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Abstract
A decade after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, looking back is as important as looking forward in 
order to learn from the past and to examine the current and future threats facing the U.S. 
This survey aggregates international data on global and domestic terrorism from the past 40 
years. Combined with new intelligence, this data can better inform U.S. counterterrorism 
decisions and continue the process of delineating enhanced homeland security policies for 
the future. From 1969 to 2009, almost 5,600 people lost their lives and more than 16,300 
people suffered injuries due to international terrorism directed at the United States. The 
onus is now on the President and Congress to ensure that the U.S. continues to hone and 
sharpen its counterterrorism capabilities and adapt them to evolving 21st-century threats.
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On September 10, 2001, Osama bin Laden’s name was well known to the U.S. intelligence community. By that 
point, bin Laden had directed various attacks against the U.S. through the al-Qaeda terror network, including 
the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and the 1998 U.S. embassy bombings in Africa. Yet, despite the fact 

that “the threat of transnational terrorism was widely recognized by the IC [intelligence community] and policymak-
ers, virtually no initiatives were taken to address the deep-seated limitations of U.S. strategic intelligence that made it 
an inadequate instrument for meeting its threat.”1

The 9/11 attacks, and the subsequent publication of The 9/11 Commission Report served as a tremendous catalyst 
for a much-needed and robust debate over the nature of the threat facing the United States. The report also drew 
significant attention to the nation’s intelligence failures and lack of a framework for preventing, preparing for, and 
responding to acts of terrorism.

The national conversation that followed, specifically about the lessons learned from 9/11, continues to play a sig-
nificant role in discussions related to the very definition of terrorism, the extent and severity of the threat, and the best 
methods for stopping future attacks. In many ways, the U.S. has taken this information and acted on it—drastically 
reforming the federal effort on homeland security, breaking down communication walls between law enforcement 
and intelligence, providing law enforcement with better intelligence-gathering tools, and forging a national homeland 
security enterprise composed of federal, state, and local assets, as well as private citizens.

As a result, law enforcement has foiled at least 39 terror plots since 9/11.2 Simply put, the intelligence and law 
enforcement communities are better able to track down leads in local communities than they were on September  
10, 2001.

A decade later and shortly after the demise of Osama bin Laden, it is as important to look backward as it is to look 
forward in order to keep learning from the past and to examine the threats now facing the U.S. The survey presented 
in this paper aggregates international data on terrorism around the world from the past 40 years. Combined with 
new intelligence, such data can better inform counterterrorism decisions and continue the process of delineating 
enhanced homeland security policies for the future. The onus is now on the President and Congress to continue to 
hone and sharpen U.S. counterterrorism capabilities and adapt them to evolving 21st-century threats.

Summary of Research
Between 1969 and 2009, there were 38,345 terrorist incidents around the world. Of these attacks, 7.8 percent (2,981) 

were directed against the United States, while 92.2 percent (35,364) were directed at other nations of the world:

•	 Nearly 5,600 people lost their lives and more than 16,300 people suffered injuries due to international 
terrorism directed at the United States;

•	 While terrorist attacks against the U.S. tend to be slightly deadlier (2.01 fatalities per incident) than 
attacks against other nations (1.74 fatalities per incident), the higher number of average fatalities for the 
United States is a consequence of 9/11;

1.	 James Jay Carafano, “The Case for Intelligence Reform: A Primer on Strategic Intelligence and Terrorism from the 1970s to Today,”  
Heritage Foundation Lecture No. 845, July 21, 2004, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/Lecture/The-Case-for-Intelligence-Reform-A-
Primer-on-Strategic-Intelligence-and-Terrorism-from-the-1970s-to-Today.

