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Introduction
 

As part of the Terrorism and Extremist Violence in the United States (TEVUS) database integration effort, 
researchers at the Terrorism Research Center in Fulbright College at the University of Arkansas and the 
University of Oklahoma have been adding: 1) federal terrorism court cases and associated data and 2) 
incident and antecedent geospatial data from these court cases to the American Terrorism Study (ATS). 
The goal of the project is to examine geospatial patterns in perpetrator behavior and determine if the 
patterns identified in earlier studies1 have changed significantly.  
 
The ATS allows examination of a number of different units of analysis.  Analyses may examine: (1) 
characteristics of federal terrorism court cases; (2) the characteristics of persons indicted in each court 
case or involved in incidents, otherwise referred to as indictees; (3) characteristics of incidents and 
planned incidents; and (4) antecedent activities that lead up to the incident and are necessary to carry it 
out and/or achieve the goals of the persons or groups. 
 
The database allows researchers to examine detailed characteristics of the terrorism incidents and 
perpetrators’ antecedent activities associated with each of these federal court cases. Since some court 
cases involved arrests prior to an incident, these cases are not associated with a geocoded incident 
location unless the conspiracy had progressed to the point of target identification.  Other court cases may 
be associated with multiple incidents.  Therefore, the number of cases and number of incidents do not 
match.  In addition to geocoded information on incident or target locations, the ATS includes geocoded 
information on what are variously referred to as “precursor,” “pre-incident,” or “antecedent” activities. 
We make no distinction between these terms, and they may be used interchangeably. For clarity, we will 
refer to these activities in this report as “antecedent” activities. However, we do distinguish between two 
types of antecedent activities: (1) preparatory activities are antecedent activities that are clearly 
committed in preparation for a terrorist incident; while (2) ancillary activities include any other activities 
conducted by the person or group associated with a terrorist incident that cannot be directly labeled as 
preparatory.  These may include order maintenance offenses, thefts merely to ensure group survivability, 
target practice, etc.  
 
To provide a sense of the amount of data analyzed, figures in this report show the number of unique 
locations in addition to the number of unique persons, incidents, and antecedent activities that took place 
at those locations.  In these figures, the term “perpetrators” refers to the number of unique persons in the 
analysis.  A perpetrator may have used one or more unique locations as a residence prior to the 
commission of an incident.  These locations are referred to as “residence locations” and denote the 
number of unique addresses in the analysis.  The term “incidents” refers to the number of unique 
incidents in the analysis, and “incident locations” are the number of unique addresses for these incidents.  
If multiple incidents occurred over time at the same location then there can be fewer incident locations 
than incidents in the figures.  Finally the number of antecedent, ancillary, and preparatory activities is 
shown, and quite often the number of activities exceeds the number of locations as a result of multiple 
activities occurring at one location over time. The quantities shown for the “activity locations” on each 

                                                           
1 “Update on Geospatial Patterns of Precursor Behavior among Terrorists,” Final Report to Human Factors/Behavioral 
Sciences Division, Science and Technology Directorate, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. November 2012; “Geospatial 
Patterns of Precursor Behavior among Terrorists,” Final Report to Human Factors/Behavioral Sciences Division, Science and 
Technology Directorate, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. July 2011; Pre-Incident Indicators of Terrorist Activities 
(PITA), NIJ Grant #2003-DT-CX-0003; Geospatial Analysis of Terrorist Activities (GATA), NIJ Grant #2005-IJ-CX-0200; and 
Terrorism in Time and Space (TITAS), NIJ Grant #2006-IJ-CX-0037 
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figure refer to the number of unique addresses associated with these types of activities.  Table 1 provides 
definitions of additional terms used in the analyses.  
 

Table 1. American Terrorism Study Terminology 
 

2

 
 

  

                                                           
2
 The current guidelines in effect are "The Attorney General's Guidelines For Domestic FBI Operations" signed into effect on 

9/29/2008 by Attorney General Michael B. Mukasey. Under "Section C. Enterprise Investigations" guidelines for both domestic and 
international terrorism investigations are outlined along with their definitions as violations of federal criminal law described in the 
18 U.S.C. 2331(5) federal statutes. Under these guidelines the term “international terrorism” means activities that— (A) involve 
violent acts or acts dangerous to human life that are a violation of the criminal laws of the United States or of any State, or that 
would be a criminal violation if committed within the jurisdiction of the United States or of any State; (B) appear to be intended— (i) 
to intimidate or coerce a civilian population; (ii) to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or coercion; or (iii) to affect 
the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination, or kidnapping; and (C) occur primarily outside the territorial 
jurisdiction of the United States, or transcend national boundaries in terms of the means by which they are accomplished, the 
persons they appear intended to intimidate or coerce, or the locale in which their perpetrators operate or seek asylum. The term 
“domestic terrorism” means activities that— (A) involve acts dangerous to human life that are a violation of the criminal laws of the 
United States or of any State; (B) appear to be intended— (i) to intimidate or coerce a civilian population; (ii) to influence the policy 
of a government by intimidation or coercion; or (iii) to affect the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination, or 
kidnapping; and (C) occur primarily within the territorial jurisdiction of the United States. 
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Data and Methods 
 
