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Al-Shabaab’s Assassinations: Investigating the Uniqueness 
of Al-Shabaab’s Assassinations via Suicide Bombing
Ellen Chapina, Stephanie Lizzob, and Jason Warnerc

aStanford University; bSciences Po; cUnited States Military Academy and Combating Terrorism Center

ABSTRACT
In the study of terrorism, assassinations and suicide bombings 
have most commonly been considered as distinct phenomena. 
In practice, however, Al-Shabaab has shown a proclivity to use 
suicide bombings precisely as a means of assassination. But just 
how unique – if at all – is its use of suicide bombing assassina-
tions (SBAs)? Using three unique databases on African suicide 
bombing combined with data from the Global Terrorism 
Database, this article seeks to understand the degree of unique-
ness of Al-Shabaab’s SBA efforts from 2006 to 2020. In compar-
ing Al-Shabaab to its nearest analogues – Boko Haram and Al- 
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) – across five different SBA 
metrics, this article demonstrates how Al-Shabaab is indeed 
rightly considered to be unique in its tendency to use suicide 
bombings as a tool for assassinations, at least on the African 
continent. It concludes by considering just what rationales 
underlie this proclivity, focusing on group-specific and environ-
mental factors.
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Introduction

In the terrorism studies literature, analysts have paid little attention to the 
relationship between suicide bombing and assassinations, or their nexus, the 
tactic of suicide bombing assassinations (SBAs). In the nomenclature of this 
article, “suicide bombings” refer to the deliberate death, by explosive, of 
a perpetrator in the service of conducting an attack on primarily civilian 
audiences. By “assassinations,” this study is referring to the deliberate target-
ing and killing of an important or high-ranking person. Thus, an SBA is an act 
wherein a suicide bombing is used in an attempt to assassinate, or kill, an 
important or high-ranking person.

While groups, such as the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE), the 
Islamic State (IS), and Al-Qaeda (AQ), have used suicide bombing as a tactic 
for assassinations, this phenomenon has not been examined in a systematic or 
comparative manner. Perhaps most emblematic of this tendency to treat 
suicide bombings as distinct from assassination attempts, in an otherwise 
excellent study, Mandala investigated assassinations, on one hand, and suicide 
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bombings, on the other. Pointing to some overlap, she interestingly notes that, 
“Both assassinations and suicide attacks were found to be associated with some 
similar indicators.”1 For its part, other scholarship alludes to why suicide 
bombings might theoretically be useful for assassinations: Perry and Hasisi, 
for instance, suggest that human carriers, as “smart bombs,” are more prone to 
maximize their interests and thus reach their higher-value targets.2 Indeed, in 
the reading of the authors of the current article, the singular datapoint on the 
topic of SBAs is a brief note by Perliger, whose study on political assassinations 
between 1945 and 2013 found that only 5 percent of political assassinations 
during that time period were conducted by suicide bombings.3 Beyond this 
datapoint, the authors failed to locate any other discussion of SBAs as 
a terrorist tactic. In no uncertain terms, suicide bombing assassinations 
remain little considered in the academic literature.

Despite this lacuna, the authors of this piece discovered an intriguing 
phenomenon in previous studies, namely, Al-Shabaab’s seemingly inordinate 
use of SBAs. Based on Warner and Chapin’s 2018 study on Al-Shabaab’s 
suicide bombers, the authors noted that, between September 2006 and 
October 2017, the group had conducted some thirty suicide bombing assassi-
nations, accounting for 13.9 percent of its total suicide bombing attacks.4 

A puzzle thus emerged: despite limited attention in the terrorism studies 
literature, in practice, Al-Shabaab superficially appeared to be a keen employer 
of suicide bombing assassinations.

Thus, this article asks three interrelated questions: First, what does the long 
durée of Al-Shabaabs’s suicide bombing assassination attempts look like as of 
2021? Second, when compared with other African jihadist groups that use 
suicide bombings, to what degree – if at all – does Al-Shabaab in fact present 
a unique profile in its use of SBAs? Third, to the extent such a uniqueness does 
exist, what are the rationales undergirding this inordinate use of the tactic, and 
what does this reveal about the use of SBAs more generally?

To answer these interrelated questions, this article compares Al-Shabaab’s 
SBA attacks to those of its nearest analogue groups: “Boko Haram” and Al- 
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (“AQIM”).5 Using three unique datasets on 
each of the three groups’ suicide bombing efforts over the past fifteen years 

1Marissa Mandala, “Assassination as a Terrorist Tactic: A Global Analysis,” Dynamics of Asymmetric Conflict 10, 
no. 1 (2017): 14–39.

2Simon Perry and Badi Hasisi, “Rational Choice Rewards and the Jihadist Suicide Bomber,” Terrorism and 
Political Violence 27, no. 1 (2015): 53–80.

3Arie Perliger, The Rationale of Political Assassinations (West Point, NY: Combating Terrorism Center at West 
Point, 2015).

4Warner, Jason, and Ellen Chapin, Targeted Terror: The Suicide Bombers of Al-Shabaab (West Point, NY: 
Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, 2018).

5The authors use quotation marks around both Boko Haram and AQIM in this first instance – but not 
subsequently – to underscore that neither of these is a unitary group, even as they are frequently treated as 
such. Today, Boko Haram has split into two factions – the Abu Musab al-Barnawi-led Islamic State West Africa 
Province on one hand, and the Abubakar Shekau-led Jamaat Ahl as-Sunnah Lid Dawa wa al-Jihad. For the 
purpose of this study, attacks perpetrated by either faction were included in our analysis, given that credit 
claims for these attacks are often both many and conflicting. For more, see Jason Warner and Stephanie Lizzo, 
“The Boko Haram Disaggregation Problem: Challenges and Solutions in the Study of Africa’s Deadliest Terror 
Group,” Terrorism and Political Violence (2021). 