2.	 Jena Baker McNeill, James Jay Carafano, and Jessica Zuckerman, “39 Terror Plots Foiled Since 9/11: Examining Counterterrorism’s 
Success Stories,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2556, May 20, 2011, at http://report.heritage.org/bg2556.
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•	 Terrorism directed at the United States accounts for only 7.8 percent of all terrorism worldwide, but 
almost 43 percent of all attacks against military institutions are leveled against U.S. institutions; and

•	 Furthermore, 28.4 percent and 24.2 percent of all worldwide terrorist attacks against diplomatic offices 
and businesses, respectively, are aimed at U.S. institutions.

Between 2001 and 2009:

•	 There were 91 homegrown terrorist attacks of all kinds against the United States, while there were 380 
international terrorist attacks against the United States;

•	 The two most prevalent U.S. targets of international terrorism were businesses (26.6 percent) and 
diplomatic offices (16.6 percent);

•	 The two most prevalent U.S. targets of domestic terrorism were businesses (42.9 percent) and private 
citizens and property (24.2 percent); and

•	 The preferred method of attack against the United States for international terrorists was bombings (68.3 
percent), while the preferred method for domestic terrorists was arson (46.2 percent).

The Data
The data used in this descriptive analysis by The Heritage Foundation stem from the RAND Database of World-

wide Terrorism Incidents (RDWTI).3 The version of the RDWTI used in this analysis contains information on nearly 
38,700 terrorist incidents from across the globe between February 1968 and January 2010. For this analysis, terrorist 
incidents were counted only if the recorded incidents were officially confirmed as a terrorist incident by RAND in the 
database. In addition, state-sponsored terrorist attacks are excluded from the analysis. The data are limited to inci-
dents that occurred during a 40-year time span from 1969 to 2009. However, this figure underestimates the number 
of terrorist incidents because the last entries are not complete for all countries.4

To keep the RDWTI up-to-date, RAND staff with regional and language expertise review incidents around the 
world that can be potentially defined as terrorism.5 In addition, terrorist incidents must be confirmed as such through 
press reports before they can be officially counted. While the version of RDWTI used by The Heritage Foundation 
covers terrorist incidents through January 2010, not all cases of recent terrorism are included in this analysis (such as 
the November 2009 massacre at Fort Hood perpetrated by U.S. Army Major Nidal Malik Hasan). As with any data-
base that tries to contain the most current information, there are necessary delays in confirming cases of terrorism to 
ensure the incidents are correctly recorded. 

An important attribute of the RDWTI is the consistent application of its definition of terrorism, as described by 
Professor Bruce Hoffman of Georgetown University:

[T]he deliberate creation and exploitation of fear through violence or the threat of violence in the 
pursuit of political change. All terrorist acts involve violence or the threat of violence. Terrorism 
is specifically designed to have far-reaching psychological effects beyond the immediate victim(s) 
or object of the terrorist attack. It is meant to instill fear within, and thereby intimidate, a wider 
“target audience” that might include a rival ethnic or religious group, an entire country, a national 
government or political party, or public opinion in general. Terrorism is designed to create power 
where there is none or to consolidate power where there is little. Through the publicity generated 

3.	 For more information on the RDWTI, see RAND, “RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents,” February 27, 2011, at  
http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011). 

4.	 The last entries for incidents in North America, Latin America and the Caribbean, and Europe occurred in January 2010. The last 
entries for incidents in Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, South East Asia, East Asia, Oceana, and  Central Asia (including former 
Soviet Union states), were in January 2009. The last data entry for Afghanistan occurred in August 2009. See RAND Corporation, 
RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents: Codebook (unpublished document sent from RAND to authors), March 2, 2010, p. 2.

5.	 “RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents.”



