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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the relationship between military experience and lone 
actor terrorism through 12 hypotheses analyzing the military environment, 
ideology, attack preparation and execution, identity theory, and behavioural 
characteristics. Correlational analysis of cue variables showed only a few 
significant results. Thrill-seeking and military targets were positively 
associated with military experience, while business targets and the use of 
unsophisticated weapons were negatively associated with having a military 
background. Variables such as egotistical behavior, work-related stressors, 
right-wing ideology, and command and control links were not associated with 
military experience. As a result, it is concluded that the relationship between 
military experience and lone-actor terrorism is not as outstanding as it was 
hypothesized.  

Keywords: lone actor terrorism, military, identity theory, far-right, jihadism, 
radicalization, perceived injustice, targeting 
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INTRODUCTION  

Scholarly work on terrorism has increasingly acknowledged the presence of 
military experience amongst extremists and attackers.  As many media 1

sources have reported, the number of extremist and violence sympathizers 
and perpetrators within the military ranks is not negligible. For instance, 
German unified armed forces, also known as Bundeswehr, had to reject 63 
candidates because of their extremist background. In 2017, up to 450  cases 2

had been investigated by the German Military Counterintelligence Service for 
their far-right extremist ties.  Six soldiers were asked to leave the military.  3 4

But the cases are not limited to Germany.  53 individuals from the Canadian 
Army were fired from the military for their ties to organisations like the 
Atomwaffen.  In France, Operational Forces Action made plans to attack 5

Muslims in the country. Some of the 10 arrestees were retired soldiers and 
police officers, who had stockpiles of guns, ammunition, and grenades.  The 6

Hungarian group, The Highwaymen Army, is also composed of ex-soldiers and 
police officers, who meet to train together for an upcoming immigrant 
“invasion”.  The most alarming case in this regard is the United States. 7

According to a Military Times survey, one in four soldiers has witnessed white 
nationalist extremism in the military and rated it a bigger security threat than 
the ongoing conflict in Syria, Iraq, or Afghanistan.  The case of Nidal Hasan is 8

one of the most infamous examples of religious extremism within the US 
army ranks. Hasan’s feeling of alienation in religious terms from his 
predominantly non-Muslim colleagues, his training at Fort Hood , and 9

escalating radicalization led him to shoot 13 of his fellow soldiers in 2009.   10

 Simi, Pete, Bryan F. Bubolz, and Ann Hardman. “Military Experience, Identity Discrepancies, 1

and Far Right Terrorism: An Exploratory Analysis.” 655. 

 Duncan, Conrad. “German military have kicked out more far-right soldiers than previously 2

disclosed, report reveals.” 

 Martin, Nik. “German military rejects dozens of candidates over extremist links.” 3

 Duncan, Conrad. “German military have kicked out more far-right soldiers than previously 4

disclosed, report reveals.”

 Bell, Stewart, and Mercedes Stephenson. “Canadian Armed Forces members linked to six hate 5

groups: internal report.” 

 Jones, Seth G. “The Rise of Far-Right Extremism in the United States.” 6

 Al Jazeera English. “Prejudice and Pride in Hungary: Inside the Far Right Radicalised Youth” 7

 Shane, Leo. “One in four troops sees white nationalism in the ranks.” 8

 Hamm, Mark S., and Ramón Spaaij. The Age of Lone Wolf Terrorism. 64.9

 Kruglanski, Arie W., Jocelyn J. Bélanger, and Rohan Gunaratna. The Three Pillars of 10

Radicalization: Needs, Narratives, and Networks. 127.
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Undoubtedly, not all military personnel are vulnerable to radicalization.  11

However, the above-mentioned examples demonstrate that while some will 
only be vocal about their worldviews, there is a percentage of individuals, who 
will abandon the army ethos and use their military know-how to achieve their 
goals or attract attention to their cause.   12

This paper studies the relationship between military experience and lone actor 
terrorism. By examining a series of hypotheses about the radicalization 
mechanism, ideological characteristics, as well as, sociological and psychological 
theories that explain the soldiers’ behaviour, this research suggests that 
military background does not create a wide rift between the lone actors who 
have it and those who do not. 

METHODOLOGY 

Data 

The database used in this research was kindly provided by the GRIEVANCE 
Project.  The database contains 125 recorded cases of planned and 13

completed attacks by lone attackers from Europe and the United States, from 
1990 to 2014. The codebook used consists of 234 variables divided in five 
sections; lone actor socio-demographic variables (e.g.: gender, citizenship), 
antecedent event variables (e.g.: the existence of leakage behaviour, ideology 
changes), event variables (e.g.: attack methods, type of target), network 
variables (e.g.: face-to-face interaction with wider movement, command and 
control links), and post-event variables (e.g.: death of the attacker, claiming 
responsibility). Coded information is based on open-source materials. Open-
source database building carries the risk of coding some data as “unknown” 
when there is not enough evidence for a definitive “no” answer. Definitive 
“no” answers are actually rare in this dataset across multiple variables.  Three 14

independent coders ensured the database is a valuable source with high inter-
coder reliability, but there are limitations, which must be mentioned. Firstly, 
incidents, which did not catch the media’s attention might have been 
unintentionally omitted. Secondly, the amount of information on each 

 Maghaddam, Fathali M. “The Staircase to Terrorism A Psychological Exploration.” 161.11

 Maghaddam, Fathali M. “The Staircase to Terrorism A Psychological Exploration.” 165.12

 Gill, Paul, John Horgan, and Paige Deckert. “Bombing Alone: Tracing the Motivations and 13

Antecedent Behaviors of Lone-Actor Terrorists.”.

