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THE CONCEPT OF LONE-WOLF TERRORISTS 

Abstract 

The nature of terrorism has changed significantly over the last decade. In re-
cent years, the phenomenon of so-called lone wolf terrorism has increased with more 
and more attacks perpetrated by single actors. The shifting nature of terrorism has 
prompted a debate over how to accurately describe individuals that act independent-
ly of a terrorist organization’s chain of command. The lone wolf concept needs to be 
re-evaluated and adapted to changed circumstances. The purpose of this paper will 
be focused on one of the most unpredictable forms of terrorism acts - those commit-
ted by a single individual, a so-called ”lone wolf terrorist”. Politically, the concept 
lone wolf is used to reassure the public and communicate that the danger is no lon-
ger immanent. Academically as well as practically, the concept entails more than 
this reassurance. The most difficult part in detecting a lone wolf is that their attacks 
occur in the context of multiple ideological frameworks and are not confined to a sin-
gle group or system of belief. Currently, there are more questions than answers on 
the content and validity of the lone wolf concept, but we should be alert and aware 
that the external conditions have changed, and old responses may not be appropriate 
anymore to present-day lone actor terrorism. 

Keywords: LONE-WOLF TERRORISTS, EXTREMISM, ATTACKS, THREAT, RADICALIZA-

TION 

Introduction 

Recent events have brought increased attention to a relatively rare 
form of terrorism: lone-wolf terrorists. Lone-actor terrorists are those who 
plan and carry out an attack without assistance from others. They see them-
selves as representing some larger group or cause and may have some expe-
rience in a group, organisation or social movement related to this cause. 
Their grievance is thus shared by many, although their attack is carried out 
alone (McCauley, S, Moskalenko, 2014). 

The concept of the lone wolf terrorist is increasingly common in re-
cent decades, often attracting media attention as a “new” and “dangerous” 
threat. It is a growing phenomenon, but research on this topic has been ac-
companied by major shortcomings, because this type of violence may be one 
of the most mysterious and unforeseeable forms of terrorism (Krstic, 2018). 
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Defining the Concept 

Lone wolf terrorists are risking life and liberty for their cause. Why 
would any individual take this kind of risk?  More generally, why would 
any individual choose to sacrifice for a cause? (McCauley, S, Moskalenko, 
2014). 

Answering this questions requires, first and foremost, an in-depth, 
evidence based understanding of the evolution of lone wolf terrorism, the 
radicalization of lone wolves, and the socio-political contexts within which 
the phenomenon is situated.  

This paper intentions to provide such insight. In so doing, it seeks to 
offer significant steps toward prevention by providing new ways of thinking 
about and responding to lone wolf terrorism. This demands a clear defini-
tion of the phenomenon, and one that distinguishes how lone wolf terrorism 
differs from other types of terrorism. 

A precise definition of lone wolf terrorism is imperative, especially 
because the term is often misused or used imprecisely. Here “lone wolf ter-
rorism“ refers to terrorist actions carried out by lone individuals, as opposed 
to those carried out on the part of terrorist organizations or state bodies. The 
element of terrorism highlighted in this distinction— namely, the subject 
who commits terroristic violence (an individual)— follows in the tradition of 
researchers who define the lone wolf as “a person who acts on his or her 
own without orders from—or even connections to—an organization.” (Bur-
ton, Stewart, 2008). 

Under this formulation, a lone wolf is not one who conspires with 
others in an attempt to commit terrorism. The lone wolf is solitary by nature 
and prefers to act totally alone, although his or her radicalization to action 
maybe spurred by violent media images, incendiary books, manifestos, and 
fatwas (Hamm, Spaaij, 2017). 

In this paper radicalization is defined as the process by which indivi-
duals adopt extreme views, including beliefs that violent measures need to 
be taken for political or religious purposes. While acting independently, the 
lone wolf is nevertheless a political creature who is not pursuing purely ego-
centric goals (Hoffman, 2006). 

There is no professional consensus on the definition of lone wolf ter-
rorism, and some scholars reject the term altogether. For example, Jonathan 
White (2003), argues that the term has little practical value. “Some lone wol-
ves are better viewed as true believing extremists who go off the deep end,” 
he observes. “The term glorifies their actions and should not be used.“ White 
is not alone in his critique. The veteran terrorism researcher Brian Jenkins 
(2011) also argues that “lone wolf terrorism” is “a romanticizing term that 
suggests a cunning and deadly perpetrator” when that is not always the ca-
se. To avoid this perceived glorification, researchers often refer to the pheno-
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menon with such pseudo-scientific buzzwords as “lone-actor terrorism,” 
“solo actor terrorism”, “single-actor terrorism,” “solitary terrorism,” “free-
lance terrorism,” “self-starter terrorism,” “lone avenger terrorism, “or “lone 
wolf actor terrorism,”. 

