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Martyr or Mystery? Female Suicide Bombers
and Information Availability

Michael J. Soules

Department of Political Science, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA, USA

ABSTRACT
An extensive body of literature examines how the media depicts
female suicide bombers. However, there has been little systematic
testing of these theories. I test common arguments about how
female bombers are portrayed, relative to male bombers. I find
mixed support for the notion that information on female bombers
relies on gender stereotypes. I find robust evidence that the marital
status of female bombers is more likely to be reported on than for
their male counterparts, while other characteristics, such as educa-
tion and occupation, are not. I discuss the incentives media outlets
and armed groups have for reinforcing these stereotypes.
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While former ISIS members Shamima Begum and Hoda Muthana are in similar situa-
tions to many other returning foreign fighters, many media outlets are framing them in
uniquely different ways from their male counterparts. Begum, Muthana, and many other
female members of ISIS are often discussed only in terms of their relationships with
male ISIS combatants, bearing the label “ISIS Bride,” and their participation is assumed
to be the result of coercion and brainwashing, stripping these women of any agency in
their decision to join the group.1 Depicting the women of ISIS as just brides rather than
complicit members of the organization ignores the important roles that many women
play in the group, including as recruiters and propagandists, as well as the fact that
some of the most ideologically driven members of the group are women.2 This way of
framing female combatants is not a new phenomenon. Female terrorists’ actions are
often explained in terms of connections to their families and loved ones3 and the media
has used the marital status of both married and unmarried female suicide bombers to
explain these combatants’ motives.4

Indeed, despite the fact that terrorist organizations have had a notable number of
female leaders and intensely committed female members, women who participate in ter-
rorism are often framed as outsiders in a male domain.5 An extensive literature exam-
ines the stark differences in the ways female and male suicide bombers are portrayed by
the media.6

However, despite the abundance of scholarship on this subject matter, our knowledge
of this phenomenon has largely been restricted to a small number of conflicts. Many of
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these studies tend to focus on female suicide bombers in Israel and occupied Palestinian
territories.7 While there are studies that examine the framing of female suicide bombers
in the context of other conflicts and armed groups,8 they are still primarily limited to a
select number of large conflicts and violent political organizations. Furthermore, most
(but not all) of the previous literature analyzes only a small number of news sources
and armed group propaganda material.
While groups like the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade highlight the lives of their female sui-

cide bombers for propaganda purposes,9 much less is known about other suicide attack-
ers, both female and male. While the Chicago Project on Security and Threats-Suicide
Attack Database (CPOST-SAD) attempts to provide biographical data on every success-
ful suicide bomber since 1974—including their occupation, educational attainment, age,
religion, country of birth, and marital status—approximately 80% of the bombers have
no biographical information of any kind available on them.10 Thus, while the lives of
some suicide bombers are well publicized, less is known about the majority of the
attackers. There is clear variation in both the quantity and quality of information avail-
able about suicide bombers. This raises concerns about the generalizability of previous
findings about how female suicide bombers are framed.
I seek to produce more generalizable findings about how female and male suicide

bombers are portrayed. This builds off a growing body of literature that uses rich, new
data to quantitatively test theories about female combatants.11 In this study, I provide
robust cross-national evidence of how the gender of suicide bombers affects their por-
trayal and the information available on them. To do this, I draw on aforementioned
data from CPOST-SAD, which contains information on various biographical character-
istics of suicide bombers. These data allow me to directly compare how female and
male bombers are framed in the universe of suicide attackers. I leverage the substantial
amount of missing data on biographical characteristics of suicide bombers to create var-
iables that measure information availability on individual bombers on a variety of
dimensions. This allows me to directly compare how information is presented on female
and male suicide bombers.
In line with the previous literature, I find that the information available on female

suicide bombers—relative to their male counterparts—tends to conform to gender ster-
eotypes. I find robust evidence that the marital status of female suicide bombers is
more likely to be known than for their male counterparts. I do not find consistent evi-
dence that the age, educational status, occupation, religion, and country of birth, or
overall level of information availability are more likely to be known about female or
male suicide bombers.
Taken together, these findings support prior work that suggests the framing of female

bombers often relies heavily on marital and family ties and the broader notion that
information available on female suicide bombers is shaped by gender stereotypes, espe-
cially in ways that strip them of their agency.12 Thus, narratives similar to that of “ISIS
Brides” appear to be systematically used to frame the actions of female bombers.
However, I do not find support for previous arguments that more information will be
available on female bombers overall nor do I find robust evidence to suggest that other
gender stereotypes, such as those related to education and occupation, are systematically
used to differentiate female and male suicide attackers.
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To my knowledge, the most similar study to mine was conducted by Karen Jacques
and Paul J. Taylor.13 They examine a fairly large sample of terrorists (222 females and
269 males), comparing biographical trends between male and female terrorists.
However, my paper differentiates itself in a few different ways. First, it analyzes the dif-
ferences in the availability of information, it does not compare only data points that are
known. Thus, instead of just comparing differences between known biographical charac-
teristics of bombers, I examine the factors that affect whether biographical information
is known about bombers at all. This allows for an assessment of what characteristics of
bombers the media deems worthy of reporting on, if they have access to the relevant
information. Second, it analyzes a much larger number of suicide bombers than previ-
ous studies on the framing and information availability for female versus male suicide
bombers. I examine the universe of suicide attackers, which includes over 7000 individ-
ual bombers.
This paper is laid out as follows: I begin by surveying the literature on the framing of

female suicide bombers to identify hypotheses to be tested. I am interested in differen-
ces in the quantity and quality of information between female and male suicide bomb-
ers. I follow this by developing a research design and testing hypotheses related to the
framing of gender and suicide terrorism. I conclude with a discussion of the findings.

The Framing of Female Suicide Bombers

Scholarly work on women’s participation in political violence often focuses on supply-
side dynamics, demand-side dynamics, or some combination thereof.14 The media has a
demand for stories about female suicide bombers that they can frame in a way which
resonates with its audiences15 and armed groups have a demand for female bombers
that they can use for propaganda purposes.16 There is also important literature on how
women frame their own experiences and participation in political violence.17 While
understanding personal motivations for suicide terrorism and how perpetrators have
expressed their desire to engage in this behavior (supply-side dynamics) is important, I
focus on the ways in which the media and armed groups frame female suicide bombers
(demand-side dynamics).

The Quantity of Information

Mia Bloom finds that attacks perpetrated by female bombers receive eight times as
much media coverage as those by male suicide bombers, largely because female suicide
bombers transgress gender norms and expectations.18 The propaganda-based benefits of
deploying female suicide bombers are particularly strong because of the increased media
attention they receive. Press attention is beneficial because audiences might be more
sympathetic to female bombers19 and because they can help with recruitment by inspir-
ing and empowering other women to join and shaming men into joining.20 Jessica
Davis argues that the media’s attention to female suicide bombers benefits perpetrating
groups in multiple ways. First, many media outlets often emphasize political motivations
for men but personal ones for women. The increased media attention from using
women could help groups garner more support from their base because supporters
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would view it as an opportunity for women to seek retribution for injustices rather than
being politicized and exploited. Second, groups can benefit from the media’s focus on
female suicide attackers because the tactic can help distinguish organizations from other
competing nonstate armed groups.21

The media’s fascination with women’s perpetration of other forms of violence is also
readily apparent. For instance, comparisons of media coverage of an American terrorist
plotter and conspirator, Colleen LaRose (also known as Jihad Jane), to two male terror-
ist plotters, show that the media coverage of LaRose was much different in content and
much more frequent.22 The media also responds strongly to women who commit homi-
cide (in noncivil-conflict contexts), framing their actions as fundamentally different
from male killers.23

Thus, I expect that both the interest media outlets try to elicit in their audiences
through stories about female suicide bombers, and the propaganda value that these
combatants have for groups, will lead media outlets to disseminate substantial amounts
of information on female suicide terrorists, relative to male bombers. This leads me to
my first hypothesis that:

H1: More biographical information will be available on female suicide bombers than male
suicide bombers.

