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ABSTRACT
Over the years, political scientists and policymakers have striven to 
understand the circumstances under which terrorists fail, operationally 
and strategically. However, the question of failure has less frequently 
been approached through the lens of any one specific tactic. This 
article asks: how should one define and understand the sources of 
suicide bombing failure? After introducing a new definition of suicide 
bombing failure, the article next uses probit model analysis to test 
planner (or “architect”) versus militant (or “attacker”) sources of failure 
by using a unique dataset detailing the suicide bombing efforts of 
three of the most active African jihadist terror groups which leveraged 
suicide terrorism from 2007 to 2020 — al-Shabaab, “Boko Haram,” 
and Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (“AQIM”). It finds evidence that 
choices made by these groups’ “architects,” are most commonly 
correlated with suicide bombing failures, rather than operational 
failures by “attackers” themselves.

“Somali troops shot out the tires of the truck and fired into the cab as well, wounding the 
driver and suicide bomber. The suicide bomber was found with a bag packed with explosives. 
A Somali police officer told Reuters that the Shabaab fighter clearly had tried to detonate 
the bomb at the seaport.”1

“One teenager [associated with “Boko Haram”] …was 16 when she said she was drugged 
and strapped with a suicide belt and sent out with two other women who also carried 
bombs to blow up soldiers at a checkpoint. One of the women had an infant strapped 
to her back. The three decided they would turn themselves in. As the group approached 
the checkpoint to surrender, one of the women stopped behind a tree to urinate, the 
teenager said. When the woman squatted, her bomb accidentally detonated. “2

“A suicide car bomb [attributed to al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb] detonated at a 
checkpoint close to UN facilities at the airport [in Gao, in northern Mali]. No one was 
killed in the blast, but nearby UN buildings were badly damaged.’”3

The phenomenon of suicide bombing is paradoxical for many reasons, not least of 
which is that it presents a uniquely violent outcome: a suicide attack is only considered 
successful in its original intentions if the perpetrator of the attack is, him or herself, 
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also killed. Yet, to the extent that the death of the perpetrator is considered to be an 
incumbent part of a “successful” suicide attack, a related fact, too, merits consideration: 
just how does one define “suicide bombing failure,” and just when and why is it most 
likely to occur?

The above three vignettes detailed examples of failed suicide bombing attempts of 
members of three African terror groups — “Boko Haram,” al-Shabaab, and al-Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb (“AQIM”).4 Despite an increased number of studies on the 
success of terrorist operations, suicide bombing, and African suicide bombers specif-
ically,5 few have taken on the acute question of failures through the lens of one terrorist 
tactic. And, though the topic of the definitions and sources of terrorist failure has 
received little systematic attention in the literature, as this article details subsequently, 
two related but incipient tropes that probe the explanations for these questions have 
begun to emerge for suicide attacks. One trope suggests that failures in suicide attacks 
may be attributable to planning decisions by the groups deploying the bombers — the 
“architects” of would-be suicide attacks — while a second, slightly more developed 
literature suggests that suicide bombing failures are more predominantly attributable 
to the lower human capital of those individuals in such would-be suicide bombings 
—the “attackers.” With these developing and tangled literatures in mind, this article 
asks two similarly interrelated questions. First, building off of existing literature on 
terrorist failures and foiled plots, how does one understand the notion of “terrorist 
failure” at all? And having done so, what is the most appropriate way to define failures 
in suicide bombing? Second, armed with said definition, to what degree are either of 
these two hypothesized sources of suicide bombing failure — poor organizational 
planning by the “architects” versus poor effectuation of the operation by low-quality 
“attackers” themselves — actually associated with suicide bombing failure?

To answer the first question, this article proposes a new definition of suicide bombing 
failure and two empirically testable categorizations of suicide bombing failure: failures 
of detonation and failures of lethality. To best understand the sources which may be 
associated with suicide bombing failure, this article next uses exploratory probit model 
analysis to examine “architect” versus “attacker” sources of failure. By examining a 
unique dataset detailing the entirety of suicide bombing efforts of the three most active 
jihadist terror groups in Africa — al-Shabaab, “Boko Haram,” and “AQIM” — from 
2007 to 2020, we can examine the impact of architects and attackers on bomber failure.

Importantly, we recognize that looking at only these three groups – Boko Haram, 
al-Shabaab, and AQIM– all located on one continent, has certain limits in its ability to 
offer a definitive set of observations about suicide bombing failures in every context: 
we do not seek to do so. Above all, this study is intended to lay the groundwork for a 
broader agenda: while we work to lay out definitions and theoretical concerns, we can 
claim no external validity for the findings here to other world regions. However, because 
the African continent is both a primary locus of suicide bombing activity globally, and 
because our own data collection is unique in its tendency to capture suicide bombing 
failures, the data here is the best available to address these questions at hand.

While the definition of failure is, we believe, the best contribution we can make to 
the literature on suicide terrorism, we also seek to investigate how this conceptual 
phenomenon preliminarily plays out in our empirical analysis. Our results show that 
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“architectural” variables are better predictors of failure than “attacker” variables, a 
finding that adds new insights to the more developed literature suggesting that “attack-
ers’” low human capital predicts bomber failure. However, the two phenomena are 
deeply interconnected: our study shows that when interacted, “attacker” personnel 
issues can exacerbate preexisting “architectural” planning issues associated with failure, 
adding a new dimension to the literature on suicide terrorism and terrorist failures, 
writ large.

In the first section, we discuss the varying ways that scholars have conceptualized 
the notion of terrorist failure, particularly “suicide bombing failure” and ultimately 
delineate our own definition. In doing so, we describe what we believe to be the four 
most salient types of suicide bombing failure and delineate the two of those four types 
that are empirically testable: failures of detonation and failures of lethality. In the 
second section, we retrace the emergence and evolution of studies related to the orga-
nizationally rooted “architect” sources of suicide bombing failure and the human 
capital-rooted “attacker” sources of suicide bombing failure. In the third section, we 
discuss our methodology, describing our data collection process and delineating the 
proxy variables that we employ to test our “architect” versus “attacker” sources of 
suicide bombing failure. The fourth section is the presentation of our data and a 
discussion of our findings. A final section concludes.

Part One: “Suicide Bomber Failure”

Defining Failure Through the Lens of Suicide Terrorism

To develop an understanding of why suicide bombers fail, it is first important to 
delineate what a suicide bombing failure is, particularly in the context of broader 
terrorist operational failures. For this piece, we define a suicide bombing as an act of 
terrorism in which a member of a terror group deploys on a mission of violence to 
kill other people, laboring under the expectation that his or her death will occur as 
a result of the attack.

At the outset, it is important to note that scholarship on terrorism “failure” or 
“success” has tended to be approached through whether or not terrorism as a strategy 
is an effective way for groups to reap political concessions from their intended audi-
ences. In particular, while a slew of authors believe that terrorist groups can and do 
successfully use terrorism as a strategy to hold governments hostage and thus engender 
governmental compliance,6 a more recent set of scholarship empirically seeks to show 
that such compliance as a result of terrorist pressure is rare, if it exists at all.7 In this 
vein, terrorism failure is conceived of as a failure of strategy. Looking more macro-
scopically at the failure of terrorism, Neumann and Smith argue that terrorism fails 
when an organization fails to incur the requisite level of fear that forces governments 
to acknowledge them.8 Others like Stephan and Chenoweth have shown, indeed, vio-
lence might be considered a failure at bringing about change when compared to 
nonviolent protest.9 In other cases, certain authors have looked at terror groups’ oper-
ational failures: in a recent assessment, Matesan and Berger show that operational 
mistakes — namely incurring civilian casualties — can force terrorist organizations to 
acknowledge or even apologize for their errors.10 However, the above pieces tend to 
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interpret terrorist failures through primarily strategic or operational lenses, not tacti-
cally. To fill this gap in the literature, we seek to define and understand terrorist 
tactical failings particularly through the lens of suicide bombing failures.

