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The “Boko Haram Disaggregation Problem” and Comparative 
Profiles of Factional Violence: Challenges, Impacts, and Solutions in 
the Study of Africa’s Deadliest Terror Group(s)
Jason Warnera and Stephanie Lizzob

aDepartment of Social Sciences and Combating Terrorism Center, U.S. Military Academy (West Point); bUniversity 
Honors College, University of Maryland

ABSTRACT
This article introduces the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem,” or the 
often frequent failure by observers to disaggregate the group following its 
August 2016 split into two distinct factions, instead, labeling and studying all 
factions as “Boko Haram.” It asks: What are the origins of the “Boko Haram 
disaggregation problem,” and, given this phenomenon, what are the possi-
bilities and constraints in understanding profiles of violence between the 
pre-2016 and post-2016 iterations of the group(s)? It argues that the “Boko 
Haram disaggregation problem” has origins both internal and external to the 
group(s), most prevalent in quantitative academic research. Highlighting the 
challenges of this phenomenon, it uses data from the Global Terrorism 
Database (GTD) from 2009 to 2018 to compare profiles of violence between 
various “Boko Haram” factions. In sum, it shows why beyond merely 
a methodological challenge, overcoming this phenomenon has real-world 
impacts for addressing the violence perpetrated by these groups.
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In a seminal issue in the Journal of Conflict Resolution in 2012, Wendy Pearlman and Kathleen 
Gallagher Cunningham sought to articulate what they termed the new “fragmentation research agenda” 
in political science.1 By this, they were referring to the need for scholars studying violent non-state 
actors—much as those studying states themselves had already done—to recognize that non-state actors 
were in reality often far less unitary, coherent, and singular as they were often portrayed by those 
studying them. Rather, contemporary non-state violent actors are, as they articulate, “not coherent 
antagonists as much as shifting coalitions of groups with malleable allegiances and at times divergent 
interests” that have been shown to “relentlessly . . . splinter, proliferate, merge, and splinter again.”2 And 
indeed, using non-state actor fragmentation as a point of departure, they, and the special issue’s 
contributors along with others writing before and after, have shown both the sources of non-state 
actor fragmentation3 and the impacts of non-state actor fragmentation, the latter of which inform 
violent groups’ propensity toward violence,4 targeting tendencies against civilians5 and governments,6 

overall duration of existence,7 relationships with other local violent groups,8 encouragement of external 
intervention,9 propensities for conflict settlement with governments,10 and the duration of peace post- 
settlement.11 In short, as Pearlman, Cunningham, and others underscore, attention to the processes and 
impacts of non-state violent actor fragmentation can have wide-ranging consequences for understand-
ing group violence, crafting state responses to that violence, and protecting civilians who may be in the 
midst of that violence. And yet, to the extent that the “fragmentation agenda” has become an important 
source of insight in the study of rebel groups, fewer works have looked at fragmentation within terror 
groups12—the latter of which we define as ideologically motivated non-state actors that primarily, 
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though not exclusively, target civilians with violence or the threat of violence13—more acutely. Thus, 
with an eye toward furthering the “fragmentation research agenda,” this article takes as its primary 
endeavor investigating not only the sources and impacts of the fragmentation and non-unitary status of 
one once-unitary, violent, non-state actor, but also, the real-world implications of the often-incomplete 
appreciation for the very fragmentation that has occurred.

Since the 2009 violent turn of the group Jama’atuAhlis Sunna Lidda’awati Wal-Jihad, (JAS), more 
colloquially known as “Boko Haram,” observers from around the world have rightfully sought to 
understand its violence, which at the time of this writing in mid-June 2020, had claimed an 
estimated 40,621 lives.14 At its core, JAS, whose name translates to “People Committed to the 
Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and Jihad,”15 seeks to rid sections of northeastern Nigeria 
and the broader Lake Chad Basin region of secular government presence, and instead, oversee 
politics via the strict interpretation of sharia law. To do so, beginning in 2009, JAS, relying on 
Salafist-jihadist interpretations of the Quran, began exacting widespread acts of violence, primarily 
throughout northeastern Nigeria, but eventually extending into the neighboring Lake Chad Basin 
states of Niger, Cameroon, and Chad.16

Throughout its existence from 2009 to 2020, the group has gone through various iterations of 
leadership, global jihadist affiliations, and internal fracturing. While in its early days, JAS had 
flirted with joining Al Qaeda, its affiliation was never formal,17 and thus, despite receiving some 
assistance, it operated more or less independently.18 However, it would eventually formalize 
a global jihadist affiliation: in March 2015, its leader, Abubakar Shekau, pledged the group’s 
allegiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and the Islamic State. When this pledge was accepted six 
days later, “JAS” as such, ceased to exist: instead, from then on, it was to officially become the 
Islamic State’s West African Province (Wilayat GharbIfriqiyya19), or ISWAP.20 By 2 August 2016, 
however, another hallmark occurred: via a release through its Al-Naba bulletin, the Islamic State 
Central announced its West African Province, ISWAP, had a new leader: Abu Musab al-Barnawi, 
the son of the deceased founder of JAS, Muhammad Yusuf.21 With that “magazine coup,” Shekau, 
the former leader of JAS and then ISWAP was ousted, and thus, along with a number of followers, 
created his own, separate breakaway faction, which distinguished itself from the Barnawi-led 
ISWAP by reverting to calling itself JAS. As of March 2019, another leadership change, spurred by 
ideological divisions, again occurred in ISWAP, with Abu Musab al-Barnawi being replaced by 
a more hardcore leader named Ba Idrissa.22 And yet curiously—despite the fracturing of the group 
in August 2016 and the varying leadership changes and global jihadi affiliations prior—one of the 
enduring trends in the study of the jihadist landscape in northeastern Nigeria is that, since 2009, 
all iterations of the group(s) described above have, in a preponderance of instances, simply been 
referred to as “Boko Haram.”

To keep track of these varying iterations which are central to the argument that we make below, 
we introduce the following nomenclature. From the group’s origin in 2009 until its pledge to the 
Islamic State in March 2015, it will be referred to as “JAS1.” From March 2015 until the group’s 
split in August 2016, it will be known as “ISWAP1.” As a result, any reference to the organization 
prior to its split into two factions in August 2016, the authors will use the name “JAS1/ISWAP1.” 
Following the August 2016 breakup of JAS1/ISWAP1, the two factions will be referred to as 
“ISWAP2” (under the leadership of Al-Barnawi/Idrissa) and “JAS2” (under the leadership of 
Shekau).

With the recognition that two contemporary “Boko Haram” factions (ISWAP2 and JAS2) which 
sprang from the 2016 split of the original “Boko Haram” (JAS1/ISWAP1) are both currently operating 
in northeastern Nigeria, undertaking distinct activities under different leaders, this article first 
emerged as the authors’ attempt to answer the question: How do the two current factions’ profiles 
of violence compare to one another, and moreover, how do they compare to the pre-2016 violence 
profile of JAS1/ISWAP1? Quickly, a serious challenge came to light. The best available data sources 
tracking longitudinal violence trends, namely the Global Terrorism Database (GTD) and the Armed 
Conflict Location Event Database (ACLED), do not fully disaggregate attacks between these three 
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different actors. A new set of questions therefore emerged, which we believe must be answered before 
seeking to understand comparative profiles of violence between the “old Boko Haram” (JAS1/ 
ISWAP1) and the “new” factions of “Boko Haram” (ISWAP2 and JAS2). Thus, in addition to seeking 
to compare the profiles of violence of the groups above, we also ask: How has the tendency to simply 
refer to all groups as “Boko Haram” emerged, and what impacts does this tendency have on research 
about the group(s)?

In the main, this article asks two distinct but interrelated questions: First, what are the origins and 
impacts of this “Boko Haram disaggregation problem,” and second, given this phenomenon, what are 
the possibilities and constraints in understanding profiles of violence between the pre-2016 iteration of 
the group and the two post-2016 iterations of the group? In response to the first question, this article 
argues that the tendency for observers to refer to all factions and iterations of JAS and ISWAP as “Boko 
Haram” has emerged due to factors internal to the group(s) itself/themselves, as well as from 
external factors related to those observing and researching the group(s), but is particularly pronounced 
in quantitative social science studies. While understandable in its origins, we argue, the “Boko Haram 
disaggregation problem,” nevertheless has led to un-nuanced claims about the current status of 
group(s), which in turn, can impact real-world approaches to them.