3

40 Years’ Data on International and Domestic Terrorism

by their violence, terrorists seek to obtain the leverage, influence and power they otherwise lack to 
effect political change on either local or international scale.6

According to this definition, terrorism is defined by the nature of the incident, not by the identity of the perpetra-
tors.7 The fundamentals of terrorism include:

•	 “Violence or the threat of violence;

•	 “Calculated to create fear and alarm;

•	 “Intended to coerce certain actions;

•	 “Motive must include a political objective;

•	 “Generally directed against civilian targets; and

•	 “It can be [carried out by] a group or an individual.”8

Essentially, terrorism can be summarized as violent acts that are “calculated to create an atmosphere of fear and 
alarm to coerce others into actions they would not otherwise undertake, or refrain from actions they desired to take.”9 
Further, regular criminal acts are not counted as terrorism. So, while drug-trafficking conducted by the Revolution-
ary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) is not counted as terrorism,10 FARC’s attacks against Colombian citizens are.11

A Descriptive Analysis  
of  Worldwide Terrorism

Between 1969 and 2009, there were 38,345 terrorist 
incidents around the world. Of these attacks 7.8 per-
cent (2,981) were against the United States, while 92.2 
percent (35,364) were against the rest of the world. (See 
Chart 1.)

From 1969 to 2009, the average number of fatalities 
per terrorist attack against a nation other than the United 
States yielded 1.74 fatalities. (See Chart 2.) When the 
data are limited to incidents against the United States, 
the average terrorist attack yielded 2.01 fatalities per 
incident. These fatalities represent all individuals killed, 
not only Americans. Without 9/11, the average falls to 
0.97 fatalities per attack.

Chart 2 also includes the mean for the number of 
injuries per terrorist incident. On average, terrorist 
attacks against nations other than the United States 
yielded 3.85 injuries. Attacks against the United States 
averaged 5.88 injuries. As with fatalities, the mean for 
injuries resulting from attacks against the United States 
is tied closely to 9/11. Without 9/11, the mean drops to 
5.07 injuries per incident.

6.	 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism (New York, N.Y.: Columbia University Press, 2006), pp. 40–41.

7.	 RAND, RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents: Codebook, p. 4.

8.	 Ibid.

9.	 RAND, “Database Scope,” at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/terrorism-incidents/about/scope.html (February 5, 2011).

10.	 Ibid.
11.	 Ibid.
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Which Countries Are Targeted?

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data 
Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide 
Terrorism Incidents, at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/ 
terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Percentage of Total Worldwide Targets, 1969–2009
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Chart 3 breaks down terrorism by type 
of institution targeted. The United States 
comprises a large share. Almost 43 per-
cent of terrorist attacks against military 
institutions are against the U.S. Armed 
Forces. The United States also accounted 
for 28.4 percent and 24.2 percent of all 
terrorist attacks against diplomatic and 
business institutions, respectively. Alter-
nately, the United States accounted for 
only a small percentage of attacks against 
police (0.3 percent), private citizens and 
property (1.1 percent), transportation 
systems (1.4 percent), and government 
institutions (1.5 percent).

Terror Against the U.S.
International terrorist attacks 

against the United States have fluctuat-
ed. (See Chart 4.) From 1969 to 1991, 
despite a few down flows, international 
terrorism against the U.S. was on the 
rise. In 1991, the trend peaked at 150 
terror acts committed against U.S. 
interests. After 1991, international ter-

Worldwide, 
excluding the U.S.

Worldwide, 
excluding the U.S.

United States United States
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

FATALITIES INJURIES

1.74
2.01

3.85

5.88

heritage.orgChart 2 • SR 93

Global Terrorist Attacks: Fatalities and Injuries

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data 
from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/
projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).
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Four of 10 Terror Attacks on Military Targets Are Against the U.S.

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, at 
http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Percentage of Total Worldwide Targets, 1969–2009
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ror declined sharply until reaching its lowest low point of 14 incidents in 2000. In 2001, the trend reversed and 
rapidly increased until peaking in 2005 with 87 incidents. The number of attacks decreased until reaching the 
lowest point in 40 years in 2009 with five recorded international terrorist attacks against the United States. This 
number, however, needs to be interpreted with caution. While the record of terrorist incidents in the RDWTI for 
2009 was completed for North America, Latin America, the Caribbean, and Europe, data collection for Africa, the 
Middle East, and Asia stopped in January 2009. Afghanistan incidents for 2009 were recorded through August. 
In addition, the attempted bombing of Northwest Flight 253 from Amsterdam to Detroit on December 25, 2009, 
by Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, known as the “Underwear Bomber,” was not yet confirmed as a terrorist inci-
dent in the RDWTI.