Indeed, many of the most important pieces on suicide bombing specifically have 
viewed “failure” as a consequence of strategy or operational error. Most emblematic 
of this trend is Pape’s seminal 2003 article, which considers suicide bombing through 
a strategic lens — assessing that it has proven to be an efficacious way for weaker 
groups to encourage occupying forces to make territorial concessions — never clearly 
delineating as a central concept what “failure” might look like outside of “non-success.”11 
Pape deliberately excluded any possibility of failure from his definition of success, in 
which a bomber had to reach the target and kill at least one other person in addition 
to themselves.”12 Bloom’s likewise important 2004 work on Palestinian suicide bombing 
also takes a strategic approach to the question of success, understanding, in broad 
terms, suicide bombing to be a success in allowing the group using it to “outbid” 
others in their commitment to the cause; like Pape, she does not discuss “failure” as 
a central, tactical, dichotomous, or measurable concept.13 For their parts, Hoffman and 
McCormick’s 2004 work on suicide bombing as a signaling device also uses a strategic 
approach to understanding suicide bombing success (and thereby, “failure”) measuring 
the effectiveness of a suicide bombing campaign relative to other terrorist options, 
with “success” or “failure” evaluated as a strategic outcome, not necessarily confined 
to a discrete tactical occurrence.14 In short, these examples of the grounding works 
in suicide terrorism show that the question of success or failure primarily is framed 
most commonly as a strategic question, not a tactical one.

Other pieces have proffered more concrete conceptions of “failure,” which normally 
judge the “success” and “failure” of suicide bombing as the lethality of one group’s 
overall suicide bombing efforts compared to those of other groups. Relying on met-
rics of the average number of deaths caused by suicide bombing groups over time 
from longitudinal studies by those like Moghadam,15 Santifort-Jordan and Sandler,16 
and the University of Chicago, scholars like Warner and Matfess, for instance, have 
conceptualized “Boko Haram’s” overall suicide bombing efforts as “failures” when 
they have not met the thresholds for average lethality of suicide bombing deaths of 
other terror groups;17 Laitin and Berman have used a similar approach in under-
standing Hezbollah and Hamas’ suicide bombings,18 while Warner and Chapin have 
used similar metrics with regard to al-Shabaab’s suicide bombings.19 For his part, 
Williams, suggests that the Taliban are “the world’s worst suicide bombers” not only 
because of their extraordinarily low levels of lethality when compared to other, more 
established organizations, but also, because a high percentage of Taliban bombers 
succeed only in killing themselves, striking the wrong target, or obtaining only 
nominal success.20

However, the closest analog to this article’s more systematic approach to under-
standing suicide bombing failure is work by Benmelech and Berrebi from 2007. In 
one subsection of their paper, the authors lay out one of the most comprehensive 
discussions of suicide bomber failures as such:

Some suicide bombers will fail in their missions and will be caught by security forces or 
civilians during the attack…. We classify suicide bombers as “caught” if they 1) failed to 
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detonate their explosive devices, 2) looked suspicious and were apprehended or killed by 
civilians, policemen, or soldiers, 3) panicked and blew themselves up before they reached 
the target, or 4) chickened out.21

Though this discussion is a useful starting point of suicide bombing failures, there 
are inherent shortcomings in such definitions, including, for instance, the understand-
able but inchoate notion of any individual bomber chickening out.22

To streamline and cohere this ethos from Benmelech and Berrebi, as well as some 
of the definitions presented by Williams and the broader literature on when terrorist 
groups fail operationally, this article offers a new definition of suicide bombing failure. 
To do so, we sketch out broad categories of failure, not all of which will be empirically 
testable but will help us to derive a clearer vision of how and when suicide bombers 
fail. More specifically, this new definition argues that suicide bombing failures may 
occur in one of two stages —the pre-deployment or post-deployment stages — and 
most commonly in the following ways:

a. In the pre-deployment stage, a suicide attack may fail if its would-be suicide plot 
is discovered and foiled by security forces.

b. In the post-deployment phase, a suicide attack may fail if a would-be suicide 
bomber, working on behalf of a terror group, deploys on an attack and either:

i.  Does not detonate his or her explosives, and that non-detonation comes 
to be known by authorities through:

1. Self-elected non-detonation (changed mind, never intended to detonate, 
turned themselves in to security forces)

2. Forced non-detonation (captured by security forces)
3. Accidental non-detonation (technical problems with explosives)

ii.  Detonates his or her explosives but fails to kill anyone other than 
herself

iii.  Detonates his or her explosives but and kills people, but not at the 
prescribed target

We delineate the contours of these pre-deployment and post-deployment fail-
ures below.

Pre-Deployment Failures

Foiled Plots
Before attackers carry out an operation, terrorist groups will commonly develop a 
“plot,” or a plan to delineate how the attack will be carried out. Plots which are ulti-
mately discovered are not unusual – according to START, there have been 121 jihadist 
terrorist plots against the U.S. homeland between 1993 and 2017, in addition to 314 
plots against New Zealand, Australia, and other countries which identify as are mem-
bers of the EU and/or NATO.23 We suggest that the earliest stage of failure for a 
would-be suicide attack, then, might be said to occur in this pre-deployment phase, 
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with security forces “foiling the plots” of would-be attacks. For instance, in March 
2015 in Kenya, three female bombers were captured in the small town of Elwak, en 
route to be trained as suicide bombers by al-Shabaab,24 and in January 2012, “AQIM” 
leaders communicated a desire to “mount suicide attacks against U.S. and European 
ships in the Mediterranean,” but the plot was discovered by Algerian intelligence 
authorities and the “AQIM” operatives were arrested.25 We consider a suicide bombing 
a failure when a concept of operations was developed, but that plot was discovered 
and halted by an intervention from “members of the public, friends or family, or 
by government authorities” before it could ultimately be carried out.26

Post-Deployment Failures

Failures of Detonation
Once deployed, we suggest that a suicide bomber can primarily fail in one of three 
ways: failure to detonate; failure to kill anyone but himself or herself; or failure to hit 
a target that they are assigned to strike. In broad terms, a failure of detonation occurs 
when a suicide bomber deploys on an attack, but, for a variety of possible reasons, 
is found by authorities not to have detonated his or her explosives. These sources 
of non-detonation, which ultimately become publicly known, can be caused by multiple 
issues, as we cite above:

a. Self-elected non-detonation (changed mind, never intended to detonate)
b. Forced non-detonation (captured by security forces)
c. Accidental non-detonation (technical problems with explosives)

While other examples of failures to detonate may occur, we suggest that the three 
above are the most common. In one prominent example on 29 October 2013, in the 
popular resort town of Monastir, authorities subdued an attacker from Ansar Dine 
(associated with al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb) before he was able to detonate a 
backpack of explosives at a mausoleum of Habib Bourguiba, the founder of modern 
Tunisia and a strong advocate of secularism, a frequent target for Islamist militants.27 
In sum, we argue that in no logical situation would a terror group or an individual 
bomber deem a “success” an operation that was planned, the bomber deployed, but 
ultimately the bomber did not detonate his or her explosives.28

Failures of Lethality
The second type of post-deployment suicide bombing failure that we delineate is a 
failure of lethality. A failure of lethality occurs when a bomber is deployed, deto-
nates, but causes no deaths other than his/her own. In this instance, the bomber 
may cause injuries or destroy physical property. However, the underlying rationale is 
that a group or bomber that deploys and sacrifices a human life without at least an 
equal loss of life is a failure. As an example of a failure of lethality, in November of 
2016, a suicide car bomb driven by a member associated with “AQIM” detonated at 
a checkpoint close to offices of the UN’s Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization 
Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) peacekeeping mission in Gao, Mali; ultimately, though, 
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no fatalities were caused other than the bomber himself, even though some prefabri-
cated buildings associated with the MINUSMA mission were badly damaged.29 30

Failures of Targeting
The third type of post-deployment failure is a failure at accurate targeting. A failure 
of targeting occurs when a bomber deploys, detonates, and hits a target, including 
killing others, but does so at a target that was not the originally intended target. 
The most notable example in this regard relates to al-Shabaab, which is thought to 
be responsible for the deadly 14 October 2017 dual truck suicide bombing in Mogadishu, 
which killed over 500. In the majority of analyses, the fuel truck detonation was 
thought to be accidental and resulted in the killing of hundreds of innocent civilians, 
which al-Shabaab generally avoids. The group has not claimed the attack on its social 
media, its radio station, or in any of its public-facing documentation, thus indicating 
that this attack was a failure of targeting.31

The Limits of Testing These Definitions

Despite having laid out a comprehensive conceptualization of the four primary ways 
that suicide bombers might fail – foiled plots, failures of detonation, failures of lethality, 
and failures of targeting – we recognize that using the above metrics to conduct a 
rigorous analysis of suicide bombing failure presents challenges. For reasons delineated 
below, to test the possible sources of suicide bombing failure, this article narrows the 
scope of its analysis to investigate only the post-deployment instances of failure of 
detonation and failure of lethality.