In response to the second question, we turn to the best data available, the Global Terrorism 
Database (GTD), to show the possibilities and limitations of using quantitative data afflicted by the 
“Boko Haram disaggregation problem” to make claims about profiles of violence about “Boko 
Haram.” In order to attempt to answer our original question, we use GTD data to compare the 
post-2016 profiles of violence of ISWAP2 and JAS2 to the pre-2016 violence patterns of JAS1/ 
ISWAP1. While our study shows some interesting findings—namely, that JAS1/ISWAP1 and JAS2 
exhibit more similar targeting tactics while JAS1/ISWAP1 and ISWAP2 are more analogous in 
weapon type used—at their core, these findings suffer from the “Boko Haram disaggregation 
problem,” given that only around 15% of all post-2016 attacks are disaggregated by faction by the 
GTD. In an effort to try to confirm or reject these original conclusions, we propose an innovative 
solution: by aggregating attacks not attributed to either contemporary faction, we show that the vast 
majority of non-disaggregated “Boko Haram” attacks that occurred between August 2016 and 
December 2018 seem to very closely fit the JAS2 mode of attack. To further bolster these findings, 
we then performed multiple imputation to impute the missing perpetrator data across all unattrib-
uted incidents. Analysis of the metrics of violence was reconducted and then compared to the 
unattributed distributions. Despite the limitations inherent to these three approaches, both indeed 
underline the differences in profiles of violence between the three “Boko Haram” groups, and 
therefore show why disaggregation between group iterations is so important. In conclusion, we 
reiterate that more than just a methodological question, overcoming the “Boko Haram disaggrega-
tion problem” has real-world implications regarding how to effectively craft policies to mimize the 
groups’ violence and to protect the civilians in whose areas of operations they exist.

This paper proceeds in three primary sections. In the next section, we define the “Boko Haram 
disaggregation problem,” discuss its origins, its sources of perpetuation, and give particular attention 
to the ways that it presents itself in contemporary social science scholarship on “Boko Haram,” 
especially in quantitative research. In the second section, we turn to the original motivating question 
of our paper: namely, our attempt to understand comparative profiles of violence between the pre- 
August 2016 version of “Boko Haram” (JAS1/ISWAP1) and the post-August 2016 factions of JAS2 and 
ISWAP2. We first use GTD data to investigate three comparative metrics (tactical type, target type, 
and weapon type) and then, being unable to verify our findings because of the “Boko Haram 
disaggregation problem,” we conduct second (aggregating unclaimed attacks) and third (imputation) 
analyses, both of which underline the distinct nature of the profiles of violence by the two contem-
porary factions. The final section concludes, offering suggestions on possible ways to address the 
“Boko Haram disaggregation problem” in the future, and the impacts that its perpetuation may have 
on attempts to minimize the groups’ violence.
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Part one: “The Boko Haram disaggregation problem”: Origins and sources of perpetuation

Origins and meanings of “Boko Haram”

To begin, we start by defining just what we mean by the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem.” In 
short, we are here referring to the tendency, particularly by external observers, to refer to all iterations 
and actors of the violent, Lake Chad-based insurgency that emerged as JAS in 2009, to today, 2020, as 
“Boko Haram.” This trend, we suggest, while originating from very reasonable sources internal to the 
group(s) but also from outside observers, has generally led to incomplete and inaccurate under-
standings of the activities of the group(s) themselves.

Before moving to a discussion delineating the current sources of the “Boko Haram disaggregation 
problem,” it first bears asking: just how did the use of the nickname “Boko Haram”—which none of 
the iterations described above themselves use formally—become so widespread? The nickname, “Boko 
Haram” is believed to have originated from the Hausa-speaking inhabitants of Maiduguri, Nigeria,23 

the city in which JAS1’s predecessor emerged under the leadership of Mohamed Yusuf. Though 
debates exist, “Boko Haram” translates roughly into “Western education is a sin.” With its constituent 
parts taken separately, “boko,” in the local Kanuri dialect makes reference to “Western education” or 
“Western societal norms” more broadly, while “haram” is an Arabic word meaning “forbidden.”

While the meaning of “haram” is clear, “boko” has a more uncertain origin. Some suggest that 
“boko” is a play on the English word “book,” (a nod to the Western, literary transmission of education, 
as opposed to non-Western, often traditionally oral styles), thus suggesting that books as symbols of 
Western knowledge transfer are to be forbidden. Indeed, many observers have argued that instead of 
referring to Western “education,” “boko” is more accurately interpreted as a reference to Western 
“civilization.”24 To that end, other scholars suggest that the word “boko” is meant to encapsulate 
resistance to foreign imposition in the Nigerian education system, rather than Western education 
itself.25 Others have still alternative explanations, claiming that “Boko Haram” does not actually reflect 
the ideology of the group, but instead stemmed from locals’ criticisms of the original group’s core 
teachings26 while others suggest that “boko” likely stems from a Hausa word meaning “fraud,” rather 
than the English word “book.”27 Despite disagreements at the margins as to its exact origin and 
translation, the sobriquet “Boko Haram” is meant to reflect the organization’s antagonism toward the 
forced establishment of secular, rather than Islamic, education, the source of which is believed to stem 
from an undue influence of Western norms on northeastern Nigerian society.28 And, despite the 
conflicting views on the exact translations of the name “Boko Haram,” of note is that it has remained 
prevalent in the media as well as in academic and policy communities ever since its emergence. To 
date, while this trend of aggregating all actors in the category of “Boko Haram” has been more of 
a curious anomaly than an analytical problem, this article seeks to clarify why and how such a practice 
is indeed meaningful and harmful, and thus, to the extent possible, should be mitigated. Below, we 
describe the internal and external sources of this phenomenon.

Internal group phenomena related to lack of disaggregation

Why, after its initial origin, did the name “Boko Haram” begin to be applied so widely, especially when 
the group split in two in August 2016? First, certain sources stemming from the actions internal to the 
groups (JAS1, ISWAP1, ISWAP2, JAS2) themselves have informed this phenomenon. To begin, it 
bears noting: prior to August of 2016, the need to “disaggregate” was nonexistent, as JAS1/ISWAP1 
predominantly acted as one unit. Though there were still divisions within the organization, particu-
larly surrounding Maman Nur and his own breakaway group, Ansaru, actual divisions occurred when 
the Islamic State essentially deposed Shekau by announcing its support of Al-Barnawi. After this 
message, JAS1/ISWAP1 definitively splintered into ISWAP2 and JAS2, necessitating efforts to differ-
entiate between the two.

Arguably, the largest internal, intra-“Boko Haram” source of the “Boko Haram disaggregation 
problem” is that, in general, neither ISWAP2 nor JAS2 have tended to claim responsibility for the 
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majority of attacks that they perpetrate. For instance, a report published by the Institute for Security 
Studies noted that “less than 5% of attacks in 2017 [in the Lake Chad region] were followed by 
a statement of responsibility.”29 This underlines the challenge at hand: to attribute responsibility of 
violence to either faction is profoundly challenging when the groups themselves remain silent an 
overwhelming majority of the time. Of course, there is a distinct rationale for why either faction may 
refuse to publicly profess its involvement. Terrorist organizations rely on a certain level of secrecy 
regarding their operations and capabilities; the more that is known about the group, the easier it is to 
successfully counter their actions. Subsequently, both ISWAP2 and JAS2 lack the impetus to claim 
every attack, as they seek to limit the availability of reliable information that could be used against 
them.30

Further internal sources of the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem” are that, in addition to the 
fact that neither post-2016 group is eager to claim attacks, the two groups have largely co-existed in the 
same general areas of operation, and, as detailed below, used broadly similar tactics and weapons and 
focus on similar targets, though in varying prevalence according to group. Further complicating this, 
a more recent occurrence is the expansion of both groups’ areas of operations. As ISWAP2 has moved 
southward through Nigeria and JAS2 has attempted to evade security forces, the two have begun to 
carry out violence in similar areas,31 making efforts to disaggregate between the two groups’ actions 
based primarily on their areas of operation more difficult.

External group phenomena related to lack of disaggregation

Beyond the internal sources of the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem” posed by the two factions’ 
behavior, a myriad of external phenomena exist that complicate attempts to disaggregate responsibility 
for attacks. Below we look at three external actors’ roles in its perpetuation: journalists, governments, 
and academics and researchers.

Journalists and the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem”
The first external facilitators of the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem” are journalists writing 
about “Boko Haram,” who are, at the same time, some of the most likely antidotes to the problem. 
To be sure, there are numerous journalists, both West African and not, whose news coverage of the 
insurgencies post-2016 make a simple reference to “Boko Haram.” Such examples are too numerous 
to cite. Though many reasons for the perpetuation of the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem” 
may exist among journalists, at no point do we suggest that journalists contribute to it for lack of 
knowledge that two distinct factions exist. Instead, we delineate four main professional challenges, 
below.

First, and most broadly, one of the most frequently cited explanations for the external adoption and 
usage of the name “Boko Haram,” especially by journalists, is the relative brevity of the nickname, 
especially in comparison to JAS’s longer, formal Arabic name.32 Once the name “Boko Haram” was 
adopted and began to be used by journalists (both international and local), a “snowball effect” occurred, 
wherein the nickname quickly gained traction, particularly among Western audiences, which cemented 
its status as the group’s default moniker.33

Second, for journalists writing to a non-specialist lay audience, over-complication of reporting via 
faction-specific disaggregation is a pitfall to avoid: for some journalists, ensuring that readers unfa-
miliar with “Boko Haram” do not get bogged down with arguably unimportant — for the story — 
details is important.