 Gill, Paul, Emily Corner, Maura Conway, Amy Thornton, Mia Bloom, and John Horgan. 14

“Terrorist Use of the Internet by the Numbers: Quantifying Behaviors, Patterns, and 
Processes.” 105.
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individual varied. Thirdly, the reliability of reported data in the news was 
sometimes questionable. Lastly, the collection and coding of data stopped in 
2014, meaning that a lot of new data is missing. Therefore, there is a chance 
that new trends are currently undetected. In general, terrorism research 
works with relatively small data pools, compared to, for instance, medical 
research. Moreover, the data pool is narrowed down further by looking only at 
lone actor terrorism. Even so, the database of the GRIEVANCE Project is one 
of the most extensive collections of data in this field and encompasses a 
considerable portion of cases of lone actor terrorism. 

Analysis 

This study is based on quantitative correlational research. The database used 
consists of both qualitative and quantitative data, which were examined using 
bivariate analysis that looks for a relationship between two variables.  The 15

most appropriate statistical test for this analysis was the chi-squared test. In 
this research, military experience is treated as the predictor variable.  

The significance levels used followed the standard academic practice of 
significance level of 0,05.  The critical value of chi-squared (χ2) required for 16

rejection of the null hypothesis is 3.84.  To avoid errors in interpreting 17

significance, Cramér’s V (φc) was used to give a significance value to the 
association value produced by chi-squared tests. When the significance of a 
relationship was detected, the Phi coefficient (φ) was examined to establish the 
direction of the relationship. Results, which proved to be significant enough 
to reject the null hypothesis are highlighted in light blue. Values, which 
deserve attention, as they were close to significant values but did not surpass 
them, are highlighted in light green. To get a clearer perspective on the ratio 
variables, Spearman’s Rank-Order correlation (ρ) was used to test whether 
there are significant associations between length of military experience and 
lethality. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The following comprehensive section firstly introduces the literature review 
of military experience and terrorism. The literature review produced a set of 

 Bhattacherjee, Anol. Social Science Research: Principles, Methods, and Practices. 12215

 Weisburd, David, and Chester Britt. Statistics in Criminal Justice. 204.16

 Agresti, Alan, and Barbara Finlay. Statistical Methods for Social Sciences. 670.17
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themes (military experience, ideology, attack, identity, and behaviour) that 
are used for the formulation of the hypotheses. The validity of the hypotheses 
is then tested using direct and cue variables. The results of the statistical 
analyses for each of the hypotheses are explained, and finally, their 
implications are discussed.  

Before anything else, it is also worthy to point out that the sample is 
overwhelmingly male, with only three female lone actors (none of whom were 
in the military). The range of age of the first terrorist activity spans from 15 to 
88 years, with a mean age of 33.6 years. Out of the 125 individuals in the 
database, 22.4% of them had some kind of military experience; 28.6% of 
military skilled perpetrators also had combat experience. 17.9% of the 
attackers with military backgrounds were still active in the military at the time 
of the attack. 3.2% of others were interested in joining the military, however, 
were rejected. 

Military Experience 

H1: Thrill-seeking behaviour in lone attackers is associated with military 
experience. 

The general appeal to join the military stems from four principles, also known 
as the 4 Fs: funds, fun, fellowship, and feeling. Funds are based on economic 
needs. Joining the military results in remuneration for their time and effort.  18

Fun is an equally important motivator. In the military context, fun can 
manifest itself as a sense of accomplishment after a successful mission as well 
as the thrills and adventure of deployment . According to the US 19

Department of Defence, nearly 80% of soldiers exhibit thrill-seeking 
behaviour.  One of the manifestations of high-thrill behaviour is a propensity 20

to violence, which produces strong emotions and even excitement for 
soldiers and terrorists alike.  Following this logic, it is expected that thrill-21

seeking behavior will be found among ex-military lone attackers.  

 Reed, George E. Tarnished: Toxic Leadership in the U.S. Military. 30.18

 Reed, George E. Tarnished: Toxic Leadership in the U.S. Military. 31.19

 Nussio, Enzo. “The Role of Sensation Seeking in Violent Armed Group Participation.” 4.20

 Cottee, Simon, and Keith Hayward. “Terrorist (E)motives: The Existential Attractions of 21

Terrorism.” 969
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Table 1: Results for Hypothesis 1 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

As the table shows, a relationship between thrill-seeking behaviour and 
military experience exists. The p value is strongly significant and the Cramér’s 
V statistic shows that this relationship is very strong. Given that this variable is 
the direct cue to H1, the null hypothesis could be rejected based on this 
statistical evidence. This is in line with Nussio’s research.  As the relevant 22

literature suggests, this characteristic is very common among military 
personnel, regardless of their ideological orientation or potential for violence 
outside the military setting, and is one of the key appeals to join the armed 
forces. 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Evidence 

suggesting history 

of thrill or 

sensation seeking.

13.136 0.001*** 0.324***

Evidence 

suggesting 

impulsivity or low 

self-control

0.001 0.971 0.003

Evidence 

suggesting self-

aggrandizement or 

over-confidence

3.577 0.001*** 0.324***

 Nussio, Enzo. “The Role of Sensation Seeking in Violent Armed Group Participation.” 4.22
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H2: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to be exposed to stressors 
such as recent unemployment, disrespect, and degradation than non-military lone 
actors. 