Just why do we avoid investigating the sources of pre-deployment instances of failed 
plots? In short, data on these instances of failure are too sparse, sporadic, and often 
unattainable to conduct a reliable, systematic analysis. First, foiling an attack in its 
conceptualization phase — where the exact number of would-be attackers and some-
times specific target(s) are not definitive — leads to imprecision in measurement and 
guesswork in surmising groups’ intentions. Therefore, any attempt to analyze an attack 
that was not even attempted and whose details may have been inchoate does not seem 
to be reasonable. Moreover, because the foiling of would-be suicide attacks by coun-
terterror authorities are often not shared publicly, one cannot incorporate the study 
of foiled plots into a rigorous, systematic analysis of suicide bombing failures writ 
large when the entire universe of cases is to some degree unknowable.

Importantly, though, this is not to say that there have not been attempts to com-
prehensively account for foiled plots within specific regions and contexts. For instance, 
START has developed a database of plots against the United States and its Western 
allies which have been publicly acknowledged as halted. Abroad, too, data-driven 
analysis of the Islamic State tracks the arrests of terrorist operatives over time, showing 
how these disrupted plots fit into the broader landscape of the group’s activity.32 
However, even for countries with the most sophisticated intelligence and counterter-
rorism forces deployed at home and abroad, there is immense secrecy around foiled 
plots until they do not pose a threat to national security. Accordingly, to study only 
the plots which are publicly available would force us to select on the dependent 
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variable – however, we hope that future studies can comprehensively analyze the 
available data to draw more appropriate conclusions about pre-deployment failures.

Moreover, why do we avoid investigating failures of targeting in the post-deployment 
phase? In the same way that data on foiled plots is limited and unreliable, so too do 
social scientists lack reliable information about the nature of internal terrorist group 
targeting intentions, and when an attacker may have hit the wrong targets. Because 
observers cannot know definitively what the deploying terror group’s target was for a 
given attack, it is impossible, without more detailed information to delineate such 
failures in targeting with consistency, accuracy, and rigor. For example, in analyzing 
the social media of African terrorist organizations, there are virtually no instances in 
which leadership admits that it made a targeting mistake. Rather, as Matesan and Berger 
show, groups are more likely to apologize for collateral civilian damage, eschewing any 
explanation for the strategic or operational decisions made behind the scenes.33 In sum, 
though this piece considers foiled plots and failures of targeting to be two of the four 
primary types of suicide bombing failures, the remainder of this article focuses only 
on understanding potential instances of failure that can be observed in the post-deployment 
phases of suicide bombing efforts: failures of detonation and failures of lethality.

Part Two: Understanding the Sources of Suicide Bombing Failure: 
“Architects” and “Attackers”

With this definition of just what suicide bombing failure means, its four primary types, 
and the limits of studying each of these instances, we next turn to the second question 
of this piece: what “sources” of suicide bombing failure are most common? More 
acutely, do “architectural” decisions made by groups or “attacker” characteristics make 
suicide bombing failure more likely, and do either increase or decrease the likelihood 
of failure to detonate or failures of lethality, or simply a failure in the aggregate? In 
the next sections, this article describes hypothesized sources of suicide bombing failures 
along these two dimensions.

Despite a wide and growing literature on suicide bombing, no piece to date has 
taken up, in a systematic and focused fashion, the specific question of why suicide 
bombers fail. However, two incipient tropes of literature — somewhat disconnected 
as they are — have emerged, in which scholars have posited the possible sources of 
suicide bombing failures. Though no such delineation has previously been made, we 
call these camps, roughly, the “architects” camp and the “attackers” camp. To be clear, 
we do not posit that attacker and architect literatures are entirely separable – instead, 
we simply hope to show that when discussing the success and failure of a suicide 
operation, authors generally point to these two (often inter-related) phenomena as the 
source of these outcomes. Below, we unpack how existing literature has discussed the 
relationship between these two phenomena.

“Architects” as Sources of Suicide Bombing Failure

The first general trope of research related to potential suicide bomber failure has 
focused on the planning processes, organizational dynamics, and capacities of terror 
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groups choosing to deploy said bombers. Thus, the first sources of suicide bombing 
failures that we discuss are “architectural failures,” or failures caused in the planning 
stages of the attack, including what to attack and how to attack it. In opposition to 
the second hypothesized source of failure next delineated, “architectural” failures relate 
to decisions of the members of the terror group who planned the attack and are beyond 
the scope of responsibility of the specific attacker deployed on this mission.

While never referred to as the “architectural” trope as such, writing in 2006, Pedahzur 
and Perliger nevertheless note that, to that time, this “organizational” approach of 
understanding the undertaking of suicide bombing had been most common.34 To that 
end, they note that Pape’s aforementioned 2003 study “paved the way for employing 
an organizational perspective” in the study of suicide bombings with his recognition 
that, “the vast majority of suicide attacks are not isolated or random acts by individual 
fanatics, but rather, occur in clusters as part of a larger campaign by an organized 
group to achieve a specific political goal.”35 This organizational approach to suicide 
bombing was shortly thereafter bolstered by Bloom’s aforementioned 2004 study on 
how the rise of suicide bombings had been underwritten by organizations’ desires for 
outbidding other organizations.36 In describing the literature on the evolution of suicide 
bombing to 2006, Pedahzur and Perliger note in no uncertain terms that, “despite a 
wide range of factors used in [the analyses of suicide bombings to date] all of these 
researchers view organizations and their elites as central to the initiation of suicide 
attacks,” with scholars, to that point, relying on the interpretation that terror groups 
exist in an “ordered hierarchical structure that operated according to the directives of 
a leader or an identified echelon of leaders.”37 38

As more studies on suicide bombing emerged, scholars continued to employ orga-
nizational lenses. These include Horowitz’s 2010 study on the diffusion of suicide 
bombing as a tactic from one group to a second group, and how the age of a terror 
organization impacts its likelihood of the adoption of suicide terrorism;39 his 2015 
study on how the ability to recruit, train, equip, and exploit the effects of suicide 
operations is itself evidence of a terror group’s ability to innovate;40 and Acosta’s 2016 
work on how the decision of an organization to adopt suicide bombing is part of  
said terror organization’s strategy for survival.41 Yet, to the extent that the literature 
has adopted organizational lenses in the study of suicide bombings, these have been 
concerning organizations themselves as the main drivers of whether or not to conduct 
suicide attacks at all; little work had been done to understand if and how the decisions 
made by those architects led to successful, or failed, attacks or not.