Third, even when journalists might seek to disaggregate between which “Boko Haram” faction 
(ISWAP2 or JAS2) undertook an attack, they may be limited by their sources. Intuitively, citizens 
facing conflict will prioritize avoiding victimization over differentiating group affiliations of perpe-
trators, and this is when citizens themselves are attuned to conflict dynamics enough to know that such 
differences exist at all. For instance, the former New York Times West Africa bureau chief, Dionne 
Searcey, recalled of her reporting:
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[O]ften [“Boko Haram’s”] victims have no idea which group did what to them. Remember, often the victims 
are . . . villagers living in the outskirts of Borno. They just know guys with guns showed up and kidnapped them or 
stole their crops or shot their brother or whatever awful thing happened. That’s the vast majority of victims.34

As she continued:

[O]nly a very few handfuls of times [after years of reporting] did I meet anyone who knew anything about the 
factions. One exception was a woman who knew Shekau, [who I remember] . . . because it was so rare that anyone 
knew anything about the people who had victimized them. I remember in Cameroon at a refugee camp for 
Nigerians, meeting people who clearly had heard Shekau come to preach, but didn’t know his name or his 
significance. I really had to piece that together to figure out who they were talking about. They [simply] called him 
“a big, big imam.”35

Fourth, and finally, many stories that get reported about “Boko Haram” broadly, as the former The 
New York Times West Africa bureau chief has relayed, have angles that simply do not necessitate 
reporting on different factions, even if these facts are known.36

Governments and the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem”
A second perpetrator of the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem” are governments, whose role in 
the phenomenon, we suggest, are qualitatively different from those of journalists, as described above. 
Important to note is that while journalists have played a role in the spread, so too do the governments 
of Nigeria, Cameroon, Niger, and Chad routinely refer to both factions as “Boko Haram.”37 For their 
parts, backed by far more extensive material resources, intelligence-gathering capabilities, and per-
sonnel than journalists, governments of “Boko Haram”-afflicted countries and those that are working 
to assist them, have their own role to play. In contrast to journalists, governments do not necessarily or 
consistently disseminate their own “reports” or “findings” on Boko Haram (except in some cases, via 
their academic and research arms38). Thus, while governments cannot be critiqued for perpetuating 
the phenomenon through the direct dissemination of non-disaggregated data, they are, however, 
indirectly involved in their abilities to disseminate greater information on their knowledge of the 
group(s) themselves. One reliable source of information, for instance, would be from the Nigerian 
government, which has been at the epicenter of the fight against “Boko Haram” since its inception. 
However, due to a combination of various administrations from Yar’Adua to Jonathan to Buhari not 
wanting to appear weak to domestic audiences, regional neighbors, or the international community 
more broadly,39 they have been reluctant to share information about the group(s), even when the 
information they have shared has been accurate at all.40 Consequently, the Nigerian government’s 
historical silence to avoid perceptions of weakness means that it has largely refused to share data that 
could shape observers’ understanding of the intricacies of the two factions.

Academics, researchers, and the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem”
Third, and most important to this piece, is the role that academics and other researchers play in the 
“Boko Haram disaggregation problem.” In the academic realm, the perpetuation of the problem can 
generally—though far from exclusively—be said to occur differently between qualitative and quanti-
tative researchers, the former who do very generally tend to disaggregate in their studies, whereas the 
latter, in very broad strokes, are more prone not to disaggregate.

On one hand, qualitative academic research on “Boko Haram,” especially post-2016, has had 
a greater tendency to at least recognize that splits have occurred, resulting in two factions. This 
tends to be true, among other reasons, primarily because qualitative research inherently seeks to 
describe: without accurately describing the nature of the group(s)’ evolution through the delineation of 
at least the recognition of two separate factions, this work would be inherently flawed. To be sure, 
some of the leading scholars of the group(s) writing about the post-2016 incarnation(s) intuitively 
recognize that splits in the group have occurred, and treat respective factions, in their qualitative, 
often-historically-focused work, with due attention.41 For some qualitative researchers, the split 
between the two factions—its emergence, sources, and evolutions—have been their very objects of 
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study. To that end, one might look toward the International Crisis Group’s May 2019 report on the 
importance of the differences between the ISWAP2 and JAS2 factions;42 Zenn and Pieri’s work on how 
differing conceptions of takfir emerged between the groups in the first place;43 and Zenn’s work 
written on the post-2016 feuds between the two factions.44 For their part, Kassim and Nwankpa’s 
outstanding Boko Haram Reader, which translates and annotates primary texts from all four groups, 
treats various primary sources that preceded, characterized, and followed the split.45 Other qualitative 
pieces—especially those that acutely focus on the Islamic State’s presence in Africa46 and those looking 
at changes of “Boko Haram’s” tactics over time47—also recognize and emphasize factional differences. 
And yet, even while qualitative researchers do tend to recognize the split, to be sure, not all do, even 
years after it has happened, including in scholarship produced in 2019 and 2020. This qualitative 
disregard is particularly conspicuous in articles that discuss “Boko Haram’s” use of women and use of 
female suicide bombers.48

If the issue of non-disaggregation of factionalism exists among qualitative scholars of “Boko 
Haram” more prevalently than would be preferred, the situation is even more pronounced among 
quantitative researchers. We suggest that at least three phenomena lie at the heart of the greater trend 
of non-disaggregation among quantitative researchers between JAS2 and ISWAP2. First, and most 
broadly, given their focus on aggregation of data, rather than a focus on the on-the-ground politics of 
the group(s) themselves, quantitative researchers, in general, pay less attention to the trees in a desire 
to understand the forest, so to speak.

Second, and more fundamentally, we suggest that non-disaggregation tendencies among quantita-
tive researchers of “Boko Haram” relate to the general homogeneity of sources of data used, which 
themselves do not fully disaggregate attack data. Though exceptions do exist, the main open-source 
repositories—which have profound merit otherwise—for quantitative data on “Boko Haram” violence 
are the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), whose shortcomings in this instance this article discusses 
later, and the Armed Conflict Location Event Database (ACLED), whose shortcomings it discusses 
now. For its part, ACLED, which is known as one of the “most comprehensive and widely used” 
resources for data on global conflict,49 it is important to note, does recognize the split of JAS1/ISWAP1 
and, to the extent that it is able, attempts to differentiate between attacks perpetrated by ISWAP2 and 
JAS2.50 However, its main pitfall, as is the case with GTD, is that it does not disaggregate all attack data 
on JAS2 and ISWAP2. As with GTD, ACLED’s ability to attribute violent events to either current 
“Boko Haram” faction51 is entirely dependent on information provided by open-source reporting. 
Lamentably, of the 2,880 incidents included in the ACLED database from 2 August 2016 to 
12 June 2020, only 196 of them (6.81%) could definitively attribute responsibility to either ISWAP2 
or JAS2. Consequently, an overwhelming majority of ACLED data (93.19%) does not disaggregate 
between the factions, hindering any conclusions that might otherwise be drawn from these 
observations.52

Coming as no surprise, when the data source itself does not disaggregate, subsequent research 
based on that data also fails to disaggregate. Thus, numerous articles using ACLED data make claims 
about “Boko Haram’s” actions, failing to account for the fact that since August 2016, to speak of 
a unified group is simply not accurate. To that end, post-2016 research using ACLED data that makes 
assertions on “Boko Haram’s” violence—for instance, general patterns of violence,53 geospatial dis-
tributions of attacks,54 and targeting of women when compared to al-Shabaab55—while commendable 
in other respects, should have their findings interpreted with these limitations in mind. Like ACLED, 
the Global Terrorism Database, again, widely respected as one of the premier sources of conflict event 
data, has similar problems, which are discussed in the next section.

Outside of these larger and well-known sources, other quantitative databases tracking “Boko 
Haram” also suffer from the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem.” Among the most notable of 
such databases is the Council on Foreign Relations’ Nigeria Security Tracker, which does not 
disaggregate between the two factions.56 This is lamentable given that, though not in existence only 
to track “Boko Haram,” the otherwise important tool nevertheless does so as one of its primary and 
best-known purposes. Moreover, though not publicly accessible, the Combating Terrorism Center 

TERRORISM AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE 7



(CTC) at West Point, which keeps its own private database on “Boko Haram’s” suicide bombers57 

likewise does not disaggregate. Outside of institutionally run databases, other researchers using their 
own databases to conduct quantitative work on “Boko Haram” on various topics likewise often fail to 
disaggregate among the factions. These include otherwise very interesting and worthwhile work on 
Nigerian favorability attitudes toward “Boko Haram” over time as gauged by public opinion polls58; 
work on “Boko Haram’s” female suicide bombers;59 and the implications of “Boko Haram’s” long-
itudinal attack frequency on Nigerian security forces’ response strategies.60 Notably, it bears mention-
ing that in many of the above quantitative articles, authors do mention that a split has occurred, 
though do not treat the groups as being distinct in their data.