For its part, AQIM is composed of a variety of sub-groups that fall under the AQIM proper’s direct 
hierarchy, as well as, over its history since 2007, at least ten different external allied groups. For more, see 
Jason Warner, Ellen Chapin, and Caleb Weiss, Desert Drift, Declining Deadliness: Understanding the Evolution 
of AQIM’s Suicide Bombings (West Point, NY: Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, 2020).
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(2006–2020), along with supplemental data from the Global Terrorism 
Database (GTD), this work assesses the extent to which Al-Shabaab is unique 
across five metrics of its SBA program.6

In the main, this study shows that Al-Shabaab is indeed unique in its use of 
SBAs at least in the African context, showing distinct and superlative tenden-
cies in four of the five categories under investigation as compared to the SBA 
profiles of Boko Haram and AQIM. Among other findings, this piece demon-
strates that Al-Shabaab has used SBAs in greater sheer numbers than its other 
African analogues (Metric #2) and has used them over a far greater span of 
time (Metric #3). Al-Shabaab also uses SBAs as a greater percentage of its 
overall suicide bombing efforts (Metric #4) than Boko Haram and AQIM, even 
if it does not use SBAs as frequently in its overall profiles of violence as does 
AQIM (Metric #1). Finally, Al-Shabaab’s SBA attempts are shown to be more 
effective (Metric #5) than both other groups. Collectively, these findings reveal 
that – because it outpaces its two closest analogues in nearly every metric – Al- 
Shabaab’s suicide bombing assassination attempts are accurately conceived to 
show a degree of uniqueness, at least in an African context.

Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombing assassinations: Overview and uniqueness

Discussions of strategy are common in the terrorism studies literature, but, as 
noted above, scant scholarship has investigated the circumstances under 
which a group leverages suicide terrorism for the purpose of assassination 
attempts. However, Al-Shabaab has used both suicide bombings and assassi-
nations both in isolation and combination since its inception. To set the 
groundwork for the comparative section of this piece, in Part One, below, 
this article lays out brief histories of Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombing and 
assassination efforts, both separately and in conjunction.

A history of Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombings

Al-Shabaab began to deploy suicide bombers in 2006, when on 
September 18, a suicide bomber targeted peace talks in Baydhabo 
(Baidoa), Somalia as Somalia’s Transitional Federal Government and 
Islamic Courts Union sought to reach an agreement over the latter’s control 
of Muqdisho (Mogadishu) and the former’s proximity to Baydhabo.7 

Foreshadowing its future use of SBAs, Al-Shabaab’s first-ever suicide attack 
targeted then-President Cabdullaahi Yuusuf Axmed, who was preparing to 

6While we hope that further studies will be able to incorporate data from fieldwork on the ground in Somalia, we 
used data from internationally sources publications to capture all reported incidences of suicide terrorism 
conducted by and attributed to al-Shabaab with a high attention to detail.

7Ashley Elliott and Georg-Sebastian Holzer, “The Invention of ‘Terrorism’ in Somalia: Paradigms and Policy in 
US Foreign Relations,” South African Journal of International Affairs 16, no. 2 (2009): 215–44.
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address parliament.8 While Al-Shabaab never formally acknowledged its 
first suicide attack as representing a new tactic for the group, observers 
agree that this 2006 use of suicide bombing represented a major shift, given 
that this kind of violent self-martyrdom had “never been part of the Somali 
culture of war until 2006.”9 The attack occurred only months before 
AQIM’s first suicide bombing in March of 2007, and years before Boko 
Haram’s first suicide bombing in April 2011.

After this initial suicide bombing attack, Al-Shabaab ramped up its use of 
suicide. According to the authors’ databases, as of January 2021, Al-Shabaab 
has launched 197 suicide bombings with 297 attackers, killing 2,077 people.10 

In doing so, Al-Shabaab has deployed nearly twice as many suicide bombers as 
AQIM and its affiliates, but was outpaced in suicide bombings on the African 
continent in recent years by the fast-paced suicide attacks of Boko Haram.

From September 2006 through September 2009, Al-Shabaab only deployed 
suicide attackers approximately five times each year, potentially because the 
Ethiopian Army and other international actors sought to evict it from its 
territorial strongholds in Kismaayo and Muqdisho.11 Over time, though, the 
group took control of the city of Baydhabo, expanded its efforts to recapture 
Muqdisho, and even looked to target officials and militaries outside of Somalia 
between 2009 and 2011; correspondingly, Al-Shabaab began to launch 
monthly suicide bombings.12

After 2011, Al-Shabaab seemingly began to recognize the efficaciousness of 
its suicide terrorism, and thus increased its use of the tactic. As African Union 
Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) troops pushed the extremists out of Baydhabo, 
and the African Union took back the ports of Kismaayo and Marka (Merca), 
the Somali government projected a new level of legitimacy.13 Al-Shabaab 
responded, then, with a doubling down of unconventional warfare to include 
an increased use of suicide bombers. In 2012, the group officially merged with 
Al-Qaeda, which represented a tactical paradigm shift. Given Al-Qaeda’s 
support for and endorsement of suicide operations, Al-Shabaab’s increased 
deployment also appears to be evidence of its desire to remain a representative 
and loyal affiliate of the then-expanding global jihadist network.14

8Xan Rice, “Somali President Escapes Car Bomb Suicide Attack,” The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/ 
world/2006/sep/19/mainsection.international11.

9Roland Marchal, The Rise of a Jihadi Movement in a Country at War: Harakat al-Shabaab al-Mujahideen in 
Somalia (Paris: Center for Scientific Research at Sciences-Po., 2011).

10It should be noted that other authors have published analyses with higher numbers, but our total assessment of 
suicide terrorism shows the distinction between suicide bombers deployed and total attacks. Similarly, it is 
careful not to count suicide bombings that were not conducted by al-Shabaab, but by other actors in the region.

11Monty G. Marshall and Keith Jaggers, Polity IV Country Report 2010: Somalia (College Park, MD: Center for 
International Development and Conflict Management, 2010), http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/Somalia2010. 
pdf.

12Ibid.
13Ibid; Kathleen Caulderwood, “Al-Shabab’s Finances: The Militant Group Gets Funding from Local Businesses, 

Sources Abroad,” IBTimes, https://www.ibtimes.com/al-shababs-finances-militant-group-gets-funding-local- 
businesses-sources-abroad-1678894.

14Ibid.
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Especially today, the strategic logic of Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombings can be 
viewed, in part, as a response to external pressure and provocation.15 In 2014, 
for example, a US drone strike killed the group’s then-leader, Axmed Cabdi 
Godane; Al-Shabaab’s reply was to ratchet up its suicide attacks against 
international forces.16 Similarly, it has launched three attacks in Kenya and 
Uganda “as revenge for their military deployments in Somalia as part of 
a regional peacekeeping mission.”17 For Al-Shabaab suicide bombing began 
as tactic to make a political statement – a pattern that has continued to 
this day.

