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Outline

Adaptive Terrorist

Organizational Models

Levels of Commitment

Levels of Support

Cellular Structure

Hierarchical and Networked Structure

Types of Network Structure

Ideological Affiliation and Organizational Affiliation

Organizational Terrorist Training and Support Base

This learning activity is an orientation on:
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Learning Activity

“Our [enemy] is proactive, innovative, well-networked, flexible,
patient, young, technologically savvy, and learns and adapts
continuously based upon both successful and failed operations
around the globe.”

Honorable Lee Hamilton
Homeland Security Advisory Council

Knowledge of current and emergent models of terrorist organization 
improves an understanding and situational awareness of terrorism in a 
contemporary operational environment.

Adaptive Terrorist
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Learning Activity

Terrorists will appear increasingly in small teams (cells) or even 
individuals. From an operational perspective, these are ‘micro-targets 
with macro-impact’ operating in the global exchange of people, data, 
and ideas.

Two general categories of organization: 

Hierarchy
Network

A terrorist group may employ either type
or a combination of the two models.

The cell is the basic unit of organization
in any of the model variations.

Organizational Models

Hierarchy

Network

Organizational
Models

Hierarchy

Network

Organizational
Models
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Learning Activity

Different levels of commitment exist within an organization.
One way of display is four levels of commitment consisting of
passive supporters, active supporters, cadre, and leaders.

The pyramid image is
not intended as an
organizational diagram, but
indicates a relative number
of people in each category.

Some passive supporters
may be unaware of their
actual relationship to a
terrorist organization.

…and the others?

Levels of Commitment

Support Structure

Leaders

Operational Cadre

Active Supporters

Passive Supporters

Support Structure

Leaders

Operational Cadre

Active Supporters

Passive Supporters
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Learning Activity

Leaders provide direction and policy, approve goals and 
objectives, and provide overarching guidance for operations.

Cadres are the active members who plan and conduct operations, 
and manage intelligence, finance, logistics, propaganda, and 
communications. Mid-level cadres tend to be trainers and technicians 
such as bomb makers, financiers, and surveillance experts.  Low-
level cadres are the bombers and similar direct action terrorists.

Active Supporters can promote organizational
aims of the group such as political, fund-raising,
and propaganda acts. 

Passive Supporters are typically sympathetic
to the announced goals and intentions of an
overarching agenda, but are not committed
enough to take an active role in terrorism.

Levels of Support
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Learning Activity

The cell is the smallest element at the tactical level of terrorist 
organization.  Individuals, usually three to ten people, comprise a cell 
and act as the basic tactical component.

Compartmenting functions within organizational structure makes 
it difficult for an adversary to penetrate the entire organization.

“…maximize effectiveness. By operating in cells
(small groups that consist of one to several people),
the security of group members is maintained. Each 
cell is anonymous not only to the public but also to 
one another. This decentralized structure helps keep
activists out of jail and free to continue conducting actions.”

Earth Liberation Front (ELF) homepage

Cellular Structure
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Learning Activity

Two basic methods of organizational structure are hierarchical 
and networked models.  A terrorist group may employ either type or a
combination of the two models.

Hierarchical structure
organizations are those
that have a well-defined
vertical chain of control,
command, and mission
responsibilities.

Hierarchical structures
feature greater special-
ization in their cells 
such as intelligence,
operations, and support.

Hierarchical Structure

Terrorist Organizational Categories

Hierarchical                                   Networked

Terrorist Organizational Categories

Hierarchical                                   Networked

Terrorist Organizational Categories

Hierarchical                    Networked
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Learning Activity

Terrorists are increasingly using a broader system of networks 
than previously experienced and depend on loose affiliation with 
groups or individuals from a variety of locations.

Individuals or cells are expected to use
flexibility and initiative to conduct action
in support of a unifying ideology, common
goals or mutual interests.

Avoiding unnecessary coordination or
command approval for action provides
terrorist leaders with the ability to deny
responsibility of specified acts of terror,
as well as enhance operational security.

Networked Structure
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Learning Activity

Three basic types: chain, hub-star, and all-channel.  A terrorist 
group may also employ a hybrid structure that combines elements of 
more than one network type.

Chain. Each cell links to the node next
in sequence.

Hub and Star. Cells communicate with
one central element. The central cell need
not be the leader or decision maker for
the network.

All-Channel.  All nodes are connected
to each other. Network is organizationally
flat indicating there is no hierarchical
command structure above it.

Types of Network Structure
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Learning Activity

A variation on network structure is a loosely affiliated method 
using ideological intent, rather than any formalized command and
control or support structure.

Semi-independent or independent 
cells plan and act within their own
means to promote a common ideology.

Independent actors may act as
individuals or small terror cells with a 
general inspiration of extremism in
religious ideology, or demonstrate a
specific issue such as domestic
terrorism of Environmental Liberation
Front (ELF) or Animal Liberation Front
(ALF) movements.

Ideological Affiliation
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Learning Activity

Categorizing terrorist groups by their affiliation with governments 
provides indications of their means for intelligence, logistics,
operations, and access to types of weapons.  

US joint doctrine identifies
three affiliations:

Non-State Supported.  These groups
operate autonomously, and receive no
significant support from any government.

State Supported.  These groups operate
independently as a norm but receive
support from one or more governments.

State Directed.  These groups operate as an agent of a government 
with substantial support from the sponsoring government.

Terrorist Organizational Affiliation

Government
to

Terrorist Group
Affiliation

Non-State Supported

State-Supported

State-Directed
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Learning Activity

Training provides levels of proficiency with tactics and techniques, 
and knowledge useful to terrorist operations.

Means include videotapes or Internet programs
and provide expertise for a broad range of weapon
systems. Practical field expertise allows shared
observations and lessons learned.

Some terrorists seek to obtain and use weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD). Potential means span a weapon system such as a 
nuclear bomb to a rudimentary improvised radiological device.
Chemical and biological weapons have been used by terrorists.

Terrorist Training

Sniper

NB RC NNBB RRCC

Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear Weapons
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Learning Activity

Association between or among terrorist groups increase their 
capabilities through the exchange of knowledge and other resources.

Direct exchange occurs when one group provides another group 
with training, materiel, or experienced personnel not otherwise 
available to the group.

Indirect transfer of knowledge occurs when
one group carries out a successful operation
and is studied and emulated by others.

There are several types of support that
provide information about a terrorist group’s
capabilities. These measures of magnitude
consider the financial, political, and popular
support for a group.

Organizational Support Base

Money Laundering
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Learning Feedback

What are the two main types of structure for terrorist organizations?

The two main types of organizational structure for terrorist 
organization are: network and hierarchy.

What is the basic element of either organizational structure?

The cell is the basic organizational structure, and is usually three to 
ten persons but can be a small as one person per cell. 

What are four levels of support to a terrorist organization?

Four levels of support to a terrorist organization are: leaders, cadre, 
active supporters, and passive supporters.
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Learning Summary  

“Our [enemy] is proactive, innovative, well-networked, flexible,
patient, young, technologically savvy, and learns and adapts
continuously based upon both successful and failed operations
around the globe.”

Honorable Lee Hamilton

Three levels of support affiliation to terrorist organizations are: non-
state supported, state supported, and state directed.

Some terrorists seek to obtain and use weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD). Potential WMD means span a weapon system 
such as a nuclear bomb to a rudimentary improvised radiological 
device. Chemical and biological weapons have been used already 
by terrorists.