Some experts use an expansive definition of lone wolf terrorism in 
terms of both motives and the number of perpetrators involved. Jeffrey Si-
mon (2013), defines the crime as the use of violence against the government, 
society, business, or the military by an individual acting alone “or with mini-
mal support from one or two other people” in support of political, social or 
financial goals. This definition includes what Simon calls the “criminal lone 
wolf” or “those who perpetrate their violence for purely personal or finance-
al gain.” 

Whereas “hate crime” refers to a range of both violent and nonviolent 
offenses that are committed due to the perpetrator’s prejudice against a par-
ticular group represented by the victim, terrorism is a violent act intended 
exclusively to coerce a government or civilian population in the furtherance 
of political or social objectives (Turpin-Petrosino, 2015). 

While the lone wolf ’s ideological motivation partially explains why 
this figure has received hyperbolic attention in academic circles, it is the very 
status of the “loner” that makes this terrorist unique, poorly understood, 
and, most importantly, unpredictable in his or her selection of targets for 
violence. Due to their lack of terrorist training and supporting manpower, 
lone wolves usually avoid hard targets (such as well fortified government 
buildings) in favour of simpler attacks against undefended soft targets (such 
as public gatherings). These characteristics distinguish terrorism committed 
by unaffiliated individuals from that perpetrated by broader radical move-
ments. Far more than a figure of speech, then, “lone wolf terrorism “is an 
epistemological recognition of the methods, validity, and scope of this parti-
cular form of political violence (Hamm, Spaaij, 2017). 

Paul Gill (2015) considering three categories:  
1. individual terrorists who train alone and select their own targets; 
2. individuals who received training from terrorist organizations and 
were given targets for an attack; 
3. and couples who may have radicalized each other, but who re-
ceived no external direction. 

Similarly, other experts, such as Christopher Hewitt (2003), have de-
fined a terrorist group as consisting of at least four people; anything less is 
considered a lone wolf operation. In this definition, couples and trios are 
also counted as lone wolf terrorists. 

Arguably, if two or three people carry out an act of terrorism, then it 
is no longer a “lone” act committed by an “unaffiliated” individual since 
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there were multiple perpetrators who were at least affiliated with one an-
other. The other issue relates to violent radicalization. In cases of lone wolf 
terrorism, an aggrieved individual typically becomes radicalized within his 
or her own attainable means, such as violent media imagery, online sermons 
and political screeds, or personal veneration of terrorists who came before 
(Spaaij, 2012). Small terrorist groups (including couples or trios) have a diffe-
rent kind of dynamic whereby radicalization occurs with the conspiratorial 
aid of other group members (Hamm, 2002). 

Regardless of how small such dyads, triads, or small cells may be, as 
soon as two or more people interact with one another with the aim of commit-
ting a terrorist attack, small-group dynamics come into play (Pantucci, 2011). 

Lone wolf attacks and propaganda 

The lone wolf terrorist is typically someone who acts out of a strong 
ideological or religious conviction, carefully plans their actions, and may 
successfully hide their intentions from others. 

Police Commissioner Bill Bratton told reporters that compared to at-
tacks by al- Qaeda, “ISIS would be much more into the inspiration of the lo-
ne wolf... They’re very sophisticated in their capabilities through their vid-
eos, through their social media, through their magazines.” (NYPD, 2014). 

The first ISIS-inspired lone wolf attack in America came on Septem-
ber 26, 2014, when thirty-year old Alton Nolen beheaded a co-worker ata 
food processing plant in Oklahoma. A prison convert to Islam whose digital 
footprint involved ISIS propaganda. 

ISIS’s explicit call for Western supporters to carry out “lone wolf” at-
tacks in their home countries became a core part of the group’s propaganda 
over the next two years.  

Investigators say the terrorist attack on two mosques in New Zealand 
was carried out by a single perpetrator. But referring to him as a "lone wolf" 
deceptively conceals a breeding ground of extreme-right terror. (Peters-
mann, 2019, DW). 

