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Much research in the last several decades has examined the social, political,
and economic factors that predict terrorism, yet to date, there has been little
attention to cultural factors and their relationship to terrorism. We present findings
from the Global Terrorism Database showing how numerous cultural dimensions
identified in the cultural psychology literature relate to over 80,000 terrorist
attacks that occurred between 1970 and 2007. Controlling for economic and
religious variables, our results suggest that fatalistic beliefs, rigid gender roles,
and greater tightness are related to a greater number of terrorist attacks or
fatalities. While fatalism and low gender egalitarianism were related to the overall
number of terrorist incidents and fatalities, cultural tightness was related the
overall lethality of events, i.e., fatalities per incident. We discuss theoretical and
practical implications of our findings.

Understanding, predicting, and thwarting extreme behavior, particularly as it
relates to violence, is one of the most challenging issues facing humankind. On a
daily basis, we witness terrorist attacks across the globe, which have devastating
human and material costs. In recent years, the analysis of country-level terrorism
data has increased dramatically along with the increasing availability of worldwide
terrorism event data (LaFree, 2012). While recent research has linked terrorism
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to the macro economic and political context of countries (Dugan, LaFree, &
Piquero 2005; Enders & Sandler, 2006; Fahey, LaFree, Dugan, & Piquero, in press;
Greenbaum, Dugan, & LaFree 2007; LaFree, Dugan, & Fahey, 2007; LaFree,
Dugan, & Korte, 2009; Piazza 2008; Tikusis 2009), we know of no research to
date that has examined the impact of country-level cultural differences on the
prevalence and severity of terrorist attacks.

The purpose of this study is to begin filling this void by examining how cultural
values and norms which have been well studied in the cross-cultural psychology
literature link to terrorist activity across the globe. Our analysis fits squarely into
the theme of this special issue in that we are examining the impact of a set of cultural
variables that function in part to reduce individual uncertainty on the occurrence of
terrorism, a particularly brutal form of extremism. While we cannot make causal
claims due to the correlational nature of the research, we are able to establish
that cultural variables are indeed related to the risk of terrorism in predictable
ways. In the next section we define terrorism and discuss relevant theories that
help to explain its occurrence. We then discuss cross-cultural research on values
and norms, and set forth a number of hypotheses that link research on culture to
research on terrorism. We then present results from the Global Terrorism Database
(GTD), maintained by the START Consortium at the University of Maryland. Our
analysis links over 80,000 terrorist attacks from the GTD that occurred between
1970 and 2007 to country-level measures of culture. We conclude with theoretical
and practical implications of the results for the study of violent extremism.

Terrorism as Extremism

Terrorism has been defined as “acts by nonstate actors involving the threatened
or actual use of illegal force or violence to attain a political, economic, religious,
or social goal through fear, coercion, or intimidation” (LaFree & Dugan, 2007,
p. 183). Terrorism is radical or extreme in that it departs from the prohibition
of unprovoked violence, central to most cultures and religions across history,
especially of violence against unarmed civilians, uninvolved in hostile acts of any
kind.

Not surprisingly, theory and research over the last several decades has focused
on identifying predictors of such extreme behavior. In the early history of terrorism
research in the 1960s, the radical acts of terrorists were theorized to have its basis in
their extreme or psychopathic personalities. Psychiatrists and others hypothesized
that terrorists suffer from unique psychopathologies and/or that they have a unique
personality profile that predisposes them to violence. Extant research, however, has
illustrated that such notions are not supported and that terrorists are no more likely
to have psychopathic tendencies than other individuals (Horgan, 2008; Kruglanski
& Fishman, 2009; Silke, 1998). Put simply, researchers agree that most terrorists
fall well within the normal range of socio-emotional functioning.
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More recent research has also confirmed connections between terrorism and
macro political factors, including legitimacy, democratization, and failed or fragile
states (for a review, see LaFree & Ackerman, 2009). For example, Ross and Gurr
(1989) identified the electoral success of the Parti Quebecois, a legitimate, non-
violent political party, as one of the leading reasons that the Front de Liberation
du Quebec experienced a decline in political strength. In a quantitative analysis
of worldwide terrorism attacks, LaFree and Dugan (2007) found that, controlling
for a wide variety of rival explanations, a common democracy measure had a
strong-curvilinear relationship to terrorist attacks and fatalities. Piazza’s (2007)
multivariate analysis also showed that state instability is the most consistent pre-
dictor of country-level terrorist attacks. And LaFree et al. (2007) found strong
support for the conclusion that by the 1990s worldwide terrorist attacks were
concentrated in failed or weak states. Government policies and counter measures
have also been shown to affect terrorist activity, sometimes reducing it through
deterrence or target hardening, but at other times increasing it through backlash
effects (for a review, see Lum, Kennedy, & Sherley, 2006).