It is important to note, however, that some institutionally run databases do disaggregate between 
the two contemporary factions. In addition to the fact, as mentioned, both ACLED and GTD do 
disaggregate, but only for a small number of attacks, for its part, the African Center for Strategic 
Studies does indeed appear to fully disaggregate its data between “Boko Haram” and ISWAP,61 though 
sundry issues with its approach are also prevalent.62 Some other “quantitative” articles have sought to 
disaggregate, but in these cases, quantitative data are only descriptive, and, for instance, only related to 
a one-time assessment of fighter numbers in each of the factions.63

More than serving as mere academic pedantry, this article’s recognition of the lack for disaggrega-
tion between the two contemporary “Boko Haram” factions has profound implications of the claims of 
the studies in question. To the extent that these phenomena—non-disaggregation, partial disaggrega-
tion, generally only qualitative disaggregation, and non-open source disaggregation—typify the 
current domain of study of “Boko Haram,” we bring these challenges to light with a real-world case 
study, below.

Part two: Impacts of lack of disaggregation: A case study on pre- and post-2016 “Boko 
Haram” profiles of violence

To recall, the original motivating research question of this piece was the following: How do the profiles 
of violence between ISWAP2 and JAS2 compare to one another as well as to their original parent 
group (JAS1/ISWAP1)? As noted, in attempting to answer this question, challenges posed by the 
“Boko Haram disaggregation problem” quickly come to light. In order to offer some answers to the 
original query on comparative patterns of violence of the pre-August 2016 and post-August 2016 
iterations of the group(s), in addition to shedding light onto the real-world challenges of research 
posed by the lack of disaggregation of “Boko Haram,” this section offers a case study on how, even 
using the best available data, from the Global Terrorism Database, only very tentative conclusions 
about rudimentary facets of these groups’ profiles of violence can be drawn. As an attempt to use 
creative solutions to draw useful conclusions from understandably poor data, the next section shows 
how when using a post-hoc approach of aggregating non-disaggregated attack data and comparing 
them to aggregated factional violence profiles, our findings become more (though not wholly) reliable. 
To improve on our understanding even further, in a third endeavor, we employ multiple imputations.

Methodology

To conduct a disaggregated comparison of the profiles of violence between ISWAP2, JAS2, and JAS1/ 
ISWAP1, the authors used data from the Global Terrorism Database. The GTD is considered the most 
comprehensive open-source database on global terrorist violence, including information on more than 
190,000 terrorist attacks from 1970 to 2018.64 While several other databases exist, the GTD is the only 
one that encompasses “the universe of international and domestic attacks over an extended period of 
time.”65 Another advantage of the GTD is conferred to it by its origins in the private sector, which have 
allowed it to remain more insulated from political pressures that may otherwise influence which 
incidents are and are not included within it.66 For these reasons, the GTD is widely used for 
quantitative data analysis within the field of terrorism studies. For the purpose of our study, it was 
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also theoretically possible to use ACLED data, discussed above. Indeed, while both ACLED and the 
GTD are highly utilized databases, the GTD disaggregates a higher proportion of “Boko Haram” 
attacks between the two factions than ACLED (15.15% versus 6.81%, respectively). Thus, the authors 
chose to use the GTD instead of ACLED in order to have the most complete data available.

These advantages do not mean that the Global Terrorism Database does not have shortcomings. 
Firstly, although there is a higher proportion of attributed attacks in the database, an overwhelming 
majority still remain unattributed to either specific “Boko Haram” faction. The lack of disaggregation 
presents serious obstacles to attempting an analysis of the two factions, as the little data available may 
not be reflective of these overall patterns of violence. Secondly, because the GTD relies on open-source 
data, it is subject to considerable stipulations. The recorded incidents can only be as complete as their 
sources. As a result, events in some countries are more well-documented due to a more permissive 
security environment, a higher presence of journalists, or more interest in the internal dynamics of the 
state. Additionally, the stories might represent the bias of the journalists or their news outlets, which 
can color the type of information available in the database. However, despite these notable deficiencies, 
the Global Terrorism Database’s comprehensiveness makes it the optimal choice for this quantitative 
analysis.

The period under investigation for this study includes attacks from 27 July 2009, which was the 
month and year of the first attack attributed to “Boko Haram,” (JAS1) until 31 December 2018, the 
most recently updated iteration of the GTD. The GTD was downloaded into Microsoft Excel, and 
analysis was conducted using Microsoft Excel pivot tables.

To correctly disaggregate the data before and after the split of JAS1/ISWAP1, the GTD data had to 
be separated across two separate time periods. The authors decided to use the Islamic State’s Al-Naba 
release, which occurred on August 2, 2016, as the “split point,” of when JAS1/ISWAP1 broke into two 
factions: ISWAP2 and JAS2. Consequently, the bulk of the data on JAS1/ISWAP1 was gathered by 
filtering the dataset by year (2009–2015) and by group name (“Boko Haram”). Then, the dataset was 
filtered to only include attacks that occurred from 1 January 2016 until 1 August 2016; these attacks 
were considered to be prior to the split and thus attributed to JAS1/ISWAP1. This smaller subset of 
data was merged with the data pulled from 2009 to 2015. The authors then examined the variables 
attacktype1_txt (attack type), targtype1_txt (target type), and weapsubtype1_txt (weapon subtype) to 
examine various facets of the group’s activities. Of note, the GTD is coded hierarchically if there were 
multiple targets, attack types, or weapons. For the purpose of this study, authors included the first in 
the table in this analysis.

The same analysis was conducted to examine the activities of the two factions, JAS2 and ISWAP2. 
The data were filtered by year (2017–2018) and by group name (“Boko Haram”). Additionally, the 
remaining attacks from 2016 (2 August 2016 until 31 December 2016) were considered “post-split” 
and thus included in this second stage of analysis. Because the GTD still codes attacks by both groups 
under “Boko Haram,” an additional filter, group subname, was included in order to further disag-
gregate these attacks. Only attacks that were specifically attributed to either the “Shekau faction” 
(JAS2) or the Al-Barnawi/Al-Barnawi and Nur factions (ISWAP2) were included in analysis; any 
attacks that were not attributed to a specific group were excluded from the preliminary analysis. The 
same variables (target type, attack type, weapon subtype) were examined.

At the core of this article, as has been noted, is the recognition that the only partial disaggregation 
between JAS2 and ISWAP2 following the August 2016 split has created methodological challenges that 
can serve to impede a full and accurate understanding of the violent profiles of the two distinct factions 
that constitute the erstwhile JAS1/ISWAP1. Before moving forward to show the challenges posed by 
the non-disaggregated data, we here note that, in the same way that academic studies that have relied 
on ACLED data (which, like GTD, disaggregates between factions, but only for a minority of attacks) 
so too are quantitative studies that rely on GTD data on “Boko Haram,” subject to the same critiques.67 

In the next three sections, we show how, when using available GTD data that has been disaggregated 
only in certain instances, we can glean some insights regarding how the post-breakup factions 
(ISWAP2 and JAS2) compare to JAS1/ISWAP1 (Approach #1). Next, we seek to employ an innovative 
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solution to this lack of complete disaggregation: by aggregating non-attributed attacks and comparing 
them to known, factionally-attributed attacks, we show, however incompletely, that these unattributed 
attacks closely mimic the known profiles of violence of JAS2. Finally, in a bid to ensure even greater 
confidence, we utilize multiple imputation (Approach #3) to address the overwhelming lack of 
attribution across attacks to confirm that both ISWAP2 and JAS2 have notably different patterns of 
violence.

Approach #1: Comparative profiles of violence using GTD data

For our first attempt to understand the comparative profiles of violence between ISWAP2, JAS2, and 
JAS1/ISWAP1, we simply pulled the GTD data on three dimensions of violence and compared across 
the three groups. These findings are presented below. However, while we show why these findings are 
reasonable, subsequently, we note here that, at present the findings below should be taken with 
caution, precisely due to the methodological challenges created by the “Boko Haram disaggregation 
problem”. To wit, from the entire time period under investigation during which we attempted to 
understand profiles of violence of ISWAP2 and JAS2 (from 2 August 2016 to 31 December 2018) of all 
680 attacks cited as being undertaken by “Boko Haram” in the GTD, only 103 of these, or 15.15% of 
these, were attributed to either the ISWAP2 faction or the JAS2 faction. In other words, for the vast 
majority of attacks that occurred following JAS1/ISWAP1’s 2 August 2016 breakup, 84.85% of all 
attacks undertaken by the two factions were unattributed to either one. Nevertheless, using GTD’s 
definitively claimed 15.15% of total attacks by either the ISWAP2 or JAS2 faction, we present our 
findings comparing their profiles of violence to JAS1/ISWAP1 below.

Comparison dimension 1: Tactical type
The first variable that was examined was the tactic of violence used by each group, or its attack type. 
Based on the hierarchy presented in the Global Terrorism Database codebook, the analysis focused on 
the first attack type, or tactical type, for each incident. There were nine possible attack types, seven of 
which were present in the investigated attacks.

As per Figure 1, above, prior to its split, the majority of attacks attributed to JAS1/ISWAP1 were either 
armed assaults (46%) or bombings and explosions (32%). The remaining 22% of attacks were fairly 
evenly distributed across four other attack types: 7% of all attacks were kidnappings, 7% were facility or 
infrastructure attacks, 3% were assassinations, and 5% were of an unknown attack type. However, this 
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Figure 1. Tactical types: JAS1/ISWAP1 compared to ISWAP 2 and JAS2 (2009–2018).
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distribution indicates that JAS1/ISWAP1 primarily relied on armed assaults and bombings and explo-
sions when carrying out its attacks.