The third F, fellowship is probably the most obvious feature of working for the 
military as inter-personal bonds are regularly put to the test in dangerous 
environments.  The last F, feeling, relates to the perception of contributing 23

to a greater good and making a difference, even if it means sacrificing one’s 
comfort.  24

The four F’s do not need to be present in an individual´s motivation to join the 
military. Yet, when multiple of the four principles are no longer present in the 
individual´s military experience, then the soldier may become dissatisfied. 
This, combined with other factors might lead to radicalisation. O’Shea et al, 
propose that one of the key factors to take into consideration here is the high 
specialization of soldiers. Often, the skills they develop in these niche 
positions are not transferable (or at least not to their highest potential) to 
another job. As such soldiers, even if dissatisfied, rationally choose to stay in 
the military and endure the absence of some of the principles (or four F´s) 
they seek.   25

Simi, Bubolz, and Hardman´s study examines far-right individuals in the United 
States and their military experience. They identified 4 possible scenarios that 
lead some of the soldiers to pursue terrorism. These build on the foundations 
of the 4 F’s theory by bringing a chronological layout of the radicalisation 
process in relation to military experience. The first scenario stipulates that an 
already radicalized person might intentionally join the military to gain weapon 
and tactical training, as well as leadership skills.   26

Second, military personnel might get drawn to radical thinking during their 
time in service.  The authors argue that far-right and military cultures overlap 
in highlighting the importance of authority, traditionality, and (hyper) 

 Reed, George E. Tarnished: Toxic Leadership in the U.S. Military. 32.23

 Reed, George E. Tarnished: Toxic Leadership in the U.S. Military. 33.24

 O’Shea, Patrick Gavan, Gerald F. Goodwin , James E. Driskell , Eduardo Salas, and Sharon 25

Ardison. “The Many Faces of Commitment: Facet-Level Links to Performance in Military 
Contexts.” 8.

 Simi, Pete, Bryan F. Bubolz, and Ann Hardman. “Military Experience, Identity Discrepancies, 26

and Far Right Terrorism: An Exploratory Analysis.” 656.
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masculinity. In this sense, the move towards far-right ideologies is not a giant 
change.   27

Third, after involuntary suspension, soldiers suddenly lose the familiar military 
culture. This may act as a catalyst for these ex-soldiers to seek this culture 
elsewhere, such as in militant organisations. Identity theory suggests that the 
abrupt loss of a highly structured job lowers the self-esteem of the individual, 
increases the feeling of shame because of social stigma, and potentially leads 
to an identity crisis. To illustrate, for soldiers, especially those who do not 
perceive an alternative career as an option, the inability to complete 
specialized training might significantly increase their stress levels. 
Alternatively, after discharge, failure to adapt to a new environment where 
their military-specific skill set is not widely praised can cause alienation from 
the rest of the population. As a result, joining a far-right or even a militant 
organization might seem like a logical choice of action.  Simi, Bubolz, and 28

Hardman’s research shows that 17% of their sample of far-right terrorists 
created their own far-right or militant group after being discharged. 22% were 
leaders in such groups and 43% were highly valued members of these far-
right organisations.  It is generally agreed that the leaders and recruiters of 29

far-right and militant groups tend to have disproportionately more military 
training than other members.   30

The fourth scenario suggests that the military environment tends to be 
reclusive, therefore becoming a civilian again often leaves the former soldier 
feeling unacknowledged and underappreciated.  Isolation from a social 31

environment creates fertile soil for radicalisation and recruitment by 
movements that value military experience.  The Extremism and Radicalization 32

Branch of the Homeland Security Department emphasizes that combat 

 Simi, Pete, Bryan F. Bubolz, and Ann Hardman. “Military Experience, Identity Discrepancies, 27

and Far Right Terrorism: An Exploratory Analysis.” 656.

 Simi, Pete, Bryan F. Bubolz, and Ann Hardman. “Military Experience, Identity Discrepancies, 28

and Far Right Terrorism: An Exploratory Analysis.” 658. 

 Simi, Pete, Bryan F. Bubolz, and Ann Hardman. “Military Experience, Identity Discrepancies, 29

and Far Right Terrorism: An Exploratory Analysis.” 660.

 10 FBI Counterterrorism Division. “(U) White Supremacist Recruitment of Military Personnel 30

since 9/11.” 

 Simi, Pete, Bryan F. Bubolz, and Ann Hardman. “Military Experience, Identity Discrepancies, 31

and Far Right Terrorism: An Exploratory Analysis.” 662.

 FBI Counterterrorism Division. “(U) White Supremacist Recruitment of Military Personnel 32

since 9/11.” 4.
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experience is a highly sought-after commodity by these groups, as they wish 
to increase their violent capabilities.  33

Table 2: Results for Hypothesis 2 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

For the second hypothesis, the work-related stressor variable did not meet 
the significance criteria, but the variable hints that military experience and 
lone actor terrorism are not completely disconnected. Since the p value was 
greater than 0.05, the overall results were not good enough to reject the null 
hypothesis.  

The military is overall a highly stressful environment, which might mean that 
individual perception and ability to cope with stress is the key to 
understanding the stress variable in this specific setting. Disaggregated 
stressors did not provide evidence for singular stressors outlined in the 
literature, such as degradation, sudden loss of military status, or damaged 
inter-group ties. 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Presence of 

significant work-

related stressor

5.207 0.074 0.204**

Recent 

unemployment
0.366 0.545 0.054

Experienced being 

degraded
0.553 0.457 0.067

Experienced unfair 

treatment
0.584 0.445 0.068

Experienced being 

disrespected
2.368 0.124 0.138*

 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Office of Intelligence and Analysis. “(U//FOUO) 33

Rightwing Extremism: Current Economic and Political Climate Fueling Resurgence in 
Radicalization and Recruitment.” 3.
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Ideology 

H3: Far-right ideology in lone attackers is associated with a greater likelihood that 
the individual has military experience. 

