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ISIS: Escalation, Fueling the Fire, and Group Bullying
Given the media attention to the terrorist activities in the Middle East, I suspect you may share
my growing uneasiness about the situation, particularly with regard to ISIS (Islamic State of
Iraq and in Syria).1 So what might systems thinkers make of the situation as it has been developing? Is there any wisdom we can offer? In this article, we would like to get the conversation
started, and invite you to add your thoughts to this important topic for our world.
By Kristina Wile, Leverage Networks, Inc.

Terrorist: noun a person who uses violence
or threats to intimidate or coerce, especially
for political purposes.2
Exponential Growth Requires Attention

Figure 2, the number of deaths and wounded from
ISIS terrorist acts has also taken a steep increase.
And lastly the number of cities taken per quarter,
as in Figure 3, (That’s a flow, folks) is increasing
exponentially. So ISIS’ assets and their power are also
increasing exponentially.

ISIS appears to be the most violent, well-funded, and
well-run terrorist organization to come down the
pike in recent times. Various data sources indicate
an exponential trend in the activity and reach
of these business-savvy terrorists. Through their
business-like operations, they have succeeded in
amassing growing assets for both fighting (United
States [US] weaponry and artillery captured from
the Iraqi government forces), and funding their
continued growth (oil field operations, bank assets,
and proceeds from selling ancient relics). They use
social media adeptly to draft new recruits from near
and far, and to manage their brand.
While up-to-date data is not readily available,
exponential trends were clearly beginning to emerge
already through 2013. In Figure 1, the number of
terrorist incidents in several countries, including Iraq
and Syria, have taken a sharp upward turn. In

Figure 1. Annual number of terrorist incidents from 2000-2013.
Source: The Screeching Kettle 3
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Figure 3. Towns and cities conquered by ISIS, 2012-2014.
Source: Osint Journal 5

Context for the ISIS Situation

Classic Terrorism Dynamics

ISIS’ grievance is actually seeded in a centuries old
disagreement.7 After the death of Muhammad, Islam
split into two sects: the Shiite and the Sunni. They
disagreed on how Muhammad’s successors should
be selected. These two sects have been fighting over
this for 1,400 years. Presently, Shiites are a minority
sect (10–15% of the Islamic population world-wide),
but they predominate in the oil-rich Persian Gulf
region.

Barry Richmond developed a few system dynamics
models on the dynamics of terrorism after 2001
that are worth revisiting. In Figure 4, you can see
the primary reinforcing loop of a classic escalation
archetype. One entity’s negative emotions lead them
to behave violently, which increases the other side’s
negative emotions, which leads them to retaliate,
and so on, ad nauseam.

Over the centuries there has been a struggle
between the sects that was both religious and
political. Whenever Shiite leaders have been in
power, Sunnis have been oppressed, and whenever
Sunni leaders have been in power, the Shiites have
been oppressed. And the oppression toward both
sects has been violent, including after the recent
Shiite leader was elected just after the US withdrew

Figure 2. Number of Incidences in Iraq and Syria, 2002-2013.
Source: Periscopic 4

Richmond also includes the beginning source of the
classic escalation in his model, which can be found
and explored here.6 He refers to it as disagreement.
This might be a good time to ground our exploration
in the initial disagreement between ISIS and their
perceived enemies.
Figure 4. Classic Escalation structure. Adapted from isee systems
“Story of the Month.”6 Source: Leverage Networks
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Figure 5. Adapted from Barry Richmond, Systems Thinking in Action Conference Keynote 2011.8 Source: Leverage Networks

its troops from Iraq in late 2011.
ISIS is comprised of Sunni Islamists who are taking
the struggle to the next level. The situation might be
reasonably considered a calcified escalation, that is,
and will give rise to exponential hatred and violence
between these groups.
The Role of External Intervention in the Build-Up
Another of Barry Richmond’s models focuses on
the operational view of a terrorist organization. A
simplified view is shown in Figure 5. His premise is
that the US historically relies primarily on military
offensive and defensive interventions. In Figure 5,
these are articulated as 1, 2, and 3. He notes that
although these interventions tend to work in the
short term by decreasing the number of terrorists
and their activities (B2), in the longer term they
actually increase the number of supporters for the
terrorists as well as the ranks of soldiers (R3 and R4).
One of Richmond’s conclusions is that external
intervention to bolster one side’s ability to fight
exacerbates the hatred and pours fuel on the fire,
with the long-term effect of increasing
the violence over time. Another was that

we should focus on decreasing the inflows filling the
Supporters and the Terrorist pools.
Note that ISIS is using its mastery of social media
to increase those flows of people supporting their
cause, and ultimately being groomed to be terrorists.
They clearly have identified the key inflows. Note
also, that the increase in visibility and barbarity of
their acts is more likely to induce an angry military
retaliation. This has the effect of increasing the
power of these reinforcing feedback loops.
Brutality ensures that the response of states will be
out of anger. Certainly the brutality is intolerable.
But the hatred-laden vows of revenge from heads of
state, and the resulting decisive military retaliation,
serve as fuel to the escalation. Furthermore, the
increasing brutality also increases the urgency to act,
which is more likely to lead to immediate, unilateral,
and uncoordinated actions on the part of different
states. Some have said large-scale, disorganized
escalation is ISIS’ goal.
Growing Disillusionment with ISIS Recruitment
A subject of wide attention is the growing emphasis
on ISIS recruitment, yes locally, but also globally