Similarly, a majority of all attacks attributed to ISWAP2 (53%) were armed assaults. Armed assaults 
occurred four times as frequently as the next most common attack type, which was kidnappings (13%). 
Other prominent ISWAP2 attack types included bombings and explosions (10%) and facility or 
infrastructure attacks (4%). Notably, ISWAP2 had the highest proportion of unknown attack types 
(20% compared to 5% of JAS1/ISWAP1’s attacks and 0% of JAS2’s attacks).

As for attacks attributed to JAS2, three significant tactical types emerge. The plurality of attacks 
(42%) was bombings and explosions, consistent with Shekau’s penchant for suicide bombings. 
Another large proportion of attacks was kidnappings (31%), followed by armed assaults (23%). The 
remaining 4% of attacks were directed against facilities or infrastructure.

When comparing trends across the three groups, it appears that neither ISWAP2 nor JAS2 closely 
mirror the attack distribution of JAS1/ISWAP1. Both JAS1/ISWAP1 and ISWAP2 display a large 
proportion of armed assaults, but both JAS1/ISWAP1 and JAS2 rely heavily on the use of bombings 
and explosions. This finding might indicate the relative influence that Al-Barnawi and Nur played in 
JAS1/ISWAP1’s operational strategy. Shekau’s leadership of JAS1/ISWAP1 likely reflects the notable 
proportion of bombings and explosions due to his reliance on suicide bombings; however, if he was 
censored by Al-Barnawi and Nur, their insistence on utilizing armed attacks might explain the large 
proportions of both of these methods. Once JAS1/ISWAP1 split, the two resulting factions signifi-
cantly diverged in attack type. ISWAP2, headed by Al-Barnawi, heavily relied on armed assaults, which 
would be consistent with the explanation of the distribution seen in JAS1/ISWAP1. Furthermore, 
because ISWAP2 overwhelmingly targets military targets, it is logical that the members would need to 
use armed assaults to attack these heavily armed targets. On the other hand, JAS2, led by Shekau, 
employed bombings and explosions as well as kidnappings; this trend corresponds to the faction’s 
insistence on targeting civilians and Shekau’s reliance on suicide bombings.

Comparison dimension 2: Target type
The second comparative metric that was assessed was the target of each group’s violence. Target type 
was also a hierarchical variable within the GTD; this analysis only includes the primary target type, or 
targtype1_txt. The primary target generally reflects the intended target of the attack, or, if intentions 
are unknown, the incidental victims that were most impacted. There were twenty-two possible target 
types included in the Global Terrorism Database; of these twenty-two, twenty-three were recorded 
across the examined attacks.

As per Figure 2, as concerned JAS1/ISWAP1’s targeting tendencies, a large plurality of its attacks 
(45) were directed against private citizens and properties. Interestingly, the next most prominent 
categories were military and police targets, each representing 12% of all attacks. This trend reveals 
JAS1/ISWAP1’s propensity for targeting both soft and hard targets. Soft targets generally are places 
that do not have extensive security or protective measures in place, and they are often well populated 
by unarmed civilians. As a result, many of JAS1/ISWAP1’s attacks against citizens and property were 
directed at these soft targets, such as marketplaces, village halls, and political rallies. On the other 
hand, hard targets, such as military posts and police stations, are well defended and often are not 
openly accessible to private citizens. While JAS1/ISWAP1 seems to target both of these types of targets, 
it is important to note that attacks against these hard targets occurred at one-fourth of the frequency as 
those against civilians. Furthermore, 8% of JAS1/ISWAP1’s attacks were against religious figures or 
institutions, 7% were against general government targets, and 5% were against businesses. Both 
religious figures and institutions and businesses are deemed soft targets, further solidifying the group’s 
tendency to focus more of its attacks on these undefended, well-populated locations.

When analyzing the attacks attributed to ISWAP2, a large majority (76%) of all attacks were 
directed against military targets, demonstrating the group’s overwhelming emphasis on attacking 
hard targets. The next most common target type was private citizens and property, which represented 
17% of all attacks. The remainder of recorded targets all were 2% or less and included businesses, 
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educational institutions, police, diplomatic government targets, and general government targets. None 
of ISWAP2’s attributed attacks were directed against religious figures and institutions.

In line with Shekau’s professed ideology, a majority of attacks (54%) carried out by JAS2 were 
against private citizens and property. Two other prominent target types were religious figures and 
institutions (15%) and military targets (11%). Between the private citizens and property and religious 
targets—and in contrast to ISWAP2—evidence shows that JAS2 does focus on civilian-heavy targets. 
The remainder of JAS2’s attacks were evenly divided between educational institutions, diplomatic 
government targets, general government targets, and police targets (all at 4%).

After disaggregating these data, it is evident that the target types of JAS1/ISWAP1 and JAS2 much 
more closely parallel one another than with ISWAP2. This finding is consistent with expectations, as 
Shekau led both JAS1/ISWAP1 and JAS2. The distribution of target type is very similar, as the largest 
proportion of attacks target private citizens and property and both groups target religious figures and 
institutions and military targets. In JAS1/ISWAP1’s early stages, conducting attacks against hard 
targets, such as the military or police, would have been more difficult, perhaps explaining the overall 
emphasis on private citizens and property. The main differences between JAS1/ISWAP1 and JAS2 are 
that JAS2 has never attacked businesses and seems to target police at a smaller frequency. On the other 
hand, it is logical that ISWAP2 would predominantly focus its efforts on military targets, as Al- 
Barnawi perceives the true threat to stem from state security forces.68

Comparison dimension 3: Weapons type
The third variable that was examined was the weapon subtype that was reported in the attack. Similar 
to the target and attack type, because the GTD’s “weapon” variable was hierarchical, only the primary 
weapon subtype was used in this analysis. The subtype, as opposed to overall type, was utilized in order 
to offer a more specific and nuanced view of the various weapons that each group might rely on. To 
compare, there were twenty-three possible weapon types coded in the Global Terrorism Database, 
while there were twenty-seven possible weapon subtypes. Of these twenty-seven subtypes, only 
twenty-two were reported across all of the attacks attributed to JAS1/ISWAP1, ISWAP2, or JAS2.

As per Figure 3, a significant proportion of weapons used in attacks perpetrated by JAS1/ISWAP1 
were of an unknown gun type (42%). Additionally, 5% of attacks used an automatic or semi-automatic 
rifle; this indicates that in almost half of all attacks attributed to JAS1/ISWAP1, the perpetrators relied 
on some form of a gun. Other notable weapons included unknown explosives (18%), suicide bombs 
(12%), and arson or fire (8%).

Figure 2. Target type: JAS1/ISWAP1 compared to ISWAP 2 and JAS2 (2009–2018).
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ISWAP2 heavily relied on guns in a large majority (64%) of its attacks. 47% of all attacks used a gun 
of an unknown type, 15% used automatic or semi-automatic rifles, and 2% used non-automatic rifles. 
This trend aligns with the group’s overwhelming tendency to target military targets via armed assaults. 
There was also a substantial proportion (17%) of projectiles, which could include rockets or mortars. 
This use of projectiles is unique in that their use was not at all observed in any JAS2 attacks and was 
only seen in 6% of JAS1/ISWAP1 attacks. Furthermore, if the proportion of projectiles is combined 
with the unknown explosive types (3%) and the suicide bombings (7%), it becomes apparent that 
ISWAP2 used some form of explosives in 27% of its attacks.

When examining attacks attributed to JAS2, it is clear that the group had the least diverse 
distribution of weapon types, as only six major ones emerged in the analysis. The large plurality 
(44%) were suicide bombings. There is also a fairly high frequency of attacks with unknown gun types 
(32%). The other major weapon types included arson or fire (4%), automatic or semi-automatic rifles 
(8%), knives or sharp objects (8%), and unknown explosives (4%).

In comparing the three groups, it appears that JAS1/ISWAP1 and ISWAP2 are more similar in their 
weapons profile than JAS2. In both JAS1/ISWAP1 and ISWAP2, the large plurality of weapons are 
unknown gun types (42% and 47%, respectively). Because ISWAP2 overwhelmingly attacks military 
targets, it is plausible that the group continually replenishes its arsenal of firearms by raiding these 
military compounds. Additionally, the proportion of suicide bombings across the two groups is 
comparable (12% of JAS1/ISWAP1’s attacks and 7% of ISWAP2’s attacks). On the other hand, JAS2 
uses suicide bombings nearly four times as frequently as JAS1/ISWAP1 and over six times as 
frequently as ISWAP2. This finding can be explained by several different reasons. Firstly, in its nascent 
stages, JAS1/ISWAP1 would have had a much easier time gaining access to firearms rather than 
weapons like bombs or explosives. Furthermore, there are reports that JAS1/ISWAP1 received military 
training from other terrorist organizations in 2013–2014;69 this training would have provided Shekau 
with the knowledge basis for building and employing bombs, particularly once his JAS2 faction split 
away. Additionally, it is well documented that Shekau’s use of suicide bombings was very unpopular 
among his Shura Council and the group’s leadership. Consequently, after JAS1/ISWAP1’s split, there 
likely was less dissent from other senior members, and the individuals who followed Shekau likely 
were committed to his specific ideology. Thus, it is feasible that there would be a massive increase in 
the proportion of suicide bombings from JAS1/ISWAP1 to JAS2.