In addition to macro-level social and political variables, research has increas-
ingly illustrated that group processes are important to the prediction of terrorism.
For example, research on social networks has highlighted the importance of net-
work ties of kinship and friendship in the recruitment and sustainment of terrorist
groups (Asal & Rethemeyer, 2008; Sageman, 2004, 2008). Beyond structural
properties of groups is the idea that the group’s culture—its norms, values, and
beliefs—will play a critical role in terrorist activity. Atran and colleagues’ (Atran,
Axelrod, & Davis, 2007; Ginges & Atran, 2009) work was some of the first to
highlight the importance of the group’s culture, namely its sacred values, as an
important lever for motivating terrorist acts. Likewise, work by Kruglanski, Chen,
Dechesne, Fishman, and Orehek (2009) suggested that the terrorist group’s ideol-
ogy, or its “shared reality,” can play a critical role in justifying violence against
out-groups as laudable, heroic, and one that lends group members “significance.”
Although research suggests that values and norms of groups might increase the
risk of terrorist activity, we know of no research to date that has examined the
impact of values and norms of the macro cultural context within which terrorist
groups operate as a predictor of the prevalence and severity of terrorist attacks.
Put differently, we asked the question: are there national cultural differences in
the degree to which terrorism thrives or is thwarted?

Culture

The definition of culture has long been a source of debate among an-
thropologists and cross-cultural psychologists (see Jahoda, 1984; Rohner 1984;
Segall, 1984); a classic 1952 publication identified over 160 definitions of culture
(Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). Although there is variation in the definitions of
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culture, many point to the shared nature of culture, its ability to impart adaptive
(or once adaptive) knowledge, and its transmission across time and generation
(Triandis, Kurowski, & Gelfand, 1994).

While there are many dimensions on which cultures vary, we discuss a number
of cultural dimensions that have potential implications for terrorism. First, cultural
fatalism has relevance for the risk that individuals may ascribe to extreme actions
in general and terrorism in particular. Second, the extent to which cultures are tight,
or have strong norms and severe punishment for deviation of social norms, has
implications for the necessity of extreme means to accomplish one’s goals (e.g.,
address one’s grievances) and the potential for extreme behavior in the context of
violence. Third, collectivism at the national level has implications for increased
group-centrism, and in contexts where there are group grievances, higher rates of
self-sacrifice for the goals of the group. Fourth, high male dominance and low
gender egalitarianism has implications for norms for aggressive behavior that
creates a context conducive to terrorism. Finally, the extent to which cultures have
high power distance, or a large differentiation between those in high versus low
power positions (Hofstede, 1980; House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta,
2004), may also provide a fertile ground for terrorism in contexts where low status
groups need to challenge their unequal status through extreme means.

Interestingly, one characteristic that all of these cultural dimensions have in
common is that they are all related to lower complexity in thinking—a “closing of
the mind”—which has been associated with extremism (see Hogg, Kruglanski, &
van den Bos, 2013). Thus, by subscribing to fatalism, individuals put all of their
faith in a higher authority and are absolved from taking personal responsibility for
their actions; tightness is related to low tolerance for deviance and justification
for strong punishments; collectivism produces a shared reality that dictates that
individuals should subordinate their individual goals for group goals; strong gender
roles provide specific expectations for acceptable behavior and not others; and
finally, high power distance requires submitting to authorities and not challenging
the status quo. We discuss predictions for each dimension in turn.

Hypotheses

Fatalism

Bernstein (1992) defined fatalism as a belief that one’s destiny and life events
are predetermined and that whatever happened was meant to have happened.
Although people in cultures characterized by high levels of fatalism may point to a
variety of external sources that exert ultimate control over their lives (i.e., god, fate,
or chance), they are united by a common recognition of the role of these external
factors in their lives (Caplan & Schooler, 2007). In contrast, people in less fatalistic
cultures, including the United States, are more likely to endorse the belief that
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they maintain personal control over their outcomes and lives (see Kay & Eibach,
2013). Fatalism has been linked to harsh economic environments and extreme
government regulation, which decrease individuals’ perception of personal control
(Moaddel & Karabenick, 2008). At the country level, fatalistic beliefs have been
shown to be negatively correlated with gross domestic product (GDP) per capita,
life expectancy at birth, voter turnout, environmental sustainability, and human
development, and positively correlated with heart disease and suicide rates (Leung
& Bond, 2004).

We hypothesized that nations that are high on fatalism have the potential for
higher levels of terrorism. Most importantly, fatalism, the perceptions that one’s
destiny and life outcomes are predetermined, can decrease a sense of personal
responsibility and increase risk-taking in a number of life domains, including
those involving health and safety. Put simply, fatalism may enable risky behaviors
known to have potentially adverse consequences because they can be “justified”
as preordained. Compared to individuals low on fatalism, for example, those high
on fatalism are less likely to engage in health and safety behaviors (Colón, 1992;
Hardeman, Pierro, & Mannetti, 1997; McClure, Allen, & Walkey, 2001; Powe &
Finnie, 2003), and have more deaths due to risky behaviors (e.g., traffic accidents)
(Gelfand, Fulmer, Kruglanski, Abdel-Latif, Khashan et al. 2010). Extending this
literature, we predicted that fatalism would lead to a reduction in individuals’ per-
ceptions of personal control, a decreased sense of personal responsibility (Aycan,
Kanungo, Mendonca, Yu, Deller et al., 2000), and the use of external sources (e.g.,
god) as a justification for one’s actions. That is, in contexts where grievances are
not being addressed, extreme acts such as terrorism would occur more frequently
in nations high on fatalism as compared to cultures low on fatalism.