“Attackers” as Sources of Suicide Bombing Failure

The second existing body of research on suicide bombing failures looks toward the 
deployed attackers and their overall “quality” as being a potential source of suicide 
bombing failure. By “attacker failures,” this piece refers to those failures caused by 
actions at the individual level of those deployed to execute the suicide attack. In oppo-
sition to the “architectural” failures described above, these are failures attributed to 
those sent on the suicide missions themselves, not those that planned the missions at 
the organizational level.
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Early literature about suicide bombing, in general, tended to focus on the motivation 
for individuals in participating in such missions, looking toward psychological (nor-
mally “irrational”) or religious (normally “Islamic fundamentalist”) drivers for partic-
ipation in suicide bombing. Today, both sources have ultimately since been debunked.42 
It was through some of these works on the motivations of suicide bombers that the 
profiles of likely suicide bombers began to be articulated, with works suggesting that 
they were more likely to be, as Pape summarizes, “uneducated, unemployed, socially 
isolated, single men in their late teens and early 20 s.”43 Now, of course, as Krueger, 
Malekova, and others have written, there is no single type or origin of suicide bomber; 
the attackers are as varied as their methods.44 However, while earlier studies of suicide 
bombing at all tended to give acute focus to understanding the motivations of indi-
vidual bombers and profiles of who was most likely to participate as a suicide bomber, 
early work did little to explain if or how the characteristics of the bombers deployed 
may have informed their failures or successes.

However, studies began to emerge that looked specifically at how the characteristics 
of bombers themselves might have some impact on their efficacy. Work by Bloom 
looked at the lens of gender to assert that female suicide bombers inflicted four times 
the number of casualties as their male counterparts, for instance.45 Perhaps the most 
seminal work in this regard has been Benmelech and Berrebi’s 2007 investigation of 
the efficacy of Palestinian suicide bombers deployed from 2000 to 2005, which argued 
that greater “human capital” of suicide bombers translated directly into preferable 
suicide bombing outcomes. As they assert of this logic:

[S]uicide attacks are complex tasks that require a considerable level of task-specific and 
general human capital…The high cost of incompetent, unreliable, or untrustworthy sui-
cide bombers predicts that suicide bombers will tend to be relatively well-educated and 
mentally stable.46

Ultimately, their study found that that human capital did indeed have an impact 
on suicide bomber efficacy: they found that older and more-educated bombers failed 
less and were more lethal.47 By the same token though, studies also show that a 
bomber’s success relies largely on the effectiveness of their tactical equipment; human 
capital only matters if an attacker has a bomb that is truly in their control, and may 
not detonate prematurely.48 Beyond questions of educational attainment, age, and 
available tactical gear, other studies have since subsequently looked at characteristics 
of suicide bombers themselves to make some claims about their broad efficacy, most 
notably focusing on questions of the gender of suicide bombers.49

Before moving forward, we reiterate again that “architects” and “attackers” are not 
entirely separable phenomena; architects make strategic decisions based on the attackers 
available to them, though an attacker may have to make “game-time” decisions if there 
are events that were not part of the larger plan. By the same token, architects may 
choose to strike high-value spaces, which are inherently riskier, given the availability 
of high-caliber attackers. This relationship is critical and should not be ignored. With 
the emergence, evolution, and limitations of these the “architect” and “attacker” tropes 
of suicide bombing failure delineated, we next seek to test the extent to which these 
hypothesized failures are indeed correlated with suicide bombing failures – both sep-
arately, and as a set of interactions.
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Part Three: Methodology

We believe the main contribution of our effort to be a coherent and testable definition 
of suicide bombing failure. However, to ensure that our definition is accurate and 
maps appropriately onto the existing literature, we hope to use preliminary data analysis 
to explore suicide bombing failure through an empirical lens. In this section, we seek 
to use statistical analysis to test if and how our two theorized sources of suicide 
bombing failures — failures by “architects” and failures by “attackers” — actually make 
failure more likely in practice. Accordingly, we turn our attention to three of the most 
active suicide bombing groups on the African continent. Using a unique dataset on 
the suicide bombing efforts of three of the primary jihadist groups in Africa from 
2007 to 2020 — al-Shabaab, “Boko Haram”, and “AQIM” — we show how these sources 
of failure present themselves on the African continent.

Notes on Data and Data Collection

To build our dataset on the universe of suicide bombings undertaken or attempted by 
the three major African jihadist groups, the authors leveraged LexisNexis Uni to cull 
online newspaper stories containing a comprehensive set of search strings.50 Given that 
LexisNexis Uni may not capture articles where the bomber was not explicitly denoted 
as being a member of one of these groups, the Suicide Attack Database (by the Chicago 
Project on Security and Threats), University of Maryland’s START database, ACLED, 
datasets held by the FDD’s Long War Journal, and other open-source resources were 
used to supplement our database. In particular, given that these groups have active 
social media presences, we also leveraged their Twitter accounts to ensure we were 
not missing any claimed suicide attacks, either successful or claimed for martyrdom. 
Broader Arabic-language and French-language open-source research were also utilized 
to supplement our data. The aforementioned databases do not comprehensively track 
failures. However, our data capture all instances of successful and attempted suicide 
bombings from September of 2006 to June 30, 2020.

Concretely, for each instance of a suicide bombing undertaken or attempted by each 
of these groups, we then coded each attack, detailing twenty dimensions of each suicide 
bombing insofar as data was available. Dimensions of each attack included: date and 
geographic location of bombing; the nature of targets (including status as an institu-
tional target or human target); resulting destruction wrought (including the number 
of deaths and injuries); instances of non-detonation or prevented attacks and presence 
of multiple bombers; and information on bomber demographics, among others.

Media articles are the best ways to understand all the dimensions of suicide bombing 
failures. Given the number of reports on any one suicide attack, these kaleidoscopic 
reports ensure that several different sources confirm those instances when bombers 
are thwarted, across time, space, and language. Additionally, reports are quick to call 
attention to attacks where only the bomber is killed and can outline the ways (and 
circumstances) under which suicide bombers are unable to complete their missions.

Importantly, we use bombers as our unit of analysis rather than attacks, since an 
individual attack can include several bombers, some of whom may succeed, and some 
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of whom may fail. There are attacks with both male and female bombers, chaperoned 
attacks with underage and adult bombers, and instances in which attackers can attempt 
to strike a series of different targets. Most importantly, though, individual bombers 
can fail within a successful team attack – therefore, analyzing our data by bomber 
gives us more inputs and allows us to better understand the nature of individual 
suicide bombing failures.

A Snapshot of the Overall Data

To give the reader a sense of the data, we present an overview below. By far, of 
the three groups under investigation, “Boko Haram” has been the most prolific in 
deploying suicide attackers. Interestingly, the two al-Qaeda affiliates on the African 
continent, “AQIM” and al-Shabaab, collectively have sent fewer bombers to commit 
suicide bombings than “Boko Haram” alone. However, more bombers do not mean 
more success. As delineated in Table 1 below, 40% “Boko Haram’s” attackers were 
counted as failures by our empirical standards, in comparison to 35% of attackers 
who failed for “AQIM” and 17% of attackers who failed for al-Shabaab. With so 
many failures across time and space, this dataset provides an ideal opportunity to 
analyze the causes of these unsuccessful suicide attackers through a series of proxy 
variables.

Delineating Proxies for “Architect” and “Attacker” Failures

To test our theories on the phenomena related to suicide bomber failure, and in a bid 
to be statistically rigorous, we evaluate these proposed sources of failure by leveraging 
a traditional probit regression. Our dependent variable is suicide bomber failure, and 
our independent variables are proxies for the sources of those failures, grouped into 
those sources of failure associated with “architects” and others associated with “attack-
ers.” Each of these proxies and the authors’ coding conventions for them are 
detailed below:

Delineating “Architect” Proxies
We suggest that target selection, type of ordnance, whether the attack consisted of a 
single bomber or teams of multiple bombers, and whether the attack occurred in the 
terror group’s country of central operation, act as measurable proxies of the potential 
“architectural” sources of suicide bomber failure. We assume that individual bombers 
alone do not select the targets, munitions, or coordinate actions among multiple 
attackers. Therefore, these factors can be studied to identify distinct mechanisms of 
failure beyond the scope of individual bomber competence and decision-making.

Table 1. overview of data on overall suicide attacks and failed attacks, by group (2007–2020).