A history of Al-Shabaab’s assassinations

Concurrent to its use of suicide terrorism operations, Al-Shabaab has been 
known to conduct assassinations on political targets. Given its goal to thwart 
any kind of governance by an entity outside of itself, the group has an interest 
in killing and denigrating the reputation of the Somali military, local and 
international officials, and anyone who opposes Al-Shabaab itself. This kind of 
intentional political crippling has been a feature of the group’s arsenal for its 
entire history and has remained a centerpiece of Al-Shabaab’s portfolio of 
violence.

One of the group’s most well-known assassinations was the killing of 
General Maxamed Ibraahim Faarax, a senior Somali military commander, in 
October 2012. In what has become a hallmark style for the group, several Al- 
Shabaab’s militants ambushed Faarax’s military convoy with both bombs and 
light weaponry outside the strategic town of El Waregow.18 The 
following year, international media began to report that Al-Shabaab had 
created and trained a unit that focused solely on assassinations. Rooted in an 
effort to guarantee the success of their operations, members of Al-Shabaab’s 
internal security force, or Amniyat,19 were reportedly offered “specialized 
training and separated into different units, such as the bomb and landmine 

15It should be noted, though, that Al-Shabaab’s reasons for conducting suicide bombings are multifaceted and 
complicated; this is just one lens through which to view their strategic logic. For an empirical analysis of these 
rationales, see Jason C. Mueller, “The Evolution of Political Violence: The Case of Somalia’s Al-Shabaab,” 
Terrorism and Political Violence 30, no. 1 (2018): 116–41 and Mohammed Ibrahim Shire, “How Do Leadership 
Decapitation and Targeting Error Affect Suicide Bombings? The Case of Al-Shabaab,” Studies in Conflict & 
Terrorism (2020): 1–21.

16Christopher Anzalone, “The Life and Death of Al-Shabaab Leader Ahmed Godane,” CTC Sentinel 7, no. 9 
(2013).

17Reuters Staff, “Death Toll from Attack On Mogadishu Hotel Rises To 16,” Reuters, https://www.reuters.com/ 
article/us-somalia-security/death-toll-from-attack-on-mogadishu-hotel-rises-to-16-idUSKCN25D0OT.

18Maalik Eng, “A Senior Somali Military Commander Killed in Ambush Attack,” Shabelle News, https://archive. 
vn/2013022206/http://shabelle.net/a-senior-somali-military-commander-killed-in-ambush-attack/#selection- 
215.0-215.58.

19As Hussein Sheikh-Ali, a former security adviser to the Somali president and director of the Hiraal Institute 
says, the Amniyat is more than an intelligence unit, “It literally controls al-Shabab. As well as its core purpose, 
which is intelligence gathering, it deals with sensitive areas of security . . . It manages finances of a secret and 
delicate nature and plans the big terror attacks inside and outside the country.” “Somalia’s Frightening 
Network of Islamist Spies,” BBC News, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-48390166.
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squad, explosives unit, the assassination unit, and the intelligence unit.”20 

Recruits to this unit were ”highly trained and specialized operatives that are 
charged with intelligence gathering, assassination, and bombing missions,”21 

with members of the assassinations unit “assigned to assassinate anyone who 
opposes the group’s ideology.”22

A detailed video released by the group in 2018 also highlights how Al- 
Shabaab’s assassination killings require special training and, often, serve as 
a badge of honor for those undertaking them. In his analysis of the video, 
Weiss has described that “the jihadists are shown practicing assassinating 
targets in urban environments,” as well as practicing shooting while they are 
riding in cars or on motorcycles.23 The video also features footage of successful 
assassinations, though the origin of the material is notably unknown. For his 
part, Weiss hypothesized that the targets of units like this appear to be 
members of the Somali security sector.”24 Nonetheless, Al-Shabaab’s assassi-
nation units may also be charged with strategically placing improvised explo-
sive devices (IEDs) that strike Somali and international convoys deployed by 
the AU.25 The group may have adopted the idea from the LTTE, in which 
suicide bombers were placed into a set of combat units.26 As LTTE is one of 
the most successful terrorist organizations to leverage suicide bombing assas-
sinations outside of Africa, Al-Shabaab may have learned from the success of 
LTTE’s tactical training.

A brief overview of the intersection of Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombings and 
assassinations

With brief individual histories of Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombing and assas-
sination efforts delineated, what then is the bird’s-eye view of its use of 
their intersection: suicide bombing assassinations? Based on the authors’ 
unique dataset tracking all Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombings between 2006 
and 2020, there were fifty-five suicide bombing assassination attacks attrib-
uted to Al-Shabaab. This figure represented 18.57 percent of all the group’s 
suicide bombings within this period. Figure 1 illustrates the upward trajec-
tory of the number of attackers that Al-Shabaab has deployed to execute 
these SBAs and illustrates that as the group has gained more experience 

20Mahad Ibrahim, “Somalia: Al-Shabaab Amniyat Branch Tasked with Protecting Godane,” Africa Online 16 
(2013).

21“Why Splintered Al Shabaab Worries Security Experts,” The East African, https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/ 
news/ea/4552908-2451684-1qt7sx/index.html (Sep. 13, 2014).

22Ibid.
23Caleb Weiss, “Shabaab Video Details Assassination Unit In Mogadishu,” FDD’s Long War Journal, https:// 

www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2018/06/shabaab-video-details-assassination-unit-in-mogadishu.php.
24Ibid.
25Ibid.
26Stephen Hopgood, “Tamil Tigers, 1987–2002,” Making Sense of Suicide Missions 46 (2005).
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with the tactic, it has deployed suicide assassins with higher frequency, year 
after year.

While the above summary delineates the broad contours of Al-Shabaab’s 
suicide bombing assassinations, what, if anything, this study asks, is unique 
about the group’s use of this tactic? Below, using six metrics, this article 
interrogates the extent to which Al-Shabaab’s suicide assassinations are – 
and are not – unique as compared to Boko Haram and AQIM.

Investigating the uniqueness of Al-Shabaab’s SBA program

Having offered a general overview of the long duration of Al-Shabaab’s use of 
suicide bombings for assassinations, this work asks to what extent, if at all, is 
Al-Shabaab’s use of SBA’s rightly considered to be unique? To answer this 
question, this article investigates six metrics of SBA perpetuation, comparing 
Al-Shabaab to its nearest analogues, Boko Haram, and AQIM. These six 
categories include the frequency of SBAs within the overall profile of violence; 
the sheer number of SBAs deployed; the longitudinal deployment of SBAs over 
time; the frequency of SBAs as part of the overall suicide bombing profile; their 
targeting practices; and their overall efficacy.

