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The assumption that terrorist organizations (TO) select their target(s) putting into consideration its own 
limited resources and the impact of the selected target on the national power of the victim state has 
been the underlying assumption of the Uyo School. In the face of the increasing search to uncover the 
determinant of terrorist target selection which has become central in terrorism literature does the Uyo 
School provide a generalized theory on the issue? And are its assumptions robust enough to provide 
the needed theoretical framework as a research program for more rigorous and scientific study on the 
subject matter? This paper makes a presentation of the core propositions of the school. It concludes 
that the school provides the most promising theorization on the subject. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
One of the most reoccurring themes in terrorism literature 
is the search for the structure and rationale in terrorist 
target selection (TTS). As early as 1998, C.J.M Drake 
theorizes that there exists a linkage between the 
ideological base of a terrorist organization (TO) and its 
target preference since ideology provides the framework 
through which the TO evaluates its actions on other 
people and reaction. Ideology therefore lends itself as the 
moral framework through which terrorists judge the 
credibility of their actions (Drake, 1998).  

Since the September 11 attacks on the United States, 
there  has  been  unprecedented  explosion  on  scholarly  

work on the subject matter. These extensive scholarly 
works concluded that: 
 
1. There exists a linkage between the decision-making 
process of a terror group and its interaction with the state 
(Bueno de Mesquita, 2005a, 2005b; McCormick, 2003; 
Lake, 2002) 
2. Terrorist activities (including target selection) are 
shaped by the resource limitation and the ideology of its 
supporters (de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca, 2007; 
Lapan and Sandler, 1988) 
3. There is  a  connection  between  the  time  of  terrorist  
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attack and its target and technique choice (Pape, 2003, 
2005; Bloom, 2005; Kyudd and Walter, 2002; Berman 
and Lantin, 2005) 
4. There exists a linkage between the state defensive and 
pre-emptive policy and terrorist target behavior including 
their target choice (Bandyopadhyay and Sandler, 2011; 
Brandt and Sandler, 2010; Bernulandt and Polborn, 2010; 
Sander, 2010) 
5. Terrorist groups make target choice(s) that creates 
dynamics of action-repression which arouses sympathy 
for its cause from the populace (de Figueiredo and 
Weingast, 2001) 
6. Target choice(s) are selected by TO based on its 
capacity to draw media attention (Hoffman, 2010) 
7. Terrorist groups choose targets that neutralize 
government advantage over them in their ‘bargaining 
interaction’ for public support (Nemeth, 2010) 
8. There is a linkage between terrorist target choice and 
the state’s allocation of security resources (Mathews and 
Loweberg, 2012; Power 2002; Berhandt and Polborn, 
2010; Brandt and Sandler, 2010). 
 
More recently a perspective on the subject has emerged 
known as the Uyo School. This school of thought is of the 
opinion that TO has limited human and material resources 
compared to the state. In its interaction with the state TO 
aims at forcing the victim state (VS) to make concession 
to its demand(s) by attacking its core components of 
national power which are identified by power transition 
theorists to include political, economic and demographic 
capacity, in order to optimize its limited resources. This 
suggestion appears to be logically since it presents TO 
as having the capability of making rational choice in its 
target selection in face of its limited resources. But do this 
suggestion and other core assumptions of the school 
constitute a veritable framework in the complex art of 
explaining and maybe predicting terrorist target(s) in the 
future? Does the Uyo School lend itself as a generalized 
theory in the expanding discipline of terrorism studies 
which compared to other social sciences has been found 
wanting in theoretical sophistication and methodology? 
This paper will answer these questions. It will present the 
core assumptions of the Uyo School as a veritable 
research program. 
 
 
The theoretical foundation of the Uyo School 
 
To make a proper appraisal of the postulation of the Uyo 
School on terrorist target selection, it is imperative to first 
and foremost bring into limelight the theoretical 
framework upon which its assumptions were developed.  

The school is an extension of the core tenets of the 
Power Transition Theory (PT) which is an IR research 
program into the realm of terrorism studies. The school 
replicated the success of  PT  which  is  one  of  the  most  
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robust theoretical and empirical explanations of war and 
peace, and which stands out among the theories of 
international conflict and co-operation (Eminue and 
Ufomba, 2011; Lemke and Werner, 1996; Tammen et al., 
2000; Kim, 1991, 1992, 1996; Abdollhain and Kang, 
2008). 