Group name
deployed Suicide 

Attackers overall failures
failures of 
detonation failures of lethality

“Boko Haram” 687 285 146 139
Al-Shabaab 293 50 32 18
“AQim” 145 51 21 30
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Target Type.  We suggest that groups’ decisions to attack “hard” targets (like military and 
government targets) are more likely to lead to failure than groups’ decisions to attack 
“soft” targets (like markets, restaurants, hotels, and bus stops). First, a higher likelihood 
of failure in targeting a hard target is intuitive. By their very definition, military and 
government “hard targets” take deliberate measures to reduce their vulnerability to 
attack: such measures include robust security patrols around government buildings 
and controlled access to buildings themselves. Second, a higher likelihood of failure 
in targeting hard targets relates to sheer availability: while only a discrete number of 
hard targets exists, a suicide attacker seeking to sow insecurity could select from any 
number of cafes, markets, or religious congregations to inflict significant casualties with 
much lower risk of failure than if he were to attack a military target. To the extent 
that soft targets are inherently easier to strike (and thus less likely to induce failure) 
analysis of suicide attacks in Iraq from 2003-2010 indicates that 83% of suicide bombers 
attacked soft targets, while only 13% attacked coalition or government targets.51

Our database tracks the nature of the target that a suicide bomber seeks to attack.
We, therefore, capture instances of terrorists who attempt to strike both hard 

targets and soft targets. We define “soft” targets as spaces designed to be frequented 
predominantly by civilians: in our database, this includes markets, internally dis-
placed persons (IDP) camps, hotels, restaurants, airports, bus stops, educational 
institutions, churches, mosques, and other secular, non-governmental targets. In 
contrast, our database defines “hard targets” as government buildings and personnel, 
military installations, international peacekeeping deployments, or police.52

Ordnance Type.  The second “architectural” proxy is ordnance type: we hypothesize 
that bombers who do not use car bombs are more likely to fail. First, in general 
terms, the comparatively larger payload of a VBIED as compared to a vest or belt 
means that it is less likely, at the very least, to lead to a failure of non-lethality. By 
the same token, there is often a higher likelihood of an accidental detonation when 
a person-borne IED (PBIED) is responsible for manually detonating an explosive, 
rather than relying on the automatic explosion of a VBIED after a crash.53 Second, 
the costs associated with each type of ordnance matter. Given that a suicide vest costs 
approximately $150 whereas the expenditures and expertise required to construct a 
vehicular bomb are significantly higher,54 greater upfront costs of the former suggests 
that groups operating with limited funds would, when conducting a VBIED attack, be 
more likely to undertake more deliberately planned operations carried out by higher 
quality bombers, thus increasing the expected effectiveness. Vests and belts, on the 
other hand, represent a minimal financial cost, can be executed with less planning, 
and will likely feature lower quality bombers, and thus, likely lead to a higher potential 
likelihood of failure. 55

Teams of Bombers.  We hypothesize that a terrorist group’s decision to increase the size 
of a suicide operation increases the complexity of the attacks and thus the likelihood 
that at least one attacker in the operation will fail to either detonate or to kill. To be 
clear, it would logically follow that multiple attackers would solve a problem of credible 
commitments. For some groups, like ISIS, increased complexity through their inghimasi 
attacks would yield much success. However, the success of an attack with more bombers 
is not simply a higher form of success than a single bomber detonation, given that 
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more bombers mean that there are more opportunities for things to go wrong. First, 
execution of a complex operation requires significant organizational capacity to plan, 
resource, and execute. The very act of coordinating the movement of multiple bombers 
subjects the entire plan to greater potential compromise. Likewise, communications 
and logistics coordination present more opportunities for failure. Second, because 
high-quality bombers are a scarce resource to be deployed judiciously, it is rare that 
attacks featuring multiple bombers with a higher risk of failure would feature the 
most valuable resource that a given terrorist group maintains.56 57 In an analysis of 
linked suicide bombings, Warner et  al found that “nearly one-third (31.1%) of “Boko 
Haram’s” suicide bombers failed in their linked attack efforts.” While these bombers 
failed in a variety of ways for a variety of reasons, complexity is a key characteristic 
of such attacks that may spell failure for would-be bombers.58 59

Attacking inside Country of Central Operation. Our fourth and final proxy for potential 
“architectural” sources of suicide bombing failure is whether or not attempted suicide 
attacks were conducted in a terror group’s “country of central operation.” We suggest 
that attacks that occur in the terror group’s base country are more likely to fail than 
attacks conducted in foreign countries due to home country security forces’ greater 
familiarity with terror organizations operating in their jurisdiction, and their abilities 
to minimize destruction. First, countries that are familiar with the terrorist group 
presence are more likely to have developed robust counterterror capabilities developed 
either indigenously or with assistance from external allies.60 Second, bombers attacking 
in foreign lands may also be less likely to defect: whereas “homegrown” terrorists’ 
local community attachments or familial distractions may discourage attackers from 
ultimately completing a suicide mission, these distractions can be significantly reduced 
when “homegrown” attackers deploy in “foreign” locations.61

A third reason for increased failure close to home is the relationship between suicide 
bombing and public support. Given that scholars like Horowitz have suggested that 
public support is a necessary pre-requisite for the implementation of suicide bombing, 
a potential lack of public support for the tactic “abroad” would be much less likely 
to discourage a would-be bomber who is not part of that community from deploying.62 
As an example of this phenomenon, Moghadam finds in his analysis of suicide attacks 
in Iraq from 2003-2008 that “most attacks against occupation forces are carried out 
by foreign jihadis from places such as Kuwait, Libya, Saudi Arabia, and Syria.”63

Our database considers Somalia as al-Shabaab’s country of central operation and 
Nigeria as “Boko Haram’s” home country. For its part, we also recognize that “AQIM”’s 
“home base” has not been static: the group has grown and (correspondingly) shifted 
its center of operations over time. Therefore, we code Algeria as the country of central 
operation for “AQIM,” but also consider Mali as the second country of central oper-
ation from 2012 to 2020.

Delineating “Attacker” Proxies
We argue that bomber age, bomber gender, and global jihadi group affiliations act as 
measurable proxies for the potential “attacker” sources of suicide bomber failure. In 
contrast to the “architectural” decisions made by groups about what to attack and how 
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to attack it, these proxies relate to the characteristics of who attacks at all. In contrast 
to decisions made by organizations themselves, these proxies seek to delineate the 
“quality” of the bombers themselves: by contrasting the plans of “architects” with the 
effectuation of those plans by the “attackers,” we seek to gain analytical leverage on 
where sources of suicide bombing failure may be said to lie.

Bomber Age.  We hypothesize that younger bombers — or what we call “underage” 
bombers under 1864 — are more likely to fail than older bombers. Youth relates to 
bomber failure for many reasons. First, age is a proxy for experience and maturity, 
two factors that are difficult to measure independent of age, but both of which are 
closely linked to both bomber lethality and target selection. As noted, Benmelech and 
Berrebi’s 2007 study of 151 Palestinian suicide bombing attacks between 2000 and 
2005 found that those who failed (as per these authors’ earlier delineated definition) 
were on average 3.2 years younger than those who succeeded. Furthermore, younger 
bombers killed fewer people even when they were successful in reaching their targets.65

Second, children deployed as bombers are often sent coercively and non-consensually, 
thus meaning that they are less likely to successfully follow through on missions. As 
an example, New York Times reporter Dionne Searcey interviewed eighteen girls who 
survived “Boko Haram’s” attempts at coercing them to carry out suicide bombings. Of 
these young girls, Searcey writes,

All of the girls recounted how armed militants forcibly tied suicide belts to their waists, or 
thrust bombs into their hands, before pushing them toward crowds of people. Most were 
told that their religion compelled them to carry out the orders. And all of them resisted, 
preventing the attacks by begging ordinary citizens or the authorities to help them.66

Younger bombers may also be more impressionable and less serious in their religious 
commitment. The cult of martyrdom offers salvation, but martyrs can fail: selfishness, 
lack of discipline, and immaturity may compromise the mission and signal that the 
bomber was of insufficient faith.67 It should also be noted that many authors have 
argued that the use of children as suicide bombers may also provide some tactical 
advantages because children can avoid suspicion, gain access to restrictive locations, 
and may have enduring relationships with security personnel that can be exploited by 
terrorist organizations. Those advantages only pay off when a bomber successfully 
carries out his or her mission, which, we hypothesize, is less likely for children.