Metric #1: SBAs as percentage of global profile of violence

To compare Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombing assassination efforts with those of 
its nearest analogue groups, this article first seeks to understand the use of 
SBAs within these three groups’ overall profiles of violence. It thus compares 

Figure 1. Al-Shabaab’s longitudinal use of assassinations via suicide bombing, 2006–2020.
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the SBA metrics of al-Shabaab to two other prominent terror organizations 
operating within Africa, namely, Boko Haram and AQIM.

To conduct this analysis, the authors utilized data from three unique suicide 
bombing datasets. These are housed at the Combating Terrorism Center 
(CTC) at West Point and were assembled through a combination analysis 
and coding of open-source analysis of newspaper articles (selected through 
searches via LexisNexis Uni), databases housed by the Chicago Project on 
Security Threats (CPOST), National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism 
and Responses to Terrorism, Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project 
(ACLED), the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies (FDD)’s Long War 
Journal, and primary source data from the terror organizations themselves.27 

The three generated datasets – one on each of the three groups – include 
information on each suicide bombing incident’s perpetrator, location, target, 
and the result of the attack, including the number of injuries and deaths, and 
whether the attack was considered a failure. Despite certain limitations includ-
ing missing data points for specific incidents, these datasets provide 
a thorough overview of each incident that is included.

While the number of SBA attacks perpetrated by each of the three organiza-
tions is derived from the CTC databases and used as the numerator for ratios 
presented below, data drawn from the GTD is used as the denominator to offer 
insights on the total number of incidents of violence undertaken by each of the 
three groups writ large. Considered the “most comprehensive unclassified 
database of terrorist attacks in the world,” the GTD expands the focus to 
analyze the entirety of each of the three groups’ violent campaigns.28 Because 
the current publicly available iteration of the GTD only contains information 
through the end of 2018, however, this article only analyzes groups’ profiles of 
SBA violence within the context of its broader profiles of violence through the 
end of 2018. Indeed, while the overlap between the authors’ CTC datasets 
(2006–2020) and the GTD datasets (2006–2018) is imperfect, enough overlap 
exists to provide useful understandings of how SBAs’ prevalence nests within 
these groups’ overarching profiles of violence.

According to the GTD, there were 3,774 attacks attributed to Al-Shabaab 
between 2006 and 2018. Within this same period, the authors’ CTC suicide 
bombing dataset contained forty-three SBAs, which, when compared to all Al- 

27The data for this CTC database was assembled using LexisNexis to cull online newspaper stories containing the 
search string “Nigeria OR Boko Haram AND suicide bomb OR bomber.” The data was then coded to create 
a comprehensive database detailing twenty-four dimensions of each bombing. Among the results returned 
from our search string, the database collected information regarding the date and location of bombing; nature 
of target; nature of bombers (including number, gender, and approximate age); type of targets; number of 
deaths and injuries; and instances of non-detonation. Some methodological notes: the number of bombers will 
always be greater than the number of attacks, given African groups’ propensity for using small numbers of 
bombers. To avoid double counting, the total fatalities for the attack are coded just once. Similarly, details 
concerning the target of the attack and injuries are coded once per attack.

28“National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START),” Global Terrorism 
Database, last modified 2020, https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd.
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Shabaab’s attacks as per GTD, showed that SBAs represented approximately 
1.14 percent of all Al-Shabaab attacks during this time. Using the same 
method, Boko Haram conducted 2,665 attacks, of which 8 were SBAs, or 
a mere 0.30 percent of all Boko Haram attacks. Finally, during the same 
time frame, as per the GTD, AQIM was responsible for 264 violent incidents. 
Of these, the authors’ database lists seven SBAs, which means that SBAs 
encompass 2.65 percent of all AQIM attacks.

Figure 2 highlights an important point. For all three groups, SBAs represent 
a very small minority of incidents of violence. Also, the data reveals that 
despite Boko Haram’s notorious use of suicide bombers, both Al-Shabaab 
and AQIM exhibit notably higher proportion of SBAs within their overall 
profiles of violence. This pattern potentially stems from the latter two organi-
zations’ shared affiliation to Al-Qaeda. In a 2013 directive known as the 
“General Guidelines for the Work of a Jihadi,” Al-Qaeda leadership provided 
explicit instruction to its branches that they should refrain from targeting both 
noncombatants and Muslims as well as public spaces to avoid civilian 
casualties.29 In a potential bid to align with these instructions, Al-Shabaab 
and AQIM might have undertaken SBAs at relatively higher rate than the non- 
Al-Qaeda branch, Boko Haram, with the notion that SBAs allowed for highly 

Figure 2. Suicide bombing assassinations as proportion of group overall violence, 2006–2018.

29Aaron Y Zelin, “As-Sah
_
ab Media Presents a New Release from al-Qā’idah’s Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri: ‘General 

Guidelines for the Work of a Jihadi’,” Jihadology, https://jihadology.net/2013/09/14/as-sa%e1%b8%a5ab-media 
-presents-a-new-release-from-al-qaidahs-dr-ayman-al-%e1%ba%93awahiri-general-guidelines-for-the-work- 
of-a-jihadi/.
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targeted violence and thus limit incidental civilian casualties.30 As an anecdo-
tal datapoint suggesting that a link may exist in these realms, Al-Qaeda has 
purportedly provided gold as compensation for its affiliates to assassinate 
officials involved in the Global War on Terror.31

Beyond this Al-Qaeda-centric explanation, another potential rationale 
behind AQIM and Al-Shabaab’s greater relative use of suicide bombings 
within overall profiles of violence is SBAs’ assumed utility in resisting foreign 
intervention. Perliger, who is referenced at the opening of this piece, has 
argued that targeted assassinations serve effectively to resist occupation by 
foreign powers and pressure their withdrawal. Concurrently, Pape’s seminal 
2003 study on the logics of suicide terrorism has suggested suicide bombing’s 
similar utility in resisting and expelling foreign forces.32 To these points, in its 
pursuit to replace the existing Somali government, Al-Shabaab has not only 
directed its SBA violence against state figures but also against the AMISOM 
troops who have been stationed in the country since 2007.33 As Figure 3 
demonstrates, both Al-Shabaab and AQIM directed a substantial proportion 
of their attacks against foreign government or military targets. In contrast, 
Boko Haram largely conducted attacks against other types of targets, primarily 
civilians or religious institutions. This trend is consistent with the group’s use 
of “takfir,” or calling other Muslims nonbelievers, which has encouraged 

Figure 3. Targeting distribution of suicide bombing assassinations by Al-Shabaab, AQIM, and Boko 
Haram, 2006–2020.