The Quality of Information

Many scholars have argued that female suicide bombers are framed in substantially dif-
ferent ways from their male counterparts. Media outlets are also more likely to context-
ualize the actions of female bombers than those of male bombers.24 Teri Toles Patkin
notes that while female suicide bombers in Palestine tend to be older and better edu-
cated than their male counterparts, they are often framed as being irrational and lacking
political or ideological motives, rather than acting as individuals capable of making
rational decisions with clear motives.25 However, women who participate in terrorism
view themselves (just as men do) as empowered political actors.26

Female suicide bombers are often framed in terms of connections to their families.
For example, Brigitte Nacos argues that one of the primary types of frames used to
describe female terrorists is the “family connections frame.” She compares the portrayal
of female politicians and terrorists, noting that women in politics are often described
based on the status or accomplishments of their husbands or fathers, and the number
of children that they have. Nacos gives the example of the “Black Widows,” the name
given by the media to female Chechen suicide bombers, arguing that the media used
this moniker to conjure images of widows out for revenge, thereby framing the motives
of these women as personal rather than political. She also argues that another common
and similar frame is that of the “terrorist for the sake of love.” In this frame, women
are described as joining armed movements because they are romantically involved with
a male member of the organization or because of the loss of a loved one who was in
the organization.27

Laura Sjoberg (2010) argues that one important element of the media portrayal of the
“Black Widows” is the assertion that women who lose their male family members turn
to terrorism because they have “nothing to lose.”28 The actions of female bombers are
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framed not only in terms of their husbands, but their roles as mothers as well. These
narratives portray female suicide bombers as turning to terrorism as the result of social
and biological factors rooted in motherhood, discounting the agency women have in
participating in political violence.29 Similar family-centric frames have been applied to
women in a vast range of terrorist organizations, including the German Red Army
Faction and the Ku Klux Klan.30

Dan Berkowitz provides more nuance to this argument, finding that among a subset
of U.S. news sources, certain female suicide bombers in Palestine were portrayed
through the architype of empowered female warriors. These women were defined in
terms of characteristics like beauty, sexuality, and defiance. However, the media framed
one female attacker deployed by Hamas, Reem Raiyshi, who differed in that she was a
married mother, as a negligent parent and spouse. Berkowitz argues that the media
eschewed frame of selflessness, used to describe other female bombers, and instead por-
trayed Raiyshi as letting down those who depended on her. While there is variation in
the framing of female suicide bombers, female bombers with families are framed in
ways that male attackers with families simply are not.31

Female suicide bombers are also much more likely to be discussed in terms of their
physical appearances. Female bombers are often portrayed by the media as being
attractive, whereas physical attributes of male bombers are discussed only when they are
relevant to the attack (e.g. if the man was small enough to slip through small spaces).32

Media and academic sources have frequently defined the agency of female suicide
bombers in terms of their physical appearance, not the political motivations of
their actions.33

Relatedly, women who participate in political violence are often highly sexualized in
their portrayals. Laura Sjoberg and Caron E. Gentry argue that the explanations of
women’s involvement in terrorism are often framed using the “whore” narrative, in
which sexual desires explain women’s actions. Sjoberg and Gentry identify two strands
of this narrative: (1) the erotomania category in which women are portrayed as engag-
ing in terrorism because they are sex-obsessed, or because they are sexually involved
with a male terrorist, and (2) the erotic dysfunction category in which female terrorists’
behavior is explained by “irregularities in their sex lives: their inability to find a hus-
band, their infertility, or their homosexuality.”34

Many of these framing mechanisms discussed above fit into three standard narratives
identified by Sjoberg and Gentry: (1) the mother frame in which women’s maternal
instincts cause them to turn to violence out of a sense of protection or vengeance, (2)
the monster narrative in which women who perpetrate violence are mentally disturbed,
and (3) the whore narrative in which sexual deviances drive women toward violence.35

Thus, there are clear patterns of how female suicide bombers are framed.
Aforementioned scholars have noted that these portrayals of female bombers ignore

their agency and choice to engage in this behavior. The portrayal of female suicide
bombers by the media strips women involved of any agency, and instead, treats them as
either monsters or brides, discussing them only in terms of the gender status-quo.36 A
similar story emerges in the literature on how female combatants are framed. Sjoberg
finds that women who fight for the Islamic State (IS), or who are victims of the group,
are framed in ways which strip them of agency. She furthers notes that female
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combatants in IS are assumed to have personal motivations and can be easily manipu-
lated, rather than ones that are reflective of the politics of the group they fight for.37

Thus, the gender stereotypes that are used to explain women’s participation in polit-
ical violence strip them of any agency. If employing gender stereotypes is a common
way of explaining female combatants’ actions, then the availability of biographical infor-
mation on suicide bombers should reflect this. Thus, I hypothesize that:

H2: Information on Female Suicide Bombers will Focus More on Gender Stereotypes than
on Gender Empowerment.

Research Design

Scope Conditions

The literature on the framing of female suicide bombers focuses both on how the media
frames female suicide bombers and how armed groups frame them for propaganda pur-
poses. The empirical testing in this paper does not distinguish between information on
bombers that is disseminated by groups and information that is made available by the
media. Rather, it focuses on the quantity and quality of information about female sui-
cide bombers. From a theoretical standpoint, I expect the information that is dissemi-
nated on female suicide bombers to be part of a feedback loop between the media and
armed groups. Armed groups explicitly benefit from how the media frames female sui-
cide bombers.38

The data I am working with do not allow me to distinguish between the sources of
information. However, the CPOST-SAD coders use “militant group websites, martyr
videos, and social media accounts (e.g. Twitter) to locate claim for attacks and attacker
biographical data not reported in the media.”39 Thus, the data I am using draw on
information from both media outlets and armed groups, making the incentives of both
actors to disseminate information about bombers relevant. While I am still unable to
distinguish between what specific information came from the two actors, I use the dis-
cussion section to explore how the dissemination of information by the media and
armed groups affects my results.

The Sample

I obtain the majority of my variables from the CPOST-SAD. This database has
attempted to collect the universe of suicide attacks from 1974 to 2017. This includes
over 6200 attacks, carried out by over 7400 attackers,40 in more than 50 countries. To
be included in the database, the attack must be perpetrated by a non-state actor and
“the attacker must kill him or herself, even if no one but the attacker dies in the attack.”
Information about the attacks is gathered from various news sources and militant group
websites, publications, and videos. In addition to sources written in English, CPOST-
SAD also uses native language sources, including those written in Arabic, Hebrew,
Russian, and Tamil.41 Thus, the data reflect reporting trends in more than just Western
media outlets.
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It is also important to consider what sort of attacks do not make the dataset. The
database’s website states two types of attacks are not present in the data: “(1) failed sui-
cide attacks where explosives do not detonate or are detonated by someone other than
the attacker (e.g. the explosives were set off by a gunshot from police); or (2) ‘suicide
missions’, where the attacker expects to be killed while killing others, but does not dir-
ectly kill himself or herself.”
To be included in the database, the attack must be verified by two independent sour-

ces. Including only completed suicide attacks distinguishes the CPOST-SAD from other
databases that collect suicide attacks.42 While a selection bias might result from analyz-
ing the prevalence of female versus male suicide bombers, based on this criteria (e.g. if
one gender is more likely to be caught by security forces than another), it should have
no effect on how female and male suicide bombers are framed by the media.
Furthermore, while Scott Ashworth et al. critique Robert Pape’s selection on the
dependent variable in his 2003 study,43 such critiques do not undermine this analysis
because I am interested in differences between suicide bombers, not between countries
that experience suicide attacks and those that do not. Thus, the criteria for coding
attacks should not bias the results of these analyses.
While there are other data sources on suicide attacks, such as the Suicide Attack

Network Database,44 and the Global Terrorism Database,45 CPOST-SAD is the only one
that systematically gathers biographical information on the attacker for each attack. I
include the summary statistics in Table 1.