To better understand the ex-military lone actor and view of the world, it is 
useful to disaggregate the data along ideological lines. Most scholarly work 
that studies the military background of lone actor terrorists is heavily 
concentrated on far-right ideology.  Right-wing extremism is considered a 34

major security threat to the United States.  Between 2008 and 2017, 71% of 35

total extremist-related fatalities  were associated with far-right perpetrated 
killings (only 26% were perpetrated by Islamists).  The most common themes 36

in far-right ideology include nationalism (which is attractive to patriotic 
military personnel), anti-globalisation, and racism  (including counter-jihad 37

and anti-Semitism, and often based on a strong Christian identity ). In 2018 38

former military recruits to Atomwaffen, a neo-Nazi organisation that originated 

in the southern US, organised a “hate camp” in which paramilitary training was 
imparted for a Racial Holy War. This Racial Holy War is often cited as the 
motive for terrorist attacks.   39

Studies from Europe look at the relationship between Muslim immigrants 
from South Asia and Arab countries, and far-right extremism. Some of these 
studies argue that the immigrants who become jihadis and the massive public 
attention to violence that they perpetrate are used as a rationale for far-right 
movements’ recruitment efforts in the countries where this violence takes 
place.  During the 2012 refugee crisis in Europe, we saw a 43% rise in far-40

right attacks, many of which were aimed at immigrants.  In light of these 41

arguments, it is essential to test whether far-right ideology is associated with 
military experience.  

 Gruenewald, Jeff, Steven Chermak, and Joshua D. Freilich. “Far-Right Lone Wolf Homicides 34

in the United States.” 1012.

 Stevenson, Jonathan. “Right-wing Extremism and the Terrorist Threat.” 233.35

 Stevenson, Jonathan. “The Christchurch massacre and the transnationalisation of right-wing 36

extremism.” 

 Michael, George. Routledge Handbook of Terrorism and Counterterrorism. 98.37

 Vertigans, Stephen. “Beyond the Fringe? Radicalisation within the American Far-Right.” 648.38

 Ware, Jacob. “Siege: The Atomwaffen Division and Rising Far-Right Terrorism in the United 39

States.” 6. 

 Shaffer, Ryan. “Jihad and Counter-Jihad in Europe: Islamic Radicals, Right-Wing Extremists, 40

and Counter-Terrorism Responses.” 385.

 Koehler, Daniel. “Violence and Terrorism from the Far-Right: Policy Options to Counter an 41

Elusive Threat.” 3.
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Table 3: Results for Hypothesis 3 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

In our sample, the most common ideologies that motivate attacks are right 
wing (36%) and religious (34.4%). The respective coefficients for these 
ideologies, did not meet the significance criteria, therefore there is no ground 
to reject the null hypothesis of no relationship between the variables. 
Nevertheless, out of all the tested ideologies, the right-wing ideology was the 
closest to having some association with military experience. 

Half of the 28 lone attackers with military experience were carried out by 
actors with a far-right ideology. For the remainder, five were single issue 
terrorists, and eight were coded as using religion as the ideological basis for 
the attack (ideology in one case was unspecified). The high rate of far-right 
motivated attackers with military experience may lead us to think that there is 
a strong association between these two characteristics. Yet, far-right ideology 
is popular among non-military terrorists too. The literature rightly depicts far-
right ideology infiltration into the ranks, but the weight of this phenomenon is 
overestimated, according to the findings. 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Nationalist 

Ideology
0.587 0.444 0.069

Left wing ideology 0.587 0.444 0.069

Right wing 

ideology
3.070 0.080 0.157**

Single issue (e.g.: 

anti-abortion, 

animal rights, etc.)

0.428 0.513 0.059

Religious 

motivation
0.543 0.461 0.066

14



H4: Christian lone attackers are more likely to have military experience than 
attackers with other belief backgrounds. 

An echo of Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations resonates on both sides of the 
extremist spectrum, the jihadis and the far-right. While the former calls for 
the unification of the ummah, or the global Muslim community, the latter has 
adopted a newly moulded pan-Europeanism  that is founded in the Judeo-42

Christian tradition.  Biological racism is overshadowed by cultural racism. 43

Each side sees the other as a homogenous entity, threatening the other en 
masse (e.g., the jihadi idea of the homogenous West, which is corrupted and 
threatening the Islamic world).  While the most common lone attackers are 44

Islamic terrorists, predominantly Christian far-right (especially white 
supremacy ) inspired terrorists are the second most common . 45 46

Correspondingly, our fourth hypothesis is based on this finding on the 
prevalence of Christian far-right extremism overall. 

Table 4: Results for Hypothesis 4 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

While Islam (35.2%) and Christianity (16.8%) were the top religions in our data, 
none of the variables used to test H4 brought significant results on either 
scale. Therefore, the alternative hypothesis could not be favoured over the 
null hypothesis. Christianity, or any other religion for that matter, is not 
associated with military experience. 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Christian 0.553 0.457 0.067

Muslim 0.695 0.404 0.075

Atheist 0.711 0.399 0.075

 Wollenberg, Daniel. “Defending the West: Cultural racism and Pan-Europeanism on the far-42

right.” 309.

 Wollenberg, Daniel. “Defending the West: Cultural racism and Pan-Europeanism on the far-43

right.” 311.

 Sparke, Brandon. “The religious vs. social radicalisation debate: current understandings and 44

effects on policy.” 84.

 Spaaij, Ramón. “The Enigma of Lone Wolf Terrorism: An Assessment.” 861.45

 Gill, Paul, John Horgan, and Paige Deckert. “Bombing Alone: Tracing the Motivations and 46

Antecedent Behaviors of Lone-Actor Terrorists.” 429.
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Attack 

H5: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to target government and 
military targets than non-military attackers. 