Since the RDWTI began to consistently collect information on incidents of homegrown domestic terrorism in the 
United States in only 2001, Chart 5 presents the trend from 2001 to 2009.12 During this short time span, there were 
91 homegrown domestic terrorist incidents. The peak year was 2001 with 33 domestic terrorist attacks against the 

12.	Oklahoma City National Memorial, Institute for the Prevention of Terrorism, “Terrorism Update: Understanding the Terrorism 
Database,” MIPT Quarterly Bulletin (First Quarter 2002), pp. 4–6.
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International Terrorist Attacks Against the U.S.

Note: The number of terrorist attacks in 2009 should be interpreted with caution because the reporting of terrorist incidents is incomplete.  While the 
recording of terrorist incidents in the RAND data for 2009 was completed for North America, Latin America and the Caribbean, and Europe, data collection 
for Africa, the Middle East, South Asia,  Southeast Asia, East Asia, Oceana, and Central Asia (including the former Soviet Union states in Central Asia) stopped 
in January 2009. 

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, at 
http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).
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United States. The number of domestic incidents then 
steadily decreased to zero recorded incidents in 2007. 
In 2008 and 2009, there were three and four recorded 
incidents, respectively.

Most acts of terrorism against the United States occur 
outside the nation’s borders. Since 1970, more than half 
of all international terrorist acts targeting the United 
States occurred in either Latin America and the Carib-
bean (36 percent) or Europe (23 percent). (See Chart 6.) 
The Middle East and Persian Gulf account for 20 per-
cent. Anti-U.S. terrorist attacks were least likely to occur 
in Africa.

Terror Targets. Table 1 shows the frequency of inter-
national terrorist attacks against specific United States 

targets from 1969 to 2009. The top three targets were busi-
nesses (31.5 percent), diplomatic offices (26.7 percent), 
and military institutions (12.8 percent). The least prevalent 
targets of international terrorist attacks were abortion-relat-
ed facilities (zero), food and water supply (0.03 percent), 
telecommunications (0.14 percent), and other terrorists or 
former terrorists (0.07 percent).13

How similar are the patterns of domestic and inter-
national terrorism directed at the United States? Table 
2 attempts to answer this question. For the 91 domes-
tic terrorist incidents between 2001 and 2009, the most 

13.	There are two incidents in which terrorists or former terrorists were targeted in international terror attacks against the U.S. The first 
is the 1973 bomb explosion in Avrainville, France, that killed Juan Felipe de la Cruz Serafin, a U.S. citizen and member of the Anti-
Castro Cuban Revolutionary Directorate. The second is the 1990 assassination of Rabbi Meir Kahane, a leader of the Israeli Kach 
political party, in New York City. The Kach political party was labeled as a terrorist organization by the Israeli government. Kahane’s 
assassin, El Sayyid Nosair, an Egyptian-born U.S. citizen, was acquitted of the murder charge. However, a U.S. court later convicted 
him of murder for his participation in the 1993 World Trade Center bombing. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

33

13

18

7

12

1
0

3
4

heritage.orgChart 5 • SR 93

Homegrown Terrorism Against 
the United States

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data 
Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide 
Terrorism Incidents, at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/ 
terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Number of Attacks

International Terror Attacks Against the 
U.S., 1969–2009, by Target

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data 
Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide 
Terrorism Incidents, at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/ 
terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Table 1 • SR 93 heritage.org