© Copyright 2015 Leverage Networks, Inc. • All rights reserved. Subscribe here. No unauthorized copying or distribution of copyrighted materials.
For reprints and permissions to distribute please go to www.leveragenetworks.com. For copyright, please contact info@leveragenetworks.com

The New Systems Thinker

• Volume 1 • Issue 5 • Article 2 • From the Headlines • March 2015 • p. 4
on their own values. Additionally, in bullying, this
group psychology has the effect of dehumanizing
the victim or enemy.11
The enemy is no longer thought of as a person, but
an object of derision, something to be destroyed.
The effects of this thinking have been observed time
and time again online with teenagers, in military
personnel during wartime, and in films of gruesome
terrorist acts (R6).

Figure 6. Group Bullying dynamic structure. Source: Leverage Networks

from the countries in the west.9 Several contributing
factors have been hypothesized, but certainly in
the Middle East, the economic situation of many
of the would-be terrorists is not very strong. Many
countries in the region have some of the highest
youth unemployment rates in the world—around
25%. This could contribute to a potential recruit’s
lack of personal power, which may make affiliation
with a powerful organization attractive. A sense of
power and meaning in one’s life are universal desires.
Group Bullying Dynamics and Increasing Brutality
Lately, I also have been thinking about the
dynamics of group bullying, and am struck at how
the fundamental group dynamic in bullying and
terrorism is so similar. A perceived injustice is the
source of instigation for the aggressor. The initial
bully or terrorist has a grievance that feeds his
aggressive feelings, which leads to aggressive acts.10
These acts often instill fear in their victims, which
feeds the bully’s craving for power and control. And
this fear gives them real power, which makes joining
their group attractive to others with like-minded
grievances, who then continue the cycle (R5).
In a group bullying situation, and in terrorism, an
increase in the cruelty and brutality of the aggression
is observed. This seems to be driven by the group
providing anonymity and protection from the
individual’s sense of responsibility. People’s behavior
in groups is sometimes markedly
different than if they were acting based

What Can Be Done?
This may very well be the question of the decade.
Let’s take stock. There are a number of structural
insights that may be gleaned from the sources in this
piece. These are a few that come to mind, and again,
I extend an invitation to you to share your ideas. One
thing we do know is that problems this complex
may only be solved by groups of thoughtful people.
· The default and singular military response has not
worked, and is likely to fuel the fire of escalation in
the longer-term.
· Whatever is done worldwide, must be done with
emotional intelligence and thoughtful deliberation.
Acting out of anger must be assiduously avoided.
· Create an alternative to the terrorist recruiting
operation that those people without power can join
(I had a friend, a Palestinian, who once said to me,
“If you were in a deep hole, with no way out, and
Saddam Hussein threw down a rope, you would
grab it.”).
· Create an avenue for those who have been unjustly
treated by a nation or terrorized by a people to
bring their grievances to a higher authority. The
resolutions from this body must be enforced.
Drawing on these insights, here are more specific
ideas:
1. Strengthen the United Nations (UN) to be the
higher worldwide authority—to act as a principal
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of sorts. In addition to state leaders, include
courageous religious leaders, and leaders from all
sects in this body. Through it, support the largely
peaceful Islamic community to reduce the effects
of fundamentalism. Jim Wallis, author of God’s
Politics, has noted “Fundamentalism, in all our faith
traditions, is a politicized use of religion based on
fear and power, and it is best defeated from the
inside, not the outside.”12

leadership should be nearly impeccable, and should
be probationary.

2. Coordinated worldwide enforcement of this body’s
decisions. The UN has been focused on decreasing
the flow of money that is enabling ISIS’ growth, but
additional strategies are needed.13 Sanctions and
force may indeed be necessary to ensure worldwide
cooperation. And force may ultimately be used to
destroy the core of this militant group before it gains
too much power---while also recognizing that force
will not be effective unless the other systemic drivers
are addressed.

5. Calm and deliberate prosecution of the crimes
against humanity. ISIS is not waging a holy war, but
rather are select criminals to be held responsible for
orchestrating the incorrigible acts.

3. Support locals’ responsibility for their own
governance. Ensure a viable, democratic, power
structure alternative; recognizing economic health
plays a role. There must be an alternative movement
to join that does not exhibit any preference to
one group over another in its governance. There
is some indication that ISIS’ ideology is not widely
shared, so an alternative may be attractive. The new

What do you think? Systemic thinkers have
something to add to the conversation. I hope we
may be inspired to think more deeply, launch a
criticism, or send a letter to the editor.

4. Establish a Grievances, Truth, and Reconciliation
Commission. Increase tolerance and humanization
throughout the region through a widespread
program of dialogues. Dialogue is a powerful tool
for alignment and peace in the aftermath of deep
social conflict, and should be employed here.14, 15, 16

6. Consider redrawing national boundaries to
provide the Sunnis, Shia, and Kurds (another
oppressed people) with their own nations. The
existing boundaries were simply drawn for the
convenience of imperial powers at the time.
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