Independent Variable

My main independent variable is a binary indicator of whether the bomber was female.
Given that the gender of the attacker is unidentified approximately half of the time, the
handling of the variable is crucial. In the main models, I treat attackers whose gender is

Table 1. Summary statistics.
Statistic N Mean St. dev. Min Median Max

Female bomber 7465 0.06 0.25 0 0 1
Information availability 7465 0.39 0.98 0 0 6
Marital status-known 7465 0.02 0.13 0 0 1
Age-known 7465 0.10 0.30 0 0 1
Education-known 7465 0.02 0.14 0 0 1
Occupation-known 7465 0.03 0.17 0 0 1
Religion-known 7465 0.07 0.25 0 0 1
Birth country-known 7465 0.15 0.36 0 0 1
Press censorship-Freedom House 7452 2.82 0.46 1 3 3
Number of sources 7465 5.53 7.00 1 3 65
Previous media attention 7465 6.85 1.79 0 7.16 9.03
Western involvement 7421 0.82 0.38 0 1 1
Global Jihadist group 7421 0.91 0.29 0 1 1
Killed in attack 7465 14.36 102.29 0 5 2753
Previous suicide attacks 7465 5.53 1.77 0 5.86 7.77
Civilian target 7465 0.24 0.43 0 0 1
Security target 7465 0.64 0.48 0 1 1
Political target 7465 0.12 0.32 0 0 1
Economic development 6835 7.61 1.07 5.22 7.58 10.96
Female labor force participation 7419 22.12 10.17 7.88 19.31 50.34
Percent Muslim 7465 0.84 0.27 0 0.95 1
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not identified as male. I do this for several reasons. First, though the unidentified and
male genders are coded separately in CPOST-SAD, the description of the variables pro-
vided in the full dataset states that any attacker whose gender is unknown is assumed
to be a male.46 Second, given that a very small proportion of the sample is identified as
female, it is likely that a small proportion of attackers whose gender is unidentified
are female.
Third, given stereotypes about terrorists, reporters might not consider demographic

details about the bomber to be newsworthy if they were an adult male. Thus, it is rea-
sonable to assume that many of the attackers whose gender is unidentified are male.47

Fourth, I have conducted an audit of the supporting sources for approximately the first
1500 attackers, and in cases where the gender of the attacker cannot be identified, there
is either no mention of the bomber’s gender, or male pronouns are used (in a signifi-
cant portion of the cases) even though the gender of the attacker is not explicitly stated.
There is not a single instance in which female gender pronouns were used when the
gender of the attacker was not identified by the coders. While male pronouns are often
favored for generic speech, and do not definitively point to the attacker being male, the
pattern still supports the coding of the unidentified bombers as male. Thus, I hesitate to
exclude these cases from the analyses because it would sacrifice approximately half of
all the observations.48

Dependent Variables

To test Hypothesis 1, I use a dependent variable that measures the amount of biograph-
ical information available on the attacker. Though CPOST-SAD derives information
about the attackers from a variety of sources, personal information available on the
attacker indicates that she or he was well known. There are six primary biographical
characteristics that CPOST-SAD provides: marital status, age, education, occupation,
religion, and country of birth. Using this information, I create a seven-point count vari-
able where the lowest value, zero, indicates that no information was available on any of
the categories, and six, indicating that data were available on all characteristics. I pro-
vide some general information on this variable below.
As Figure 1 clearly displays, the vast majority (approximately 80%) of suicide

attackers have no biographical information available on them. Given that the dependent
variable is a count measure that it is over-dispersed, I employ a negative binomial esti-
mation technique to test Hypothesis 1.
Table 2 breaks down the availability of information based on the gender of the

bomber. It displays the number of female and male suicide bombers that have all of the
possible biographical characteristics available on them. For example 322 female bomb-
ers, and 5671 male bombers (including bombers whose gender is unknown), have no
biographical information available on them. Table 3 breaks down the number of female
and male bombers that have specific pieces of biographical information available on
them. For example, the occupation of 19 out of 479 of the female bombers (3.97% of
them) is known.
To test the second hypothesis, I use a more disaggregated version of the variable

above. I construct six dichotomous indicators of whether information is available on
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each of the aforementioned biographical characteristics.49 While some of these variables
do not directly test the framing mechanisms discussed in the paper, they still allow me
to test important aspects of how female and male suicide bombers are framed. The vari-
able that measures whether the marital status of the bomber is known is a fairly direct
proxy of whether female bombers are portrayed as being motivated by their husbands
or by a divorce. To a lesser extent, this variable might also proxy for maternal framing
because of the close relationship between marriage and childbearing. Thus, I expect the
bomber being female to be a positive and significant predictor of the marital status of
the bomber being known.

Figure 1. General information availability.

Table 2. Breakdown of information availability by gender.
Count Female Male Total

0 322 5671 5993
1 75 696 771
2 20 275 295
3 41 178 219
4 12 70 82
5 5 65 70
6 4 31 35
Total 479 6986 7465

Table 3. Breakdown of characteristic availability by gender.
Characteristic Female Male Total

Marriage 25 (5.22%) 111 (1.59%) 136 (1.82%)
Age 120 (25.05%) 630 (9.02%) 750 (10.05%)
Education 17 (3.55%) 133 (1.09%) 150 (2.01%)
Occupation 19 (3.97%) 201 (2.88%) 220 (2.95%)
Religion 63 (13.15%) 445 (6.37%) 508 (6.81%)
Birth country 91 (19.00%) 1051 (15.04%) 1142 (15.30%)
Total number of bombers 479 6986 7465
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Mention of the age of the bomber could also proxy for some of the gendered frames
discussed above. Age can be used in the discussion of physical appearance (e.g. “young
and beautiful”). This is of course, not to suggest an actual link between beauty and age,
but rather, to highlight how sexist and stereotypical portrayals of female suicide bomb-
ers might link the age and physical appearance of the attacker.
The framing of age can also result in the infantilization and discrediting of women, fur-

ther stripping female suicide bombers of any agency and providing a stereotypical depiction.
However, the stereotypical depiction of a terrorist is often that of a young, economically
disadvantaged male,50 and thus, the perpetrator’s age can also play an important role in
narratives about male terrorists. This makes the link between the gender of the bomber and
the propensity of the media to report on the age of the attacker less clear.
Female suicide bombers are often framed as acting irrationally and in response to

sexual and marital problems, rather than being driven by ideological and pragmatic
concerns. I expect that the bomber being female will not be a consistent predictor of
reporting on the religion, education, and occupation of the bomber because these con-
stitute ideological and pragmatic based explanations. A logical inference from this prem-
ise is that they should be negatively correlated with the bomber being female, because
they are uncommon explanations of why women turn to violence. However, given that
many female suicide bombers are used as propaganda and sensationalized by the media,
there could very well be a countervailing effect in which this information is known
because there is so much interest in them. Given that all of these variables are binary
indicators, I employ logistic regression analyses to test Hypothesis 2.

Control Variables

I control for a variety of potential confounding factors. I use the same set of control
variables to test both hypotheses. The first group of control variables accounts for both
the potential confounding effects of media freedom and media attention, which have
been shown to have important differential effects in explaining the prevalence of terror-
ism.51 In terms of press freedom and press attention, armed groups can use female sui-
cide bombers to overcome a lack of press attention52 and press censorship can affect
the quality of information reported. Thus, I control for the level of press freedom in the
country and year of the attack. I use the Freedom House press measure.53

To capture media attention, I utilize the variable available in CPOST-SAD that is a
count of the number of news sources available on an attack. Using this variable, I first
control for the level of previous media attention to suicide terrorism in the country of
the attack. I operationalize this variable as the logged running count of the number of
news sources available on all previous suicide attacks in the country. Significant media
attention for terrorism is actually associated with a decrease in future attacks, suggesting
a relationship between media attention and the prevalence of terrorism.54 I also control
for the number of news sources available on the attack. This will account for both the
potential increased reporting of female bombers due to media fascination, along with
the availability of media sources in a given area for a specific attack.
Another potential issue is that the framing of female suicide bombers can be signifi-

cantly different between Western and nonWestern media sources. Western media
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focuses on individual characteristics of female suicide bombers, and tend to use gender
stereotypes about these combatants, more than nonWestern sources do.55 To account
for this, I create a binary indicator of whether a Western country was one of the main
actors in the terrorist campaign in which the attack occurred. CPOST-SAD identifies 28
unique campaigns, such as “Al-Qaeda vs. U.S. and Allies” and “Jundullah vs. Iran.” A
country is considered to be a main actor in a campaign if it conducts noncovert military
missions that use force. I do this because I expect that if a Western country conducts
military strikes as part of a conflict, that the terrorist campaign will receive greater
Western media attention. For example, I coded the campaign of “Iraqi Rebels vs. U.S.
and Allies,” as featuring a Western country because one of the main goals of the insur-
gents was to expel U.S. forces.56