Literature on terrorist target selection and attack preparation provides 
insights on the attack-related behaviour of lone actors with a military 
background, who are members of a larger group. In theory, the targets 
attacked by perpetrators are consciously selected according to the ideology 
of the perpetrator.  This is especially so if the act is committed on behalf of a 47

group that may be competing with other groups for attention, recruits, or for 
the greatest incitement of a dramatic reaction.  As such, unprotected 48

civilian targets are more attractive than hardened buildings or guarded 
politicians.  Yet, Gill and Corner found that there is very little correlation 49

between target securitization and target choice in the context of the 
capabilities of lone attackers. In other words, they argue that those who 
attack soft targets and those who choose hardened targets are not that 
dissimilar.  Becker found that when it comes to target selection, lone wolf 50

attackers chose the exposed unsuspecting public 60% of the time, the 
government 32% of the time , and military or law enforcement units only 7% 
of the time.  In another study, Gill, Horgan, and Deckert identify similar 51

patterns, 27% of targets were civilians, 23% were government-related, and 6% 
were military-related. Additionally, 17% of targets were businesses and 8% 
were religious sites.  Contrary to this, Koehler found that right-wing lone 52

attackers chose military and government targets regularly, if not more 
frequently.  Intentions to damage military structures are a new phenomenon 53

according to Hamm and Spaaij.   54

 Becker, Michael. “Explaining Lone Wolf Target Selection in the United States.” 96147

 Becker, Michael. “Explaining Lone Wolf Target Selection in the United States.” 962.48

 Schuurman, Bart, Edwin Bakker, Paul Gill, Noémie Bouhana. “Lone Actor Terrorist Attack 49

Planning and Preparation: A Data-Driven Analysis.” 1191.

 Gill, Paul, and Emily Corner. “Lone-Actor Terrorist Target Choice.” 701.50

 Becker, Michael. “Explaining Lone Wolf Target Selection in the United States.” 965.51

 Gill, Paul, John Horgan, and Paige Deckert. “Bombing Alone: Tracing the Motivations and 52

Antecedent Behaviors of Lone-Actor Terrorists.” 430. 

 Koehler, Daniel. “Right-Wing Extremism and Terrorism in Europe: Current Developments and 53

Issues for the Future.” 90. 

 Hamm, Mark S., and Ramón Spaaij. The Age of Lone Wolf Terrorism. 41.54
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Another variable to consider when looking at target selection is geographical 
familiarity.  Daily routines and familiarity with targets had more weight than 55

political ideology. However, it is important to note that these two are not 
mutually exclusive.  Lone attackers who chose governmental and military 56

targets likely did so to satisfy their ideological worldview rather than just to 
make a use of their geographical familiarity.  This might shed some light on 57

the results of some studies that conclude that only 24% of attackers had 
connections to their chosen target.  Given the very specific context of the 58

proposed research question, and considering the information on familiarity 
with the attack target, history with the military, and ideological inclination in 
most of the case studies presented in the literature, it could be assumed that 
there is a relationship between military experience and target choice. 

Table 5: Results for Hypothesis 5 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Attacked people 0.564 0.453 0.067

Attacked property 2.769 0.096 0.149*

Governmental 

target
0.791 0.374 0.080

Business target 6.501 0.011**
0.228** 

(φ = -0.228)

Private citizens 0.001 0.978 0.002

Religious target 0.806 0.369 0.080

Military target 7.105 0.008** 0.238**

Familiarity with the 

attacked location
0.007 0.934 0.007

 Klein, Brent R., Jeff Gruenewald, and Brent L. Smith. “Structure, Temporal Patterns, and 55

Successful Outcomes of Far-Right Terrorism Incidents in the United States.” 1234.

 Becker, Michael. “Explaining Lone Wolf Target Selection in the United States.” 968.56

 Becker, Michael. “Explaining Lone Wolf Target Selection in the United States.” 970.57

 Gill, Paul, John Horgan, and Paige Deckert. “Bombing Alone: Tracing the Motivations and 58

Antecedent Behaviors of Lone-Actor Terrorists.” 430.
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When it comes to the attack variables, government targets were attacked in 
22.4% of cases, businesses were attacked in 20.8% of cases, the common 
public was the target in 24% of the cases, religious locations in 11.2% of the 
cases, and military locations were targeted in only 4.8% of the cases. The 
statistical tests for H5 found that the military target variable was significantly 
associated with whether the attacker had prior military experience. The 
analysis revealed a strong relationship between these variables. Thus, the null 
hypothesis can be only be rejected for the military location variable. 
Interestingly, the assessment of the choice of other target locations revealed 
that there is a significantly strong relationship between business targets and 
prior military experience by the lone attacker. The Phi coefficient identifies 
that there is a negative relationship between the two. 

The attackers who were in the military at some point in their lives tend to 
attack military locations, which is in line with the literature on environmental 
awareness and familiarity with the targeted location.  Their history with the 59

selected military target, combined with their training, boosts their confidence 
and self-perceived ability to attack such a high-profile and well-secured area. 
As described in the literature review, another reason for choosing this target 
is a sudden and involuntary loss of well-known structures (e.g.: dishonourable 
discharge). This could lead to a personal vendetta against the military based 
on their self-perceived justice. The strong negative correlation identified in 
the choice of business targets is in line with the theory that suggests that 
attacks on property are very infrequent (exactly 4 ex-military lone actors 
attacked solely property). This suggests that human casualties are a more 
frequent choice, as they see this target as more profitable. 

H6: Lone attackers with military experience are more likely to carry out domestic 
attacks. 

A CATO Institute study on the nationalities of terrorists that have 
perpetrated attacks on US soil found that 86% of fatalities resulting from 
terrorist attacks (from 1975 to 2017) were caused by foreigners. However, if 
casualties from the 9/11 attacks are not included in this calculation, the 
percentage reduces significantly. A US citizen is 264 times more likely to die 
in a normal murder than in a foreigner-executed terrorist attack. 
Furthermore, the chance of being killed in a far-right motivated attack is 1 in 

 Klein, Brent R., Jeff Gruenewald, and Brent L. Smith. “Structure, Temporal Patterns, and 59

Successful Outcomes of Far-Right Terrorism Incidents in the United States.” 1234.