30For example, Boko Haram has been known to strike civilian targets, such as IDP camps. See Ellen Chapin, 
“Targeting Transients: The Strategic Logic for Terrorist Targeting of Internally Displaced Persons,” Journal of 
Global Security Studies (2021).

31Arie Perliger, The Rationale of Political Assassinations (West Point, NY: Combating Terrorism Center at West 
Point, 2015).

32Robert Pape, “The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism,” American Political Science Review 97, no. 3 (2003): 
343–61.

33“Mapping Militants Project: Al Shabaab,” Stanford University, Freeman Spogli Institute for International 
Studies, https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/al-shabaab#.
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members to direct indiscriminate violence against noncombatants whom they 
viewed as traitors or apostates.34

Metric #2: Aggregate number of SBA attacks

Even though Al-Shabaab does not have the greatest proportion of SBA 
attempts within its overall profiles of violence (Metric #1), data in Metric #2 
reveals that the group was responsible for a significantly higher sheer number 
of suicide bombing assassinations than its nearest two analogues. From 2006 
to 2020, some fifty-five SBA attacks were attributed to Al-Shabaab, as com-
pared to seven for Boko Haram and eight for AQIM. As evidenced below, in 
terms of the raw number of suicide bombing assassinations, Al-Shabaab has 
proven itself unique: the total of SBAs attributed to Al-Shabaab is more than 
three times larger than the sum of SBAs by both AQIM and Boko Haram. 
Figure 4 illustrates these distributions over time.

Besides the magnitude of its aggregate use of SBAs, Figure 4 highlights 
another finding: Al-Shabaab has steadily increased its use of this tactic over 
time. As per the trend lines above, Al-Shabaab’s use of SBAs has continually 
increased; in contrast, the use of the tactic by both Boko Haram an AQIM has 
declined throughout the years. Indeed, whereas an SBA “campaign” might 
rightly characterize Al-Shabaab’s operations over time, the use of suicide 
bombing assassinations by both Boko Haram and AQIM shows no such 
consistency: both latter groups’ efforts appear stochastic. Underscoring these 

Figure 4. Use of suicide bombing assassinations by Al-Shabaab, AQIM, and Boko Haram, 2006–2020.

34Abdulbasit Kassim, “Boko Haram’s Internal Civil War: Stealth Takfir and Jihad as Recipes for Schism,” Boko 
Haram Beyond the Headlines: Analyses of Africa’s Enduring Insurgency (West Point, NY: Combating Terrorism 
Center at West Point, 2018).
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divergent uses of the tactic, in the three most recent years of data collection, 
2018–2020, Al-Shabaab attempted almost 44 percent of its SBAs. In contrast, 
neither Boko Haram nor AQIM conducted a single attack. For its part, AQIM 
has not done an SBA since 2014.

Metric #3: Longitudinal use of SBA attacks as proportion of group lifespan

As its third lens of comparison, Metric #3, this article next examines the 
longitudinal use of SBA by Al-Shabaab and its analogues. Table 1 compares 
the percentage of time that each organization attempted at least one SBA 
per year over the course of its overall lifespan. Of note, the authors considered 
the starting year to be when the group first engaged in large-scale violence.35

While Metric #2 offers some insight into such questions, Metric #3 puts 
in sharp focus Al-Shabaab’s divergent use of SBAs as compared to its 
analogues. Emerging in 2006, Al-Shabaab has employed suicide bombing 
assassinations at least once in thirteen out of fifteen of its years in 
operation: 86.67 percent overall. In only two years – 2008 and 2017 – 
did Al-Shabaab not show evidence of an SBA attack. In contrast, both 
AQIM and Boko Haram only saw SBA attempts in roughly one-quarter of 
their respective lifespans (28.57 percent and 25.00 percent). AQIM carried 
out four of its seven total SBA attacks in 2007, its first year of operation; 
however, in the following years, the group attempted SBAs staggered 
across 2008, 2011, and 2014. For its part, Boko Haram executed its 
eight SBAs in three distinct yet non-continuous years: 2012, 2015, and 
2017.

As shown in Metrics #2 and #3, AQIM and Boko Haram’s sporadic uses of 
SBAs relative to each organization’s duration starkly diverge from Al-Shabaab’s 
sustained and escalating SBA campaign. The latter’s use of SBAs is indicative of 
neither a sudden change in tactic catalyzed by a major event nor an occasional 
experiment to disorient their opposition. Instead, Al-Shabaab has shown evidence 
of relying on SBAs as a prominent, recurring tactic throughout most of its years of 
operation. Such protracted use of this tactic is uncommon, particularly within 

Table 1. Use of SBAs relative to group lifespan for Al-Shabaab, AQIM, and Boko Haram.
Group 
Name

Years 
Active

Number of Years with SBA Attempt 
Recorded

Percentage of Lifespan with SBA 
Attempts

Al-Shabaab 15 13 86.67%
AQIM 14 4 28.57%
Boko Haram 12 3 25.00%

35While Boko Haram was founded in 2002, it launched its violent campaign against the Nigerian government in 
2009. Consequently, we elected to use 2009 as the starting point, as the group was not carrying out highly 
organized, extensive acts of terror previously.
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Africa, and thus encourages the authors to investigate why Al-Shabaab militants 
would invest the resources and efforts to organize such a persistent SBA offensive.

Metric #4: Frequency of assassinations as part of overall suicide bombing 
profile

Next, this article investigates Al-Shabaab’s use of SBAs as a tactical choice 
specifically within the context of its suicide bombing efforts (Metric #4), as 
opposed to all violence (Metric #1). Throughout its violent life, Al-Shabaab has 
conducted 297 suicide bombings: of these, 55, or 18.52 percent, have been 
SBAs. These figures stand in stark contrast to SBAs’ prevalence in AQIM (151 
total suicide bombing attempts) and Boko Haram’s (728 suicide bombing 
attempts) suicide bombing violence: these two groups are shown to use 
SBAs much less frequently as a proportion of their suicide bombing violence, 
at 4.64 percent and 1.10 percent of their total suicide bombings, respectively. 
Data appear below in Figure 5. When it comes to the use of SBAs within 
broader suicide bombing programs, Al-Shabaab utilizes SBAs at four times the 
rate of AQIM – despite the groups’ shared affiliation to Al-Qaeda – and at 
nearly seventeen times the rate of Boko Haram.

