacio Sanchez-Cuenca investigate target selection—understood in their case to mean the
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selectivity of violent attacks—among separatist militant groups, finding that it is mainly
determined by two factors: the level of resource constraints and the level of radicalism of
their supporters’ preferences.!! For their part, Asal et al. identify ideological and organiza-
tional influences in terrorist groups’ choice of targets.'? In general, therefore, most studies
on target selection have focused on terrorist groups, or terrorism in general, although some
statistical modeling has also considered the attack patterns of lone wolves internationally.'?
However, while many of these studies offer some insight into terrorists’ attack patterns,
much of the analysis is too general to be of much use in distinguishing variables that could
explain differences in target selection across different categories of terrorist. At the other
extreme, some authors examine narrow subsets of lone wolves in the United States (e.g.,
Islamists'#), but this work, while valuable, offers little in the way of inferences general to all
lone wolf terrorists. Moreover, it is only when formal and theoretical models are combined
with empirical data that each is at its most useful.'

In principle, there are multiple plausible drivers of terrorist target selection; the next
portion of the article is dedicated to investigating how applicable, in theoretical terms, each
driver is to lone wolf terrorists in particular, with a view to formulating hypotheses that help
explain lone wolf target selection. In later sections, these hypotheses are tested empirically,
and the results are discussed.

Ideology

In theory, terrorists could choose targets from an effectively unlimited supply, but most
scholarship has shown that their range of suitable targets is bounded by ideological consid-
erations. The idea that ideology would be an important influence on target selection may
seem trivial; ideological motivations, in part, are what distinguish terrorists from ordinary
criminals. Yet what remains to be tested is the extent to which ideology affects how lone
wolf terrorists choose targets, not just whether they commit acts of terrorism at all.

Drake has documented how militant groups’ ideology influences their choice of en-
emies, who are considered “deserving” of punishment and are therefore designated as
appropriate targets.'¢ Ideology is here considered to be “the beliefs, values, principles, and
objectives—however ill-defined or tenuous—by which [an individual] defines [his or her]
distinctive political identity and aims.”!” Ideology plays a dual role in driving terrorists’
actions: first, it drives a group to embrace terrorism as a tactic in the first place; it then allows
the terrorists to focus their violence on a structure, symbol, group of people, or other target
that is representative of the enemy designated by the ideology. Therefore terrorist groups,
according to Drake, do not lash out randomly, but direct violence consciously at a certain
class of targets. He offers the example of the Provisional Irish Republican Army’s killing
of British Prime Minister Thatcher’s friend, Ian Gow, to illustrate how terrorist groups’
targeting is inspired by their unique stated political grievances and is far from “indiscrim-
inate.” Other authors, including Abrahms, have disputed that terrorists’ actions are really
calculated to achieve a political objective.!® However, it is not necessarily a contradiction
to say that their target selection reflects a political grievance without representing the most
effective way of redressing said grievance.

In any case, ideology may act as a constraining influence on lone wolves’ selection
of targets as well. If this is true, lone wolf terrorists use their ideology to screen the range
of feasible targets, and identify one that in their view “deserves” to be attacked. Target
selection, if this description is accurate, would be congruent with lone wolves’ stated
political positions!® and “enemy” designation. This logic leads to a hypothesis:
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H;: The targets lone wolves choose are likely to correspond with the “enemy” designated
by their stated political ideology.

Alternatively, if ideology is not important to lone wolves’ choice of targets, or if lone
wolves are incapable due to psychopathological problems of choosing an ideologically
appropriate target, attacks should be indiscriminate, and bear little relation to their political
statements. If this were the case, it would constitute disconfirming evidence of hypothesis
1.

Psychological Disorders

While most literature shows that terrorists tend not to suffer from psychopathological
problems,?’ the same may not be true of lone wolves. Several authors who have studied
the radicalization processes of lone wolves conclude that they often exhibit psychological
problems.?! The presence of psychological disorders among lone wolves could presumably
affect their target selection processes via several mechanisms. Instead of (or in addition to)
being motivated by a larger ideological cause, lone wolves can be actuated by unpredictable
mental processes, or they may be mentally incapable of choosing a target that best suits
their stated political goals.