PT was first put forward by A.F.K Organski in 1958 to 
explain the causes of conflict between major powers. To 
the adherents of this theory, the international system is a 
hierarchical structured system wherein the position of a 
state is determined by its national power. And national 
power is made up of three core components- political 
capacity, economic capacity and demography. And as 
the national power of a state increases or decreases in 
relation to other states, its status in the hierarchy 
changes. When a state advanced to the position of a 
major power it will challenge the status quo if it does not 
suit its own interest in other to alter it – a situation which 
accounts for conflict between it and the existing power 
whose interest is to maintain the status quo.  

Since it has been developed into a more generalized 
theory of war and peace by Kugler and Lemke (1996), PT 
has been extended as a research program to explain 
virtually all known phenomena both in inter-state and 
intra-state interaction. For example, Lemke (2002) 
applied it in the explanation of the duration of conflict at 
regional level. It was adopted in the correct prediction of 
the rise of China and India to major power status by 
Wilson and Purushothaman (2003), Maddison (2003), 
Organski (1958) and Fogel (2007). Other successful 
application of PT includes Kang and Kugler’s integrated 
formal deterrence structure using a game theoretic 
approach (Kang and Kugler, 2007), Abdollahian and 
Kang’s analysis of conflict in multiple level among sub-
national, national and regional actors (Abdollahian and 
Kang, 2008), Alsharabati and Kugler’s theorization on the 
stability of deterrence building (Alsharabati and Kugler, 
2008), Abdollahian’s development of a system of non-
linear differential equations to simulate the structural 
conditions that lead to inter-state conflict or co-operation 
(Abdollahian, 1996) among other breakthrough in 
scholarship (Coan and Kuglar, 2008; Arbetman-Rabinwitz 
and Johnson, 2008; Feng et al., 2008). Recognizing PT 
as a powerful framework of analysis Dicocco and Levy 
concluded that PT is a lively and expanding research 
program that has moved forward in several important 
substantive directions (Tammen, 2008). Most theoretical 
extensions of power transition principles have generated 
novel predictions, many of which are empirically 
collaborated, and proponents of the research program 
have been particularly good at developing improved 
operational measures of key theoretical concepts (Dicoco 
and Levy, 2003:147-148). 

The Uyo School therefore situates itself within this 
successful research program by adopting its core 
concept  of   national  power  to  explain  the  factors  that  
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shapes the target choice of terrorist organizations in its 
interaction with the state. 
 
 
Tenets of the Uyo School: An evaluation of its 
strength and weakness 
 
The foundation of the Uyo School was first laid by Okon 
Eminue and Henry Ufomba in their seminal paper titled 
‘Modeling Terrorist Target Selection: Organski’s Power 
Transition Theory’ and expanded into a more 
encompassing and elaborate model by Dode and 
Ufomba (forthcoming). The school developed its theory of 
TTS by moving Organski’s Power Transition Theory (PT) 
from its traditional realm as an IR theory to the more 
restricted borders of terrorism studies. This was achieved 
by employing PT phenomenon of national power to 
model the linkage between terrorist target choices and 
the VS (Ufomba, 2013). It therefore suggests that the 
same variables1 that determine a VS’s status in the 
international hierarchy also determine its relationship with 
a terrorist organization in the event of the latter’s 
selection of target (Eminue and Ufomba, 2011). In their 
work, Dode and Ufomba (forthcoming) extended the 
model by incorporating into it the dual concepts of 
endurance capacity and power forgone2 to simulate the 
determinants of a VS post-attack behavior using a game-
theoretic approach. With this extension the theorization of 
the school can be summed to contain five core 
assumptions which are: 
 
Assumption 1: Terrorist groups lack the immerse 
resources of the state both in human and material 
perspective. Hence, to achieve its aim they optimize their 
resources through the selection of critical targets that will 
compel VS to make concession. The cost of the attack is 
lower than the damage done on the VS. 
 
Assumption 2: Critical targets are the three core com-
ponents of the national power of VS. These components 
are its’ political, economic and demographic capacity3. 
Assumption 3: VS has the capacity to maintain its 
stance after been attacked by TO. This is its endurance 
capacity. 
 