Norwegian terrorist Anders Behring Breivik, who murdered 77 peo-
ple on July 22, 2011, is often cited as a prototypical "lone wolf" perpetrator of 
terrorist attacks (Berntzen, Sandberg, 2014). "Europe is becoming increasing-
gly familiar with attacks by extremists, but Breivik's actions made him the 
deadliest lone wolf attacker in the continent's history" (Seierstad, 2016). 

"The idea that terrorists operate alone allows us to break the link bet-
ween an act of violence and its ideological hinterland" (Burke, 2017). He beli-
eves that the lone wolf theory "implies that the responsibility for an individ-
ual's violent extremism lies solely with the individual themselves." 
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Modern terrorists may not always belong to a group that can be cle-
arly named such as al-Qaida, the "Islamic State” or the National Socialist Un-
derground (NSU), an extreme-right German terrorist cell that was responsi-
ble for a string of murders. Nevertheless, their radicalization takes place in 
the social climate in which they live. The internet and social media allow ter-
rorists unprecedented ways to network globally and the ability to propagate 
their ideologies — right up to livestreaming their attacks on Facebook, as 
was the case with the Christ church attack. 

Most experts agree that terrorists are products of their time. An in-
crease in intolerance has established itself in recent years as a global social 
trend, fuelled by political discourse that is becoming increasingly populist. 
The yearning for simple answers polarizes; strangers and those with different 
viewpoints quickly become enemies. Extremism is taking root in mainstream 
society — a trend that is reinforced with the digitalization of human life. 

Real relationships are replaced by virtual ones. But even online inter-
actions have real consequences. David Sonboly, who murdered nine people 
at a Munich shopping mall on July 22, 2016, was heavily involved in online 
xenophobic networks. Sonboly deliberately chose the fifth anniversary of 
Breivik's terrorist attack as the date for his shooting. He received praise from 
certain circles of like-minded people for the choice of date (Petersmann, 
2019, DW). 

Some jihadi attackers who struck in Europe were presumed to be lone 
wolf perpetrators who idealized IS, but actually had virtual contact with IS 
members in Syria and Iraq immediately before carrying out their attacks.  

Should Christ church attacker Tarrant actually prove to be the author 
of the 74-page manifesto, then he is explicitly making parallels between him-
self, Breivik and Dylann Roof, the white supremacist who shot nine black 
churchgoers in Charleston, South Carolina on June 17, 2015. 

It is known that both Breivik and Tarrant were in contact with other 
far-right extremists at home and abroad, both in real life and online. Tarrant 
in particular has travelled extensively, including in Europe. On his Facebook 
profile, which has since been deleted, he shared extremist content and arti-
cles about right-wing extremists from Europe, including at least one report 
on right-wing extremist soldiers in the Bundeswehr — Germany's armed 
forces — who for him are apparently kindred spirits. 

Breivik and Tarrant view themselves as modern-day crusaders in the 
battle to preserve the purity of an allegedly threatened white European bre-
ed. Both regard Muslims in particular to be "invaders" who strive for world 
domination (Petersmann, 2019, DW). 

Membership in groups and “acting alone”, however, are concepts in-
creasingly difficult to apply in a world where terrorist organizations increas-
ingly organize virtually through social media. 
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We found that social ties play a crucial role throughout the process 
leading from ideological radicalization to the planning and preparation of 
terrorist attacks (Schuurman. B, et al. (2017). 

Clarifying the role of motivation in lone-wolf terrorism 

Islamophobia, racism and white nationalism have long managed to 
find their way into the upper echelons of western democratic governments, 
be it in Australia, the US, or Europe. 

In this context, a study on 119 individual perpetrators of terrorism 
was presented by the International Centre for Terrorism Studies (ICST) at 
Pennsylvania State University in February 2013. According to the study, the 
vast majority of supposedly "lone actor terrorists regularly engaged in a de-
tectable and observable range of behaviours and activities with a wider pres-
sure group, social movement or terrorist organization." 

The ICST study drew another dramatic conclusion: "In the time lead-
ing up to most lone-actor terrorist events, evidence suggests that other peo-
ple generally knew about the offender's grievance, extremist ideology, views 
and/or intent to engage in violence." (International Centre for Terrorism Stu-
dies, 2013). For a large majority (83 percent) of offenders, others were aware 
of the grievances that later spurred their terrorist plots or actions. In a simi-
lar number of cases (79 percent), others were aware of the individual's com-
mitment to a specific extremist ideology. In 64 percent of cases, family and 
friends were aware of the individual's intent to engage in a terrorism-related 
activity because the offender verbally told them." (International Centre for 
Terrorism Studies, 2013). 