If lone wolf target selection is, in fact, complicated by mental or psychological disor-
ders, one would expect lone wolves’ targets to have a tenuous or non-existent connection
to their stated political ideology. If, on the other hand, psychological disorders, whether
present or not, have little influence on the specific types of targets lone wolves choose,
then they should select targets based on other considerations. Thus the importance of
psychopathologies in driving lone wolf target selection is implicated in hypothesis 1.

Operational Success

Terrorists want their attacks to succeed. Scholars have documented how achieving opera-
tional success is an important determinant of terrorist groups’ actions,?? including target
selection, and the reasons for this are intuitive: no matter what terrorists’ underlying goals
are, successful attacks, from their point of view, are preferable to unsuccessful attacks.
However, lone wolves are weak relative to terrorist groups, which means that their range
of feasibly attackable targets is much smaller. Specifically, lone wolves have fewer re-
sources than terrorist organizations, more limited access to firearms and weapons-building
expertise, more limited surveillance and reconnaissance capability, and by virtue of more
limited brainpower are less capable of planning and carrying out complex attacks than are
militant groups. This means that lone wolves’ attacks—or attempted attacks—are often
more modest in scope, and hence tend to be less deadly, than group-based attacks.?* Lone
wolves may also be forced to improvise, or modify their plan at the last minute, due to
inadequate planning or anticipation.

If lone wolves are motivated by operational success, and if their limited capabilities do
in fact bear on their target selection decisions, several patterns should result. First, in terms of
weapon, firearms would be the natural choice for lone wolves in the United States concerned
with operational success and constrained by resource limitations. Firearms are more easily
acquired than explosive, chemical or biological weapons; require less expertise to set up
and operate, which increases the chances of a successful attack; and are not in themselves
illegal to possess, decreasing the chances of arrest before the attack. Second, lone wolves
should privilege convenience and feasibility as a primary consideration in selecting targets
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and choosing tactics. This would mean eschewing nationally symbolic targets—they are
harder to access and better protected—and opting for familiar, unprotected targets.

However, in light of hypothesis 1, and the literature, discussed above, on the primacy
of ideology in determining terrorists’ target selection, lone wolves can be expected to defy
the tendency to strike in familiar areas when “ideologically appropriate” targets or tactics
are not readily available. Ideologically appropriate targets are those targets, or “enemies,’
that are deemed deserving of attack by a given lone wolf’s stated ideology, for example
abortion clinics in the case of anti-abortion lone wolves.

In general, then, if lone wolves’ target selection calculus is driven by a desire for
operational success in the face of relative weakness, the following related hypotheses and
corollary, which are tested in an upcoming section, are implied:

H;: Lone wolves are likely to use firearms as the means of attack.

H;: Lone wolves’ targets are likely to be located in areas that are familiar to them, except
when their familiar territory contains no ideologically appropriate targets.

Corollary to H3: When familiar territory contains no ideologically appropriate targets, lone
wolves will tend to travel beyond the areas with which they are familiar in order to
locate such targets.

Alternatively, disconfirming evidence of the theory that operational success is an
important factor in lone wolf target selection would consist of the following: first, lone
wolves in the United States would, like terrorist organizations, aim for nationally symbolic
targets,’* regardless of how well these targets are protected or how far away they are located
from terrorists’ daily routines. Second, lone wolves, like terrorist organizations, would rely
principally on explosives to execute their attacks, despite the added difficulty attendant to
such a tactical decision.

Public Support

Various scholars have discussed terrorist target selection as the result of a competition
for public support among terrorist groups and between them and the government of the
state in which attacks occur.2’ In this model of terrorist attack behavior, terrorists choose
strategy and targets in an effort to marshal recruits, resources, and public support to their
side. Yet while this understanding of terrorist strategy is arguably applicable to the actions
of organizations, it may be ill-suited to the task of explaining the behavior of individuals
who plan and execute attacks alone: lone wolves, by definition, do not rely on resources or
support from other individuals, and do not recruit other terrorists to carry out their attacks.
If lone wolves are, in fact, indifferent to public support, they would feel no need to avoid
civilian targets and, indeed, would be more likely to choose such targets given their greater
prevalence and lower levels of protection. This logic leads to the following hypothesis and
corollary:

Hj: Lone wolves are likely to attack civilian targets, except when such a choice would not
be ideologically appropriate.

