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       The Economics of Violence 

 How do we understand illicit violence? Can we prevent it? Building on 

behavioral science and economics, this book begins with the idea that 

humans are more predictable than we like to believe, and this ability to 

model human behavior applies equally well to leaders of violent and coer-

cive organizations as it does to everyday people. Humans ultimately seek 

survival for themselves and their communities in a world of competition. 

While the dynamics of “us vs. them” are divisive, they also help us to 

survive. Access to increasingly larger markets, facilitated through digital 

communications and social media, creates more transnational opportun-

ities for deception, coercion, and violence. If the economist’s perspective 

helps to explain violence, then it must also facilitate insights into promoting 

peace and security. If we can approach violence as behavioral scientists, 

then we can also better structure our institutions to create policies that 

make the world a more secure place, for us and for future generations. 

  Gary M. Shiffman , Ph.D., a veteran of the US Departments of Defense and 

Homeland Security and the Senate, teaches at Georgetown University and 

explores the science of behavior, particularly the ways in which we can 

understand illicit behaviors. At Giant Oak, he creates software to make the 

world safer and more secure.   
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   “As advances in behavioral science reveal the complex but animating 

dynamics of human behavior, all those forces that make us fear, or 

fi ght, or give us courage, or move us to some action, nefarious states 

and organizations are learning how to manipulate people and become 

drivers of violence. In his illuminating new book, national security vet-

eran Gary M. Shiffman takes us to the edge of understanding the nexus 

between behavior and organized violence. This is a must read not only 

for leaders in the defense and security sector, but all leaders who want 

to better understand the opportunities and the dangers of manipulating 

human action.” 

 Steve Clemons, Editor at Large, The Hill 

 “Conventional wisdom often views sub-state violence as an irrational 

expression of religious, tribal, or ethnic identity. In his must-read 

book, Gary M. Shiffman offers a powerful counter, demonstrating 

that understanding organized violence requires analyzing individual 

decision-making – and the available incentives and choices. Shiffman 

combines his own rich experience with deep economic analysis and 

case studies that range from Pablo Escobar to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 

and, in so doing, has written a defi nitive volume on the insights behav-

ioral science offers to national security policymakers.” 

 Richard Fontaine, CEO, Center for a 

New American Security (CNAS) 

 “Readable and ambitious,  The Economics of Violence  uses colorful 

examples to sketch a common approach to studying organized crime, 

insurgency, and terrorism. Professor Shiffman then draws on his own 

experience to explain how those insights can inform combatting all 

three. Highly recommended for practitioners, scholars, and anyone 

interested in new thinking on how these threats can be contained.” 

 Eli Berman, co-author  Small Wars, Big Data: The Information 

Revolution in Modern Confl ict  

 “Gary Shiffman’s new book,  The Economics of Violence , is unique, 

provocative, and important.” 

 Senator Joe Lieberman 
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 “ The Economics of Violence  is a pathbreaking work that argues how 

a more rigorous understanding of human behavior can be harnessed to 

counter violence more effectively. Drawing on his formidable intellect 

and experiences in the military, as a Senate staffer, a homeland security 

executive, an entrepreneur, and a security studies scholar, Shiffman 

makes a powerful case for this unique approach to strengthening US 

national security.” 

 Bruce Hoffman, Professor, Georgetown University,  

author of  Inside Terrorism  

 “Understanding political violence requires turning away from simplistic 

labels – ‘ethno-nationalist’, ‘narco-terrorist’, ‘religious radical’ – toward 

the scientifi cally grounded concepts of scarcity, markets, and fi rms. 

Shiffman’s enlightening and accessible prose demystifi es today’s national 

security threats with precise logic, careful case studies, and wide-ranging 

pop-culture references. A brilliant ground-breaking book that every 

national security professional should read.” 

 Jacob Shapiro, Professor of Politics and  

International Affairs, Princeton University 

 “Gary M. Shiffman uses the science of economics as a tool for 

understanding violent human behavior, and he shows us how better to 

understand those who would harm us. Gary brings provocative, innova-

tive, and exciting ideas to those seeking knowledge, clarity, and peace 

of mind in the promotion of freedom and security.  The Economics of 

Violence  is an exciting new book from an established and important 

voice in national security.” 

 Senator Connie Mack, III 

 “This is a valuable book that should set records straight about stereo-

types, identity, politics, and misleading assumptions. I have been 

disabused of some of my assumptions, and the reader will fi nd the 

recipe for combatting violent groups in the last chapter.” 

 HRH Prince Turki Al Faisal Al Sa’ud, former   

Director General of the General Intelligence   

Directorate of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
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 “Gary Shiffman has always been a clarion voice in understanding the 

importance of behavioral science and economics in national security – 

never more so than in this work. In this book, Shiffman has provided 

a seminal study of how economic dynamics and individual decisions 

affect the manifestations of violence and the evolution of terrorist, mili-

tant, and criminal movements in a changing global landscape. By using 

an economic lens, he breaks down the orthodoxy between traditional 

disciplines and rigid categories of identity to understand sources of vio-

lence and how non-state actors emerge, adapt, and compete. By exam-

ining the cases of Pablo Escobar, Joseph Kony, and Osama bin Laden 

in this way, he is able to explain how each have acted as ‘entrepreneurs’ 

using force and forms of coercion to capture markets, each in his own 

way. This should become required reading for those seeking to under-

stand how individual decisions drive sub-state groups and violence, 

and how we might use these insights to counter this violence and fi ght 

like entrepreneurs.” 

 Juan C. Zarate, former Deputy Assistant to the President and Deputy 

National Security Advisor for Combatting Terrorism (2005–2009)   
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   The Economics of Violence 
 How Behavioral Science Can Transform Our 
View of Crime, Insurgency, and Terrorism 

 Gary M. Shiffman 
 Georgetown University          
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   To Sarah Ann Chance Shiffman, 1940– 2015. 

 I’ll be talking to you and Dad often.   
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