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 Terrorism is a strategic, group activity that consists of a series of decisions. One 

necessary decision is on how to lead the group; terrorists can decide to have a centralized or 

decentralized style of leadership. In a centralized leadership structure, the group is bureaucratic 

and hierarchical because leaders have a high level of control over the operations of the group. In 

a group with a decentralized leadership structure, rather than having the leadership direct attacks, 

a call to action is used to encourage like-minded individuals to take actions. The debate over 

leadership has lasted centuries and has been ideologically neutral. It began in the 1800s between 

Bakunin and Marx and Engels and then continued in the 1980s between white supremacists 

Beam and Covington and has occurred as recently as the 2000s with Naji and al-Suri. The worst 

mistake that a contemporary terrorist group can make is to adopt a decentralized leadership 

structure because it makes it difficult to enforce cohesion, to control information and messaging, 

and to establish governance.  

 Terrorists should not implement a decentralized leadership structure because it increases 

the difficulty of promoting cohesion among members.  The organizational control that is 

established by a centralized leadership structure encourages cohesion within the terrorist group 

that discourages the principal-agent problem. In the principal-agent problem, the preferences of 

leaders (the principal) and followers (the agent) do not align and can lead to tasks not being 

properly completed, stealing from the organization, or defection (Shapiro 2013). Furthermore, 

cohesion allows a terrorist organization to better implement expansionist strategy. Despite 

leadership style, organizations face delegation and integration issues when they attempt to 

expand, but groups with decentralized leadership experiences greater difficulties. Without group 

cohesion, terrorist leaders lose control over a group of actors’ while that group uses their name 

and “brand” to carry out attacks (Mendelsohn 2011). This can harm the public’s perception of 
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the overall group, leading to general distrust and dislike for the organization that can harm their 

ability to be successful in the pursuit of their goals.  

 A decentralization of leadership makes effective control and dissemination of information 

more challenging for a terrorist group. Decentralized organizations rely on networks rather than 

hierarchies; therefore, they experience delays in the flow of information and the dissemination of 

incorrect information (Eilstrup-Sagionvanni and Jones 2008). Ineffective communication within 

organization can make is more difficult to execute attacks and can lead to disagreements that can 

fragment a group. Furthermore, decentralized organizations cannot control the flow of 

information in order to overcome collective action and to convey a unified message (Tufecki 

2017). Although the fundamental goal of decentralized leadership is to put out a broad call to 

action, these types of organization do not have the structures to mobilize wide-spread action. 

More so, the leaderless structure of decentralized organization means that when the group is 

given the opportunity to negotiation with a government force the group will not be able to agree 

on the demands and talks will fail (Tufekci 2017).   

 The absence of centralized leadership makes it impossible to establish effective 

governance structures.  To overcome a state actor, terrorist need to utilize guerilla warfare 

sequencing to gain strength and outlast a government force (Katagiri 2015). It is crucial to have a 

strong leadership structure in order to plan, organize, and implement this strategy successfully 

against a capable enemy. Furthermore, the most successful terrorist organizations are able to 

separate a population from the government by gaining popular support. For example, the 

National Liberation Front (FLN) was successful in Algeria after the French were unable to gain 

the support of the civilian population and lost control of the political landscape (Davidson 1981). 

Finally, centralized leadership is critical because it gives groups the cohesion and organization 



Higgins 3 

 

necessary to establish government structures that stop violence. This is critical because failing 

states are more likely to experience reoccurring conflict and terrorist activity (Piazza 2008).  

 The greatest mistake contemporary terrorist groups can make is to embrace the 

decentralized approach to leadership because it negatively impacts their ability to build cohesion 

and enforce discipline, to properly control and spread information, and to establish effective 

governance. If a group lacks cohesion and discipline, they are more susceptible to the principal-

agent problem and will experience greater difficult when they try to expand. Furthermore, 

decentralized groups cannot control their messaging and will be unable to overcome the 

collective action and to craft a unified message to convey to state actors. Finally, in order to 

build good governance, centralized leadership is crucial because decentralized networks lack the 

ability to mobilize. As state actors continue to build counterterrorism capacities, groups are 

choosing to adopt a decentralize leadership approach which is limiting their ability to achieve 

their long-term political goals. Therefore, counter-terrorism actors must prepare for the of future 

terrorism that will be less successful and less predictable.  
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