Corollary to Hy: In cases where military or government targets are ideologically appropriate,
lone wolves will tend to select these targets despite the added difficulty associated with
doing so.

If this hypothesis is correct, lone wolves, in the interest of maximizing the chances
of operational success, will tend to opt for civilian targets. However, the corollary to
hypothesis 4 predicts that this tendency will hold only to the extent that lone wolves’
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ideology permits: hypothesis 1, supported by the literature on group-based target selection
discussed above, suggests that terrorists’ ideologies determine in large part which targets
they deem eligible for selection. Therefore, in cases where a lone wolf is actuated by an
antimilitary or antigovernment ideology, the influence of that ideology can be expected to
supersede the relative convenience of selecting a civilian target, culminating in an attack
on a non-civilian target in spite of the added difficulty associated with such a target choice.

If, on the other hand, hypothesis 4 is incorrect and lone wolves are motivated by a
desire to win public backing, lone wolves can be expected, as a general rule, to eschew
civilian targeting, as this would alienate their potential base of support and undermine their
ideological goals.?

Research Design and Methods

This section is dedicated to testing empirically the hypotheses discussed above regarding
operational success, ideology, psychological disorders, and public support.

In the following section, I analyze a series of 84 attempted and perpetrated lone wolf
terrorist attacks that occurred in the United States between 1940 and 2012. These 84 cases
are, to my knowledge, exhaustive of the incidents that occurred in the United States over
the time period considered, and thus represent a useful starting point for studying this
phenomenon. The list of 84 cases, which may be consulted in the Appendix, derives from
the work of Hamm, Spaaij, and Hewitt,?” data from the Global Terrorism Database,?® as well
as my own research using open-source news documents’; the necessity of this admittedly
patchwork sample results from the paucity of data and research on lone wolf terrorism.

The literature on lone wolf terrorism also suffers from a lack of a clear definition.
Criteria for being included in the list of cases subjected to study in this article are as follows:
each case under consideration entails an instance (or multiple instances perpetrated by the
same actor) of ideologically driven violence or attempted violence, planned and carried out
by an individual who conceives and carries out an attack while acting alone. Individuals
who are included in this list of cases may, in the past, have had connections with other
radical groups or individuals, but (1) planned and (2) executed the attacks attributed to
them independent of direction from, or collaboration with, such outside influences. In other
words, the unit of analysis is a lone wolf terrorist attack (or, in rare cases, a series of related
attacks perpetrated by one individual). This methodological choice is in keeping with the
objective of this article, which is to assess how terrorists’ target selection processes are
affected by a lack of collaboration with others.

I first enumerate, using three categories, the types of targets chosen by lone wolves
in the United States using the 84 cases described above. Specifically, targets are classified
as civilian targets, government targets, or military targets. Civilian targets include private
citizens, their property, religious figures and institutions, businesses, and abortion clinics.
Government targets include government structures, property, employees (including judges),
politicians, national monuments, airports and airplanes,® and police. Military targets in-
clude the Pentagon, military bases, recruiting centers, and the personnel of these military
installations.?!

Next, I empirically test the hypotheses outlined above in order to account for the
patterns in lone wolf target selection that emerge from the 84 cases, and I also describe
trends in lone wolf target selection over time. To test the importance of ideology as an
influence on target choice, I examine the extent to which targets chosen by lone wolves are
representative of the “enemy” designated by their stated ideology, and for counterterrorism
purposes I also rank ideologies by number of attacks and by number of fatalities caused.
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Each case is categorized by the ideology of the attacker (which is in turn gleaned using the
attacker’s political statements).

The test of the influence of ideology on target selection, then, also constitutes a test
of the importance of psychological disorders as a factor in target selection. If lone wolves
are able to choose targets that comport with their stated political ideology, this means
that psychopathologies, whether present or not, have no measurable influence on their
target selection. Put another way, the aim of this section is not to establish whether or
not lone wolves suffer from psychological disorders in general, but rather to determine
whether such disorders influence how their targets are chosen. In reality, many lone wolves
likely exist on a continuum between the two ideal types of perfect psychological health and
complete psychopathy, yet in terms of target selection, the classification is decidedly binary:
they either choose a target that is compatible with their stated political ideology, or they
do not.??