Tightness-Looseness

Tightness-looseness reflects the degree to which societies have clear and
pervasive social norms and are intolerant of deviations from norms (Gelfand,
Nishii, & Raver, 2006; Pelto, 1968; Triandis, 1989). Tight societies, like those of
Japan, Singapore, and Pakistan provide strong norms and monitoring systems to
detect deviations, which are severely punished. As such, these societies value order,
formality, discipline, and conformity (Gelfand et al., 2006, 2011; Pelto, 1968). In
contrast, norms in loose societies like those of Brazil, Israel, or the United States
are more ambiguous, deviations from norms are tolerated, and punishments for
deviations are less severe. Gelfand et al. (2011) found that tightness is related to
such factors as high population density, low percentage of arable land and food
supply, high degrees of environmental threats (e.g., natural disasters, disease), high
police per capita and strength of criminal justice systems (e.g., the death penalty),
high degrees of autocracy, and low openness of the media.
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We hypothesized that tight nations will have more vulnerability for terrorism
than loose nations for a number of reasons. First, tightness is associated with
higher ethnocentrism and punishment of individuals who are “different.” For
example, Gelfand et al. (2011) found that individuals in tight nations find socially
deviant behavior much less justifiable (e.g., homosexuality, divorce, prostitution),
believe that their way of life needs to be protected against foreign influence, prefer
not to have immigrants as neighbors, and are more likely to believe that their
culture is superior to others. This suggests that “fringe” groups will perceive more
discrimination and have greater humiliation and significance loss (Kruglanski
et al., 2009) in tight than in loose nations where individuals have more tolerance of
differences. Second, the high degree of monitoring and constraint that characterizes
tight societies would suggest that the means through which individuals or groups
can rectify their grievances are highly circumscribed and limited, rendering more
‘radical” means necessary to achieve one’s goals. Indeed, Gelfand et al. (2011)
found that the percentage of people participating in legitimate collective actions
(e.g., signing petitions, attending demonstrations) is low in tight nations and more
people report that they would never engage in such actions in comparison to loose
nations. Moreover, they found that when asked how societal change generally
occurs, people in tight nations were much more likely to believe that it occurs
radically, whereas people in loose nations were more likely to believe it occurs
incrementally. Accordingly, we predicted that tightness would be associated with
greater terrorism than looseness.

Individualism-Collectivism

Extensive research has shown that individualism-collectivism is a major di-
mension of cultural variation. Research has shown that in collectivistic cultures,
the self is construed as interdependent with others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991),
people are socialized to sacrifice their own goals and maintain cooperation within
the group (Triandis, 1989), and there are strong ingroup-outgroup distinctions
(Triandis, McCusker, & Hui, 1990). By contrast, in individualistic cultures, the
self is construed as independent of others, people are socialized to pursue their
own goals over the goals of others, debate and confrontation are acceptable in in-
groups, and ingroup-outgroup distinctions are much less pronounced (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). As compared to individualistic cultures, collec-
tivistic cultures have lower national wealth (Gelfand, Bhawuk, Nishii, & Bechtold,
2004; Hofstede, 1980), lower geographic and relational mobility (Oishi, 2010;
Schug, Yuki, & Maddux, 2010), and more extended family structures (Georgas
et al., 2001). Collectivism is generally found in agricultural societies wherein
conformity and obedience are crucial for survival, whereas more individualism is
found among hunters and in complex (e.g., information) societies (Barry, Child,
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& Bacon, 1959), and in societies with an open frontier (Kitayama, Ishii, Imada,
Takemura, & Ramaswamy, 2006) wherein self-reliance is crucial for survival.

We theorized that compared to more individualist nations, nations higher on
collectivism will experience more terrorism. As noted, individuals in collectivistic
cultures are socialized to give up their personal goals, conform to the group,
and compete with outgroups (Triandis, 1995). Identification with groups also
provides a way o protect against uncertainty (see Hogg & Adelman, 2013). In
contexts where there is a grievance (injustice) perpetuated toward one’s group
(religious, national, ethnic or otherwise), a culprit portrayed as responsible for
the injustice, and a means (e.g., terrorism) to address these grievances against the
outgroup (Kruglanski et al., 2012), this socialization naturally makes it easier for
individuals in collectivistic nations to join the fight, and commit to and sacrifice
themselves for the good of the group. Indeed, previous experimental research
has shown that individuals who are “fused” with their groups are more willing
to sacrifice themselves for the group (Swann, Gomez, Dovidio, Hart, & Jetten,
2010). Field surveys across a number of countries in the Middle East, Indonesia,
and Pakistan have also linked collectivism with support for violence when it is
seen as justified (Kruglanski, Gelfand, & Gunaratna, in press). Accordingly, we
predicted that compared to individualism, collectivism will be associated with
higher levels of terrorism.