I also control for features of the attack and conflict. First, it is likely that the ideo-
logical goals of the perpetrating groups will affect both how the media portrays the
attackers and the willingness of groups to publicize information about them. The major-
ity of armed groups that have deployed female suicide bombers have been secular, in
part, because religious groups fear facing backlash from their supporters.57 To address
this, I create a binary indicator measuring whether the attack was part of a Global
Jihadist terrorist campaign. Groups such as Al-Qaeda and ISIS, which fight internation-
alized religious campaigns, are more likely to have support bases that are opposed to
the incorporation of women, relative to campaigns with secular goals or in which reli-
gion plays a secondary role.58

Additionally, Western sources often portray suicide terrorism as uniquely Islamic,
despite the diversity of its use.59 Thus, Islamist groups are likely to avoid heavily publi-
cizing their female bombers while Western media sources are likely to have bias report-
ing about attacks from Islamist groups. While some conflicts have mixed religious and
secular goals, I differentiate conflicts with clear globally-centered religious goals from
those without because these groups have clearer incentive to avoid facing backlash from
their predominantly religious audiences, and media bias is likely to be stronger.
I also account for the previous prevalence of suicide terrorism in the country of the

attack by controlling for the logged running count of the number of previous suicide
attacks in the country. When suicide attacks are common, the media might focus less
on individual bombers, making it less likely that they have biographical information
available. This can influence the amount of information available on the attacker. This
variable comes from CPOST-SAD. I also control for the number of deaths caused by the
attack because these are more likely to be reported in great detail and because female
suicide bombers are also more lethal.60 This variable also comes from CPOST-SAD.
Furthermore, I control for the target type of the attack. I include binary indicators of

whether an attack was on a civilian or a political target, with security targets serving as
the baseline category. I control for this because female bombers are likely to be used to
hit certain types of targets because of the tactical advantages they provide and because
attacks on certain targets, such as civilian or political targets, might be likely to receive
greater press coverage than attacks on security forces. The target type variables are also
available in CPOST-SAD.
I include country-level control variables. I include the level of economic development

in the country in the year of the attack because economic development could affect how
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accessible media information is to the general populace. I operationalize economic
development as logged per capita GDP. I obtained this variable from the World Bank
Development Indicators. Furthermore, I control for women’s status in society. Female
combatants are more prevalent in societies in which women are more politically,
socially, and economically empowered,61 and these factors are often associated with
other aspects of free and open societies, such as the level of media freedom. Specifically,
I control for the level of participation after female labor force. I obtained this variable
from the World Bank.62 Finally, I control for the percentage of the population of the
country that practices Islam. I obtain this data from the World Religions Dataset.63 I
control for this because of Western media bias that links suicide terrorism to Islam64

and because of its potential influence on the prevalence of female suicide bombers.

Results

I present the results of my analyses below. I build models that include standard errors
clustered on the country in which the attack occurred. I do this because there are likely
to be important characteristics of individual countries that affect the deployment of
female suicide bombers, how the media reports on the conflict, and how groups employ
propaganda. To test Hypothesis 1, I employ negative binomial regression. The results
are displayed in Table 4.

Table 4. Suicide bombers and total information availability.
(1)

Female bomber 0.350���
(0.130)

Press censorship �0.401���
(0.111)

Previous media attention 0.310
(0.234)

Number of sources 0.00142
(0.00562)

Western involvement 1.011��
(0.408)

Global Jihadist campaign �1.910���
(0.355)

Previous suicide attacks �0.662���
(0.242)

Killed in attack 0.000253
(0.000180)

Civilian target 0.217
(0.183)

Political target 0.207
(0.147)

Economic development 0.0623
(0.0682)

Female labor force participation �0.00389
(0.0174)

Percent Muslim �0.132
(0.506)

Constant 1.627
(1.228)

Observations 6776

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.
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There is positive and statistically significant association between the bomber being
female and the total amount of available biographical information on the bomber.
However, when the hypothesis is subjected to a battery of robustness checks, including
dropping all of the cases in which the gender of the bomber is unidentified, this finding
is not consistent. Thus, I find limited support for Hypothesis 1.
The control variables also produce some interesting results. The level of press restric-

tions in a country appears to have a negative and statistically significant association
with the overall level of information availability. Freedom House’s ordinal measure of
press freedom is designed so lower levels of the variable indicate a higher degree of
press freedom. Thus, unsurprisingly, more information is known about individual sui-
cide bombers when the attack occurs in countries with higher levels of media freedom.
Western involvement in the campaign, which is a proxy for Western media attention,
has a strong positive and statistically significant relationship with the dependent vari-
able. This supports the aforementioned argument that Western media is more likely to
focus on individual characteristics of suicide bombers.
The amount of previous media attention that suicide terrorism has received in the

country of the attack, and the amount of current attention that a specific attack receives,
both have positive but statistically insignificant relationships with the dependent vari-
able. This suggests that there might be important differences in media freedom and
media attention in explaining the overall information availability on individual sui-
cide attackers.
Some specific characteristics of the attack appear to have explanatory power. The

number of individuals killed in the attack and the target type of the attack are not sig-
nificant predictors of how much information is available on the attacker. However, the
logged running count of the number of terrorist attacks in the country of the attack has
a negative and statistically significant relationship with the dependent variable, suggest-
ing a potential crowding out effect in which a large number of previous terrorist attacks
decreases the quality and extent of media coverage to current attacks because they have
lost their novelty.65 There is also a strong negative and statistically significant associ-
ation between the attacks that are part of a Global Jihadist campaign and the total
amount of available biographical information. This suggests that armed groups have dif-
fering levels of utility for publicizing individual bombers.
In terms of country level characteristics, the level of economic development, the

percentage of the labor force that is female, and the percentage of the country’s popu-
lation that is Muslim do not have statistically significant associations with the
dependent variable. This suggests that broader cultural features of the country of the
attack might matter less than characteristics of the audiences of media outlets and
perpetrating armed groups in explaining how information about individual bombers
is disseminated.
To test Hypothesis 2, I disaggregate the measure of information availability into six

binary indicators of whether an attacker has that specific piece of biographical informa-
tion available on them. I employ logistic regression analysis to test Hypothesis 2.
As the results in Table 5 show, the bomber being female is positively and significantly

associated with the likelihood that the marital status and the age of the bomber are
known. The bomber being female still has a significant and positive association with
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their marital status being known even when subjected to a battery of robustness checks,
including dropping all of the cases in which the gender of the bomber is unknown.
However, the gender of the bomber is no longer a significant predictor of knowing the
age of the bomber when all of the cases of the gender of the bomber being unknown
are dropped. There is no statistically significant association between the gender of the
attacker and whether information is available on the other characteristics.
The strongest and most robust finding is that the bomber being female increases the

probability of the marital status of the attacker being known. This provides some sup-
port for Hypothesis 2. However, these findings suggest that some stereotypes about
female bombers are used much more frequently than others.
In terms of the control variables, there are three findings that are fairly consistent

across models. First, Western involvement in the campaign of the attack has a positive
and statistically significant association with knowledge of every piece of biographical
information about the bomber except for religion. This supports the notion that
Western news sources tend to hyper focus on individual characteristics of suicide
attackers, rather than broader conditions. Second, each of the biographical characteris-
tics are less likely to be known when the campaign involves Global Jihadist goals. This
suggests that groups of differing ideologies have varying incentivizes to spread informa-
tion about their combatants.

Table 5. Gender stereotypes and information availability on suicide bombers.
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Marriage Age Education Occupation Religion Birth country

Female bomber 1.398��� 0.825��� 0.776 0.306 0.194 0.417
(0.316) (0.179) (0.568) (0.379) (0.360) (0.284)

Press censorship �0.344 �0.824��� �0.652�� �0.897��� �0.250 �0.936���
(0.245) (0.213) (0.261) (0.296) (0.192) (0.353)

Previous media attention 0.703 0.870��� 0.459 0.698� 0.700 �0.170
(0.448) (0.306) (0.411) (0.358) (0.439) (0.441)

Number of sources 0.0183 �0.000481 0.00722 0.00270 �0.00707 0.00557
(0.0143) (0.00767) (0.0170) (0.0143) (0.0194) (0.00857)

Western involvement 1.994� 1.170�� 1.967� 1.804�� 0.485 1.967��
(1.028) (0.563) (1.043) (0.900) (0.641) (0.912)

Global Jihadist campaign �1.794�� �2.214��� �2.441�� �2.293�� �1.709�� �3.871���
(0.883) (0.408) (1.083) (0.968) (0.770) (0.938)

Previous suicide attacks �1.096�� �1.312��� �0.887� �1.108��� �1.214��� �0.189
(0.478) (0.316) (0.460) (0.379) (0.444) (0.439)