Next, a two-part test examines the extent to which the desire to maximize operational
success in the face of relative weakness impinges on lone wolves’ choice of targets. As
stated above, lone wolves have fewer resources than militant groups, so if operational
success is an important driver of their target selection, they should (1) choose familiar
targets and (2) use less sophisticated, and more readily available weapons like firearms.

Finally, the public support hypothesis is tested by examining the extent to which lone
wolves avoid attacking civilian targets.

Explaining Lone Wolf Target Selection in the United States, 1940-2012

Target Selection Findings

Overall, about 60 percent of lone wolves in the list of cases chose civilian targets, while
government targets were selected approximately 32 percent of the time, and military targets
only accounted for around 7 percent of attacks.

Figure 1 offers a general picture of the breakdown in target choice among lone wolves
in the United States, showing that lone wolves overwhelmingly choose civilian and gov-
ernment targets. What explains this breakdown? In other words, which factors determine
the targets that lone wolves select? The remainder of this section is dedicated to testing the
hypotheses proposed above.

Ideology and Psychopathology

The first test evaluates the degree to which ideology influences how lone wolves identify
targets. In the cases subjected to study, an overwhelming majority of targets chosen by
lone wolves in the United States since 1940 were representative of groups, religions, or
symbols that their respective attackers had deemed “enemies.” More specifically, of the 84
cases, 80 were clearly directed at targets considered “enemies” by their attacker based on
their political statements. In the other cases, the attacker was either killed before a motive
could firmly be established, or was mentally disabled. Table 1 identifies the ideologies that
motivated the attacks, and classifies them by their relative frequency and deadliness.
Several observations can be made based on these data. The first point is that they
lend credence to the theory, expressed in hypothesis 1, that lone wolf target selection is
overwhelmingly an ideologically driven process, as most lone wolves chose targets that
clearly corresponded with the class of “enemies” that they identified using their ideology.
This comports with the findings of various authors** who have remarked that militant



Downloaded by [Linnaeus University] at 04:40 18 October 2014

966 M. Becker

& Civilian (60.71%)
& Government (32.14%)
“ Military (7.14%)

Figure 1. Lone wolf target selection in the United States, 1940-2012.

groups’ targeting is ideological. Second, these findings represent disconfirming evidence of
the idea that lone wolf target selection is a process resulting from mental or psychological
problems. The subjects investigated here may well suffer from such problems, but they
were, by and large, able to select targets in an instrumentally logical manner if one takes
their expressed ideology as a given. Radical anti-abortion activists, to take one example,
have targeted abortion clinics and providers: Michael Griffin shot and killed David Gunn,
an OB-GYN, to stop him from performing abortions at his Pensacola, Florida clinic. To
take another example, antigovernment activists have attacked buildings, people or symbols
associated with government: Demetrius Van Crocker, who harbored a “hatred of the U.S.

Table 1
Lone wolf terrorist attacks in the United States from 1940-2012, by ideology
No. of No. of

Ideology attackers % of total ~ fatalities % of total
Anti-Civil Rights/Anti-Black Racism 6 7.14 20 14.92
Anti-White Racism 3 3.57 17 12.68
Anti-Abortion Sentiment 10 11.90 7 5.22
Anti-Semitism/Anti-Israel Sentiment 6 7.14 7 5.22
Antigovernment Sentiment 9 10.71 3 2.23
Right-Wing Extremism 15 17.86 47 35.07
Left-Wing Extremism 4 4.76 0 0
Radical Islamism 19 22.62 17 12.68
Other 8 9.52 3 2.23
Unknown 4 4.76 13 9.70

TOTAL 84 134
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government,” conspired to attack a Tennessee courthouse using chemical weapons and
explosives.®