Figure 3. Weapons type: JAS1/ISWAP1 compared to ISWAP 2 and JAS2 (2009–2018).
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Discussions of findings in approach #1
One question that is raised in the data analysis question is why the primary target types and weapon 
subtypes do not align across groups. One would expect that the intended target of an attack would 
shape the perpetrators’ choice of weapon, yet JAS1/ISWAP1 and JAS2 have more comparable 
distributions of targets while JAS1/ISWAP1 and ISWAP2 share more similar weapon distributions. 
Within the two factions, the target and weapon types are consistent with each group’s professed 
ideology. JAS2, under Shekau’s leadership, operates under the banner of indiscriminate attacks against 
civilians and encouraged the use of suicide bombings. On the other hand, ISWAP2, which is more 
concerned with establishing a proto-state and “winning hearts and minds,” has focused on attacking 
well-guarded military targets, which inherently necessitates the use of firearms.70 Thus, the discre-
pancy arises in the divergence in similarity of JAS1/ISWAP1 to either of its factions.

However, this disparity might be explained by examining the early capacities of JAS1/ISWAP1 as 
well as Shekau’s prolonged tenure. In its early stages, JAS1/ISWAP1 likely lacked training or access to 
weapons other than small firearms. As a result, it was reasonable to use these weapons to conduct 
attacks on targets that were unarmed and thus not well defended, namely private citizens and property. 
Furthermore, Shekau’s insistence of targeting civilians under his uncompromising declaration of 
“takfir” reaffirmed that the group would indeed focus a large portion of its attacks against this 
population. The significant opposition that Shekau garnered from senior leadership of JAS1/ 
ISWAP1 was in regard to his insistence on using (predominantly female) suicide bombers, which 
likely limited Shekau and thus could explain why only 12% of JAS1/ISWAP1’s attacks were suicide 
bombings (as well as why there was a massive increase to 44% suicide bombings in JAS2). 
Consequently, the target and weapon distribution observed in JAS1/ISWAP1 is likely a factor of its 
underdeveloped capacities in its early stages and the prevailing—albeit checked—influence of Shekau 
as leader.

While there was not any significant similarity between the tactical types of JAS1/ISWAP1 and its 
factions, this null finding is still reasonable. JAS1/ISWAP1 exhibited a bimodal distribution split 
between armed assaults and bombings and explosions. These distinct types likely reflect the tension 
between the less refined capacities of JAS1/ISWAP1, particularly in its nascent stages, and Shekau’s 
emphasis on utilizing explosives (namely suicide bombings). Furthermore, when JAS1/ISWAP1’s 
attack distribution is compared to its weapon distribution, one can see the similarities. 46% of the 
group’s attacks were armed assaults, which aligns with 42% of attacks using unknown gun types and 
another 5% using automatic or semi-automatic rifles. Additionally, 32% of JAS1/ISWAP1’s attacks 
were bombings/explosions, which corresponds to 18% unknown explosive types, 12% suicide bomb-
ings, and 2% other explosive type. Thus, it is logical that there would be a fairly even split in attack 
type, which resulted from the combination of the group’s operational and material capacities as well as 
the persevering influence of Shekau’s leadership.

Approach #2: Aggregating and comparing unattributed attacks

In light of the findings derived above from the analysis of the approximately 15% of attributed attacks 
following JAS1/ISWAP1’s split, we aimed to find a way to understand the remaining approximately 
85% of attacks, all of which were unattributed to either faction according to GTD’s methodology. As 
a result, we performed a simple aggregation of all unattributed data to understand what those 
distributions resembled, in an effort to determine if there were any overarching trends that would 
allow them to be included in the larger analysis.

Ultimately, our effort to compare unattributed attacks (84.85% of all attacks) to the definitively 
known attacks by faction (15.15%), revealed that unattributed attack dimensions in all three categories 
(tactic, target, and weapon type) looked profoundly similar to attacks known to have been undertaken 
by the JAS2 faction. While we discuss our findings below, the fact that the unattributed attacks so very 
closely track with the definitively known JAS2 attacks suggests that (a) the vast majority of unattrib-
uted attacks might reasonably be attributed to JAS2 and (b) the newly incorporated subset of data 
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bolsters the distributions determined for JAS2, which reaffirms that there are notable differences 
across ISWAP2 and JAS2’s approaches to violence.

Comparison dimension 1: Tactical type
The plurality of unattributed attacks (44%) were bombings or explosions, followed by armed assaults 
(29%) and kidnappings (13%). The other two notable tactical types were facility or infrastructure 
attacks (6%) and unknown attack type (7%). As per Figure 4, below, this distribution more closely 
mirrors the profile of JAS2 far more than it does ISWAP2. For both the unattributed and JAS2 attacks, 
the largest proportion of attacks was bombings or explosions (44% and 42%, respectively). 
Additionally, they demonstrate similar frequency of armed assaults (29% and 23%, respectively). It 
is important to note that the unattributed attacks and attacks attributed to ISWAP2 have the same 
proportion of kidnappings (13%). However, on the whole, JAS2 and the unattributed attacks demon-
strate more similar distributions of primary tactical type.

Comparison dimension 2: Target type
As per Figure 5, the distribution of attack targets seen in the the unattributed attacks very closely parallels 
the distribution of attacks attributed to JAS2, again suggesting that the majority of unattributed attacks 
might reasonably be attributed to JAS2. In both subsets of data, the majority of attacks were directed 
against private citizens and property (58% of unattributed attacks and 54% of JAS2 attacks) and both 
groups also saw a notable, but not overwhelming, proportion of attacks directed against military targets 
(19% and 11%, respectively). The remainder of the target types was fragmented across a variety of 
different targets, including religious figures and institutions, educational institutions, police, and general 
government targets. On the other hand, there are very few similarities between the unattributed attacks 
and ISWAP2 attacks. The proportions of private citizens and property and of military targets are 
opposite across the two groups, emphasizing that the unattributed attacks much more closely align 
with JAS2.

Comparison dimension 3: Weapons type
When examining the distribution of weapons used in the unattributed attacks, in Figure 6 below, it is 
evident that the unattributed attacks likewise very closely parallel the JAS2 faction. For both groups, 
the largest proportion of attacks utilized suicide bombings as the primary weapon type (40% of 
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Figure 4. Tactical type: unattributed faction attacks compared to ISWAP2 and JAS2 (2 August 2016–31 December 2018).
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unattributed attacks and 44% of JAS2’s attacks). Furthermore, the next most common weapon type 
was unknown gun type (32% for both groups). There are also similar proportions of unknown 
explosive types (5% and 4%, respectively), arson or fire (6% and 4%), and automatic or semi- 
automatic rifles (7% and 8%). In contrast, ISWAP2 uses unknown gun types, projectiles, and auto-
matic or semi-automatic rifles at much higher proportions than both JAS2 and the unattributed 
attacks and uses suicide bombings at a much lower rate.

Figure 6. Weapons type: unattributed faction attacks compared to ISWAP2 and JAS2 (2 August 2016–31 December 2018).

Figure 5. Target type: unattributed faction attacks compared to ISWAP2 and JAS2 (2 August 2016–31 December 2018).
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Discussions of findings in approach 2
After comparing the various metrics of violence across the unattributed attacks, it is clear that 
these incidents much more closely parallel much more closely parallel the patterns of violence 
seen for JAS2. In the tactical type, we see a clear parallel of the proportion of bombings/ 
explosions and armed assaults between the unattributed and JAS2 attacks. Furthermore, the 
target distributions demonstrate each group’s propensity for targeting private citizens and 
property, while the weapons distributions exhibit similar proportions of suicide bombings, 
unknown gun types, arson/fire, automatic and semi-automatic rifles, and unknown explosive 
types.

These findings give credence to the authors’ argument that disaggregation between ISWAP2 
and JAS2 is important. By demonstrating that these unattributed attacks are profoundly more 
similar to JAS2’s known profile of violence, it reaffirms the observation that there are indeed 
notable differences between the groups’ primary target and weapon types, and that to corral both 
groups under the banner of “Boko Haram” misses tangible real-world differences in how the 
groups conduct violence. The foregoing approach also allowed the authors to incorporate the 
previously excluded 85% of data on attacks following the split of JAS1/ISWAP1, which signifi-
cantly bolsters the robustness of the findings presented in the preliminary data analysis in 
Approach 1.

Despite these findings, it is necessary to note that there are significant limitations to this approach 
of accounting for the missing data. Although the authors’ approach of aggregating and comparing 
unattributed attacks to known, attributed attacks provides a foundation for the inclusion of approxi-
mately 85% of unattributed attacks, it is hardly a panacea; while these attacks may align with the 
distribution determined for JAS2, they still cannot be definitively attributed to this group. 
Consequently, this preliminary approach engenders significant caveats due to the exclusion of the 
large majority of available data, a challenge which the authors attempted to address with a different 
approach in the following section.