Target Number % of  Total
Businesses 908 31.5%
Diplomatic Offices 769 26.7%
Military Institutions 368 12.8%
Religious Figures/Institutions 203 7.0%
Airports and Airlines 94 3.3%
Government Offices 78 2.7%
Utilities 64 2.2%
Private Citizens and Property 54 1.9%
Journalists and Media 47 1.6%
Educational Institutions 39 1.4%
Non-Governmental Organizations 39 1.4%
Tourists 31 1.1%
Transportation 20 0.7%
Police 17 0.6%
Maritime Installations 7 0.2%
Unknown 7 0.2%
Telecommunications Installations 4 0.1%
Terrorists/Former Terrorists 2 0.1%
Food or Water Supply 1 0.0%
Abortion-Related Facilities 0 0%
Other (Non-classified) 131 4.5%
Total 2,883 100%
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prevalent targets were businesses (42.9 
percent), private citizens and property 
(24.2 percent), and government institu-
tions (15.4 percent). The top three tar-
gets of international terrorism from 2001 
to 2009 were businesses (26.6 percent), 
diplomatic institutions (16.6 percent), 
and other (non-classified) categories 
(14.5 percent).

While the RAND analysis finds no 
incidents of domestic terrorism targeting 
the U.S. Armed Forces, the version of 
RDWTI obtained by The Heritage Foun-
dation, as mentioned, does not count 
the November 2009 Fort Hood mas-
sacre as a confirmed terrorist incident. 
Subsequent editions of the RDWTI will 
surely count the Fort Hood shooting as 
domestic terrorism targeting military 
institutions.

Terror Tactics. Table 3 presents 
the types of international terrorist tac-
tics used in attacks against the United 
States from 1969 to 2009. Of the 2,883 
international terrorist attacks against the 
United States, bombings accounted for 
68.3 percent of all incidents. The second 
and third most prevalent tactics were 
armed attacks (14.0 percent) and kid-
nappings (8.6 percent), respectively. 

Table 4 presents the tactics used by international and domestic terrorists from 2001 to 2009. Of the 380 inter-
national terrorist attacks from 2001 to 2009, bombings accounted for 64.5 percent of all incidents. The second and 
third most prevalent tactics were armed attacks (14.5 percent) and kidnappings (11.8 percent). Of the 91 domestic 
terrorist incidents, arson accounted for 46.2 percent of incidents, while the second and third most prevalent tactics 
were “other” tactics (20.9 percent) and bombings (18.7 percent). The majority of domestic arson attacks were con-
ducted by the left-wing Earth Liberation Front and Animal Liberation Front.

The Human Cost of Terror. From 1969 to 2009, 5,586 people lost their lives due to international terrorist 
attacks on U.S. interests. (See Chart 7.) (Of these deaths, 2,604 were not related to 9/11.) During this same time 
period, 16,334 people suffered injuries from terrorist attacks against the United States. (Of these, 13,997 were not 
related to 9/11).

From 2001 to 2009, international terrorism caused far more fatalities and injuries among Americans than did 
domestic terrorism. (See Chart 8.) Domestic terrorist attacks killed eight people, while international terrorist attacks 
killed 3,861—more than 482 times the number of domestic terrorist fatalities. U.S. Army Major Nidal Malik Hasan 
murdered 13 people at Fort Hood in 2009, so the total number of domestic terrorism fatalities rises to 21. With this 
revised figure, the number of international terrorism fatalities is still nearly 184 times the number of domestic fatali-
ties. More than 77 percent of the international terrorist fatalities are a result of 9/11.
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International Terror Attacks Against the U.S., 
by Regions of the World, 1969–2009

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data 
from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/
projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).
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During the same time, domestic ter-
rorist attacks caused 53 injuries, while 
international terrorist attacks accounted 
for 5,107 injuries—more than 96 times 
the amount. Including the Fort Hood 
massacre adds 30 injuries, increasing 
the total number of domestic terrorism 
injuries to 83. With this revised figure, 
the number of international terrorism 
injuries is nearly 62 times the number 
of domestic injuries. 9/11 accounts for 
2,337 injuries (45.8 percent) from inter-
national terrorism.