Assumption 4: The endurance capacity of VS is a 
function of its willingness to sacrifice its national power to 
maintain its stance on a particular demand. The loosed 
power is its power forgone. 
 
Assumption 5: The endurance capacity of VS is its 
breaking point beyond which it is likely to make 
concession to TO on a particular demand and at a 
particular time/period. 
 
From the  above  five  assumptions  the  school theorized  

 
 
 
 
beyond ‘why’ and ‘how’ a TO selects its target but also it 
laid down the rational expectation of a VS behavior in its 
post-attack interaction with TO. The ‘why’ TO chooses its 
target4 is its rational behavior of resource. Its broad 
perception encompasses previous postulations and goes 
beyond it since available data on terrorist targets 
worldwide point the core components of national power 
has been the target of most terrorist attacks globally 
(Table 1). Well this data does not present itself as a 
perfect statistical analysis but it suggests the prospect of 
these assumptions unveiling itself as a robust and 
generalized theory of terrorist target selection. 

As stated above, while these assumptions have not 
been subjected to rigorous empirical analysis never-
theless its logic presents itself more than any other theory 
as a veritable framework for future research work on 
terrorist selection since previous postulations are limited 
to variables that are not robust enough to explain terrorist 
target selection on a wide spectrum of cases in com-
parison with the Uyo School. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Although terrorist organizations conduct their activities as 
a clandestine group, it has been an increasing interest in 
terrorism literature to uncover the factors or determinants 
that shape its decision making process in general and its 
target choice in particular. To this end there has been 
avalanche theorization as the subject matter which spans 
from Drake’s view that ideology plays a key role in 
shaping target choice to Hoffman’s ‘media attraction’ as a 
veritable stimulant in terrorist target selection among 
others. Situated within this quest, the Uyo School 
presents itself as a powerful theory to explain terrorist 
target choice. Its proposition that national power is the 
main target choice of a TO in its quest to force VS to 
make concession to its demand(s) is logical and in line 
with available data as shown in Table 1. The robustness 
of its assumptions also explains the post-attack rational 
behavior of VS. Hence, its theorization is an important 
contribution to the literature since it gives room for future 
extension and modification making it a superb framework 
for future research in the field. 
 
 
ENDNOTES 
 
1. The variables here are PT’s established components 
of national power which are political capacity, economic 
capacity and demography (see, Abdollahian and Kang 
2008; Tammen 2008; Tammen et al 2000 among others) 
2. In the taxonomy of the Uyo School the concept of 
‘power forgone’ is used to refer to the amount of national 
power as tate is willing to sacrifice at a particular time as 
are sult of a terrorist  threat  or  attack  in  the  process  of  
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Table 1. Terrorist attacks worldwide and their relation to national power – 
demography (Dem), economic capability (ECO), political capability (POL). 
 

Targets  Number of attacks Relation to national power  

Private Citizens and Property 17010 DEM/ECO/Pol  
Business  12558 ECO 
Govt (General) 11059 DEM/ECO/POL 
Military  11007 POL 
Police  9802 POL 
Transportation  4132 ECO 
Journalistic/Media  1694 POL 
Religious Figures/Institutions 1609 - 
Educational Institution 1490 ECO/POL/DEM 
Others  1426 - 
Airport/Airlines  933 ECO 
Unknown  913 - 
Terrorist 842 POL 
NGO 739 ECO/POL 
Telecommunication 453 ECO 
Tourists  289 ECO 
Abortion related  261 - 
Maritime  159 ECO 
Food/Water Supply 108 DEM 

 

Source: Eminue and Ufomba (2011) and Global Terrorism Database of the University of 
Maryland. 

 
 
 
resisting terrorist demands. In the other hand ‘endurance 
capacity’ is the point at which V Sisno longer able or 
willing to sacrifice anymore of its national power in its 
refusal to TO’s demand. It is assumed that beyond its 
endurance capacity VS is likely to make concession. 
3. These concepts were used in the context of PT 
parlance. 
4. The expectation here is that TO is a rational decision-
maker that makes the best possible choice at a particular 
time from a wide range of choices putting into consi-
deration its limited resources and its ultimate aim of 
satisfying its own want.  
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