Metric #5: Efficacy of suicide bombing assassinations

As a final point of comparison, in Metric #5, this article investigates the 
efficacy of the groups’ suicide bombing assassination attempts. While Al- 

Figure 5. Suicide bombing assassinations as a proportion of overall suicide bombing efforts by Al- 
Shabaab, AQIM, and Boko Haram, 2006–2020.
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Shabaab’s SBA attacks constitute less than two-fifths of the group’s violent 
incidents, they are overwhelmingly effective. Some 89.09 percent of these 
assassination attempts were successful – meaning that upon deployment, 
they succeeded in killing an intended target – slightly more so than the 
79.75 percent efficacy of other suicide bombings carried out by the organiza-
tion. Table 2 shows the number of attacks as well as the success rate for 
each year.

Comparing these proportions to those of AQIM and Boko Haram, the 
relative efficacy of Al-Shabaab’s use of SBAs becomes even more apparent. 
The average success rate of AQIM’s suicide bombing assassinations was 71.43 
percent, while Boko Haram’s success rate was 75.00 percent (Figure 6). 
Juxtaposing these percentages, Al-Shabaab’s expertise in this tactic is patent: 
its proportion of successful SBAs was over 14 percent higher than that of Boko 
Haram and over 17 percent higher than that of AQIM.

Apart from the augmented success of its SBAs as compared to its analo-
gues, several other findings come to light. First, it appears that in the years 
where Al-Shabaab had lower success with SBA attacks, it similarly experi-
enced diminished success across its other forms of suicide bombings. From 
2010–2012, the organization saw a decrease in the proportion of its success-

ful suicide bombing attacks, both SBAs and other “standard” suicide bomb-
ings. Such a decline in effectiveness might parallel the increased regional 
efforts to bolster AMISOM and remove large swathes of territory from Al- 
Shabaab’s control.36

Table 2. Comparison of success rates of suicide bombings assassinations and other suicide 
bombing methods of Al-Shabaab, 2006–2020.

Year
Number of SBA 

Attacks
Success Rate of SBA 

Attacks
Number of Other SB 

Attacks
Success Rate of Other SB 

Attacks

2006 1 100.00% 1 100.00%
2007 1 100.00% 4 50.00%
2008 0 – 7 100.00%
2009 3 100.00% 10 100.00%
2010 3 66.67% 10 80.00%
2011 2 50.00% 15 80.00%
2012 4 75.00% 23 56.52%
2013 3 100.00% 20 70.00%
2014 3 100.00% 21 85.71%
2015 9 66.67% 21 66.67%
2016 2 100.00% 31 90.32%
2017 0 – 24 79.17%
2018 12 100.00% 31 90.32%
2019 6 100.00% 16 75.00%
2020 6 100.00% 8 87.50%
Average Success Rate 89.09% 79.75%

36“Al-Shabab in Somalia,” Global Conflict Tracker, Council on Foreign Relations, https://www.cfr.org/global- 
conflict-tracker/conflict/al-shabab-somalia.
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A question lingers: why is Al-Shabaab so much more effective at both suicide 
bombings in general as well as suicide bombing assassinations? The most 
prevailing rationale revolves around the selectiveness and intensity of Al- 
Shabaab’s training program. The Tamil Tigers provide clear evidence that 
training breeds success; the organization assassinated a total of forty-seven high- 
ranking political figures through suicide terrorism.37 In particular, the group 
targeted and killed the former Prime Minister of India, Rajiv Gandhi, and the 
Presidents of Sri Lanka Ranasinghe Premadasa and Chandrika Kumaratunga.38

Likewise, Al-Shabaab remains infamous for its demanding training. The 
government’s lack of control over many parts of Somalia has allowed the 
group to host training camps, often with nearly free reign.39 Investigations 
have shown that new recruits must complete six months of training, and 
receive a curriculum that covers topics ranging from basic ideology to 
armed combat and deploying explosives.40 At the conclusion of this instruc-
tion, the most promising and most highly-skilled combatants have the oppor-
tunity to join the waiting list for the elite Istishhadyin, or suicide, unit.41 Due to 
the high caliber of talent of those who work in this brigade, it is logical that 
a considerable proportion of its attacks would be successful. Apart from the 
aptitude of these combatants, Al-Shabaab’s program is also unique in its 

Figure 6. Comparative success rates of SBAs and other suicide bombings by Al-Shabaab, AQIM, 
and Boko Haram, 2006–2020.

37Sasho Panchevski and Sasho Tasevski, “Suicide Assassinations,” Security Dialogs 9, no. 1 (2018).
38Ibid.
39“Al-Shabaab,” Training, Counter Extremism Project, https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/al-shabaab.
40Ibid.
41Jamal Osman. “Exclusive: Inside an Al-Shabaab Training Camp,” 4 News, https://www.channel4.com/news/al- 

shabaab-somalia-kenya-westgate-al-qaeda.
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explicit focus on assassination training.42 Even after recruits complete this 
specialized instruction, the group continues to flex these skills by deploying 
assassination units throughout Somalia.43 While militants from other terror 
groups can logically translate firearms and explosives training to assassina-
tions, Al-Shabaab’s specific assassination training presumably contributes to 
its elevated success rate of SBAs.

The preeminence of Al-Shabaab’s tactical training becomes even more 
pronounced in comparison with AQIM and Boko Haram. In the case of 
Boko Haram, for instance, despite its extensive use of suicide bombings, 
there has been little evidence to suggest that it provides much instruction to 
its members. Because its targets have traditionally been unguarded population 
centers, bombers merely need to know how to carry and detonate a bomb, 
with little special training needed. Precisely because of its nonspecific target-
ing, Boko Haram has been shown to use untrained, and sometimes coerced 
children and female perpetrators.44

Not only does Al-Shabaab’s internal operations contribute to the efficacy of 
its SBAs, but its rapport with its parent organization likely remains conse-
quential. While both AQIM and Al-Shabaab are Al-Qaeda affiliates, the nature 
of these two organizations’ relationships with Al-Qaeda core diverge signifi-
cantly. The link between AQIM and Al-Qaeda originates from convenience; 
AQIM benefitted from the affiliation via increased recruitment, while AQ Core 
showcased its global reach.45 Conversely, Al-Shabaab and Al-Qaeda share 
much more deeply rooted ties, most clearly observed in the latter’s involve-
ment in the former’s training program. Following Al-Shabaab’s rebranding in 
2012, there was a shift in the combatants’ instruction to more heavily focus on 
explosives, a tactic commonly employed by Al-Qaeda. Extensive evidence 
indicates that Al-Qaeda affiliated commanders have traveled to training 
camps in Somalia to provide training and have transferred their own procliv-
ities for suicide bombing.46 These preferences were most likely instilled into 
the Al-Shabaab recruits, who then translated this training into their 
operations.