Bomber Gender. The second proxy for potential “attacker” failures is a bomber’s gender: 
across cases, we hypothesize that being a female will make a bomber more likely to 
fail. To be clear, this argument does not rest on gendered lenses of overall “capacity”: 
instead, particularly in the African case studies, numerous studies have shown that 
women and girls (including some who have been kidnapped) have occasionally been 
coerced into serving as suicide bombers. In the absence of a self-generated desire to 
deploy, these women and girls, we suggest, are more likely to fail, both in failures of 
detonation and failures of lethality.

To be sure, of all of the proxies investigated here, the female suicide bomber has 
received the most extensive attention, with scholars finding rationales for both their 
likely increased efficacy as well as potential inefficacy. Outside of the African context, 
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and in contradiction to our theory, many scholars tend to support the idea that female 
bombers should decrease the likelihood of failure. For example, Bloom argues that 
female bombers are more effective than men, stating that “they kill on average four 
times more people than their male counterparts.”68 Along these same lines, O’Rourke’s 
study of all known female suicide bombings conducted from 1981 to 2008 found that 
female bombers averaged 8.4 casualties per attack compared to 5.3 for male bombers.69

Yet, in the context of suicide bombings that occur in Africa, the situation appears 
to be different. For instance, Warner et  al find that “female bombers who abandoned 
their mission suggest that a number of the women and girls used in these attacks are 
abductees — and unwilling participants in the mission from the start.”70 Contrary to 
Bloom’s findings, it appears that in the case of Africa, and specifically “Boko Haram,” 
the occasional lack of agency to deploy as a suicide bomber would lead female bombers 
to more failures. To be clear, organizations that have had success with female bombers 
deliberately tailor messaging and recruitment efforts to attract women as volunteers 
– they do not coerce them – a critical distinction between the groups in our study 
and the global trends.71 Our projection that female bombers are more likely to fail is 
colored, then, by the question of coercion in the context of African groups.72

Global Jihadi Group Affiliations.  We suggest that a local terror group’s global affiliation 
may have an impact on its likelihood of failure, with groups unaffiliated with long-
standing global suicide bombing organizations, like al-Qaeda, failing more often. The 
logic of this hypothesis is simple: al-Qaeda core’s commitment to suicide terror has 
been a fundamental feature of its profile of violence, and as such, the group has 
institutionalized a training agenda for its bombers, which it has diffused to global 
affiliates.

For al-Qaeda, more so than any other group, the cult of martyrdom has been 
institutionalized in the indoctrination and training of recruits.73 Rigorous training for 
suicide attackers has been a prominent feature of al-Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan: 
details of such suicide bombing training programs have been documented by extensive 
materials recovered by U.S. forces from Afghan training camps in March 2002.74 To 
that end, al-Qaeda has a highly institutionalized selection process to identify potential 
suicide bombers and to provide command and control of suicide operations.

For example, the 1998 bombing of the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi, Kenya involved 
years of planning: al-Qaeda fighters selected for the operation were married to local 
women and operated businesses in Kenya for years to provide convincing cover while 
the operational plans were finalized. When al-Qaeda leadership decided to strike, a 
commander was deployed to the region, and years of groundwork were successfully 
leveraged to conduct an attack.75 This extensive preparation and training by al-Qaeda 
bombers differ from anecdotal evidence of the hastily planned attacks undertaken by 
“Boko Haram.”76 Finally, work done on the diffusion of terrorist tactics, including 
suicide bombing, by Horowitz further lends credence to this logic: he has found that 
direct diffusion, where one group trains and enables another group, is generally more 
effective than indirect diffusion, where a group simply mimics the actions of another 
group.77 As he has shown, groups that are well known for the lethality of their suicide 
bombing programs are, more often than not, the beneficiaries of direct diffusion from 
either Hezbollah or al-Qaeda, the two main diffusers of suicide bombing tactics.78
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Part 4: Presentation of Statistical Analysis

Having laid out these proxies for the potential “architect” and “attacker” sources of 
suicide bomber failure, we next test these sources against the empirical suicide bombing 
efforts of three of the most active African terror groups.

Model 1: Aggregate and Failure by Type

We begin by looking at the effect of these architect and attacker characteristics on the 
likelihood of suicide bomber failure, writ large, in Table 2, below. We chose to use 
probit statistical analysis given the binary outcome of failure and the variables we 
selected as proxies. Here, we outline our model:
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In an effort to be statistically rigorous, we next disaggregate the extent to which any 
of our proxy variables is associated with specific types of failure: in other words, our 
metrics of failure to detonate or failure of lethality. We do so using the same parallel models:
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We ran Table 2 on our suicide bombing database, and we present the results in 
Table 2. The “architect” variables are captured in the first four variables, and the next 
three “attacker variables” follow.

As per Table 2 above, there is a sharp distinction between “architectural” and 
“attacker” variables in influencing suicide bomber failure. In short, we see no statistical 
significance in any of the three “attacker” variables (age, gender, non-al-Qaeda affili-
ation) on failure, while, conversely, we find that three of the four “architect” variables 
(non-soft target, non-car bombs, and teams) do have statistical significance; the only 
“architect” source of failure with no significance is the country of central operation 
variable.

Investigating “Architect” Sources of Failure
Our data shows that target type has a significant impact on the likelihood of suicide 
bomber failure overall, and across both types of failure. An attack on a non-soft target, 
(or a “hard target”) was highly positively correlated with suicide bombing failure, at 
the .001 level. This squares with our initial belief that hard targets present additional 
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opportunities for failure than do soft targets, the former of which may be heavily 
guarded government and military facilities. Attacking a non-soft target was highly 
positively associated with failure in the aggregate and in relation to non-detonation 
failures, both at the .001 level. Slightly less significantly, but still at the .01 level, were 
failures of non-lethality associated with the attacking of hard targets, which is surpris-
ing. We expected groups to send higher quality bombers to attack these targets and 
we expected these bombers to be more likely to detonate ineffectively than to defect. 
One plausible explanation is that the presence of security forces has a slightly more 
pronounced effect on encouraging bomber defection (failure of detonation) than it 
does on physically protecting personnel at the site from being killed.

Second, and similarly, the use of a non-car bomb (or, the use of a vest/belt) as 
ordnance type, was also highly positively correlated with failure at the .001 level in 
the aggregate, and across failures of detonation and failure of lethality. It also makes 
sense that the use of suicide vests/belts and other bombs which are attached to a given 
attacker may be more likely to run into human error. Vehicular bombs represent a 
more significant investment and are consequently more likely to be used at the dis-
cretion of a trusted bomber or as part of a more significant operation, while vests 
and belts cost significantly less and require less training and organizational capacity 
to deploy.79 For this reason, it is more likely that when a group invests in a vehicular 
borne device the group will ensure that the operation is more effectively planned and 
executed.

An investigation of the third “architect” variable, “teams” shows the most interesting 
variation. While in the aggregate, suicide bombing teams show a positive significant 
correlation with failure in the aggregate (.01), there was a clear split in what types of 

Table 2. Suicide bomber failure-aggregate and typological model.
Dependent variable:

Aggregate_failure failure_of_detonation failure_of_lethality

(1) (2) (3)

non_Soft_target 0.74*** 0.69*** 0.30**
(0.09) (0.10) (0.10)

Country_Central_
operations

–0.04 –0.14 0.01
(0.12) (0.13) (0.13)

team 0.28** 0.46*** –0.01
(0.09) (0.11) (0.11)

non_Car_Bomb 0.92*** 0.86*** 0.52***
(0.13) (0.15) (0.15)

underage 0.13 0.02 0.17
(0.12) (0.14) (0.13)

female 0.07 –0.10 0.14
(0.10) (0.11) (0.11)

nonAQ 0.19 0.07 0.12
(0.12) (0.14) (0.14)

Constant –1.83*** –2.17*** –1.69***
(0.17) (0.19) (0.19)

observations 1,125 1,125 1,125
log likelihood –635.06 –480.36 –484.66
Akaike inf. Crit. 1,286.11 976.72 985.33

Note:.
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
***p < 0.001.
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failures teams are associated with. Our findings reveal that the deployment of teams 
is highly positively associated with failures of detonation, statistically at the significant 
.001 level. Conversely, there is no statistical significance whatsoever for the teams’ 
effects on failures of lethality, though, there is a slight negative impact on failure: 
teams seem to have some small correlation with a reduced likelihood for failures of 
lethality. This close association of teams with failures of detonation we believe to be 
caused by the fact that, especially for “Boko Haram,” evidence exists that it sometimes 
deploys teams of bombers (especially an older chaperone escorting a younger bomber) 
when one of the two bombers is potentially being coerced. In other words, one member 
of the “team” is acting as an insurance policy that the second, often unwilling bomber, 
detonates. We imagine that the high correlation with failures of detonation along the 
team variable is attributable to post-deployment defection to security authorities by 
non-willing bombers.