Lone wolves do not view themselves as lone wolves; precisely the 
contrary holds true.  Lone wolves often perceive themselves as part of a he-
roic avant-garde seeking to protect a larger group of people.  It is important 
to understand that lone wolf is a label attached to an individual by external 
forces not the actor himself. One could argue that this by itself does not ren-
der the above-mentioned criteria invalid, as objectively the individual was 
acting alone, regardless of whether he or she believes to belong to an organi-
zation or take action on behalf of a group or not.  The Norwegian terrorist 
Anders Breivik, who killed seventy-seven people in 2011, and the “Unabom-
ber” Ted Kaczynski who killed three and injured twenty-three people over a 
span of seventeen years, are frequently used as typical examples of the lone 
actor threat. Both were solitary individuals who proved capable of planning 
and executing deadly terrorist attacks on their own (Hemmingby, Bjørgo, 
2016). 

The implications of these findings for the prevention and disruption 
of lone actor extremism can be illustrated by looking at lone actor radicaliza-
tion and pre-attack behaviour. 
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In this paper, lone actor radicalization is studied from a relational 
perspective. This allowed us to identify varying degrees and types of “lone-
ness” vis-a-vis radical milieus and groups in on and offline settings. Their lo-
neness is, in several instances, reinforced by an exaggerated sense of self-im-
portance, combined with scorn for the efficacy and commitment to the cause 
of potential co-conspirators. Some are simply alone as a result of significant 
changes in their social environments (Malthaner et al., 2017). 

Similarly, the London nail bomber David Copeland, who embarked 
on a solo bombing spree in 1999 that left three people dead and 140 injured, 
may have tried to form a neo-Nazi terror cell before deciding to strike out 
alone (McLagan, Lowles, 2000). 

For example, Mohammed Bouyeri, who murdered the controversial 
Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh in 2004, was a central figure in the jihadist 
“Hofstadgroup.” (Schuurman et al, 2015). 

For most individuals, hurting or killing others requires overcoming 
internal moral barriers to the use of force (Bandura, 1990). Exposure to ex-
tremist ideologies and authority figures can play a crucial role in this process 
and our research found that 78 percent of lone actors were exposed to exter-
nal sources of encouragement or justification for the use of violence (Schuur-
man et al., 2017). 

The majority of terrorist attacks in the West are not carried out by 
well-organised international groups. Instead, the terrorist threat in the West 
largely comes from lone wolf terrorism. Lone wolf terrorists are individuals 
or a small number of individuals who commit an attack in support of a 
group, movement, or ideology without material assistance or orders from 
such group (Simon, 2013). These types of attacks account for 70 per cent of 
all deaths in the West from 2006 to 2014. 

This discrepancy highlights that lone wolf terrorism encompasses 
awide range of actors with differing motivations, aims and targets. What the 
data does show is that some countries have much higher levels of lone wolf 
terrorism than others. The data also demonstrates that lone wolf attacks in 
Western countries are not exclusively inspired by the calls for international 
jihad by al-Qa’ida and ISIL (Spaaij, 2012). 

From 2006 to 2019 the five largest lone wolf attacks in the West occur-
red in four different countries. The largest category of lone wolf attacks in 
the West was political attacks. There were 37 political lone wolf attacks 
which caused 110 deaths and 135 injuries.  

The first example is massacre in the United States when a soldier kil-
led 13 people at a military base in Texas in 2009. Тhe Netherlands also had 
one attacker commit all terrorist deaths. This occurred in 2009 when an indi-
vidual drove his car into a crowd to try and damage the bus carrying the 
Dutch royal family killing seven and injuring 12 people.  
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The biggest political lone wolf attack took place in Norway (Borch-
grevink, 2012) in 2011when far-right terrorist Anders Breivik conducted two 
attacks in one day. These killed 77 people including children attending a 
youth camp run by a political party (Global Terrorism Index, 2015). 