Table 5 presents the mean and median 
number of fatalities and injuries result-
ing from international terrorist attacks 
against the United States, listed by terror 
tactic, from 1969 to 2009. Due to 9/11, 
the most deadly international terror 
attacks employed unconventional tac-
tics. Only five unconventional attacks, 
including the three incidents on 9/11 
(the Pentagon, the World Trade Center, 
and the field in Pennsylvania), were car-
ried out against the United States in 40 
years.14 These attacks averaged 596 fatal-
ities per incident. However, calculations 
of any mean statistic are highly sensitive 
to extreme outliers, such as the 2,962 
deaths on 9/11. The other two uncon-
ventional attacks—two Chilean seedless red grapes laced 
with cyanide were found in Philadelphia in 1989, and an 
envelope addressed to the U.S. embassy in Brussels con-
taining the chemical warfare agent Adamsite was found 
in a postal sorting center in Belgium in 2003—did not 
result in any deaths. The second and third most deadly 
tactics were hijackings and bombings, averaging 7.0 and 
1.0 fatalities, respectively.

14.	The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks are counted as three 
separate attacks in the RDWTI. The first attack included the 
hijacking of American Airlines Flight 11 from Boston bound 
for Los Angeles that crashed into the North Tower of the World 
Trade Center and United Airlines Flight 175 from Boston 
bound for Los Angeles that crashed into the South Tower of the 
World Trade Center in New York City. The second attack was 
the hijacking of United Airlines Flight 93 from Newark, New 
Jersey, bound for San Francisco that crashed in Shanksville, 
Pennsylvania. The third attack was the hijacking of American 
Airlines Flight 77 from Dulles, Virginia, bound for Los Angeles 
that crashed into the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia.

International and Domestic Terror Attacks 
Against the U.S., 2001–2009, by Target

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data 
from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/
projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Table 2 • SR 93 heritage.org

INTERNATIONAL DOMESTIC

Target Number % of Total Number % of Total

Businesses 101 26.6% 39 42.9%
Diplomatic Offices 63 16.6% 0 0.0%
Government Offices 38 10.0% 14 15.4%
Private Citizens and Property 36 9.5% 22 24.2%
Military Institutions 17 4.5% 0 0%
Journalists and Media 15 3.9% 5 5.5%
Police 14 3.7% 0 0%
Non-Governmental Organizations 12 3.2% 0 0%
Religious Figures/Institutions 8 2.1% 0 0%
Tourists 7 1.8% 0 0%
Unknown 5 1.3% 0 0%
Utilities 3 0.8% 0 0%
Airports and Airlines 2 0.5% 0 0%
Telecommunications Installations 2 0.5% 1 1.1%
Educational Institutions 1 0.3% 6 6.6%
Transportation Structures 1 0.3% 1 1.1%
Abortion-Related Facilities 0 0% 2 2.2%
Food or Water Supply 0 0% 0 0%
Maritime Installations 0 0% 0 0%
Terrorists/Former Terrorists 0 0% 0 0%
Other (Non-classified) 55 14.5% 1 1.1%
Total 380 100% 91 100%

International Terror Tactics Against the 
U.S.: 1969–2009

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data 
Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide 
Terrorism Incidents, at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/ 
terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Table 3 • SR 93 heritage.org

Tactic Number % of Total
Bombing 1,969 68.3%
Armed Attack 405 14.0%
Kidnapping 247 8.6%
Arson 99 3.4%
Assassination 92 3.2%
Hijacking 26 0.9%
Barricade/Hostage 23 0.8%
Other (non-classified) 14 0.5%
Unconventional Attack 5 0.2%
Unknown 3 0.1%
Total 2,883 100%
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For injuries resulting from international terrorist attacks against the United States from 1969 to 2009, unconven-
tional tactics had the highest mean number of injuries per incident at 467. This statistic is due to 9/11, without which 
the number of injuries caused by unconventional tactics drops to zero. Bombings and hijackings averaged 7.0 and 6.2 

injuries per incident, respectively.