In the ATS database, a total of 203 case studies involving 335 court cases have been coded for geospatial 
and temporal variables. These case studies group data related to one or more incidents and/or court 
cases based on spatial, temporal, or perpetrator similarities.  Of these, 119 case studies involving 235 
court cases were linked with specific terrorist incidents. These 409 incidents occurred from 1975 
through 2011 and included both planned and carried out attacks.   
 
In order for geospatial analysis to be performed on incidents, at a minimum, location data for target 
locations and associated terrorist residences and antecedent activities must be available at the city level. 
Because of this requirement, only 384 of the 409 terrorism incidents were available for geospatial 
analysis.  The number of antecedent activities that were coded and could be linked to these case studies 
currently totals 2,559.  Of these, 1,441 had sufficient location data and an associated incident with 
location data to be included in the geospatial analyses displayed in Figures 5 through 20.   
 
For this report, new analyses were performed that examine the relationship between the locations of 
residences, antecedent acts, and incidents occurring within a thirty-mile range.  These more detailed 
analyses required careful examination of the measured distances between locations.  A number of 
measurements were made between residences, antecedent activities, and incidents when only the city 
was known for these locations.  This resulted in 0-mile distances between same-city events as in cases 
where a measurement was recorded from a residence to a target location in the same city.  To avoid 
discarding these measurements and thus skewing the data towards higher distance ranges, 115 (5%) of 
2,182 measurements were altered.  These 0-mile distances were replaced with each city’s median linear 
distance based on its square mileage land area.  This was done to minimize the amount of error 
introduced to the analyses.  These replacement values ranged from 1 to 8.7 miles.    
 
Note: This is the third edition of the geospatial update for the TEVUS project.  Since its inception, the 
database has been examined thoroughly for errors and has undergone an extensive data cleaning process.  
Although some patterns have changed, it is important to note that this is not necessarily a result of new data 
or actual changes in terrorist behavior. Rather the shifts in results are also likely due to erroneous data 
being removed; relationships between residences, precursor activities, and incidents being better defined;3 
and/or slight changes in methodology.4   

  

                                                           
3
 During the coding of geospatial data, links are created between perpetrators and antecedent activities, perpetrators and incidents, 

and antecedent activities and incidents.  Over the past year the project team has been systematically validating these linkages, 
which now total over 13,000.  During this process erroneous linkages were removed and missing links were established. 
4
 Over the past year the methodology for coding activities as “ancillary” and “preparatory” was better defined, and all coding was 

checked for necessary revisions.  Additionally, all case studies were checked for links to official federal terrorism court cases, and if 
no link could be found, then these incidents were not included in this analysis. 
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Notable Overall Patterns 
 
Figures 1- 5 provide information on the current status of data collection.  The Terrorism Research Center 
includes over 1,000 federal terrorism-related criminal cases in its tracking list (Figure 1).  Approximately 
one-half of these cases are being or have been collected as part of the TEVUS project while the remainder 
were or currently are being collected under separate funding.5 Of the 1,080 federal cases monitored, data 
collection is complete on slightly less than one-half (44%) of these cases.  Significant amounts of data 
have been collected on another 42%, while no data collection has taken place on 13% of these cases.  
 
Approximately one-half (46%) of the cases being monitored were motivated by either far-right or al-
Qa’ida-related (AQ-related) ideologies (Figure 2).  Persons motivated by far-left, environmental, and 
other single issue perspectives represent less than one-fifth (17%) of the cases.  However, it should be 
noted that the ideological motivation of the perpetrators in over one-third (36%) of the cases is unknown 
at the present time.  These include both uncoded cases as well as cases in which federal prosecutors 
chose not to discuss the motive of the perpetrators during the course of the case proceedings. 
 
Figure 3 provides a summary of the geospatial coding effort.  Over three thousand (3,562) antecedent 
activities by 1,034 defendants in these cases have been geocoded.  Of these, 2,559 antecedent acts 
involving 696 of these persons have been linked to 409 known “committed” or “prevented” terrorist 
incidents.  The most common antecedent activities include “meetings,” “communications,” and “travel” 
(Figure 4).  These three categories account for 1,310 (51%) of the 2,559 antecedent acts linked to 
terrorism incidents.  In and of themselves, these types of behaviors may or may not be criminal.  Figure 5 
provides a breakout of the number of ancillary, preparatory, and all antecedent behaviors by category of 
terrorism, as well as the ratios of these behaviors per incident by category of terrorism.  
 