The second largest lone wolf attack in USA, occurred in Orlando, Flo-
rida. On June 12, 2016, twenty-nine-year-old Omar Mateen stormed a gay 
nightclub, wielding an assault rifle and a pistol, and carried out the worst 
terrorist attack since 9/11, killing forty-nine people and wounding another 
fifty-three. Before he was killed in a police shootout, Mateen shouted to his 
victims, “It’s time to end the bombing in Syria,” and then called 911 to pro-
claim allegiance to ISIS (Alvarez, Perez-Pena, 2016). 

The last lone wolf terrorist attack war realized by Australian Brenton 
H. Tarrant accused of carrying out the massacre at the Al Noor and Linwood 
mosques — an attack partly broadcast live on Facebook — faces 51 counts of 
murder and 39 charges of attempted murder. (Graham-Mc Lay, 2019). 

Extremist political views were also prevalent in attacks in the United 
States, with lone wolf attackers motivated by a desire to bring about a politi-
cal revolution, anarchism and anti-government sentiments, opposition to op-
ponents of gay marriage and opposition to proponents of abortion. 

Notable lone wolf terrorist attacks in the West have also included: 
 In 2012, in Brussels, the Imam of a Shiite mosque was killed by a 

firebomb. 
 On May 2014 again in Belgium, four people were killed by a 

shooting at the Jewish Museum in Brussels by a former ISIL mem-
ber. 

 On 7 January 2016 in Paris, a man wearing a fake explosive belt at-
tacked police officers. 

 In June 2016, a man kills a police commander and his partner out-
side their Paris home (Joscelyn, 2016). 

On July 14 2016, Bastille Day, a lone actor drove a cargo truck into a 
crowd celebrating Bastille Day in Nice, killing 85 people (Global Terrorism 
Index, 2016). 

Table 1. Motivation of Lone-wolf attacks (Global Terrorism Index, 2015). 
CATEGORY SUBCATEGORY DEFINITION

Racial and religious 
supremacists 

Anti-Islamic The target chosen purely because of their 
association with Islam. This includes at-
tacks on mosques and retaliation attacks. 

Anti-Semitism Motivated by a prejudice against Jews. 

White supremacist Motivated by a racist worldview and 
could include identification with views 
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of the Nazi’s 
and the KKK.

Individual issues Individual issues The attack is due to issues specific to an 
individual. This may involve a desire to 
gain attention, a particular dogma or ac-
tions relating to particular delusions 
stemming from the influence of drugs or 
a mental illness.

Al-Qa’ida inspired Influenced by al-Qa’ida and undertook 
an attack without al-Qa’ida’s involve-
ment to further the ideology of the gro-
up.

Islamic  
fundamentalism 

ISIL inspired Influenced by ISIL and undertook an at-
tack without ISIL’s involvement to fur-
ther the ideology of the group. 

Jihadism Inspired by Islamic fundamentalism to 
engage in violence. The attacker may be 
inspired by a particular Islamist group, 
but is more focused on violent jihadism. 

Anti-American Attack undertaken to express opposition 
to specific foreign policies or other acti-
ons by the United States and its allies. 

Political Anti-government Anti-authoritarian motives for their at-
tack including opposition towards the 
police, tax office, post office or other in-
struments of government. Anarchists are 
included in this category.

Nationalists The attacker was inspired by national-
ism. This includes separatists. 

Political extremism Action undertaken to promote a particu-
lar political viewpoint. This may include 
stances of immigration, abortion, LGBT 
rights or any other view. It is extremist 
by definition due to the violence invol-
ved.

 

Conclusion 

Today, one of the most challenging and unpredictable forms of terror-
ism are violent terror acts committed by single individuals, often referred to 
as lone wolf terrorists or lone actor terrorists. One of the major problems 
with detecting possible lone wolf terrorists is that there is no consistent or 
typical profile of a lone wolf. 
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However, lone actors’ frequent inability to recruit or join others for 
terrorist purposes does not mean that they drop all social interaction or that 
their social environment plays no part in their offending. Lone actors typi-
cally radicalize in both online and offline “radical milieus“. Through such in-
teraction, they develop weak or affiliative social ties with radical actors, even 
if their integration and socialization in these milieus is often partial, periph-
eral, and discontinuous. 

Essentially, lone wolf attacks represent an undefined threat to natio-
nal security because they are seemingly impossible to predict or gather intel-
ligence on. 

Terrorism as a logic does not differentiate between religions and cul-
tural identities. A mass killer from New Zealand overtook decisive work: 
terrorism can divide people, but also arouse solidarity. 
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