Our fourth “architectural” variable — attacks on the country of central operation 
— shows no statistical significance. Of interest though is that attacks on home country 
appear to have a non-statistical impact on reducing failures of detonation while being 
non-statistically positively correlated with increased failure of non-lethality.

Investigating “Attacker” Sources of Failure
Somewhat surprisingly, the “attacker” sources of failure — much discussed in the 
suicide bombing literature in terms of “human capital” — showed, in our analysis, to 
have no meaningful impact on increasing the likelihood of failure in the aggregate or 
across failure types, in any of the three variables of investigation: age, gender, or 
al-Qaeda affiliation. This finding is surprising: intuition suggests that younger bombers 
would, for a variety of reasons, be more likely to fail than older bombers. One expla-
nation for this lack of significance, we suggest, might relate to the scant availability 
of data on bomber age and gender at all. Because the vast majority of reports on 
suicide bombers working on behalf of the three groups in question did not comment 
on the age of the perpetrator — because it is challenging to identify the remains of 
a bomber, or also because the bomber was simply assumed to be an adult — our data 
on the ages of the bomber was lacking. Indeed, out of 1125 bombers, only 136 were 
identified as being underage. Whatever the cause, our data offers that striking finding 
that age is not associated with suicide bombing failures.

Perhaps the most interesting finding was that women were no more or less likely 
to fail at suicide bombings than men. This is notable: while there has been much 
discussion of how younger bombers and female bombers may not always consent to 
their deployment, this does not appear to impact their outcomes in a meaningful and 
measurable way. This finding was again surprising particularly when investigated simply 
through the lens of “Boko Haram,” in which 44.8% of women failed.

Likewise, the third “attacker” variable, non-al-Qaeda affiliation, had no statistically 
significant impact on a bomber’s likelihood to fail. In other words, despite our assump-
tions that a lack of affiliation with al-Qaeda (known to select, train, and resource its 
bombers well), “Boko Haram,” a non-al-Qaeda affiliated group, does not fail more 
often than al-Shabaab or “AQIM.”
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Model 2: Interaction Terms

While we have sought to investigate the “architectural” and “attacker” sources of suicide 
bombing failure, it is important to note that these factors do not exist in isolation. 
For instance, a young, inexperienced bomber may be sent to an easy-to-target civilian 
location to reduce her likelihood of failure. Likewise, the decision to send a car bomb 
may (in some countries) de facto mean deploying a male bomber behind the wheel. 
To understand how these variables may interact with one another, we test a series of 
interaction terms to understand the relationship between a number of our covariates.

We present the results of our aggregate model, with these five interaction terms, 
below in Table 3. At the broadest level, we see that most of our original findings from 
Model 1 continue to hold, even with the addition of more variables. However, the 
addition of interaction terms shows the statistical significance of an “attacker” variable: 
the underage category. While underage attackers’ likelihood of failure, in the aggregate, 
may remain insignificant, young bombers are unlikely to fail to detonate at all, though 
very much likely to fail to kill anyone once they do. Again, we imagine that underage 
children are often deployed in teams, meaning that they might well be encouraged to 
detonate by a team member, though, given their lack of understanding of the gravity 

Table 3. Suicide bomber failure-individual and interaction terms.
Dependent variable:

Aggregate_failure failure_of_detonation failure_of_lethality

(1) (2) (3)

non_Soft_target 1.05*** 0.61** 0.88**
(0.21) (0.22) (0.27)

Country_Central_operations 0.42 4.00 –0.04
(0.38) (77.14) (0.39)

team 0.27** 0.44*** –0.01
(0.10) (0.12) (0.11)

non_Car_Bomb 2.09*** 5.40 0.95*
(0.45) (77.14) (0.45)

underage –0.58 –1.49* 1.48**
(0.60) (0.73) (0.55)

female 0.07 –0.12 0.17
(0.10) (0.12) (0.11)

nonAQ –0.35 –0.51 0.14
(0.31) (0.31) (0.36)

non_Soft_target:underage 1.03*** 0.89** 0.06
(0.30) (0.30) (0.28)

underage:nonAQ 0.37 1.14 –1.46**
(0.58) (0.70) (0.53)

Country_Central_operations:nonAQ 1.07*** 0.71* 0.69*
(0.31) (0.31) (0.33)

non_Soft_target:nonAQ –0.54* –0.04 –0.72*
(0.24) (0.25) (0.29)

Country_Central_operations:non_Car_
Bomb

–1.30** –4.73 –0.47
(0.46) (77.14) (0.48)

Constant –2.55*** –6.18 –2.22***
(0.43) (77.14) (0.47)

observations 1,125 1,125 1,125
log likelihood –620.54 –469.26 –474.54
Akaike inf. Crit. 1,267.08 964.53 975.09

Note:.
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
***p < 0.001.
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of their situation, they may be more likely to inadvertently detonate before they reach 
their targets. Below, we present our other new and meaningful findings.

Underage and Non-Soft Target
Table 3 shows that underage bombers sent to hard targets are significantly more likely 
to fail: failure of these types was highly positively significant in the aggregate (.001) 
and showed interesting variation when investigated via the type of associated failure. 
Our data shows that when sent to hard targets, young bombers are highly likely to 
fail to detonate (.005), though have no more or less chance of failing to kill once they 
do. Given the universe of cases in which underage, coerced bombers from “Boko 
Haram” have defected to security personnel upon deployment, we imagine that when 
sent to hard targets, underage, potentially coerced bombers avail themselves of the 
opportunity to leave the group, turning themselves in to authorities. Conversely, it 
may be the case that young bombers sent to hardened military or government instal-
lations are easily spotted and apprehended by security forces before they can detonate.

Underage and Non-al-Qaeda Affiliation
Because we knew from data that al-Qaeda’s branches, al-Shabaab and “AQIM,” rarely 
deploy underage bombers with the same degree of frequency as does non-al-Qaeda 
affiliation “Boko Haram,” we imagined that interacting our underage variable with 
non-AQ affiliation could produce interesting results. Interacting these two terms, we 
found that being an underage bomber deployed by “Boko Haram” (our only non-AQ 
affiliate) highly surprisingly, led a bomber to have a much lower likelihood (significant 
at .01) to be associated with a failure of lethality. It is important to note, however, 
that this effect is essentially muted by the coefficients for age and affiliation alone. 
We suggest that this phenomenon is potentially caused by “Boko Haram” attackers 
deploying and defecting at average rates for underage bombers (failure of detonation) 
though, because they are often sent to unguarded civilian locations, succeeding often 
to kill at least one other civilian.

Non-al-Qaeda and Country of Central Operation
We also see that, overall, country of central operation failure was highly positively 
statistically significant (.001), and also positively statistically significant, less so, across 
failures to detonate (.05) and failure to kill (.05) when undertaken by the only non-al-
Qaeda affiliate (“Boko Haram”). This tendency for “Boko Haram” to fail inordinately 
within its home country of Nigeria is no great surprise: because 86.2% of its total 
suicide bombers deployed into Nigeria, and, with its aforementioned 40% failure rate, 
it is only reasonable that such a high percentage would fail within its borders. While 
effective counterterror operations from the Nigerian military might be at the heart of 
this high rate of failure within Nigeria, this cannot be assumed.