Approach #3: Multiple imputation

In an attempt to employ a statistical approach to examining the unattributed data, for the third 
method to understand the data, we utilized multiple imputation, a technique used to overcome 
issues posed by missing data.71 First, the subset of data encompassed all incidents following the 
formal fragmentation of the organization, representing a timeframe from August 2, 2016 to 
December 31, 2018. The statistical package “amelia” was employed to impute the missing 
perpetrator data. Next, the distribution of both ISWAP2 and JAS2’s tactical, target, and 
weapon types were determined in order to compare to the distributions of the attributed 
attacks.

As has been demonstrated in the findings from Approach 1 and Approach 2, the new imputed data 
again reveal that there do appear to be notable differences in the three examined metrics of violence, 
although the divergence is not as stark as when one exclusively utilizes the attributed data. With regard 
to the tactical distribution of both groups (Figure 7), ISWAP2 and JAS2 retain their overarching 
proclivity for employing armed assaults and bombings or explosions, respectively. However, ISWAP2 
saw a decrease in percentage of attacks using armed assaults (53% to 39%) while JAS2 saw an increase 
in its use of bombings (42% to 54%). Similarly, the new imputed data on weapons distributions 
(Figure 8) reaffirm that while ISWAP2 tends to rely predominantly on arms such as automatic or semi- 
automatic rifles and other gun types, JAS2 still sees nearly half of its attacks employing suicide 
bombings.
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Figure 7. Tactical type distribution, unattributed versus multiple imputation.

Figure 8. Target type distribution, unattributed versus multiple imputation.
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The most significant difference between the graphs using attributed data and the data generated 
through multiple imputation is in the targeting distributions in Figure 9. On the whole, the two 
distributions still display noticeable divergences that do align with each group’s professed ideology. 
However, while the targeting tendencies of JAS2 using this multiple imputation approach largely 
remain unchanged, the targeting tendencies of ISWAP2 have dramatically shifted. While 76% of all of 
its attributed attacks were directed against military targets, this figure falls to only 48%. Despite the fact 
that these military installations are still the most frequent target, this noteworthy decrease raises 
questions regarding the underlying causes of this discrepancy. Furthermore, the proportion of 
ISWAP2 attacks against private citizens and property more than doubled, increasing from 17% to 
36% of all incidents.

This multiple imputation approach is far from perfect; while it does provide a more quantitatively 
rigorous method of attempting to distinguish patterns of violence between the examined groups, it does 
rely on the available data in order to generate values for the missing cases. Therefore, one potential 
explanation is that the incomplete data across other variables caused some attacks perpetrated by JAS2 to 
be falsely attributed to ISWAP2. This might explain why there is a notable increase in the proportion of 

Figure 9. Weapon type distribution, unattributed versus multiple imputation.
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attacks against private citizens and property as well as an increase in bombings/explosions. However, 
another explanation has to do with the data collection. It is possible that only the attacks that conformed 
to ISWAP2’s ideology—namely attacks against military and police targets—were definitively attributed 
to the group. As a result, the large majority of attacks against these targets seen in the attributed data 
might not be a true representation of ISWAP2’s violence.

Part three: Conclusion

This article has sought to shed light on a challenging phenomenon as relates to the study of one of the 
African continent’s most deadly terror groups: the series of militant groups that has come to be known 
as “Boko Haram.” At the core of this article, we have cited one major, and enduring methodological 
challenge: that is, that, despite splitting into two distinct factions (ISWAP2 and JAS2) in August 2016, 
certain observers nevertheless often continue to refer to both as “Boko Haram,” failing to disaggregate 
between the two factions. This lack of disaggregation, we have shown, has come about often 
comprehensible reasons internal to the two factions themselves, as well as to external factors related 
to those who study the groups, both sources of which lead to challenges in understanding, accurately, 
the nature of violence of the two factions, and which, at their core, have deleterious impacts at 
constructing targeted, group-specific policies to mitigate their differentiated and unique profiles of 
violence.

To highlight the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem,” we have shown how the lack of full disag-
gregation comes into play when investigating the best available dataset available on “Boko Haram’s” 
longitudinal patterns of violence, as per the Global Terrorism Database. In seeking to understand how the 
two current factions, ISWAP2 and JAS2, compare and contrast to both one another and their original 
forebearer, JAS1/ISWAP1, we show that while GTD does indeed disaggregate data, it does so only in 
a minority (15.15%) cases. Thus, while an initial analysis of the faction-specific data does indeed show some 
interesting trends (namely, that ISWAP2 looks more like JAS1/ISWAP1 in its weapon use while JAS2 looks 
more like JAS1/ISWAP1 in its target choice), ultimately, because GTD has only disaggregated 15.15% of all 
attacks following the August 2016 split, these findings were tentative at best, given that the remaining 
84.85% of attacks, the vast majority, had no known progenitor, making any claims about “ISWAP2” or 
“JAS2”’s trends of violence nullified. In an effort to overcome the limitations posed by the lack of complete 
GTD data disaggregation, in our second attempt to understand the data, we conducted a post-hoc analysis 
of the remaining 84.85% of unattributed attacks, ultimately finding that, across three of the main metrics 
we use (tactical type, target type, and weapon type), these unclaimed post-split attacks highly correlate with 
those of the attacks definitively attributed to JAS2, thus suggesting that the vast majority should reasonably 
be thought to be attributed to that group. These preliminary findings were supported through our third 
analysis of the data, in which we used multiple imputation analysis. This approach demonstrated that while 
the two factions had slightly more similar distributions than indicated by the definitively attributed data, 
the three metrics still substantially diverged, confirming that JAS2 and ISWAP2 maintain notably different 
patterns of violence. Thus, while this piece has laid out the reasons for a lack of disaggregation, shown 
a case study detailing the challenges caused by a lack of disaggregation, and offered what we believe is 
a useful and generally accurate comparison of the nature of the violence between ISWAP2, JAS2, and JAS1/ 
ISWAP1, our study points to a much larger, and enduring problem in this domain of study.

With this outcome in hand, the question remains: What then should be done to overcome the 
challenges associated with the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem,” in both its internal and external 
sources? Of the two sources of non-disaggregation, surely the harder to rectify are internal sources. 
Short of asking the ISWAP2 or JAS2 faction, directly, to “Please claim attacks!” there is seemingly little 
that can be done to address the internal sources of non-disaggregation. One might imagine, though, if 
the need to see groups claiming attacks was ever deemed a high priority of governments, that 
a strategic communications campaign might be undertaken to impel groups to be more vocal about 
their actions. The potential need for and efficacy of such a plan, though, is admittedly debatable. 
Ultimately, while scholars have written on the politics of terror group claiming attacks or not72—a 
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deep discussion of which cannot be conducted here—we assume that the high percentage of 
unclaimed attacks (even with the knowledge that many terror attacks are unclaimed generally) likely 
results from the fact that the targets of violence for both factions are often civilians, which has been 
shown to reduce claims of violence by terror groups more generally.73

Instead, the more likely solutions for dealing with the “Boko Haram disaggregation problem” rest 
with researchers, analysts, journalists, and government officials. And indeed, to be clear, the solutions 
that we offer below are far from easily achieved. Nevertheless, first, most broadly, we note that at a bare 
minimum, observers of all sorts should cease using the moniker of “Boko Haram” indiscriminately, 
despite the benefits that doing so might offer. While there may have been some utility to using this 
slang when the group was a (mostly) unified entity between 2009 and 2016, today, the term seems to 
obscure far more than it helps to illuminate. We suggest that observers writing about the group should 
try their best to distinguish between which of the two factions they are referring to, to the extent that it 
is possible. More tangibly, and far from perfect, the nomenclature that we laid out here—using JAS1, 
ISWAP1, ISWAP2, and JAS2—could be a reasonable starting point to help in the practical disaggrega-
tion of these groups. Moreover, we also humbly suggest that researchers and journalists might exert 
peer pressure on colleagues using the term “Boko Haram” to include it in quotation marks to delineate 
its non-unitary nature.

Second, even once interested parties can agree to cease or at least limit their use of the catch-all term 
“Boko Haram” in an un-nuanced way, challenges still remain in disaggregation, caused, in no small part, 
to the lack of claiming by the two factions themselves. To that end, the entities that have the most clear 
on-the-ground understanding of the factions—typically government intelligence agencies, journalists, 
and non-governmental organizations and research groups—have an important role to play in helping to 
address this issue. For their parts, government intelligence agencies—- especially the Nigerian state, but 
also of other Lake Chad countries—likely have the capacity to collect and share more data. So too might 
international partners working to combat the factions, including the “Five Eyes,” have the ability to share 
more information onthem. Whether it is in the interests of any of these actors to do so is debatable. 
Moreover, though the burden should not be placed most heavily on journalists, it is also important to 
note that they play an important role in addressing the disaggregation problem: to the extent possible, the 
global research community attempting to address the violence of ISWAP2 and JAS2 would be well served 
if local journalists prioritized learning about the attribution of attacks by groups, or, at the very least, 
using their local, on-the-ground knowledge to give best guesses as to the progenitors of attacks. Despite 
this suggestion, we also fully recognize that journalists have experienced significant barriers to reporting 
on the attacks perpetrated by JAS2 and ISWAP2. Due to the Nigerian state’s extensive efforts to prevent 
journalists from traveling to the areas most impacted by these factions’ violence, they have often 
struggled to gain the firsthand knowledge essential to disaggregating attacks. That it is possible, journal-
ists should attempt to employ their local, on-the-ground knowledge to give best guesses as to the 
progenitors of attacks.