Gender Egalitarianism

Nations around the globe vary widely on gender egalitarianism, or “the de-
gree to which a collective minimizes gender inequality” (House et al., 2004,
p. 359). This dimension fundamentally concerns the way societies construct gen-
der roles for men and women with at least two important implications (Hofstede,
1980; House et al., 2004). First, societies with high gender egalitarianism min-
imize gender differences and proscribe and prescribe similar roles for men and
women; they have more women in positions of authority, less occupational sex
segregation, similar levels of educational attainment for men and women, and
allow women decision-making roles in everyday affairs (House et al., 2004). By
contrast, societies with low gender egalitarianism proscribe very different roles
for men and women; they have fewer women in positions of power, more oc-
cupational sex segregation, much lower educational attainment for women, and
women have much less of a role in decision-making role in everyday affairs
(House et al., 2004). Another important distinction therein relates to the extent to
which societies emphasize masculine values, including toughness, assertiveness,
success, and competition, versus feminine values of nurturance, tenderness, and
cooperation, and solidarity (Hofstede, 1980). In cultures that are low on gender
egalitarianism, men are expected to be tough and assertive, whereas in cultures
high on gender egalitarianism, men and women are expected to be cooperative and
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nurturing (Hofstede, 1980; House et al., 2004). Gender egalitarianism practices at
the national level have been found to be related to longevity and greater human
development (House et al., 2004).

We theorized that nations that are low on gender egalitarianism will have
a greater risk for terrorism than those that are high on gender egalitarianism.
Research from the criminology literature lends some support for this prediction.
In explaining different rates of crime in the United States, Miller (1958) argued
that the cultures that emphasize a set of “focal concerns” that value behavior
that encourages crime, including an emphasis on toughness (e.g., masculinity,
strength); smartness (skill at outsmarting the other guy); and autonomy (resentment
of authority and rules) would have more crime. Similarly, in their subculture
of violence theory, Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) argued that elevated crime
rates occur in communities wherein males’ “quick resort to physical combat as a
measure of daring, courage or defense of status appears to be a cultural expression”
and when individuals who share this culture come into contact with others who
share such norms, “physical assaults, altercations, and violent domestic quarrels
that result in homicide are likely to be common (pp. 188–189).” Masculine values
of toughness have also been used as an explanation for why the U.S. south has
higher rates of violent crime than the North (Gastil, 1971; Hackney, 1969; Nisbett
& Cohen, 1996).

More recently, Anderson’s (1999) ethnographic research on violence in dis-
advantaged neighborhoods and the oppositional subculture known as “the code of
the street” has provided an influential account of how cultural values may relate
directly to differential crime rates. According to Anderson, the code of the street
is an informal system that governs the use of violence. The code of the street
emphasizes that one must maintain the respect of others through a violent and
tough identity, and a willingness to exact retribution in the event of disrespect,
or risk being “rolled on” or physically assaulted (p. 73). As Anderson noted, “an
important part of the code is not to allow others to chump you, to let them know
that you are ‘about serious business’ and not to be trifled with” (p. 130).

Cross-national studies of violent crime also support the conclusion that con-
texts that allow normative systems that condone aggression and violence as a
response to conflict have higher crime rates (Fiala & LaFree, 1988; Gelles, 1987;
Straus, 1980). For example, in an examination of homicide rates in 18 industri-
alized nations from 1950 to 1980, Gartner (1990) measured officially approved
violence by examining the existence of the death penalty, the number of inter-
national and civil wars in which the nation participated, and total battle deaths
incurred during these wars. Controlling for a variety of other variables, she found
that countries with higher levels of approved violence had higher rates of homi-
cide. While these applications have generally been aimed at explaining crime, they
should also be relevant for terrorist attacks, a type of crime that frequently results
in homicide (Clarke & Newman, 2006; LaFree & Dugan, 2004). Accordingly,
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we predicted that to the extent that societies are low on gender egalitarianism
and emphasize values of assertiveness and masculinity, they will have higher ter-
rorism rates than cultures that are high on gender egalitarianism and emphasize
nurturance and femininity.

Power Distance

Power distance refers to the degree to which members of a society expect
and accept inequalities (Hofstede, 1980). In high power distance cultures, such as
Morocco and Nigeria, people accept large power differentials between levels of
the social hierarchy. On the other hand, people in lower power distance cultures,
including Denmark and the Netherlands, are less accepting of such power differ-
entials. For example, people in high power distance cultures do not expect to have
voice or to challenge authorities, whereas people in low power distance cultures
expect to have voice and to challenge authorities (Hofstede, 1980; House et al.,
2004). High power distance cultures often have traditions of centralized power
in the hands of a monarchy or oligarchy, a small middle class, and agrarianism,
while low power distance cultures are characterized by histories of representative
governments, a large middle class, and more modern industry (Hofstede, 1980).

We hypothesized that terrorist activity may be higher in high versus low
power distance cultures for a number of reasons. High power distance cultures
have many class distinctions, have limited mobility, and resources tend to be
available to only the few (i.e., high ranking individuals) as compared to low power
distance cultures wherein there are fewer class distinctions, more upward mobility,
and resources accessible to many (House et al., 2004). Accordingly, there may
be more grievances that are found in high versus low power distance cultures.
Moreover, as noted, people in high power distance cultures see subordinates and
superiors as inherently separate and unequal groups, leading to greater social dis-
tance between these groups. In this respect, people in high power positions are
largely unquestionable authorities who do not receive “voice” from those in lower
power positions (Brockner et al., 2001; Hofstede, 1980). As such, grievances from
low power parties are likely to be highly circumscribed with few available means
through which they can be addressed, particularly given the highly centralized
and stratified contexts that are typical in high power distance cultures. By con-
trast, voice and challenges to authority are much more normative in low power
distance societies, providing more means to address grievances. Accordingly, we
anticipated that there would be more terrorism in high versus low power distance
cultures.