Killed in attack 0.00506 0.00550��� 0.000738�� 0.000393 0.00994�� 0.00567��
(0.00348) (0.00164) (0.000334) (0.000327) (0.00388) (0.00267)

Civilian target 0.353 0.613�� 0.744� 0.692� 0.362 0.0480
(0.280) (0.265) (0.419) (0.356) (0.311) (0.244)

Political target 0.490 0.351 0.436 0.778��� 0.528� 0.109
(0.414) (0.240) (0.489) (0.247) (0.282) (0.196)

Economic development 0.618��� 0.0904 0.684��� 0.422��� �0.0263 0.0513
(0.146) (0.109) (0.168) (0.159) (0.147) (0.157)

Female labor force participation 0.0757�� 0.0214 0.0510�� 0.0317 �0.0631�� �0.0314
(0.0314) (0.0237) (0.0259) (0.0270) (0.0285) (0.0326)

Percent Muslim 1.394 0.376 1.934�� 1.584 �2.839��� 0.209
(0.934) (0.666) (0.896) (1.176) (1.044) (1.093)

Constant �11.07��� �0.0649 �9.391��� �5.594��� 3.687 4.626�
(2.410) (1.391) (1.999) (1.934) (2.393) (2.722)

Observations 6776 6776 6776 6776 6776 6776

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.
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The third consistent finding is that the number of previous suicide attacks in the
country of the event has a negative and statistically significant association with most of
the dependent variables. This provides further support for the notion that a large num-
ber of terrorist attacks can have a crowding out effect for media attention. However, the
rest of the control variables do not produce consistent results.

Robustness Checks

I conduct a battery of robustness checks. The results are available in the appendix. I
begin by dropping all of the cases in which the gender of the bomber is unknown. I
once again cluster the standard errors on the country of the attack. In terms of
Hypothesis 1, the association between the gender of the bomber and the overall level of
biographical information available on them is no longer statistically significant. Thus, I
do not find robust support for Hypothesis 1. The findings from the tests of Hypothesis 2
also remain fairly consistent. The bomber being female is still positively and signifi-
cantly associated with the marital status of the attacker being known. Interestingly, the
bomber being female becomes negatively and significantly associated with the birth
country of the attacker being known. The main independent variable does not have a
statistically significant relationship with the other four biographical characteristics,
including the age of the bomber.
As an alternative approach for dealing with the large number of bombers whose gen-

der is unidentified, I create three separate binary indicators measuring whether the
bomber is female, male, or if their gender is unknown. I rerun the initial tests of
the two hypotheses, but instead of simply including a binary indicator of whether the
bomber is female, I additionally include a binary indicator of whether the gender of
the bomber is unknown, leaving the binary indicator of the bomber being male as the
baseline category.
The results are very similar to when I exclude the bombers whose gender is unidenti-

fied from the models entirely. There is a nonstatistically significant relationship between
the bomber being female and the level of overall information availability. Similarly, the
marital status of female bombers is significantly more likely to be known and their
country of birth is less likely to be known. There is no statistically significant relation-
ship between the bomber being female and the rest of the biographical characteristics
being available.
I conduct further tests to examine if the results are being driven by specific countries.

This is especially relevant given that much of the discussion about female suicide bomb-
ers tends to focus on only a handful of countries. I begin by dropping all of the obser-
vations which occurred in Iraq. I drop all of these cases because approximately 38% of
the attacks in the data occurred in Iraq, raising the concern that idiosyncrasies about
Iraq as a case could be driving the results. I also run separate models in which I drop
all of the observations that occur in Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories. I do
this because much of the case study work on the framing of female suicide bombers
takes place in this area. The most consistent finding is still that the marital status of
female bombers is more likely to be known.
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As a final robustness check, I rerun the tests for Hypothesis 2 using rare events log-
its.66 I do this because most of the biographical characteristics are not available for the
vast majority of the attackers. These tests produce the same results as the main set of
models used for Hypothesis 2. Thus, while there is not consistent evidence of differences
in reporting about female and male suicide bombers on a variety of dimensions, every
single alternative test reveals that the martial status of female suicide bombers is more
likely to be reported.

Discussion

What explains this pattern of findings? It is likely that characteristics of media report-
ing, and the conflicts in which suicide attacks occur, have important implications for
the ways in which female and male suicide bombers are framed. It is important to
examine why more information is not consistently available on female suicide bombers,
despite the propaganda value these combatants possess. It is also important to consider
why the only consistent finding for Hypothesis 2 is that the marital status of female
bombers is more likely to be known, despite the fact that other biographical characteris-
tics, such as age, occupation, and educational status, are also often part of gender
stereotypes.
Scholars have pointed to stark differences between Western and nonWestern media

in reporting on female suicide bombers. In an analysis of reporting on female suicide
bombers, Avi Issacharoff finds that Western media sources tend to focus on personal
attributes of female suicide bombers in ways that often undercut the agency these com-
batants have in their actions, while stories in the Arab press tend to downplay individ-
ual characteristics of female bombers and gender stereotypes.67 Dorit Naaman argues
that the West deals with challenges to the image of women as nurturers and healers
much differently than in the Arab World. She notes that while Western media outlets
tend to frame the actions of female bombers as individual deficiencies that drive them
to depart from societal expectations of women, Arab news sources tend to frame the
actions of female bombers as efforts to protect their countries from foreign military
occupation.68

These trends have important implications for my findings. Even when including a
control for Western media attention, the marital status of female bombers is more likely
to be known. This suggests that framing female bombers in terms of their marital status
is prevalent in many contexts, an issue which I will return to shortly. However, import-
ant differences in Western and nonWestern coverage might explain some of the results.
For instance, because Western outlets often place significant weight on individual char-
acteristics, while nonWestern sources do not, there might not be consistent differences
in reporting because male and female bombers are featured prominently in a diversity
of conflicts.
The results show robust evidence that biographical information is more likely to be

available for attackers involved in campaigns featuring Western countries. Press censor-
ship also appears to play an important role in influencing the availability of information
on individual suicide bombers. In many of the models, there is a negative and statistic-
ally significant association between the degree of press censorship and information
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availability. Press censorship has a statistically significant relationship to all pieces of
biographical information except for the marital status and religion of the bomber. It
also has a negative and significant association with overall information availability.
Thus, much more information is likely to be known about the bomber when the attack
occurs in a country with a more open press. These findings provide further evidence
for the notion that there will be more focus on the individual characteristics of suicide
bombers in Western countries, where there tend to fewer restrictions on the press.
Interestingly, female combatants are actually much more common in campaigns that

do not involve Western countries than those that do. The summary statistics in Table 6
show that while approximately 85% of the male bombers participated in campaigns
involving Western powers, only around 20% of the female bombers did so.69 Thus,
while Western media outlets might give more press attention to female bombers, and
rely more heavily on gender stereotypes, female bombers are typically involved in con-
flicts that do not feature overt Western military involvement. For instance, the LTTE
and PKK were two frequent users of female bombers, but they did not fight in cam-
paigns involving significant Western military intervention. Thus, one reason that many
pieces of information are not more likely to be available for female bombers, despite the
propagandizing and stereotyping surrounding them, is because they happen to more
frequently fight in conflicts that receive significant Western media attention.
This could explain why more information about female suicide bombers is not con-

sistently disseminated by armed groups and the media. Additionally, for information
such as education and occupation, there could be countervailing effects in which sensa-
tionalism over female suicide bombers increases the availability of information on these
dimensions, but frames that paint female suicide bombers as irrational decrease this
sort of information availability. Furthermore, the stereotypical depiction of terrorists is
often that of an unemployed or impoverished young male, despite the lack of evidence
to support this profile.70 As a result, the age, education, and occupation of male terro-
rists is also likely to be a frequent topic of interest for journalist. This suggests that
researchers should be careful in their examinations of reporting biases about female ter-
rorists, as the distribution of female terrorists tends to be different than the distribution
of male terrorists across conflicts. However, there appears to be a much stronger focus
on the marital status of female bombers, suggesting a reliance on this stereotype.
Armed group ideology also shapes the dissemination of information about suicide

bombers. Terrorist groups make strategic decisions about whether to claim credit for
and publicize their attacks.71 Armed groups have exaggerated and under exaggerated
the extent to which they employ female combatants for strategic purposes.72 One major
strategic decision leaders of armed groups face is whether to heavily publicize their use
of female bombers in light of potential backlash from their constituencies. Notably,
female suicide bombers often play an important role in armed group propaganda. As
discussed above, using female suicide bombers has numerous propaganda benefits.73