Third, we suggest that, in the absence of more forthcoming assistance by government agencies, 
journalists, or the factions themselves, researchers are asked to become creative in their solutions in 
determining which faction was indeed responsible for violence in the Lake Chad Basin. To that end, we 
suggest that they make tentative assessments based on geographies of violence, to the extent that this is 
a revelatory practice, which as suggested above, may no longer be useful. Other creative solutions in 
determining faction-specific claims of attacks might include looking at details in attack battle footage 
when factions release them—landscapes, buildings, weapons, dress, etc.—to glean clues on possible 
locations of and members in the group. And, finally, as we have shown in this article, researchers also 
have the opportunity to think about missing data in new and potentially innovative ways through new 
methodological choices.

In closing, we also note that, although we have delineated a methodological problem and argued 
for some tentative solutions, some might be left wondering: does this “problem” actually matter 
outside of a purely academic context? To that question, we answer resoundingly: Yes! While the 
discussion above has been presented as a methodological conundrum in an academic context, we 
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close in highlighting that, as shown above, the two factions of the so-called “Boko Haram” move-
ment demonstrate notably different patterns of violence, especially when looking at only claimed 
attacks, but also when looking at imputed attacks. As we showed, while contemporarily, ISWAP2 
(via imputed data) shows a proclivity for armed assaults, targeting military targets, and using small 
arms, for its part, JAS2 shows a proclivity for the use of explosives, the use of suicide bombings, and 
targeting private citizens and property. While shared tactics, weapons, and targets do of course 
transcend both groups, our study shows that to assume that “Boko Haram” is a unitary actor is not 
only inaccurate, but flies in the face of the entire “actor fragmentation” agenda that has become 
increasingly robust. With the recognition that the two factions not only exist but that they carry out 
violence differently, more targeted, group-specific policies can be made to mitigate these actors’ 
violence and protect civilians.

Indeed, at the core of researchers’ study of “Boko Haram” is a normative commitment to the 
reduction of violence, especially targeted at civilians, being undertaken by all iterations of “Boko 
Haram.” Though the above discussion has been anesthetized to a degree by its discussion of the pitfalls 
of conflict datasets, in the end, the study of terror groups is compelled by the recognition of shared 
humanity by both researchers and victims of terrorism. Getting the data right on what violent non- 
state actors are doing, including ISWAP2, JAS2, and their predecessor JAS1/ISWAP1, in other words, 
is no mere academic exercise. For these groups’ victims, the accuracy of statistics represents, quite 
literally, a life or death matter.
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Appendix 

Tables

JAS1/ISWAP1 [Pre-Split (2009–1 August 2016)]

Attack Type 

Target Type

Attack Type Primary Secondary Tertiary Sum

Armed Assault 909 216 1 1126
Assassination 53 0 0 53

Bombing/Explosion 635 126 0 761
Facility/Infrastructure Attack 134 25 8 167
Hijacking 3 1 0 4

Hostage Taking (Barricade Incident) 10 5 0 15
Hostage Taking (Kidnapping) 131 59 0 190

Unknown 110 0 0 110

Target Type Target 1 Target 2 Target 3 Sum

Airports & Aircraft 1 0 0 1
Business 97 9 7 113

Educational Institution 77 2 0 79
Food and Water Supply 0 1 0 1
Government (Diplomatic) 4 0 0 4

Government (General) 136 5 0 141
Journalists & Media 5 0 0 5

Military 233 19 0 252
NGO 3 0 0 3

Other 1 2 1 4
Police 237 14 3 254
Private Citizens & Property 891 127 16 1034

Religious Figures/Institutions 154 3 0 157
Telecommunication 34 0 1 35

Terrorists/Non-State Militia 14 7 0 21
Tourists 1 0 0 1

Transportation 42 1 0 43
Unknown 51 0 0 51
Violent Political Party 4 0 0 4
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Weapon Subtype

Post-Split Factions (2 August 2016–31 December 2018) ISWAP2

Attack Type 

Target Type

Weapon Subtype Weapon 1 Weapon 2 Weapon 3 Sum

Arson/Fire 142 226 34 402
Automatic or Semi-Automatic Rifle 86 89 22 197

Blunt Object 0 0 1 1
Dynamite/TNT 5 1 0 6
Explosive 1 0 0 1

Firearms 0 0 1 1
Gasoline or Alcohol 4 13 7 24

Grenade 21 1 0 22
Handgun 2 1 1 4

Hands, Feet, Fists 0 1 0 1
Knife or Other Sharp Object 22 44 36 102

Landmine 13 0 0 13
Molotov Cocktail/Petrol Bomb 6 28 53 87
Other Explosive Type 36 3 0 39

Other Gun Type 0 1 0 1
Projectile (rockets, mortars, RPGs, etc.) 107 13 0 120

Remote Trigger 5 0 0 5
Rifle/Shotgun (non-automatic) 10 7 0 17

Rope or Other Strangling Device 1 0 1 2
Suffocation 0 0 1 1
Suicide (carried bodily by human being) 221 2 0 223

Time Fuse 7 0 0 7
Unknown Explosive Type 323 33 0 356

Unknown Gun Type 756 178 26 960
Unknown Weapon Type 0 2 0 2

Vehicle 79 0 0 79

Attack Type Primary Secondary Tertiary Sum

Armed Assault 41 9 0 50
Bombing/Explosion 8 0 0 8
Facility/Infrastructure Attack 3 16 1 20

Hostage Taking (Kidnapping) 10 0 0 10
Unknown 15 0 0 15

Target Type Target 1 Target 2 Target 3 Sum

Business 1 0 0 1
Educational Institution 1 1 0 2
Government (Diplomatic) 1 1 0 2

Government (General) 1 1 0 2
Military 58 2 2 62

Police 1 0 0 1
Private Citizens & Property 13 2 0 15

Terrorists/Non-State Militia 1 0 0 1
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Weapon Subtype

JAS2

Attack Type

Target Type

Weapon Subtype

Weapon Subtype Weapon 1 Weapon 2 Weapon 3 Sum

Arson/Fire 3 11 3 17
Automatic or Semi-Automatic Rifle 9 3 0 12

Landmine 1 0 0 1
Knife or Other Sharp Object 0 0 1 1
Projectile (rockets, mortars, RPGs, etc.) 10 3 0 13

Rifle/Shotgun (non-automatic) 1 0 1 2
Suicide (carried bodily by human being) 4 1 0 5

Unknown Explosive Type 2 0 0 2
Unknown Gun Type 28 8 3 39

Vehicle 1 0 0 1

Target Type Target 1 Target 2 Target 3 Sum

Business 0 0 1 1
Educational Institution 1 0 0 1

Government (Diplomatic) 1 0 0 1
Government (General) 1 0 0 1
Military 3 1 0 4

Police 1 0 0 1
Private Citizens & Property 14 1 0 15

Religious Figures/Institutions 4 0 0 4
Transportation 0 1 0 1

Unknown 1 0 0 1

Weapon Subtype Weapon 1 Weapon 2 Weapon 3 Sum

Arson/Fire 1 6 3 10
Automatic or Semi-Automatic Rifle 2 3 0 5
Knife or Other Sharp Object 2 0 0 2

Other Gun Type 0 1 0 1
Suicide (carried bodily by human being) 11 0 0 11

Unknown Explosive Type 1 0 0 1
Unknown Gun Type 8 1 0 9

Attack Type Primary Secondary Sum

Armed Assault 6 8 14
Bombing/Explosion 11 1 12

Facility/Infrastructure Attack 1 5 6
Hostage Taking (Kidnapping) 8 0 8
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Unattributed Faction Attacks (2 August 2016–31 December 2018)

Attack Type

Target Type

Weapon Subtype

Attack Type Number of Attacks

Armed Assault 167
Assassination 3

Bombing/Explosion 251
Facility/Infrastructure Attack 33

Hostage Taking (Barricade Incident) 4
Hostage Taking (Kidnapping) 75

Unknown 43

Target Type Number of Attacks

Business 14

Educational Institution 11
Food or Water Supply 1

Government (Diplomatic) 2
Government (General) 6

Military 110
Police 12
Private Citizens & Property 334

Religious Figures/Institutions 24
Terrorists/Non-State Militia 26

Unknown 36

Weapon Subtype Number of Attacks

Arson/Fire 28
Automatic or Semi-Automatic Rifle 33
Grenade 2

Hands, Feet, Fists 1
Knife or Other Sharp Object 12

Landmine 19
Other Explosive Type 1

Projectile (rockets, mortars, RPGs, etc.) 13
Suicide (carried bodily by human being) 202

Unknown Explosive Type 26
Unknown Gun Type 164
Vehicle 7
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