Non-Soft Target and Non-al-Qaeda
Surprisingly, Table 3 reveals that non-al-Qaeda affiliated groups (in this case, “Boko 
Haram”) fare better against non-soft targets (“hardened targets”) than groups affiliated 
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with al-Qaeda: this is surprising precisely because of the aforementioned institutional 
expertise and vast resources that al-Qaeda core has devoted to refining its suicide bomb-
ing efforts. To that end, being “Boko Haram” and targeting a “hard target” makes bombers 
less likely to fail in the aggregate (.05) and less likely to demonstrate failures of lethality 
(.05). Why this is the case remains unclear, but we surmise that although “Boko Haram” 
has historically been somewhat wanton in its violence against civilians in unguarded 
spaces — sending low-quality bombers that fail often — it may be the case that when 
targets are of high value, it devotes more time, resources, and planning to them: in 
effect, using a different, higher cadre quality of bombers for its high-value targets.

Country of Central Operation and Non-Car Bomb
Lastly, we sought to explore the impact of failure between attacks undertaken in a 
terror group’s country of central operation, and the use of non-car bombs to carry 
out these attacks. Table 3 shows that within a country of central operation, the use 
of a suicide vest/belt or a non-vehicle borne IED made bombers less likely to fail, a 
finding with significance at the .01 level. This finding, while puzzling on its face, may 
be explained by the enormous effect of vehicle borne-IEDs on suicide bombing failure 
elsewhere in the model. It appears that the effect of using a VBIED makes suicide 
bombers hugely less likely to fail in the aggregate, though this effect is statistically 
mitigated by the deployment of such a device in a country of central operation. 
Essentially, suicide bombers using a VBIED are less likely to fail when they deploy 
within their country of central operation. Given the intimate knowledge of the terrain 
and the ability to plan, this makes sense. Al-Shabaab, particularly given its proclivity 
to launch assassination attempts on convoys, would logically have more trouble hitting 
a moving target.

Part Five: Conclusion

The preponderance of literature in terrorism studies has tended to look at the question 
of “failure” through the lens of strategic or operational failures: less commonly have 
tactical failures been a central topic of concern. To that end, this piece has asked: In 
what way might the employment of the tactic of suicide bombing fail, and what are 
the sources of those failures? To answer these two interrelated questions, this piece 
created a new definition of suicide bombing failure, delineating the pre-deployment 
(foiled plots) and post-deployment (failures of detonation; failures of lethality; failures 
of targeting) modes of suicide bombing failure. To understand the prevalence of the 
sources of these failures, we mined the historical literature on suicide bombing, showing 
that, to the extent that literatures to explain suicide bombing failures exist, they have 
historically been divided into “architectural” sources of failure (or organizational, 
group-level decisions regarding the planning of the attacks) or “attacker” sources of 
failure (namely, around the supposed “low human capital” of the bombers themselves).

To test whether “architectural” or “attacker” variables were more commonly associ-
ated with failure, this article used a novel dataset of the breadth of attempted suicide 
bombings undertaken by three of the most active jihadist terror groups in Africa 
(al-Shabaab, “Boko Haram”, and “AQIM”) from 2007 to 2020, and using probit model 
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analysis, tested a variety of proxy variables related to these two overarching sources 
of failure. It found that in general, and despite literature focused more prominently 
on “attacker” features of suicide bombing failures, “architectural” sources of failure 
— target selection, ordnance type, and the decision to deploy as teams — were more 
highly statistically associated with suicide bombing failures. In contrast, the more often 
discussed “attacker” variables showed far less correlation with failure.

Limitations of Empirics

This study is not without inherent limitations, and to be clear, makes no causal claims. 
First, its use of dichotomous variables may well obscure important nuances related to 
suicide bombing failure: for instance, it cannot differentiate between failures against a 
profoundly hardened target (like a maximum-security prison) versus an only nominally 
hardened target (a municipal police station). Second, critiques may also exist about our 
delineation of the categories of “architects” and “attackers”: these inherently are not 
wholly mutually exclusive categories, since, for instance, “architects” from the groups 
themselves are at the core of picking who the “attackers’’ are, thus creating an endoge-
neity problem. In this critique, any failure would be solely attributable to the architects. 
Third, other critiques may exist around which source of failure we attributed a particular 
proxy to. For instance, some may critique our decision to use al-Qaeda affiliation as a 
proxy for a bomber characteristic instead of a proxy for organizational decision-making. 
Ultimately, because none of our models found significance on that variable — and none 
of our conclusions hinge exclusively on that variable — we believe its inclusion is rea-
sonable. Fourth, as discussed earlier, our broader study is limited in its ability to test 
potential sources of failure, even according to its own definitions of failure. To recall, 
though we delineate four primary sources of suicide bombing failure (foiled plots; failures 
of detonation; failures of lethality; and failures of targeting), for reasons of lack of reliable 
data, we only tested the associations of failure of detonation and failure of lethality. 
However, we see no reasonable remedy for this challenge, though would gladly welcome 
intervention from other researchers on such questions. Fifth, we acknowledge that even 
in our intra-African case studies of suicide bombings, we might be critiqued for not 
including those by the Islamic State groups: indeed, these suicide bombings, may well 
alter our findings if included. In the absence of data on these groups, unfortunately, we 
were limited in our ability to include them. In short, recognizing that our study has 
inherent shortcomings, we believe that given our new well-defined lens for viewing 
suicide bombing failure, our empirical analysis represents a useful, if modest, first step 
in better understanding suicide terrorism writ large, but particularly, bombers who fail.

Takeaways

At the broadest, we believe this study offers interesting new insights about the meaning 
and sources of suicide bombing failure. From an academic perspective, what are salient 
takeaways from this study? First, we believe that the delineation of a clear, compre-
hensive definition of suicide bomber failure is an important first step in a wider 
research agenda on this topic. Future areas of research could, for instance, test these 
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sources of failure in other world regions, and on other groups deploying suicide 
bombings. Second, this study has also brought to light new sources of suicide bombing 
failure, and, though unintentionally, challenged the more conventional wisdom that 
suggests that bombers’ characteristics themselves can be looked at as being most greatly 
correlated with failure. Not only does our study suggest that decisions made by the 
“architects” of the attacks are most closely associated with failure, but it also underlined 
that surprisingly (even to the authors), “attacker” characteristics rarely seemed to 
matter. Additionally, we hope that these studies of suicide bomber failure will help 
authors to think through more thoroughly their theories about suicide bomber success. 
More broadly, we believe that this study has also worked to bring to light the under 
considered agenda of terrorists’ tactical choices: we would encourage more scholarship 
— including scholarship that challenges our own — on what tactical failure means 
and how governments might best exploit them.

From an on-the-ground, counterterrorism perspective, the implications of our study 
appear to be more limited. While those engaged in counterterror efforts might find 
utility in our definitions of suicide terrorism failure, just how they might operationalize 
our findings is less clear. While it may be useful for authorities to understand that 
terror groups’ failures relate more to planning than effectuation, if such authorities 
have the ability to inform the planning of a suicide attack, they will disrupt the plot 
entirely, not simply work to allow the planning of a likely-to-fail attack.

At the core, we hope that any light we can shed any light we can shed on the 
phenomenon of suicide bombings can translate into real-world improvements for those 
persons who might be affected by them: this includes civilians and their families who 
exist at risk of being targeted by suicide bombings, and, in some cases, the unwilling 
participants of suicide bombings themselves. Indeed, though such discussions often go 
unsaid in the study of terrorism, researchers, including those of this study, are engaged 
in such work to make life better — more secure, and less threatening — for popula-
tions subjected to violence. Thus, working to understand and exploit the features that 
lead one tactic, suicide bombing, to fail, we contribute to the above mission in small, 
but optimistically meaningful, ways.
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