In sum, extant research on culture in psychology and criminology suggests
some potential links between a number of cultural dimensions—fatalism, tight-
ness, collectivism, gender egalitarianism, and power distance—and rates of ter-
rorism. We provide the first test, to our knowledge, of the relationship between
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macro cultural differences and terrorism by linking established measures of cul-
ture (Aycan et al., 2000; Gelfand et al, 2011; House et al., 2004) to a number
of terrorism indices, including number of incidents, number of fatalities, and the
rate of fatalities per incident using the most comprehensive event database on
terrorism: The GTD.

Method

The Global Terrorism Database

Because terrorism is a type of behavior that is difficult to study using police
reports or victim or offender surveys, event databases have come to occupy an
important role. At present, the longest running of these event databases is the GTD
maintained by the START Consortium at the University of Maryland. Because the
GTD is described in detail elsewhere (LaFree & Dugan 2007, 2009), we offer only
a brief explanation here. The GTD is collected by trained researchers who identify
and record events from the print and electronic media. Early years of the GTD
relied mostly on reports picked up by wire services (including Reuters and the
Foreign Broadcast Information Service), U.S. and foreign government reports, and
U.S. and foreign newspapers (including the New York Times, the British Financial
Times, the Christian Science Monitor, the Washington Post, the Washington Times,
and the Wall Street Journal). Over time, the GTD has been tied more directly to
unclassified information available on the Internet. A major advantage of the GTD
compared to other open source databases is that from its inception it has tracked
domestic as well as international terrorist attacks.

Based on coding rules originally developed in the early 1970s, the analysts re-
sponsible for collecting the GTD have excluded criminal acts that have no obvious
political or ideological motivation and also acts arising from open combat between
opposing armed forces, both regular and irregular. Data collectors have also ex-
cluded actions taken by governments in the legitimate exercise of their authority,
even when such actions are denounced by domestic or foreign critics as acts of
‘‘state terrorism.’’ Because most terrorists seek publicity, event databases that rely
on print and electronic media are likely more useful for studying terrorism than
most other types of crime. Nevertheless, event data have important weaknesses,
most notably media inaccuracies, conflicting information or false, multiple or no
claims of responsibility, and government censorship and disinformation.

Terrorism is defined in the GTD as “the threatened or actual use of illegal
force and violence by non-state actors to attain a political, economic, religious
or social goal through fear, coercion or intimidation” (LaFree & Dugan, 2007,
p. 184). The GTD is collected through the open-source media, including newspaper
articles, news wires, foreign language aggregators, like the Foreign Broadcast
Information Service, and unclassified government reports. Potential incidents are
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flagged for examination, and they are coded as to whether they meet the inclusion
criteria.

In particular, to be included in the dataset as a terrorist incident, each incident
must meet all three of these criteria: (1) “The incident must be intentional—the
result of a conscious calculation on the part of a perpetrator” [this is assumed
prima facie to be correct in cases in which it is difficult to assess the intentionality
of the incident (LaFree & Dugan, 2007, p. 200, note 23)]; (2) “The incident must
entail some level of violence (including violence against property) or the threat of
violence”; and (3) “[T]here must be sub-national perpetrators. That is, at the time
of the incident, the perpetrator group must not be exercising sovereignty (unequiv-
ocal, stable control of demarcated territory; functioning government structures)”
(LaFree & Dugan, 2007, p. 188).

Thereafter, all incidents are evaluated for whether they meet the following
criteria: (1) “The act must be aimed at attaining a political, economic, religious
or social goal. In terms of economic goals, the exclusive pursuit of profit does
not satisfy this criterion”; (2) “There must be evidence of an intention to coerce,
intimidate or convey some other message to a larger audience (or audiences) than
the immediate victims”; and (3) “[T]he action must be outside of the context of
legitimate warfare activities; that is, the act must be outside the parameters set by
international humanitarian law (particularly the admonition against deliberately
targeting civilians or non-combatants)” (LaFree & Dugan, 2009, p., 188). In order
to be included in the database, the incident must meet 2 out of 3 of the above
criteria.

We use terrorist incidents which occurred from 1970 to 2007. We measure
terrorism as total terrorist incidents, the total number of fatal incidents, and the
average number of fatalities per incident. This allows us to capture a range of
terrorism-related dependent variables. Data from 1993 were lost in an office move
and we have never been able to successfully restore them. We, therefore, treat
1993 as missing.

Dimensions of Cultural Variation

We measured cultural variables using established databases. Individualism-
collectivism, gender egalitarianism, and power distance were measured from
House et al.’s (2004) established measures of cultural practices across 62 na-
tions. Sample items from the Individualism-Collectivism practices scale included:
“In this society, children take pride in the individual accomplishments of their
parents” (reverse scored), “In this society, parents take pride in the individual ac-
complishments of their children” (reverse scored), and the measure also included
items regarding whether parents live and home with their children and whether
children live at home with their parents until they get married (Gelfand et al.,
2004). Nations high on collectivism practices included the Philippines, Georgia,
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Iran, India, and Turkey, while nations low on family collectivism practices included
Denmark, Sweden, New Zealand, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.