Explaining Al-Shabaab’s unique use of SBAs

Based on the metrics above, this article argues that Al-Shabaab’s use of SBAs is 
indeed unparalleled in terms of frequency and efficacy. In this section, this 

42Al-Shabaab,” Training, Counter Extremism Project.
43Fred Mukinda, “Al-Shabaab Assassin on The Prowl, Police Warn,” Daily Nation (Kenya), https://www.nation. 

co.ke/news/AlShabaab-assassin–prowl-police-warn/1056-4183234-format-xhtml-593uvr/index.html.
44Counter Extremism Project, “Boko Haram,” https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/boko-haram
45“Mapping Militants Project: Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb,” Stanford University, Freeman Spogli Institute 

for International Studies, https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/aqim#highlight_text_.
46Lauren Ploch, Countering terrorism in East Africa: The US Response (Washington, DC: Congressional Research 

Service, no. 41473, 2010); Rob Wise, Al-Shabaab (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, 2011).
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article asks: just what accounts for that proclivity? Below, the authors delineate 
several rationales that reflect both group-specific benefits as well as environ-
mental benefits related to the landscape in which Al-Shabaab operates that 
might explain this outsized reliance on SBAs.

Group-specific benefits of SBAs

On one hand, several group-specific factors related to Al-Shabaab itself explain 
this outstripped focus on SBAs as part of the group’s overall suicide bombing 
efforts. Firstly, it is important to recall that Al-Shabaab endeavors to establish 
itself as a political-military hybrid and demonstrate its power vis-a-vis other 
competitors. Indeed, to the extent that suicide bombings generally have been 
attributed to Al-Shabaab as a response to its desire to oust illegitimate 
governance,47 throughout its struggle to overthrow Somalia’s existing govern-
ment and replace it with an Islamic state to oversee politics, it has emerged as 
a key actor within the country’s political arena.48 To show political legitimacy, 
the leaders of Al-Shabaab must secure a certain level of public support for its 
rule. In the swathes of territory over which it exerts control, the group has 
established “shadow governments” that provide services, such as infrastruc-
ture construction, wealth redistribution, and tax collection, to the 
population.49

Apart from conveying its legitimacy as a political entity, Al-Shabaab must 
also demonstrate that it is a viable military alternative to the state. By showcas-
ing its ability to enact substantial damage to both Somali and foreign targets, 
particularly armed installations and especially high-value individuals, Al- 
Shabaab can credibly communicate its strength and durability to the public. 
To that end, suicide bombing assassinations confer several advantages in 
demonstrating to Somali populations its military capabilities vis-à-vis its 
adversaries. For one, many of the locations of Al-Shabaab’s SBA attempts 
tend to be more heavily fortified, as high-profile politicians or military leaders 
work in secure spaces. Intuitively, these harder targets are much more difficult 
successfully to attack than “soft” targets, such as public marketplaces. Thus, 
when members of Al-Shabaab are effectively able to kill high-profile indivi-
duals via SBAs, they demonstrate their ability to challenge the state on 
a military level. Indeed, rather than using other methods of assassination – 
for instance, gunmen opening fire – Al-Shabaab likely uses SBAs when its 
intended targets are particularly high-value and difficult to reach. For instance, 
Al-Shabaab’s attempted SBA of UN Special Envoy to Somalia James Swan, in 
August 2019, incidentally killed the Mayor of Muqdisho, Cabdiraxmaan 

47Mueller, “The Evolution of Political Violence,” 2018.
48Chris Harnisch and Katherine J. Zimmerman, The Terror Threat from Somalia: The Internationalization of Al- 

Shabaab (Washington DC: Critical Threats Project of the American Enterprise Institute, Feb. 12, 2010).
49Ibid.
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Cumar Cismaan.50 Relatedly, while SBAs can signal Al-Shabaab’s strength, 
they also serve to underline the Somali government’s weakness: as the targets 
of Al-Shabaab’s SBA attempts are themselves representatives of the state, every 
time that Al-Shabaab carries out a successful suicide bombing assassination, it 
sends a message to civilians about how impotent the government is and 
underlines how it might be thought to be viable alternative, at least in terms 
of raw power projection.

Finally, SBAs are unique from other modes of suicide bombings or other 
modes of assassinations because the former allows perpetrators to exert much 
more control over the potential victims of an attack. Al-Shabaab does not risk 
alienating the local populace by killing large numbers of innocent bystanders, 
yet it still can effectively assassinate its principal targets. Thus, SBAs are the 
most effective tactic for achieving the overarching political and militaristic 
goals of the organization. This type of violence allows Al-Shabaab to demon-
strate its ability to challenge the state, despite extensive counterterrorism 
efforts, while still maintaining public opinion, a significant consideration in 
the likelihood of governance success.

Environmental benefits of SBAs

In addition to these broader group-specific imperatives that inform Al- 
Shabaab’s focus on SBAs as part of its overall suicide bombing profile, other 
phenomena related to the group’s operational environment are also important. 
While Al-Shabaab’s distinct political and military desires likely hold influence 
over its use of assassinations via suicide bombings, its primary area of opera-
tion also plays a role. Although the group operates in several different coun-
tries in the Horn of Africa, it is based in Somalia, historically characterized by 
political instability and long-running conflict. Somalia entered into civil war in 
1991, and by the mid-2000s, competing entities had emerged in an effort to 
consolidate authority within the resulting power vacuum. Despite several 
attempts to establish transitional governments, these bodies failed to eliminate 
the widespread violence perpetrated between rival warlords and along these 
clan-based cleavages. Al-Shabaab emerged and amassed power within this 
turbulent landscape.