Examining Table 1, an obvious point is that lone wolf terrorism is perpetrated by of-
fenders of many ideologies. However, the diversity of lone wolf attackers’ ideologies—and
of the targets that correspond—belies several distinct patterns, or waves, that have emerged
over time. The first period, from 1940 to 1970, was characterized by relatively few (6)
incidents of lone wolf terrorism, perpetrated mostly by anti—civil rights and anti-Black
terrorists. In the next few decades, the frequency of solo-actor terrorist incidents continued
to rise, with 6 in the 1970s, 8 in the 1980s, and 15 in the 1990s. In these years, a more
ideologically diverse set of individuals began to embrace the tactic, including anti-abortion
and right-wing extremists. Finally, the period following the 11 September 2001, attacks
saw lone wolf incidents accelerate even more rapidly, as Hamm and others have observed.¢
Indeed, 40 incidents occurred from 2009 to 2012 alone, including 15 of the 19 total radical
Islamist attacks. Overall, radical Islamists constitute a plurality of the cases, while the
deadliest ideology, as measured by the percentage of total fatalities caused, is right-wing
extremism.>’

The preceding paragraphs have illustrated how lone wolves rely on ideology to identify
targets, yet what really distinguishes lone wolves as a unique terrorist threat is the very fact
that they act alone, meaning that they act in the face of limited resources. What remains to
be investigated is whether this weakness is a factor in their selection of targets.

Operational Success and Weakness

As stated above, if operational success is an important element in target selection, lone
wolves, who are weaker than terrorist groups, should select easily accessible, familiar,
unhardened targets, and should do so using easily attainable weapons, namely firearms.
The first test of the role of weakness entails an investigation into where terrorists choose
targets.

Several scholars seeking to identify recurring spatial patterns in terrorist attacks have
examined the extent to which proximity to a terrorist’s hometown is a predictor of how
likely it is a given target will be attacked. Smith observes that 44 percent of group-based
attacks in the United States in the preceding 25 years took place within 30 miles of
terrorists’ residences.’® Eby, for his part, concludes that many solo terrorists do not leave
their hometowns when attempting to carry out an attack, but also acknowledges that there
exists a broad range of distances between terrorists’ targets and their homes.* From this,
it appears that proximity to a terrorist’s hometown is a reasonably useful, albeit imperfect,
predictor of where an attack will take place. If lone wolf terrorists’ weakness relative to
terrorist groups is a contributing factor to their target selection, the former should exhibit
an especial propensity to strike in familiar areas.

What constitutes a “familiar” target to a terrorist is here operationalized in the following
way: familiar attacks are considered to be those that fall somewhere along what Brantingham
and Brantingham called criminal offenders’ “nodes, paths and edges.”* By this phrase they
meant the defining geographical features of offenders’ daily routines—routes to and from
work, neighborhoods surrounding where they live, places they frequent in their town or
city, and so on. In the past, this concept has been used in the criminology literature*! to
understand where ordinary criminals commit crimes, but as lone wolves are subject to the
same physical and mental constraints as criminals acting alone, there is reason to believe
that “nodes, paths, and edges” may be a useful import to the study of lone wolf terrorism.
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B Yes (59.52%)
& No (30.95%)
Unclear (9.52%)

Figure 2. Percentage of lone wolves in the United States who attacked along “nodes, paths, and
edges” from 1940-2012.

In fact, a sizeable majority of the attacks considered in this article reflect lone wolves’
proclivity to strike in areas that are familiar to them. Thus proximity to a terrorist’s home is
not necessarily the best predictor of where an attack may occur. Rather, attacks tend to occur
at the intersection between an offender’s travel patterns and his ideology. Consideration of
several cases will serve to demonstrate this point.

Mir Qazi, the lone perpetrator of the 1993 CIA shootings in Langley, Virginia, was
a Pakistani immigrant who said he was motivated to attack by U.S. foreign policy in the
Middle East. While staying at a friend’s apartment in Reston, Virginia, Qazi worked as a
courier, in which capacity he passed by the CIA headquarters highway exit almost daily.
Seeing that during the morning commute the exit was frequently backed up, one day Qazi
stopped his car behind a long line of vehicles and fired an assault weapon into them. Later,
he expressly admitted having conceived of the attack in the course of his many trips past
CIA headquarters.*?