Sample items of gender egalitarianism practices items included “In this soci-
ety, boys are encouraged more than girls to attain a higher education” and “In this
society who is more likely to serve in a position of high office” [from 1 (males)
to 7 (females)]. Nations that scored the highest on gender egalitarianism practices
included Hungary, Russia, Poland, Slovenia, and Denmark, while nations that
scored the lowest on gender egalitarianism included South Korea, Kuwait, Egypt,
Morocco, and Zambia.

Sample items from Power Distance practices included “In this society, fol-
lowers are expected to . . . .question their leaders when in disagreement (7) or
obey their leader without question (1)” (reverse scored) and “In this society power
is . . . .shared throughout the society (7) or concentrated at the top (1)” (reverse
scored). Nations that scored the highest on power distance practices included Mo-
rocco, Nigeria, El Salvador, Zimbabwe, and Argentina, and nations that scored
lowest on power distance included Denmark, the Netherlands, Bolivia, Albania,
and Israel. We also examined older scores from Hofstede (1980) values on power
distance and individualism, as well as masculinity and uncertainty avoidance and
did not find any relationships of these variables with terrorism. Results are avail-
able from the first author.

Tightness-looseness was measured using Gelfand et al.’s (2011) established
scale across 33 nations. Sample items include: “There are many norms that people
are supposed to abide by in this country,” “In this country there are very clear
expectations for how people should act in most situations,” “In this country,
if someone acts in an inappropriate way, others will strongly disapprove,” and
“People in this country almost always comply with social norms.” Gelfand et al.
(2011) found that there was wide cultural variation across the globe on tightness-
looseness, with Pakistan, India, Japan, Korea, and Singapore scoring very high on
tightness and the Ukraine, Israel, the Netherlands, and New Zealand scoring very
low on tightness.

Fatalism was measured with Aycan et al.’s (2000) fatalism measure. Sample
items include “When bad things are going to happen they just are going to happen
no matter what you do to stop them,” “When one is born, the success or failure
one is going to have is already in one’s destiny, so one might as well accept it,” and
“Planning only makes a person unhappy since your plans hardly every work out
anyway.” Data on Aycan et al.’s scale were collected across the same 33 nations
as tightness (Gelfand et al., 2011). There was wide cross-cultural variation on
the measure, with Pakistan, India, and Turkey being the highest on fatalism and
Norway, the Netherlands, and the United States being the lowest on fatalism.

We caution that because the cultural measures we use here are cross-sectional
and were measured at different times (e.g., in 1990s for GLOBE, early 2000s
for tightness and fatalism; Gelfand et al., 2011), we cannot infer causality. We
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are simply examining whether there are certain cultural variables that may be
correlated with the amount of terrorism, controlling for some common predictors
of terrorism.

Control Variables

We measured the economic development of the nation using the GDP per
capita of that nation in 2,000 U.S. dollars. These data come from the World
Bank’s World Development Indicators. We include GDP in this analysis in order to
control for the economic differences between nations that may lead to differences
in outcome on terrorism. We also measured religiosity as a control variable given
it has been linked to terrorism (Juergensmeyer, 2003; Stern, 2003). Religiosity
was measured by responses to the item regarding the importance of god in life as
assessed by the World Value Survey (1995).

Results

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1 for all of the nations that were
available for the variables being investigated. The total number of overlapping
countries for all databases including the control variables, culture variables, and
terrorism variables was 21. Included were a wide range of countries, includ-
ing Australia, Austria, Brazil, France, Greece, Hong Kong, Hungary, India, Is-
rael, Italy, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Portugal,
Singapore, Spain, Turkey, the United States, and Venezuela. From the descriptive
statistics, we can see that there is a wide range of experience with terrorism inci-
dents; the minimum number of incidents experienced by any country from 1970
to 2007 was 7 while the maximum was 4,310, and the mean was 872.33. Further,
there is a great deal of variability in the number of fatalities, with a range of 1
to 13,508 and a mean of 1,271.57. Finally, the mean for the ratio of fatalities per
incident was .88, and the range was .08 to 3.35, indicating that many incidents are
low-fatality events. The economic and religious context of the nations also varied
widely. For GDP, there was a minimum of 299.58 to a maximum of 28,363.13,
with a mean of 11,597.76. For the measure of religiosity, there was a minimum
of 4.61 and a maximum of 9.61, with a mean of 7.03. All of the cultural variables
(fatalism, tightness, individualism-collectivism, gender egalitarianism, and power
distance) also had significant variation across the countries (see Table 1).