Another important finding presented 
in Table 5 is that most international ter-
rorist tactics used against the United 
States have been unsuccessful at caus-
ing fatalities and injuries. Only two 
international terror tactics have medians 
greater than zero: For assassinations, the 
median number of fatalities is 1.0, while 
the median for unconventional attacks 
is 44 fatalities. Excluding 9/11 attacks, 
the median for unconventional attacks is 
zero fatalities. For injuries, the median is 
zero for all tactics.

Tables 6 and 7 present the mean and 
median numbers of fatalities and injuries 
by international and domestic terrorist 
tactics used against the United States from 
2001 to 2009. Overall, the tactics used in 
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INTERNATIONAL DOMESTIC

Tactic Number % of Total Number % of Total

Bombing 245 64.5% 17 18.7%
Armed Attack 55 14.5% 7 7.7%
Kidnapping 45 11.8% 0 0.0%
Assassination 14 3.7% 1 1.1%
Arson 9 2.4% 42 46.2%
Other (non-classified) 5 1.3% 19 20.9%
Unconventional Attack 4 1.1% 4 4.4%
Barricade/Hostage 1 0.3% 0 0.0%
Hijacking 1 0.3% 0 0.0%
Unknown 1 0.3% 1 1.1%
Total 380 100% 91 100%
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Terror Trends

international terrorism generally produced higher average fatalities than the tactics used in domestic terrorism. (See Table 
6.) The four international terrorist attacks using unconventional methods averaged 745.5 fatalities per incident. Once 
again this figure is driven mainly by 9/11. The remaining single unconventional attack, the Adamsite-laced envelope 
intended for the U.S. embassy in Brussels, yielded no fatalities, and 205 bombings averaged only 3.4 fatalities per inci-
dent. As demonstrated by the median number of fatalities, half of the tactics used in international terrorist attacks against 
the United States fail to result in a single fatality.

As for fatalities resulting from domestic terrorist attacks against the United States, the most deadly, on average, 
tactics that had more than one occurrence were armed attacks and other (non-classified) tactics, which each aver-
aged 0.3 fatalities per incident. However, the mean for fatalities caused by domestic armed attacks does not include 
Fort Hood. While the most frequent domestic terrorism tactic is arson, with 40 incidents from 2001 to 2009, this 
method failed to produce a single fatality. As demonstrated by the median number of fatalities, most domestic ter-
rorist attacks against the United States fail to result in a single death.

International Terrorism Against the U.S., 1969–2009: Fatalities and Injuries

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, 
at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Table 5 • SR 93 heritage.org

FATALITIES INJURIES

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Median Number Mean

Standard 
Deviation Median Number

Armed Attack 0.9 2.2 0.0 396 1.1 4.1 0.0 395
Arson 0.3 3.1 0.0 96 0.0 0.3 0.0 95
Assassination 0.9 0.8 1.0 91 0.3 0.6 0.0 89
Barricade/Hostage 0.9 2.1 0.0 21 2.2 4.8 0.0 21
Bombing 1.0 8.6 0.0 1,903 7.0 121.8 0.0 1,914
Hijacking 7.0 22.5 0.0 26 6.2 25.2 0.0 26
Kidnapping 0.4 1.1 0.0 225 0.1 0.3 0.0 222
Other (non-classified) 0.0 0.0 0.0 14 0.7 2.4 0.0 14
Unconventional Attack 596.4 1,205.8 44.0 5 467.4 1,003.2 0.0 5
     Excluding 9/11 0.0 0.0 0.0 2 0.0 0.0 0.0 2
Unknown 0.0 0.0 0.0 3 0.0 0.0 0.0 3