Within such volatile conditions, members of Al-Shabaab sought to exploit 
the country-wide struggle for power and establish itself as a tenable service 
provider and armed movement. The political instability engendered by the 
civil war and accompanying internal conflict not only has generated lawless-
ness that facilitated Al-Shabaab’s expansion, but it has undermined attempts 
to establish succession mechanisms for Somali state leaders. Even in 2012, 

50“Abdirahman Omar Osman, Mogadishu Mayor, Dies after Suicide Bombing,” BBC, https://www.bbc.com/ 
news/world-africa-49197036.
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after the Somali Constitution was written and created, these procedures, 
contention among civilians and sustained disagreement among government 
officials undermined the legitimacy of the document.51 Thus, while the succes-
sion of Somali political leaders is institutionalized on paper, the real-world 
uncertainty enshrouding its longevity and transparency persist. Iqbal and 
Zorn argue that in countries with precarious leader succession methods, 
assassinations are much more likely to induce tumult, which groups, such as 
Al-Shabaab, can exploit.52 This finding likely plays a role in Al-Shabaab’s 
reliance on SBAs as a tactic, as it aligns with its ambition to topple the current 
system.

Furthermore, it is possible that Al-Shabaab’s use of suicide bombing assas-
sinations reflects the targeting tactics similarly permitted by the Somali gov-
ernment. Starting in 2011, Somalia allowed the United States to conduct drone 
strikes against Al-Shabaab, which have killed several prominent leaders of the 
terror group.53 As a result, the inflated prevalence of SBAs observed across Al- 
Shabaab’s operations might reflect the group’s desire for retribution in the 
aftermath of being targeted: indeed, as Shire has shown, when Al-Shabaab’s 
top leaders have been killed, it has indeed increased its use of suicide bombings 
as means to project resiliency.54 By targeting high-level Somali government 
and military officials, Al-Shabaab engages in a “tit-for-tat” strategy, aiming to 
prove that this drone campaign is just as costly to the state as to itself.55

Conclusions

With the acknowledged lack of attention in the terrorism studies literature to 
suicide bombing assassinations, this article has asked three interrelated ques-
tions: What has been the evolution of Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombing assassi-
nation efforts? How, if at all, are Al-Shabaab’s suicide bombing assassination 
efforts unique, particularly in an African context? Finally, to the extent that 
they are unique, what logics underlie the group’s use of them?

Using a combination of three unique datasets on African suicide bombing, 
along with data taken from the Global Terrorism Database, the article has 
shown the ways in which Al-Shabaab is – and is not – unique in its use of SBAs 
in the African context. Among other findings, it demonstrates that Al-Shabaab 

51Somalia’s Current Security and Stability Status: Testimony before the Subcommittee on Africa and Global Health 
Policy, 115th Cong. (2018) (statement of Dr. EJ Hogendoorn, Former Deputy Program Director, International 
Crisis Group), https://www.crisisgroup.org/somalias-current-security-and-stability-status.

52Zaryab Iqbal and Christopher Zorn, “Sic Semper Tyrannis? Power, Repression, and Assassination since the 
Second World War,” The Journal of Politics 68, no. 3 (2006): 489–501.

53Paul Williams, “Why US Diplomatic Muscle Could Achieve More in Somalia than Drone Strikes,” The 
Conversation, https://theconversation.com/why-us-diplomatic-muscle-could-achieve-more-in-somalia-than- 
drone-strikes-146589.

54Shire, “How Do Leadership Decapitation and Targeting Error Affect Suicide Bombings?” 2020.
55Caleb Weiss, “Shabaab Tries to Assassinate Top General in Somalia,” FDD’s Long War Journal, https://www. 

longwarjournal.org/archives/2020/07/shabaab-tries-to-assassinate-top-general-in-somalia.php.
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has used SBAs in greater sheer numbers than its other African analogues 
(Metric #2) and has employed them more consistently and over a far greater 
span of time than its analogues (Metric #3). Al-Shabaab also uses SBAs as 
a greater percentage of its overall suicide bombing efforts (Metric #4), even if it 
does not use SBAs as often in its overall profiles of violence as does AQIM 
(Metric #1). Finally, when it comes to efficacy, Al-Shabaab’s SBA attempts 
(Metric #5) also outpace those of both AQIM and Boko Haram.

Despite these findings, there are limitations to this study. First, a variety of 
other metrics may well have been investigated here. Future studies could focus 
on the prominence of the assassination attempt; given the rather expansive 
definition of “assassination” employed herein, for example, future work could 
investigate if these groups’ targets differ in degree of prestige. The implications 
are manifest: if Al-Shabaab tends to attempt to assassinate lower-prestige 
individuals (think municipal-level opposition leaders) who would likely have 
less security surrounding them, this could well explain its perceived efficacy 
(Metric #5). Second, outside of the African continent, the external validity of 
any claims about Al-Shabaab’s SBA uniqueness are still unknown. Precisely 
because – as described previously – terrorism tracking databases, such as the 
GTD, ACLED, and CPOST, have inherent limitations in their data on suicide 
bombing assassination, this study was left to draw largely on findings from the 
authors’ own unique databases that focus solely on the African suicide bomb-
ing landscape. How Al-Shabaab’s seemingly unique SBA program compares to 
other non-African SBA-employing groups remains uncertain.

Collectively, what then do these findings reveal? Firstly, this analysis sug-
gests that the modal SBA for Al-Shabaab has several hallmarks; the group 
seeks to use elite members of its squad to strike targets which are frequented by 
political figures. The bomber characteristically acts alone, rarely fails to deto-
nate his explosives, and wreaks casualties outside of himself. Perhaps unsur-
prisingly, as a group that focuses on acute targeting of suicide bombing 
generally, it would only make sense that Al-Shabaab would focus on assassina-
tions acutely as well. Most simply, SBA attacks are precise strikes designed to 
advance Al-Shabaab’s political agenda. Al-Shabaab’s SBA attacks also have 
increased over time, and this fact has generated several significant implica-
tions. If the group can use SBAs so effectively, it will likely continue to do so 
until the tactic becomes either obsolete or less efficacious due to augmented 
security measures or other counterterrorism efforts.

Aside from their operational success, though, SBA attacks help to advance 
Al-Shabaab’s symbolic success. Specifically, Al-Shabaab has historically been 
more focused on serving as an alternative to the state, rather than simply 
engendering exhibitions of shock and awe. This offers important insight for 
tangible responses to these kinds of attacks. To the extent that Somali politi-
cians or other high-ranking individuals are concerned about their safety, 
suicide bombing appears to be a tactic that should be watched. This means, 
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at minimum, a new level of security around spaces that are common to 
international and domestic security forces. It may also mean that political 
arenas and military buildings should implement a wider set of checkpoints, to 
disincentivize bombers from trying to blitz through these armed spaces and 
gain access to high-ranking officials. Collectively, this analysis suggests that to 
the extent that SBAs have historically received little attention from the terror-
ism studies community, in practice, Al-Shabaab’s protracted use of them 
serves as a case study for further investigation.
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