The correlations among the variables suggest that numerous cultural variables
were associated with different indices of terrorism. Number of terrorist incidents
were negatively related to gender egalitarianism (r = –.66, p < .01) and positively
related to fatalism (r = .48, r < .05). Number of fatalities were also negatively
related to gender egalitarianism (r = –.53, p <.05) and positively related to
fatalism (r = .50, p < .05). Finally, the number of fatalities per incident was
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Table 2. Predictors of Number of Terrorist Incidents and Fatalities

Coef SE z-stat p-val Lower CI Upper CI

Number of incidents
Religiosity 0.28 0.22 1.28 .200 − 0.15 0.71
GDP 0.00 0.00 1.53 .126 0.00 0.00
Tightness − 0.19 0.11 − 1.80 .072 − 0.40 0.02
Fatalism 3.29 1.13 2.91 .004** 1.08 5.51
Collectivism − 1.45 1.05 − 1.38 .167 − 3.51 0.61
Power distance 1.77 0.96 1.84 .066 − 0.12 3.66
Gender egalitarianism − 2.69 0.82 − 3.30 .001*** − 4.30 − 1.10

Number fatalities
Religiosity 0.93 0.32 2.95 .003** 0.31 1.55
GDP 0.00 0.00 1.27 .203 0.00 0.00
Tightness − 0.02 0.14 − 0.14 .892 − 0.29 0.25
Fatalism 3.76 1.45 2.59 .01** 0.91 6.60
Collectivism − 1.73 1.61 − 1.08 .282 − 4.89 1.42
Power distance 1.13 1.36 0.83 .406 − 1.54 3.80
Gender egalitarianism − 2.69 1.05 − 2.55 .011* − 4.75 − 0.62

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

positively related to cultural tightness (r = .55, p < .05). As these are only
bivariate relationships, we next report analyses for each of our dependent variables
including all of the culture variables as well as control variables.

Model 1: Number of Incidents

In this model, we predict the total count of incidents using culture, religiosity
and GDP as predictors. In order to analyze the count of total terrorist incidents
(as well as the count of fatalities for each country, discussed below) we utilized
a negative binomial regression model. This model more appropriately handles
overdispersed data, such as is usual with count data (Long, 1997). Overdispersion
is a condition of count data in which the mean and the variance of the data are
not equal. In addition, the NBRM provides consistent and efficient estimators and
appropriately handles the standard errors in overdispersed data. The model for
number of terrorist incidents was significant (χ2(7) = 23.20 p <.01). As can be
seen in Table 2, the results show that nations high on fatalism had higher levels
of terrorist incidents than nations lower on fatalism (Coeff = 3.29, p < .01), and
nations low on gender egalitarianism have a greater number of terrorist incidents
than those high on gender egalitarianism (Coeff = –2.69, p <.001), thus showing
that cultural variables are indeed related to number of terrorist incidents from 1970
to 2007.
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Table 3. Regression of Fatalities per Incident

Fatalities per incident Unstandardized Coeff SE Standardized beta t Sig

Religiosity .32 0.16 0.53 2.05 .06
GDP 0.00 0.00 − 0.23 − 0.85 .41
Tightness .20 0.08 0.55 2.41 .03*
Fatalism .44 0.90 0.19 0.49 .64
Collectivism − .53 0.69 − 0.36 − 0.76 .46
Power distance − .64 0.75 − 0.23 − 0.85 .41
Gender egalitarianism − .10 0.74 − 0.03 − 0.13 .90

* p < .05.

Model 2: Fatalities Due to Terrorist Events

In this model, we examined the number of fatalities using culture, religios-
ity, and economic development as predictors. The overall model was significant
(χ2(7) = 26.72, p < .001). As seen in Table 2, the results show again that nations
higher on fatalism had statistically significantly greater number of fatalities than
those nations lower on fatalism (Coeff = 3.76, p < .01). Societies with less gender
egalitarianism also had a statistically significantly larger number of fatalities than
nations with high gender egalitarianism (Coeff = –2.69, p < .01).

Model 3: Fatalities per Incident

In this model, we used multiple regression to examine the number of fatalities
per incident with culture, religiosity, and economic development as predictors of
fatalities per incident. The overall model was marginally significant (7, 20) =
2.71, p = .058. As can be seen in Table 3, the results showed that nations that are
higher on cultural tightness have higher fatalities per incident than nations lower
on tightness (Coeff = .55, t = 2.41, p < .05).

Discussion

Terrorism is a global hazard that threatens individuals, groups, and societies.
On a daily basis, throughout the world, we have witnessed extreme, violent acts that
threaten humans’ peaceful existence. Much research in the last several decades has
examined the factors that predict terrorism, focusing much attention on political,
social, and psychological factors. To date, however, there has been very little
attention to cultural factors and their relationship to terrorism.

In this research, we contribute to this literature by examining how the cultural
context relates to the degree of terrorism that societies face. We developed theory
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and hypotheses linking different cultural variables that have received widespread
attention in the literature to terrorism rates. The results of our analysis of the
GTD, one of the most comprehensive databases on terrorism, supported a number
of hypotheses. Across the different indicators of terrorism, the results showed
evidence that cultural factors do matter for understanding cross-national rates
in terrorism. Societies that have the belief that one’s destiny and life events are
predetermined (fatalism), have very strong norms and severe punishments for
deviation from norms (cultural tightness), and are masculine and have very distinct
gender roles (low gender egalitarianism) have higher terrorism rates than those
that are low on these dimensions. These cultural factors predicted terrorism even
when accounting for economic and religious factors. Moreover, in many of our
models, these variables captured independent variance, suggesting that they each
have some unique relationship with terrorism activity.