Table 6. Breakdown of gender by campaign type.
Female bomber Male bomber

Western involvement 97 (20.29%) 6023 (86.75%)
No Western involvement 381 (79.71%) 920 (13.25%)
Total bombers 478 6943
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However, it is unlikely that all groups would see the same benefits from this propa-
ganda. Some audiences are likely to be much more receptive to the use of women in
combat roles than others, and as a result, groups have varying incentives when deciding
if and how to disseminate information about their female bombers. Thus, armed groups
consider potential backlash they may face from using female suicide bombers.74

The backlash faced from using female suicide bombers is likely to vary widely based
on the ideological composition of a group’s support base. Lindsey O’Rourke notes that
female suicide bombers are predominantly deployed by secular armed groups, relative
to groups with extremist religious ideologies. She finds that secular groups tend to
employ female bombers at the beginning of their campaigns, often emphasizing equal
participation of women and men in the fighting. In contrast, groups that had strictly
Islamist goals tended to use female suicide bombers later in campaigns. O’Rourke
acknowledges that while some religious groups eventually turned to female suicide
bombers, they continued to emphasize traditional gender roles, to avoid alienating their
male supporters.75

Indeed, summary statistics reveal that only 17.69% of women who participated in
campaigns with elements of Global Jihadism had at least one piece of biographical
information available on them, while approximately 85% of women that participated in
other campaigns did. Additionally, when earlier studies were published, female suicide
terrorism was a much more secular phenomenon. However, Boko Haram has now used
far more female suicide bombers than any group in history, and female bombers have
also been featured in recent conflicts in Iraq and Syria. Thus, strictly religious groups
are both less inclined to publicize their use of female bombers but they are constituting
a growing share of the groups that deploy these combatants.
As a result, there could also be mixed findings for many of the tests because religious

groups have very different incentivizes than secular groups. In every model, the attack
taking place as part of a Global Jihadist campaign has a negative and significant associ-
ation with information availability. It is possible that many of the results are being
washed out because religious groups avoid publicizing their use of female bombers,
while secular groups do not.
However, even when controlling for the ideology of the terrorist campaign, there is

still a positive and statistically significant association between the bomber being female
and their marital status being known. This suggests that the marriage stereotype in par-
ticular is more persistent across different countries and conflicts. Why is this the case?
One possible answer is that both secular and religious groups have the incentive to dis-
seminate this sort of information.
Secular groups can use female bombers for propaganda purposes, which places a

spotlight on these women’s lives, making it more likely that the media learns informa-
tion about them. O’Rourke argues that Islamist groups that used female suicide bombers
still promoted traditional gender roles out of fear of blowback from their constituents.
Meredith Loken examines the use of imagery of armed mothers among militant groups
that employ female members and finds that images of motherhood are consistently used
across rebel groups that have varying ideologies and support bases. Loken argues that
one reason groups purposefully emphasize the contrast between the traditional role of
motherhood and militancy because it shows that the increasing roles for women in the
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conflict will only be temporary.76 This finding is thus consistent with O’Rourke’s and
Loken’s arguments; the promotion of traditional gender roles, especially roles linking
women to their family, can be highlighted to avoid backlash from using female sui-
cide bombers.

Conclusion

These findings carry with them significant policy implications. Brigitte Nacos addresses
the importance of media representation by arguing that the ways in which the media
portray female terrorists are not only reflective of gender stereotypes, but reinforce
them as well. She further argues that we need to understand the impact of gender ster-
eotypes about terrorists to design more effective policies, or else “terror groups will
increasingly exploit the tactical advantages of female terrorists in target societies that
deem women far less suspect and dangerous than men.”77 As scholars have noted,
female bombers are more lethal than their male counterparts because policymakers and
security forces are blinded by gender stereotypes, making it easier for female combatants
to avoid being stopped by unsuspecting security personnel.78

Thus, how acts of political violence are framed based upon the gender of the attacker
has clear implications for our understanding of these phenomena and how policymakers
respond to such incidents. There is an important existing body of scholarship that has
examined the ways in which the media and armed groups frame female suicide bomb-
ers. However, much of the knowledge of this subject comes from only a handful of
cases, raising concerns about the generalizability of prior findings.
I leveraged existing data to create new measures of missingness to examine how

female suicide bombers are framed. The analyses revealed mixed support for the notion
that there is more biographical information available on female suicide bombers, relative
to male attackers. I find robust evidence that female bombers are portrayed based on
certain traditional gender stereotypes—specifically that the marital status of female
bombers is more likely to be reported on—providing nuanced large-N, cross-national
empirical evidence for a large body of literature on the subject. However, these findings
do not support the idea that more information will be available on female bombers
overall, nor do they support some of the other possible stereotypes. I examined how
characteristics of Western reporting and the ideology of armed groups could affect this
pattern of information availability.
My findings should not be viewed as evidence against the argument that female

bombers are much more likely to be portrayed as irrational, relative to their male coun-
terparts, as I do not test this argument directly. Rather, I argue that my findings provide
further evidence for pervious research about how gender roles related to family, espe-
cially marital status, are used to frame female suicide bombers. Thus, despite evidence
that female combatants often have similar motives to male combatants,79 gender stereo-
types clearly play an important role in how the actions of female suicide bombers
are framed.
The framing of female suicide bombers is clearly salient for both policy and academic

research. As female combatants such as Shamima Begum and Hoda Muthana continue
to receive significant media attention, it is important to understand the ways in which
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this coverage is biased and the potential negative effects of these biases. The analyses in
this paper provide further support for a large body of literature that examines the ways
in which female perpetrators of political violence are framed using gender stereotypes.
Female suicide bombers are framed in clearly systematically different ways, carrying sig-
nificant academic and policy implications.
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Appendix

Tables A1–A9 are discussed in the “Robustness Checks” section. Table A10 is a list of all the sui-
cide bombing campaigns. Figure A1 is a correlation matrix of all the individual biographical
characteristics.

Table A1. Dropping all cases of unknown gender-suicide bombers and total information availability.
(1)

Female bomber �0.0253 (0.132)
Press censorship �0.222��� (0.0741)
Previous media attention 0.406��� (0.145)
Number of sources 0.0158� (0.00818)
Western involvement 1.158��� (0.342)
Global Jihadist campaign �1.680��� (0.336)
Previous suicide attacks �0.689��� (0.160)
Killed in attack �0.00004 (0.000135)
Civilian target 0.119 (0.143)
Political target 0.0653 (0.128)
Economic development 0.130��� (0.0485)
Female labor force participation 0.00844 (0.00804)
Percent Muslim 0.143 (0.395)
Constant �0.120 (0.572)
Observations 3406

Robust standard errors in parentheses.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.

Table A2. Dropping all cases of unknown gender-gender stereotypes and information availability on
suicide bombers.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Marriage Age Education Occupation Religion Birth country

Female bomber 1.041��� 0.0309 0.371 �0.0629 �0.325 �0.505��
(0.347) (0.194) (0.630) (0.410) (0.301) (0.234)

Press censorship �0.280 �0.717��� �0.587�� �0.812��� �0.0502 �0.811���
(0.247) (0.123) (0.252) (0.264) (0.225) (0.244)

Previous media attention 0.789�� 1.054��� 0.485 0.812��� 0.674� �0.105
(0.397) (0.235) (0.391) (0.308) (0.378) (0.394)

Number of SOURCES 0.0413�� 0.0388� 0.0232 0.0169 0.0672��� 0.0901���
(0.0165) (0.0222) (0.0181) (0.0185) (0.0200) (0.0280)

Western involvement 2.531�� 1.443��� 2.119�� 2.244�� 0.551 2.099��
(1.136) (0.371) (1.006) (1.023) (0.724) (0.838)

Global Jihadist campaign �1.715� �2.084��� �2.202�� �2.199�� �1.650�� �4.265���
(1.018) (0.306) (1.063) (1.105) (0.714) (0.848)

Previous suicide attacks �1.108�� �1.449��� �0.850� �1.157��� �1.078��� �0.233
(0.449) (0.241) (0.467) (0.344) (0.402) (0.386)