To take another example, Hosem Maher Husein Smadi, a Jordanian citizen, admitted
to attempting to bomb a Dallas skyscraper in 2009. He lived and worked in Italy, Texas, a
small town about 45 miles outside of Dallas, and plotted to carry out a terrorist attack out
of an espousal of radical Islamist beliefs. The skyscraper he eventually targeted, Fountain
Place, was only about a half-mile from a (now defunct) nightclub, Cirque, that he was
known to frequent.*3

Figure 2 illustrates lone wolf target familiarity. In all, nearly 60 percent of the cases
examined had an identifiable geographical connection to the target the terrorist eventually
chose.** In most situations, individuals selected targets that were congruent with their stated
political ideology, but they mainly confined their target selection to areas with which they,
verifiably, had familiarity based on their daily routines.

Approximately 10 percent of the lone wolves studied had an ambiguous or tenuous
connection to their target, and around 30 percent had no discernible connection. Yet even
some lone wolves who did not, strictly speaking, strike at some waypoint on their “daily
routine” still chose targets that were familiar to them. In 2002, for example, a man named
Steve Kim was arrested in New York City for shooting at the United Nations building and
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security guards in apparent protest of human rights conditions in North Korea. He was a
resident of Illinois, but had visited the UN building two weeks prior to the attack with his
son.®

Other lone wolves who do not conform to the “nodes, paths, and edges” pattern were
constrained by their ideology to choose targets that existed outside their familiar areas. For
example, terrorists wishing to act against the United States federal government are obliged
to select targets representative of that organization, which are often located in Washington,
D.C. This is the case, for example, with Dwight Watson, a farmer from North Carolina who
wanted to protest against the federal government’s tobacco policies. He drove his tractor
to Washington, D.C., and threatened to set off a bomb on the Washington Mall.%® If, by
contrast, he had carried out an attack, say, in his North Carolina hometown, the “message”
he was intending to impart would perhaps not have been received. This tendency highlights
the importance of ideology in determining the range of targets from which lone wolves
choose, and confirms the predictions of hypothesis 3 and its corollary.

Another example of an exception to the connection between familiar areas and potential
targets involves anti-abortion lone wolves. Whether they target structures—that is, the
abortion clinics—or individuals—that is, the medical personnel who perform abortions or
the patients who seek them, this particular type of terrorist is constrained in his choice
of targets by the fact that abortions are only performed in certain places. For this reason,
several anti-abortion lone wolves were forced to go out of their way to execute an attack,
including James Kopp, of Jersey City, who traveled to Buffalo in order to kill Barnett
Slepian, a doctor who performed abortions.*’

Taken as a whole, however, these data reveal a signal tendency for terrorists who act
alone to strike in areas with which they have some familiarity, with the caveat that ideology
is the first, most important limiting factor. In general, terrorists holding ideologies with
more narrowly defined populations of “enemies” will adhere less to the “nodes, paths, and
edges” tendency. This data is supportive of the theory that weakness, combined with a
desire for operational success, does impinge on terrorist target selection.

The foregoing section highlighted the role that weakness plays in target selection; in
a related vein, this section discusses how lone wolf weapon selection is affected by their

i Firearm (55.95%)
E Bomb (35.71%)
Other (8.33%)

Figure 3. Lone wolf weapon selection in the United States, 1940-2012.
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weakness. To recapitulate, if their relative lack of capability is at play, American lone
wolves should select weapons based on ease of acquisition and use, not symbolic value or
fatality maximization.

Relative to their group-based counterparts, and in support of the theory—expressed
in hypothesis 2—that weakness is important in weapon selection decisions, lone wolves
in the United States disproportionately use firearms as the means of attack. In the cases
considered in this article, fully 55 percent of attackers used some sort of gun as their main
weapon, as Figure 3 illustrates.*

The main reason for this, as Spaaij and others point out, is the “relative ease with
which ... firearms can be obtained in the United States.** Compared to global lone
wolf terrorists,>® those who strike in the United States are markedly more inclined toward
firearms: according to Spaaij, 43 percent of the global lone wolf terrorists in his sample
used firearms, 28 percent used an explosive device, and 16 percent hijacked a vehicle.>!
And in terrorist attacks on the United States between 1970-2011, inclusive of both lone
wolf and group-based attacks, a clear majority, 52.09 percent, involved explosives, while
only around 13 percent of attacks involved a firearm.>?> Overall, the above data are strong,
confirming evidence of the theory that the attack decisions of terrorists who act alone are
driven by their relative weakness compared to terrorist groups.