More generally, our results suggest that cultural values and norms that pro-
mote rigid thinking—fatalistic beliefs, strict gender roles, and greater tightness—
are related to a greater number of terrorist attacks or fatalities. Future research
should investigate the mechanisms underlying these effects. From a dynamical
systems approach, it is possible that cultural systems that have a strong empha-
sis on certainty create a strong press for coherence which results in a collapse
of complexity—or more simplistic Black–White thinking (Nowak & Vallacher,
1998). Indeed, the collapse of complexity has been found to be associated with con-
flict escalation and destructive conflict dynamics (Chung, Coleman, & Gelfand,
2011) which could provide a fertile basis for extreme behavior such as terrorism.

Interestingly, the results showed that different cultural variables were related
to different measures of terrorism. While gender egalitarianism and fatalism were
related to the overall number of incidents and fatalities, tightness was related to the
number of fatalities per incident, a variable that can be seen as the most “extreme”
or lethal of terrorism rates. It is possible that low gender egalitarianism affords a
culture that permits violent behavior in general due to the enhanced masculinity
and toughness, which can spark violence even when minor provocations are present
(or in the case of terrorism, grievances), resulting in a greater number of incidents
and fatalities. This is consistent with the criminology literature that has linked
masculinity norms with homicides (Anderson, 1999; Gastil, 1971; Hackney, 1969,
Nisbett & Cohen, 1996; Wolfgang & Ferracuti, 1967). Likewise, cultures that
are fatalistic ultimately believe that others (i.e., god, fate, chance) control their
outcomes, leaving little personal responsibility. Research has indeed shown that
fatalism is associated with more deaths in the domain of safety and health (Gelfand
et al., 2010; Leung & Bond, 2004). In the domain of terrorism, to the extent that
there is a grievance and an ideology that justifies the grievance, fatalism may
create a context that encourages more willingness to engage in violent behaviors
with the justification that one’s life is in others’ hands, as compared to cultures
low on fatalism.
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By contrast, the enhanced number of fatalities per incident found in tight
societies might be due to different processes that are conducive to higher impact
terrorist episodes (i.e., more fatalities per incident), and more generally, the use
of extreme means in the service of grievances. Tight nations have high degrees of
monitoring and suppression, and much stronger punishments to norm violation in
comparison with loose nations. Accordingly, it is possible that the means needed
to air one’s grievances need to be more extreme or radical. Indeed, while there
are fewer legitimate forms of collective action in tight societies (e.g., signing
petitions, attending demonstrations; Gelfand et al, 2011), tight cultures believe
in more “radical” change than incremental change, which likely develops given
the constraint pervasive in the cultural context. To be sure, these explanations
are merely speculative, yet they suggest that different mechanisms may explain
the relationship between different cultural dimensions and different indices of
terrorism in nations.

It is interesting to point out that one cultural dimension—collectivism—
had very weak direct relations with the terrorism indices. This suggests that
collectivism in and of itself may not be a risk factor for terrorism at the national
level. It is possible that collectivism serves as a moderator variable; that is, it is
only in contexts where there is an ideology that supports the means and goals of
terrorism that collectivistic values—which foster support for group over individual
goals—facilitate terrorism (Kruglanski et al., 2009).

While this research begins to fill an important gap which examines cultural
factors in relation to terrorism, it is clearly not without limitations. First and fore-
most, given the nature of the data, we do not have the ability to make any causal
references regarding culture and terrorism. The cultural data available for this
analysis were collected at different times during the period that we had available
terrorism incident data, and thus it is impossible to determine whether cultural
factors cause terrorism or vice-versa. For example, while it is theoretically possi-
ble that tightness provides a fertile breeding ground for the use of extreme means
in societies, it is also possible that terrorism within nations is a threat which
makes societies develop stronger norms and punishments. Second, we tested the
relationship between culture and terrorism with only one set of possible opera-
tionalizations of terrorism. The GTD only represents one very broad definition of
terrorism which may include incidents which other terrorism event databases may
not have included. In addition, the GTD data rely primarily on open source media
reports for an incident to be included in the data. This means that incidents will
be excluded if reports of the incident never make it into the open source media.
Accordingly, future research should examine the relationship of cultural factors to
terrorism using other databases to replicate our effects. Finally, we have examined
a very limited sample of countries in our test of the relationship between culture
and terrorism. We were only able to analyze 21 countries that overlapped in the
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databases being utilized and thus, caution should be taken in generalizing the
results to all countries.

Despite these limitations, the results have practical implications for pub-
lic policy on terrorism and political violence. Most generally, this work sup-
ports earlier analysis (e.g., LaFree, Morris, & Dugan, 2009; LaFree, Yang, &
Crenshaw, 2009) suggesting that worldwide terrorism is not evenly distributed
across countries, with most countries experiencing few or no attacks and a handful
experiencing most of the attacks. These results, while cross-sectional, suggest that
culture may be a part of the explanation for this uneven distribution. These results
also have implications for how policy makers might best respond to terrorism in
different countries. For example, to the extent that these results can be replicated
and extended to a broader range of countries, it may well be that they could assist
policy makers in terms of determining whether a particular intervention is likely to
result in a deterrent effect, and thereby reduce the future incidence of terrorism, or
a backlash effect, and thereby increase attacks in the future. In general, countries
exhibiting high levels of fatalism, cultural tightness and low gender egalitarianism
may require special consideration when policy makers are weighing options for
reducing terrorism.
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