18



59,3 million compared to a 1 in 152,2 million chance for an Islam inspired 
attack.  This clearly demonstrates that not only do terrorists choose to 60

terrorize in locations that are familiar to them (making domestic terrorism 
more likely) but also that domestic far-right violence should be the main focus 
of security services as they seek to prevent terrorist attacks.  

Table 6: Results for Hypothesis 6 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

93 terrorists were born in the country where the attack took place. Further 
tests did not reveal any evidence in favour of rejecting the null hypotheses for 
H6. 

H7: The success rate of lone actor attacks is correlated with whether they had 
military experience. 

H8: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to have weapon 
stockpiles than lone actors with no military experience. 

H9: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to use sophisticated 
attack means (bombs) than non-military lone attackers. 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Attack 

perpetrated in the 

birth country of 

the attacker

0.007 0.934 0.007

Attack 

perpetrated in the 

country where the 

attacker was raised

0.066 0.798 0.023

 Nowrasteh, Alex. “Terrorists by Immigration Status and Nationality: A Risk Analysis, 60

1975-2017.” 
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After choosing a suitable target, the terrorist must decide how to carry out 
the attack. The most popular weapons for lone attackers are firearms. In the 
United States, firearms are one of the most easily obtained weapons.  It is 61

alarming that slightly less than half (47%) of firearms used in an attack are 
obtained solely for this purpose.  Explosives are their second choice, but 62

vehicles are gaining popularity too.  Incendiary devices are fairly common as 63

well.  Research suggests that a third of attackers that used firearms had 64

practiced using their guns before the attack, another third had actual firearm 
training, and slightly over a tenth had military-level training. This indicates that 
weapon know-how is not as prevalent as one might expect. As it may be 
presumed, the lethality of non-expert attackers is lower than that of those 
who had proper training.  Yet, a lone attacker can do more damage than a 65

group, which is assumed to have better resources and a pool of skills. In the 
United States, lone attackers were up to 8 times more lethal than a group. 
Conversely, in European cases lethality based on whether the attack was 
carried out by a lone attacker or a group yielded mixed conclusions.  Based 66

on these inconclusive results, the following hypothesis tests whether military 
experience possessed by lone attackers is associated with attack success, 
higher sophistication in the attacks and higher lethality as a result of proper 
training and possession of weapons for other reasons unrelated to the attack: 

 Spaaij, Ramón. “The Enigma of Lone Wolf Terrorism: An Assessment.” 864.61

 Schuurman, Bart, Edwin Bakker, Paul Gill, Noémie Bouhana. “Lone Actor Terrorist Attack 62

Planning and Preparation: A Data-Driven Analysis.” 1196.

 Schuurman, Bart, Edwin Bakker, Paul Gill, Noémie Bouhana. “Lone Actor Terrorist Attack 63

Planning and Preparation: A Data-Driven Analysis.” 1195.

 Anti-Defamation League. “A Dark & Constant Rage: 25 Years of Right-Wing Terrorism in the 64

United States.” 

 Byman, Daniel L. “How to hunt a lone wolf: Countering terrorists who act on their own.”65

 Phillips, Brian J. “Deadlier in the U.S.? On Lone Wolves, Terrorist Groups, and Attack Lethality.” 66

544.
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Table 7: Results for Hypotheses 7, 8, and 9 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

H7: Military experience and success of an attack are correlated.

Violent attack 

carried out
0.123 0.726 0.031

Attack resulting in 

deaths
1.703 0.192 0.117**

Attack resulting in 

injuries
0.086 0.769 0.026

Test of association for length of military association and lethality

P value ρ

Number of deaths 0.080 0.157

Number of injured 0.120 0.140

H8: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to have weapon 

stockpiles than lone actors with no military experience.

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Stockpiled 

weapons
1.303 0.254 0.103*

Apparent 

capability for 

violence

0.411 0.522 0.057

H9: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to use 

sophisticated attack means (bombs) than non-military lone attackers.

Bombing 0.924 0.336 0.086

Shooting 0.012 0.913 0.010

Vehicle 0.211 0.646 0.041

Bioterrorism 0.891 0.345 0.084
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p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25***  

                                                                               ρ > 0.30*; ρ > 0.40**; ρ > 0.70*** 

64% of the catalogued attacks carried out by all the lone attackers did not 
result in any deaths. In the database, 1 and 2 deaths per attack were most 
common (12% and 10.4% respectively). Most recorded attacks saw no injuries 
(56%), or there were 1-3 injured people (23.2%). Terror attack methods like 
bombings (45.6%), shootings (38.4%), and unsophisticated attacks using sharp 
or blunt objects (e.g.: knives, hammers) (11.2%) were the most preferred.  

The results of Spearman’s analysis related to the H7 were weak and 
insignificant, even though statistical outliers in terms of the number of killed 
and injured people during an attack had always been attributed to those with 
military background. Yet, there were many “unimpressive” attacks in the 
subsample as well. Since the length of military experience did not affect 
lethality, the explanation for the existence of such outliers lies purely in the 
individual’s ability to use the attained capability.  