Several temporal trends emerge from the data on weapon choice over time. The most
visible trend is the precipitous rise in bomb and explosive attacks since the 11 September
2001 terrorist attacks. Of the 30 bomb attacks in the universe of cases, 22 occurred after
9/11, 11 of them by radical Islamists. Even in this period, guns still constitute a plurality
of the weapons chosen, yet lone wolf terrorists have shown an increasing capability to
acquire bombmaking materials and build a functional device, although many of the devices
failed, were defused, or the suspect was apprehended before an attack could occur. Lone
wolf terrorists have also exhibited a desire to embrace other novel weapons in carrying out
their attacks, including cars, chemical weapons, and arson, though these types of weapons
remain rare.

The main takeaway from the analysis of the 84 lone wolf attacks is that firearms remain
the weapon of choice, closely followed, in recent years at least, by explosives. Other types
of weapons, while not unheard of, are rare in comparison to guns and bombs, a fact that is
very likely a consequence of lone wolves’ weakness.

Public Support

Based on lone wolves’ proclivity for civilian targets, the public support hypothesis is likely
ill-equipped to explain their target selection behavior, as hypothesis 4 and its corollary
predict. Terrorists motivated by a desire to cultivate sympathy and material support on the
part of civilians can be expected to avoid civilian targets; yet lone wolves, in the majority
of cases considered in this article, do in fact opt for civilian targets. Furthermore, the
lone wolves who selected military or government targets, in the majority of cases, were
motivated by ideologies that impelled them to select such targets. In other words, when
lone wolves’ did deviate from the tendency to select civilian targets, it was apparently an
ideologically driven decision, and not a bid to garner public support.

The role of public support in lone wolves’ calculus cannot totally be dismissed, how-
ever. It may be that lone wolves who attack civilians do wish to marshal support, but are
constrained by their relative weakness to choose civilian targets, although they would prefer
military or government targets, other things equal. In other words, the evidence adduced in
this article demonstrates that lone wolves’ target selection is driven significantly by their
weakness and ideology, and that these forces are more important factors than any potential
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desire to maximize public support, but not that there is no desire at all to generate public
support.

Conclusion: Policy Implications and Future Research

This article analyzes trends in lone wolf target selection in the United States, and tests
hypotheses in an effort to explain these trends. Overall, the data show that lone wolf target
selection is predominantly an ideologically driven process, and one that is limited due to
the constraints lone wolves face in operating alone. The findings present both challenges
and opportunities for policymakers, who are increasingly becoming aware of the scope of
the lone wolf threat.

Lone wolves are what might be called “weak opportunists.” As discussed above, lone
wolves exhibit a propensity to strike at the intersection of their ideology and their daily rou-
tines. Their ideology focuses their designation of “enemy” groups, and their daily routine,
in many cases, provides the specific location for an attack. From a counterterrorism point of
view, this confluence of ideology and target choice on the part of lone wolf terrorists is quite
propitious, as it allows for a more nuanced understanding of which classes of targets are
vulnerable to attack than is possible by merely examining the civilian—military—government
breakdown of target selection that is usual in the terrorism literature.

How, then, should policymakers respond to the lone wolf threat? Efforts such as target
hardening are likely to be ineffective against lone wolves in light of their tendency to strike
in familiar, local areas—and to eschew (in most cases) the prominent, urban targets that
terrorists, especially terrorist organizations, are often presumed to prefer. This tendency
implies a special role for communities and local law enforcement agencies in monitoring
at-risk individuals, especially since firearms, as the weapon of choice for lone wolves, are
more easily attainable in the United States than in many other countries.

In terms of future research, this article establishes that the diversity of lone wolf
terrorists in the United States extends to their ideologies, ages, locations, occupations,
and, of course, targets, diminishing the likelihood of identifying a “profile” of lone wolf
terrorists. Instead, more research needs to be done to discover the social, emotional and,
potentially, genetic precursors of lone wolf activity. As lone wolves are predominantly
locally focused, and do not, by definition, communicate with other terrorists, there is little
chance of disrupting lone wolf plots, except through chance or incompetence, without
mitigating the forces that isolate individuals and drive them toward violent action.
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