The following represents some of the most notable findings and patterns that emerge from the analyses 
provided in Figures 3 through 20. 
 
 Almost one-third (30%) of terrorism cases that were coded for geospatial and temporal variables had 

no identifiable links to completed or prevented terrorism incidents.  These cases either resulted from 
intervention efforts in terrorist conspiracies prior to the identification of a target or involved material 
support of terrorism or financing of terrorist organizations (Figure 3). 

 
 Of the 1,878 preparatory activities recorded, 50% involved planning for an attack via meetings (21%), 

communications (17%), or travel (12%) both within and outside the United States. The next most 
prevalent preparatory activities included procuring bombs or weapons (9%) and conducting 
surveillance (7%) (Figure 4). 

 
 AQ-related perpetrators were the most active prior to an attack with an average of 13.46 antecedent 

acts per incident.  This is compared to far-right perpetrators (6.52 antecedent acts per incident), far-
left (5.21), and environmental (1.81) (Figure 5). 

 
 Despite an increase in the number of measurements involving residence to incident locations (from 

774 to 931 over the last year), the overall patterns remained remarkably consistent. Slightly over one-

                                                           
5
 MIPT grant 106-113-2000-064; NIJ grants 1999-IJCX-0005, 2003-DT-CX-0003, 2005-IJ-CX-0200, 2006-IJ-CX-0026, and 2006-IJ-CX-

0037; DHS COE grants 208-ST-061-ST-0004, N-0001-405-10629, and 2012-ST-061-CS-0001. 
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third (34%) of perpetrators’ residences were within 30 miles and almost half (45%) were within 90 
miles of the target location during at least one phase of the preparation for an incident (Figure 6). 

 
 However, the results of the residence to incident analyses do show significant variation when the 

category of terrorism is examined.  A greater percentage of AQ-related perpetrators’ residences 
(55%)6 and far-right perpetrators’ residences (44%) were within 30 miles of the terrorist incident 
location than were either far-left (29%) or environmental (25%) perpetrators’ residences.7  Both AQ-
related and far-right perpetrators exhibited a bi-modal pattern of tending to reside at great distances 
from or very close to the target during at least one phase of the preparation for an incident (Figure 7).  

 
 Since our last report, there has been a slight decrease (from 46% to 40%) in the percentage of 

antecedent behaviors committed within 30 miles of perpetrators’ residences. The number of 
residence to antecedent activity measurements did increase slightly (from 2,693 to 2,761) over the 
last year, but the change is mainly due to data cleaning (Figure 8). 

 

 Perpetrators carry out preparatory and ancillary activities at different distances from their residence 
locations. Specifically, 44% of preparatory activities were conducted within 30 miles of perpetrators’ 
residences, while only 29% of ancillary activities were in this same range.  Over 60% of ancillary 
activities were conducted farther than 90 miles from perpetrators’ residences, but only 43% of 
preparatory activities were (Figures 10 and 12).8   

 

 A similar pattern is observed when examining the locations of antecedent activities in relation to 
incident locations. A greater percentage of overtly preparatory behaviors (versus ancillary activities) 
occur closer to the target location (Figures 16 and 18). Specifically, perpetrators engaged in 42% of 
their preparatory behaviors within 30 miles of the target. This may be extremely relevant for local 
law enforcement.  

 
 AQ-related and far-left perpetrators committed more than half (55% and 52%, respectively) of their 

antecedent behaviors (both ancillary and preparatory) within 30 miles of where they lived.  In 
contrast, far-right perpetrators committed less than one-third (31%) and environmental perpetrators 
about one-fourth (24%) of their antecedent behaviors (both ancillary and preparatory) within 30 
miles of their residences (Figure 9). 

 
 On the other hand, just over one-third of the antecedent activities of AQ-related perpetrators and far-

left perpetrators (34% and 36%, respectively) occurred within 30 miles of the incident location, while 
more than half (57%) of environmental perpetrators’ antecedent activities occurred within this range 
(Figure 15).  In other words, prior to a terrorist event, AQ-related and far-left perpetrators committed 