International and Domestic Terrorism Against the U.S., 2001–2009: Fatalities

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, 
at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Table 6 • SR 93 heritage.org

INTERNATIONAL DOMESTIC

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Median Number Mean

Standard 
Deviation Median Number

Armed Attack 2.4 3.4 1.0 52 0.3 0.5 0.0 7
Arson 0.0 0.0 0.0 8 0.0 0.0 0.0 40
Assassination 1.4 1.3 1.0 13 1.0 – 1.0 1
Barricade/Hostage 9.0 – 9.0 1 – – – 0
Bombing 3.4 7.7 0.0 205 0.0 0.0 0.0 16
Hijacking 0.0 – 0.0 1 – – – 0
Kidnapping 1.0 1.6 1.0 30 – – – 0
Other (non-classified) 0.0 0.0 0.0 5 0.3 0.6 0.0 14
Unconventional Attack 745.5 1,338.1 116.5 4 0.0 0.0 0.0 4
     Excluding 9/11 0.0 – 0.0 1 – – – –
Unknown 0.0 – 0.0 1 1.0 – 1.0 1
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40 Years’ Data on International and Domestic Terrorism

Table 7 presents the mean and median number of injuries by tactic used in international and domestic terrorist 
attacks against the United States from 2001 to 2009. The four unconventional incidents that were international in 
nature yielded an average of 584 injuries per incident. This figure, too, is mainly driven by 9/11. Excluding 9/11, the 
remaining single unconventional attack, the Adamsite envelope, yielded no injuries; 219 bombings averaged 11.9 
injuries per incident, while 50 armed attacks averaged 2.3 injuries per incident. As demonstrated by the median 
number of injuries, most international terrorist attacks against the United States result in no more than one injury, 
and often none.

The most injurious domestic terrorist attacks were incidents that do not fall under a convenient category (labeled 
as “other”) and bombings. The 17 “other” tactics used by domestic terrorists averaged 2.7 injuries per incident, while 
the seven armed attacks averaged 0.9 injuries per incident. Once again, the mean for fatalities caused by domestic 
armed attacks does not include the Fort Hood shootings.

Conclusion
The past must not be discounted. Today, a decade after 9/11, examining terror trends of the past is vital to learn-

ing lessons and building better counterterrorism mechanisms. Combined with new intelligence, terrorism data from 
the past four decades can be an invaluable tool for reaching new insights, detecting previously unseen patterns, and 
sculpting and improving homeland security policy. It is up to the White House and Congress to ensure that the nation 
assesses all relevant information to address the threat of terrorism.

International and Domestic Terrorism Against the U.S., 2001–2009: Injuries

Source: Calculations by the Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis based on data from the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism Incidents, 
at http://www.rand.org/nsrd/projects/terrorism-incidents.html (April 18, 2011).

Table 7 • SR 93 heritage.org

INTERNATIONAL DOMESTIC

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Median Number Mean

Standard 
Deviation Median Number

Armed Attack 2.3 4.5 1.0 50 0.9 1.9 0.0 7
Arson 0.0 0.0 0.0 8 0.0 0.0 0.0 40
Assassination 0.8 0.8 1.0 13 0.0 – 0.0 1
Barricade/Hostage 15.0 – 15.0 1 – – – 0
Bombing 11.9 28.3 1.0 219 0.1 0.3 0.0 16
Hijacking 1.0 – 1.0 1 – – – 0
Kidnapping 0.1 0.3 0.0 28 – – – 0
Other (non-classified) 2.0 3.9 0.0 5 2.7 7.5 0.0 17
Unconventional Attack 584.3 1,118.4 38.0 4 0.0 0.0 0.0 4
     Excluding 9/11 0.0 – 0.0 1.0 – – – –
Unknown 0.0 – 0.0 1 – – – 0



214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE   •   Washington, DC 20002   •   (202) 546-4400   •   heritage.org