Killed in attack 0.00155� 0.00130 0.000437 0.000138 0.00474 0.00258
(0.000854) (0.00259) (0.000305) (0.000345) (0.00419) (0.00351)

Civilian target 0.112 0.437�� 0.430 0.424 0.270 �0.119
(0.279) (0.218) (0.333) (0.338) (0.244) (0.210)

Political target 0.236 0.159 0.113 0.511�� 0.143 �0.242
(0.423) (0.202) (0.521) (0.225) (0.337) (0.174)

Economic development 0.598��� 0.0965 0.695��� 0.426��� �0.0160 0.147
(0.151) (0.0859) (0.188) (0.156) (0.204) (0.121)

Female labor force participation 0.0972��� 0.0465��� 0.0685�� 0.0526� �0.0610� �0.0161
(0.0284) (0.0154) (0.0308) (0.0300) (0.0348) (0.0301)

Percent Muslim 1.876� 0.738� 2.536�� 2.204 �2.836�� 1.027
(1.029) (0.430) (1.045) (1.395) (1.217) (1.108)

Constant �12.26��� �1.412 �10.50��� �7.002��� 2.719 3.081
(2.216) (1.133) (2.165) (2.035) (2.285) (2.427)

Observations 3406 3406 3406 3406 3406 3406

Robust standard errors in parentheses�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.
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Table A3. Comparing female and unknown bombers to male bombers-suicide bombers and total
information availability.

(1)

Female bomber �0.0711 (0.142)
Unknown gender �2.304��� (0.215)
Press censorship �0.207��� (0.0712)
Previous media attention 0.371�� (0.148)
Number of sources 0.0105� (0.00607)
Western involvement 1.007��� (0.317)
Global Jihadist campaign �1.554��� (0.329)
Previous suicide attacks �0.652��� (0.159)
Killed in attack 3.53e� 05 (0.000123)
Civilian target 0.125 (0.140)
Political target 0.114 (0.115)
Economic development 0.119��� (0.0427)
Female labor force participation 0.00292 (0.00859)
Percent Muslim �0.122 (0.355)
Constant 0.334 (0.549)
Observations 6776

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.

Table A4. Comparing female and unknown bombers to male bombers-gender stereotypes and
information availability on suicide bombers.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Marriage Age Education Occupation Religion Birth country

Female bomber 0.972��� 0.0221 0.371 �0.117 �0.427 �0.360
(0.358) (0.162) (0.620) (0.430) (0.323) (0.239)

Unknown gender �3.301��� �3.327��� �3.328��� �3.542��� �2.045��� �2.889���
(0.581) (0.507) (0.526) (0.775) (0.306) (0.381)

Press CENSORSHIP �0.264 �0.688��� �0.590�� �0.812��� 0.00439 �0.815���
(0.240) (0.132) (0.245) (0.256) (0.206) (0.278)

Previous media attention 0.685� 0.979��� 0.477 0.742�� 0.673 �0.0670
(0.397) (0.236) (0.384) (0.297) (0.417) (0.337)

Number of sources 0.0375�� 0.0236 0.0207 0.0139 0.00593 0.0355���
(0.0168) (0.0148) (0.0170) (0.0184) (0.0211) (0.0111)

Western involvement 2.224�� 1.323��� 2.142�� 2.028�� 0.225 2.009��
(0.986) (0.362) (1.006) (0.836) (0.658) (0.789)

Global Jihadist campaign �1.574� �2.011��� �2.218�� �2.080�� �1.245 �3.743���
(0.911) (0.300) (1.062) (0.968) (0.854) (0.826)

Previous suicide attacks �1.010�� �1.379��� �0.840� �1.092��� �1.121��� �0.241
(0.440) (0.249) (0.452) (0.327) (0.426) (0.335)

Killed in attack 0.00168� 0.00198 0.000481 0.000164 0.00855�� 0.00463�
(0.000968) (0.00260) (0.000293) (0.000339) (0.00387) (0.00255)

Civilian target 0.0653 0.476�� 0.420 0.414 0.339 �0.145
(0.291) (0.224) (0.328) (0.340) (0.249) (0.186)

Political target 0.217 0.148 0.0822 0.500�� 0.471 �0.0787
(0.424) (0.200) (0.515) (0.231) (0.339) (0.152)

Economic development 0.606��� 0.0920 0.677��� 0.420��� �0.00303 0.144
(0.145) (0.0883) (0.176) (0.150) (0.172) (0.113)

Female labor force participation 0.0913��� 0.0401��� 0.0662�� 0.0497� �0.0776�� �0.0197
(0.0284) (0.0153) (0.0288) (0.0288) (0.0353) (0.0267)

Percent Muslim 1.786� 0.620 2.452�� 2.123 �3.655��� 0.565
(0.997) (0.447) (1.000) (1.343) (1.377) (0.910)

Constant �11.82��� �0.978 �10.19��� �6.615��� 3.855 3.229
(2.250) (1.098) (2.030) (1.998) (2.567) (1.968)

Observations 6776 6776 6776 6776 6776 6776

Robust standard errors in parentheses
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.
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Table A5. Dropping all observations in Iraq-suicide bombers and total information availability.
(1)

Female bomber 0.279�� (0.123)
Press censorship �0.354��� (0.113)
Previous media attention 0.309 (0.215)
Number of sources 0.00172 (0.00451)
Western involvement 1.040��� (0.401)
Global Jihadist campaign �1.897��� (0.357)
Previous suicide attacks �0.635��� (0.235)
Killed in attack 0.000225 (0.000166)
Civilian target 0.359�� (0.158)
Political target 0.308�� (0.149)
Economic development 0.0836 (0.0707)
Female labor force participation �0.00532 (0.0158)
Percent Muslim �0.170 (0.471)
Constant 1.274 (0.994)
Observations 3965

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.

Table A6. Dropping all observations in Iraq-gender stereotypes and information availability on
suicide bombers.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Marriage Age Education Occupation Religion Birth country

Female bomber 1.302��� 0.773��� 0.748 0.137 0.112 0.327
(0.345) (0.185) (0.667) (0.434) (0.384) (0.364)

Press censorship �0.353 �0.739��� �0.694�� �0.868��� �0.317 �0.862��
(0.261) (0.222) (0.328) (0.317) (0.198) (0.369)

Previous media attention 0.725 0.772��� 0.583 0.723�� 0.816� �0.172
(0.507) (0.297) (0.464) (0.363) (0.459) (0.418)

Number of sources 0.0147 0.00101 0.00543 �0.00404 �0.00842 0.00430
(0.0156) (0.00685) (0.0193) (0.0152) (0.0191) (0.00852)

Western involvement 1.910� 1.213�� 1.914� 1.835�� 0.395 2.009��
(1.089) (0.535) (1.029) (0.877) (0.658) (0.908)

Global Jihadist campaign �1.847�� �2.274��� �2.572�� �2.427��� �1.771�� �3.878���
(0.881) (0.404) (1.024) (0.937) (0.796) (0.931)

Previous suicide attacks �1.150� �1.145��� �1.114� �1.175��� �1.423��� �0.171
(0.606) (0.320) (0.577) (0.409) (0.459) (0.432)

Killed in attack 0.00602� 0.00608��� 0.000745�� 0.000470 0.0104�� 0.00432
(0.00359) (0.00204) (0.000350) (0.000350) (0.00426) (0.00312)

Civilian target 0.544�� 0.737�� 1.067�� 1.015��� 0.503 0.207
(0.263) (0.287) (0.534) (0.312) (0.350) (0.327)

Political target 0.809� 0.376 0.908�� 0.899��� 0.809��� 0.151
(0.418) (0.286) (0.359) (0.312) (0.230) (0.269)

Economic development 0.586��� 0.153 0.625��� 0.369�� �0.104 0.0685
(0.144) (0.108) (0.188) (0.166) (0.143) (0.150)

Female labor force participation 0.0766�� 0.0191 0.0554�� 0.0296 �0.0623�� �0.0343
(0.0326) (0.0207) (0.0263) (0.0267) (0.0297) (0.0328)

Percent Muslim 1.419 0.360 2.056�� 1.538 �2.821��� 0.164
(0.951) (0.653) (0.903) (1.169) (1.057) (1.117)

Constant �10.79��� �0.789 �9.021��� �5.042�� 4.515� 4.388�
(2.515) (1.375) (2.277) (2.063) (2.488) (2.263)

Observations 3965 3965 3965 3965 3965 3965

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.
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Table A7. Dropping all observations in Israel and the occupied palestinian territories-suicide
bombers and total information availability.

