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Understanding and countering violent extremism 
The United States (U.S.) was attacked by violent extremists more 

than 2,600 times between 1970 and 2013 and these events 

continue as we have seen most recently in Boston. Single events 

can be catastrophic, causing hundreds of casualties and untold 

financial and psychological damage. Gaining a better 

understanding of the nature of this threat is a key element in the 

U.S. strategy. 

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) Science and Tech-
nology Directorate has been working closely with researchers in 
academic institutions, nonprofit organizations and the national 
laboratories to conduct groundbreaking research on violent ex-
tremism. The Countering Violent Extremism Project is supporting 
DHS and U.S. government efforts to assess and counter violent ex-
tremism by developing an integrated database on terrorism and ex-
tremist violence in the United States and analyzing terrorist disen-
gagement, re-engagement and recidivism.  

Findings from this project are regularly transitioned to analysts and 
policymakers and have been used to support the assessment of po-
tential terrorist threats and the development of programs focused on 
countering them. 

Analyzing events and perpetrators 

Terrorism and Extremist Violence in the U.S. Database: De-

velops an integrated database that incorporates incident, perpe-

trator and geospatial information that will be accessible through 

a web interface that includes graphing, mapping and analysis 

functions. 

These data have been used to analyze trends in terrorist attacks, 

the characteristics of those who perpetrate them, geospatial pat-

terns of terrorist precursor behaviors and the organizational dy-

namics of violent extremists in the U.S. 

Motivations and Pre-Attack Behaviors of Lone-Actor Ter-

rorists: Identified recurring pre-attack behaviors and developed 

a typology of lone-actor terrorists who had been convicted of 

terrorism offenses in Europe and North America.  

Understanding contexts 

Public Attitudes toward Violent Extremism and Government 

Countermeasures: Examines public perspectives on the gov-

ernment’s role and effectiveness in responding to extremist vio-

lence, using online surveys. 

County-level Analyses of Violent Extremism: Analyzed data 

from counties that have and have not experienced violent ex-

tremism to identify the characteristics of locations where violent 

extremists have planned, prepared for and conducted attacks. 

Outreach Focus Groups: Conducted focus groups with various 

communities throughout the U.S. to support the development of 

outreach activities related to countering violent extremism.  

Assessing countermeasures 

Disengagement from Terrorism: Investigates how and why 

people leave terrorism behind; whether there are differences 

based on type of terrorist group or an individual’s role within the 

group and how disengagement can be encouraged. 

Countermeasures Data Collection and Analysis: Analyzed 

patterns of intervention in terrorism-related cases and developed 

in-depth studies of specific countermeasure campaigns.  

Building Resilience to Violent Extremism: Conducted research 

within the Somali-American community in Minneapolis-St.Paul 

to identify risk and protective factors that may impact vulnera-

bility to terrorist recruitment and recommend socially and cul-
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turally appropriate prevention strategies. 