None of the coefficients for H8 reached levels of significance. Therefore, it 
cannot be suggested that lone attackers with military experience are more 
likely to have weapon stockpiles. H9 assumes that military training will equip 
the attacker with greater skills and confidence, which would translate into the 
disproportionate use of sophisticated attack methods compared to non-
military lone attackers. Contrary to this belief, the use of bombs, considered 
the most sophisticated of attack methods, was not significantly and strongly 
associated with military experience. Yet, a significant and strong negative 
relationship was found between the use of sharp and blunt weapons and 
military experience. Lone attackers with a military background are unlikely to 
use the simplest of the methods (knives, machetes, and similar objects) when 

Arson 1.193 0.275 0.098

Unsophisticated 

sharp or blunt 

objects

4.551 0.033*
0.191** 

(φ = -0.191)

Poison 0.587 0.444 0.069

Multiple attack 

methods used
0.071 0.789 0.024
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compared to the rest of the sample. Although the more sophisticated 
weapons could do more damage, the attackers seem to choose whatever is 
easier to obtain. Since half of the sample is from the United States, the 
inclination towards firearms is expected. The availability of firearms makes it 
easy for even non-professionally trained attackers to use them. This makes 
them a popular attack method across the whole sample, thus diminishing the 
significance of results in statistical tests. 

Identity 

H10: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to have some type of 
connection to groups than non-military lone attackers. 

Research on identity provides insight on both the military and terrorism, as 
well as the psychological mechanisms driving lone attacker’s feelings and 
reasoning. Generally, there are two types of identities relevant to the 
researched topic. The first, personal identity, is based on a person’s 
understanding of who he/she is considering the beliefs and moral values to 
which that person adheres. The second, social identity, is shaped by social 
relationships. Groupings, such as nations, ethnicities and cultures are 
examples of entities around which social relationships are formed. On some 
occasions, deep immersion into a specific grouping may trump over personal 
identity.  Both identity types are subjective. They interact with one another 67

since people identify themselves as more than one thing (gender, marital 
status, religion, sexual orientation, etc.). Individuals will assign a varying 
degree of importance,  and as a result, commitment to specific identities.  68 69

Group violence has been studied thoroughly from this perspective. It is 
believed that group dynamics allow for a quicker process of dichotomization 
(binary thinking of “with us or against us”) and dehumanization (they are less 
worthy).  Intergroup relationship tensions arise easily, especially when one 70

group’s microculture feels threatened or underrepresented.  In a group, the 71

 Moshman, David. “Identity, Genocide, and Group Violence.” 918.67

 Moshman, David. “Identity, Genocide, and Group Violence.” 920.68

 Griffith, James. “Reserve Identities: What Are They? And Do They Matter? An Empirical 69

Examination.” 622.

 Moshman, David. “Identity, Genocide, and Group Violence.” 922.70

 Stevenson Murer, Jeffrey. “Security, Identity, and the Discourse of Conflation in Far-Right 71

Violence.” 18.
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identification of the problem (who is the enemy) is usually clearly set and 
possible ideas for resolution are provided (what to do with it/them).   72

Research on reserve soldiers suggests that identity seekers, people with 
warrior-like mentalities and conservative ideologues are strongly committed 
to the military. This feeling is associated with a sense of pride and belonging.  73

Since lone actors tend to mix political and personal grievances,  it could be 74

assumed that individuals who were formerly in the military and have warrior-
like, or even aggressive, personalities could seek violent means to achieve 
their goals. Having experienced the social “bubble” of the military, and thus 
having their identity shaped alongside their group, it could be argued that it is 
likely that lone actors with prior military experience will seek to maintain the 
social hierarchy, which they are used to. Therefore, they may be prone to 
seeking membership in some other group. Research on lone attackers shows 
that, in some samples, up to one third of individuals were members of a group 
at some point.  The degree of their participation in the group varies across 75

the samples. Some were on the periphery, while others were actively trying to 
reach a more prominent role. More importantly, a lot of lone actors perceive 
themselves to be a part of and acting on behalf of a wider movement, even if 
they do not have formal membership.  76

Table 8: Results for Hypothesis 10 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Face-to-face 

interaction with 

wider network

0.791 0.374 0.080

Virtual interaction 

with wider network
0.646 0.421 0.072

 Berntzen, Lars Erik, and Sveinung Sandberg. “The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism: 72

Anders Behring Breivik and the Anti-Islamic Social Movement.” 761.

 Griffith, James. “Reserve Identities: What Are They? And Do They Matter? An Empirical 73

Examination.” 627. 

 Hamm, Mark S., and Ramón Spaaij. The Age of Lone Wolf Terrorism. 150.74

 Schuurman, Bart, Edwin Bakker, Paul Gill, Noémie Bouhana. “Lone Actor Terrorist Attack 75

Planning and Preparation: A Data-Driven Analysis.” 1195.

 Gill, Paul, John Horgan, and Paige Deckert. “Bombing Alone: Tracing the Motivations and 76

Antecedent Behaviors of Lone-Actor Terrorists.” 430.
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p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

In the database used for this research, 64 (51.2%) of the studied individuals 
had either face-to-face or virtual connections to a wider group. Interestingly, 
in the statistical analysis of H10 the coefficient for command and control links 
with other individuals was very close to satisfying the significance criteria. 
While the null hypothesis cannot be rejected, future research with updated 
data could potentially lead to statistically significant conclusions in favor of 
the alternative hypothesis that suggests lone actors with former military 
experience are likely to have command and control links with others within 
the organization.   

While fellowship and collectivism are foundational elements of military 
identity, these do not seem to be important for the individual once they are 
out of the military.  Despite the military’s emphasis on group identity, there 
doesn´t seem to be an existential need to establish similar connections once 
they conclude their service. Rather, findings suggest that ideological or other 
“non-physical”/mental associations is what creates the connections to a 
group.  

Command and 

control links with 

others

3.832 0.050* 0.175**

Membership in a 

militant group
0.220 0.639 0.042

Attempts to 

recruit others
0.782 0.376 0.079

Claims of 

membership in 

a wider group

0.240 0.624 0.044

Rejection from a 

group
0.134 0.715 0.033
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Behaviour 

H11: Lone actors with military experience are more likely to suffer from mental 
illnesses than those without a military background. 