(1)

Female bomber 0.415�� (0.167)
Press censorship �0.145 (0.176)
Previous media attention 0.287 (0.233)
Number of sources 0.00433 (0.00755)
Western involvement 0.968�� (0.380)
Global Jihadist campaign �1.601��� (0.328)
Previous suicide attacks �0.662��� (0.244)
Killed in attack 0.000345� (0.000197)
Civilian target 0.119 (0.201)
Political target 0.167 (0.142)
Economic development 0.0259 (0.0713)
Female labor force participation �0.00608 (0.0184)
Percent Muslim �0.384 (0.553)
Constant 1.331 (1.181)
Observations 6591

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.

Table A8. Dropping all observations in Israel and the occupied palestinian territories-gender
stereotypes and information availability on suicide bombers.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Marriage Age Education Occupation Religion Birth country

Female bomber 1.400��� 0.900��� 0.283 0.250 0.129 0.615��
(0.437) (0.198) (0.651) (0.484) (0.404) (0.269)

Press censorship �0.216 �0.412� 0.207 �0.117 �0.261 �0.111
(0.393) (0.242) (0.500) (0.467) (0.342) (0.426)

Previous media attention 0.645 0.819��� 0.140 0.499 0.664 �0.214
(0.480) (0.280) (0.446) (0.346) (0.459) (0.414)

Number of sources 0.0176 0.00185 0.0121 0.00848 �0.00724 0.00979
(0.0156) (0.00618) (0.0183) (0.0150) (0.0203) (0.00741)

Western involvement 1.938� 1.051�� 1.877� 1.709� 0.471 1.918��
(1.072) (0.489) (1.019) (0.919) (0.654) (0.822)

Global Jihadist campaign �1.617� �1.724��� �1.671� �1.347 �1.705�� �3.025���
(0.868) (0.299) (0.898) (1.026) (0.793) (0.772)

Previous suicide attacks �1.043�� �1.300��� �0.590 �0.964�� �1.152�� �0.199
(0.513) (0.296) (0.501) (0.379) (0.450) (0.429)

Killed in attack 0.00515 0.00649��� 0.000799�� 0.000511 0.00974�� 0.00750���
(0.00330) (0.00164) (0.000315) (0.000338) (0.00390) (0.00186)

Civilian target 0.220 0.466 0.910 0.519 0.333 �0.163
(0.404) (0.284) (0.565) (0.484) (0.383) (0.241)

Political target 0.462 0.321 0.524 0.748��� 0.495� 0.0778
(0.429) (0.248) (0.599) (0.284) (0.281) (0.174)

Economic development 0.616��� 0.0129 0.636��� 0.332�� �0.0296 �0.0440
(0.147) (0.104) (0.149) (0.143) (0.152) (0.167)

Female labor force participation 0.0752�� 0.0198 0.0692��� 0.0368 �0.0607�� �0.0314
(0.0317) (0.0214) (0.0258) (0.0261) (0.0285) (0.0316)

Percent Muslim 1.234 0.0963 1.678� 0.982 �2.840��� �0.456
(0.958) (0.518) (0.887) (1.067) (1.048) (0.834)

Constant �11.21��� �0.456 �11.83��� �6.925��� 3.657 3.116
(2.510) (1.384) (2.191) (2.070) (2.418) (2.196)

Observations 6591 6591 6591 6591 6591 6591

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.
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Table A9. Rare events logistic regressions-gender stereotypes and information availability on
suicide bombers.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Marriage Age Education Occupation Religion Birth country

Female bomber 1.383��� 0.819��� 0.782 0.323 0.194 0.416
(0.316) (0.178) (0.567) (0.378) (0.359) (0.283)

Press censorship �0.330 �0.818��� �0.629�� �0.879��� �0.244 �0.931���
(0.245) (0.213) (0.260) (0.296) (0.191) (0.353)

Previous media attention 0.709 0.868��� 0.471 0.697� 0.697 �0.161
(0.447) (0.305) (0.410) (0.358) (0.438) (0.440)

Number of sources 0.0198 �0.000374 0.00940 0.00414 �0.00690 0.00557
(0.0143) (0.00766) (0.0170) (0.0142) (0.0194) (0.00856)

Western involvement 1.935� 1.157�� 1.881� 1.745� 0.460 1.937��
(1.025) (0.562) (1.041) (0.899) (0.639) (0.910)

Global Jihadist campaign �1.762�� �2.200��� �2.362�� �2.245�� �1.687�� �3.830���
(0.881) (0.407) (1.080) (0.966) (0.768) (0.936)

Previous suicide attacks �1.106�� �1.310��� �0.904�� �1.109��� �1.212��� �0.197
(0.478) (0.315) (0.459) (0.378) (0.443) (0.438)

Killed in attack 0.00513 0.00547��� 0.000551� 0.000335 0.00986�� 0.00566��
(0.00348) (0.00163) (0.000333) (0.000326) (0.00387) (0.00267)

Civilian target 0.347 0.612�� 0.729� 0.684� 0.364 0.0503
(0.280) (0.264) (0.418) (0.355) (0.311) (0.244)

Political target 0.494 0.353 0.460 0.783��� 0.527� 0.112
(0.413) (0.240) (0.488) (0.247) (0.281) (0.196)

Economic development 0.605��� 0.0908 0.669��� 0.417��� �0.0228 0.0509
(0.145) (0.109) (0.168) (0.159) (0.146) (0.157)

Female labor force participation 0.0753�� 0.0214 0.0514�� 0.0322 �0.0624�� �0.0311
(0.0313) (0.0236) (0.0259) (0.0270) (0.0285) (0.0325)

Percent Muslim 1.422 0.381 1.932�� 1.588 �2.798��� 0.215
(0.932) (0.665) (0.895) (1.174) (1.042) (1.091)

Constant �10.91��� �0.0869 �9.274��� �5.562��� 3.620 4.580�
(2.405) (1.388) (1.995) (1.930) (2.388) (2.716)

Observations 6776 6776 6776 6776 6776 6776

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
Security Targets are Baseline Target Category.�p< 0.1, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01.
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Table A10. Frequency and percent of each terrorist campaign.
Campaign name Frequency Percent Western involvement? Global Jihadist?

Afghan Rebels vs. U.S. and Allies 1405 19.31 Yes Yes
Al Qaeda vs. U.S. and Allies 96 1.40 Yes Yes
Al-Qaida in Islamic North Africa 33 0.47 Yes Yes
BKI vs. India 2 0.03 No No
Chechen Separatists vs. Russia 105 1.49 No No
Egyptian Rebels 37 0.43 No Yes
Hezbollah vs. Israel 39 0.57 No No
Hezbollah vs. U.S. and France 6 0.09 Yes No
Indonesian Rebels vs. Indonesian Government 22 0.16 No Yes
Iraqi Rebels vs. Iraqi Government and Allies 1348 18.06 Yes Yes
Iraqi Rebels vs. U.S. and Allies j 1527 22.12 Yes Yes
Isolated Attacks 44 0.65 N/A N/A
Jundullah vs. Iran 9 0.10 No Yes
Kashmiri Rebels vs. India 12 0.16 No No
LTTE vs. Sri Lanka and India 265 3.90 No No
Libyan Rebels 74 1.00 Yes Yes
PKK vs. Turkey 39 0.52 No No
Pakistani Rebels vs. Pakistan and U.S. Allies 636 8.78 Yes Yes
Palestinian Resistance vs. Israel 197 2.81 No No
Rebels vs. Bangladesh and Allies 14 0.09 No Yes
Rebels vs. Government of Mali and Allies 42 0.57 Yes Yes
Rebels vs. Nigeria and Allies 532 5.27 No Yes
Rebels vs. Saudi Arabia 11 0.07 No Yes
Rebels vs. Syria and Allies 556 6.64 Yes Yes
Rebels vs. Yemen 192 2.55 Yes Yes
Russian Separatists vs. Ukraine 1 0.03 No No
Somali Rebels vs. Ethiopia and Allies 199 2.40 Yes Yes
Uzbek Rebels vs. U.S. 6 0.09 Yes Yes
Xinjiang Rebels vs. Chinese Government 16 0.22 No Yes
Total 6789 100 N/A N/A

Figure A1. Correlation plot-biographies.
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