                                                           
6 Further analysis of the AQ-related measurements revealed that 30% of the residences were located within 2 to 5 miles from 
the target location. 
7
 The number of measurements compared to last year’s analyses increased by 43% for AQ-related perpetrators and 173% for 

the far-right perpetrators, accounting for the change in patterns. The decrease in the percentage of environmental 
perpetrators who lived within 30 miles of the incident location is due to data cleaning, as the number of measurements did not 
increase significantly. 
8
 Last year’s report showed the opposite pattern where ancillary activities were generally closer and preparatory activities 

farther away from the residence locations.  This change is due to cleaning of the data over the last year where source materials 
were checked for information that could link an antecedent activity directly to the incident.  This resulted in recoding many 
ancillary activities as preparatory since they could be tied directly to the commission of the incident.  
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most of their antecedent behaviors closer to where they lived, while environmental perpetrators 
committed most of these activities nearer to the target location.9  
 

 Overall, the general relationships identified in earlier studies have remained fairly stable.  Like 
traditional criminals, most perpetrators of terrorist activity are temporally and spatially bound by 
their environment.  Although they typically venture farther from their homes to commit acts of 
terrorism than traditional criminals do when plying their trade, they do tend to act locally. 

                                                           
9 When examining only preparatory activities, environmental perpetrators also stand out – 61% of their preparatory activities 
were carried out within 30 miles of the incident location compared with 35% of AQ-related perpetrators’, 38 % of far-left 
perpetrators’, and 46% of far-right perpetrators’ (Figure 19). 
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Figure 1. ATS Federal Terrorism Court Case Collection Status 
 
 
The ATS database is currently tracking 1,080 terrorism-related federal court cases from 1978 through 2012.  During the TEVUS effort 223 
court cases have been completely collected and 267 partially collected. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Court case documents are collected either by traveling to U.S. District court houses and photocopying the court records or by downloading 
them electronically from the PACER website.  All court documents are not always available on PACER, and these cases are marked as 
“partially collected” until collection can be completed at the courthouse.  Open court cases are periodically checked for availability of new 
court documents in an attempt to be as up-to-date as possible with court document collection. 
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Figure 2. Breakdown of ATS Court Cases by Terrorism Category 
 
 
Identification of the category of terrorism in which each case belongs will occur when the court cases are coded for legal variables.  Over the 
next year the number of cases in the “Unknown/Not coded” category should diminish.  From preliminary inspection a large number of these 
cases have been indicted under the International AG guidelines and will more than likely be al-Qa’ida-related (AQ-related).   
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Figure 3. Geospatial Coding of ATS Terrorism Court Cases 
 
 
Of the 424 court cases that have been coded for legal variables, 335 of these cases have been geospatially coded. A total of 235 of these cases 
were linked to 409 planned or completed terrorism incidents (69 hoaxes are not included) that occurred between 1975 and 2011.  The 
database also includes 2,559 antecedent activities and 696 unique persons related to these incidents. 
 
Although 100 court cases could not be linked to a planned or completed terrorism incident, these court cases were geospatially and 
temporally coded.  There was not enough information found during the legal or geospatial coding to determine a target, target location, or 
date of planned attack, but data were coded on the events associated with the cases and the persons involved.  A total of 1,003 antecedent 
activities and 338 unique persons were involved in these court cases. 
 

 
 Court Cases Linked to Incidents      Breakdown of Data Collected 
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Figure 4. Prevalent Antecedent Activities 
 
We have linked a total of 2,559 antecedent activities to terrorism incidents. These antecedent acts have been sub-coded into 681 ancillary 
and 1,878 preparatory activities.  
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Figure 5. Number of Antecedent Activities and Antecedent Activities per Incident by Category of Terrorism 
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Figure 6. Analysis of Linear Distance Measurements from Residences to Incident Locations 
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Figure 7. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements from Residences to Incident Locations 
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Figure 8. Analysis of Linear Distance Measurements from Residences to Antecedent Activity Locations 
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Figure 9. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements from Residences to Antecedent Activity Locations 
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Figure 10. Analysis of Linear Distance Measurements from Residences to Ancillary Activity Locations 
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Figure 11. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements from Residences to Ancillary Activity Locations 
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Figure 12. Analysis of Linear Distance Measurements from Residences to Preparatory Activity Locations 
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Figure 13. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements from Residences to Preparatory Activity Locations 
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Figure 14. Analysis of Linear Distance Measurements from Antecedent Activities to Incident Locations 
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Figure 15. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements from Antecedent Activities to Incident Locations 
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Figure 16. Analysis of Linear Distance Measurements from Ancillary Activities to Incident Locations 
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Figure 17. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements from Ancillary Activities to Incident Locations 
 

 



   National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism  

A Department of Homeland Security Science and Technology Center of Excellence 

    

Update on Geospatial Patterns of Antecedent Behavior among Perpetrators                  25 

Figure 18. Analysis of Linear Distance Measurements from Preparatory Activities to Incident Locations 
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Figure 19. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements from Preparatory Activities to Incident Locations 
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Figure 20. Comparison by Category of Terrorism for Measurements Less than 30 Miles 
 

 