Most terrorists do not exhibit mental health traits that are significantly 
different to those of the non-violent population. However, studies have found 
a strong correlation between mental health and lone wolf activity, as opposed 
to carrying out an attack as part of a group.  Specifically, a lone actor is 13.49 77

times more likely to have a mental illness than a group actor.  Some studies 78

suggest that 63% of lone actors are facing long-term stress.  Some studies 79

suggest that up to 30% of the lone attackers in their sample exhibited mild 
psychological problems.  80

In the military context, discussions on the mental health of soldiers are 
becoming more prevalent. Commonly cited mental health issues include 
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, alcohol and substance abuse, and 
general anxiety.  Many are a result of operational trauma from past 81

deployments. The Health Related Behaviours Survey of Active Duty Military 
Personnel from 2011 found that 41% of all soldiers were experiencing high 
levels of stress. 51% of soldiers with combat experience reported feeling 
stressed. 35% of combat-hardened soldiers experienced stress after returning 
home.  Therefore, individuals with military experience that became terrorists 82

are more likely to exhibit mental health issues. 
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Table 9: Results for Hypothesis 11 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

51 (40.8%) of all attackers in the database had a history of mental illness. 
None of the indicators used in the behavioural assessment of H11 yielded 

significant results. Despite the findings of a number of reports assessing 
mental health in the military, the results suggests that having prior military 
experience does not increase the probability that a lone attacker will have a 
mental illness. Rather, these findings are consistent with Corner and Gill´s 
research  that shows that lone actors with military experience are not more 83

likely to suffer from mental illness. 

H12: Lone attackers with military experience are more likely to have an associated 
history of violent behaviour than those without military background. 

Aggressive behaviour is not foreign to lone attackers. History of violence is a 
predictor of future violent behaviour including terrorism.  The last 84

hypothesis is based on the assumption that individuals in the military, 
especially those deployed, are more likely to use or be exposed to violence. 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Signs of 

undiagnosed 

mental health 

illness

0.009 0.926 0.008

History of mental 

illness
0.473 0.491 0.062

 Corner, Emily, and Paul Gill. “A False Dichotomy? Mental Illness and Lone-Actor Terrorism.” 27.83

 Schuurman, Bart, Edwin Bakker, Paul Gill, Noémie Bouhana. “Lone Actor Terrorist Attack 84

Planning and Preparation: A Data-Driven Analysis.” 1194.
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Table 10: Results for Hypothesis 12 

p ≤ 0.05*; p ≤ 0.01**; p ≤ 0.001***   φc > 0.10*; φc > 0.15**; φc > 0.25*** 

CONCLUSION 

This paper analyzed the relationship between military experience and lone 
actor terrorism, through 12 literature-backed hypotheses. Statistical analysis 
revealed that military experience has less of an impact on lone actor terrorists 
than was initially hypothesized. In all but 2 cases, H1 (thrill-seeking behaviour) 
and H5 (target choice), there was not enough evidence to reject the null 
hypothesis. What differentiates lone attackers with military training from 
those without it is their lower likelihood of using unsophisticated weapons, 
more frequent sensation-seeking behaviour, and preference to choose more 
hardened targets than attackers without military experience. Variables such as 
self-aggrandizement, work-related stressors, right-wing ideology, and 
command and control links were not found to be associated with military 
experience. However, the coefficients suggests that there may be a 
relationship and that this should be examined further. Future research could 
focus on extending the database used to include more recent incidents. This 
could potentially reveal new trends and shift the weight of these variables, 
especially those which were found to be almost significant in this analysis. 

This research was limited by the dataset used as it lacked data on incidents 
occurring after 2014 and thus reduced the potential sample size. Despite 
these limitations, the database used was the largest and most complex 
dataset on lone actor terrorists at the time this study was conducted. 
Background factual and theoretical information was taken from secondary-
source literature on various topics, which were sometimes implicitly 
associated with the drawn hypotheses. Consequently, not all hypotheses have 
directly corresponding variables in the dataset. That is why “cues” are used to 

Variable 

description
χ2 P value φc

Problems with 

anger management
0.425 0.514 0.058

Evidence of past 

violent behaviour
0.346 0.556 0.053
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test hypotheses, to provide more detailed answers, and to better understand 
if and why the null hypothesis could be rejected. To elaborate, for instance, 
the unemployment and degradation variables are both parts of a wider 
category, which describes work-related stress. Hence, more informed 
inferences could be made. It must also be noted that some of Spearman’s rho 
assumption tests were not perfectly satisfactory. Therefore, the results must 
be interpreted with caution. Still, given the sample size, the scale of the data 
and their combination, this test was found to be a good option for this 
research.  

Further research on this topic would greatly benefit from an updated 
GRIEVANCE database. An investigation into the chronological order of 
radicalization in the context of individuals with prior military experience would 
also contribute to the academic knowledge. Specific case studies would be of 
much help in this regard. Collection and analysis of information on mujahideen 
similar to the case studies of the far-right individuals might offer new insights 
as well. As discussed in the introduction, focusing research on European 
countries, could be of use. Germany might be an interesting case study, and 
could provide material for comparative studies on the abuse of acquired 
military skills for other purposes. Research on paramilitary organizations and 
membership has the potential to enrich this field as well. Next, a closer look at 
recruitment strategies could help prevent the radicalization of vulnerable 
individuals. Identifying the most sought after skills could, by extension, reveal 
information on attack planning and strategies, as well as help with profiling 
ex-military personnel at risk of turning to terrorism. Based on the availability 
of information in the US, it may be feasible to study the vulnerability of 
soldiers based on what part of the US military they serve in. Finally, it would 
be interesting to examine the relationship between combat experience (for 
instance in the Middle East) and target choice (attacking the Muslim 
population). This could help improve our understanding of human trauma-
related behaviour. 
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