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The fact of being under terrorist threats, such as death threats or
intimidations, has psychosocial effects and impacts on victim’s
psychosocial functioning. However, little attention has been paid
to the study of threatened people through an evidence-based
research. This study analyses quantitatively the experience of
threatened people within a context of terrorism. Speciﬁcally, we
want to gain insight into victims’ perceptions of their threatening
situation, through participants who were under threat by the
Euskadi ta Askatasuna (ETA) (Basque Homeland and Freedom)
terrorist group in the Basque Country, Spain. Through a crosssectional study and Principal component analysis, 87 victims of
the ETA terrorist group in the Basque Country were surveyed,
during the period of violence. The ﬁndings suggested six main
psychosocial effects on threatened individuals, comprising issues
such as (1) Thought processes and risk perception; (2) Emotional
reactions; (3) Circles of vulnerability; (4) Suspicion/distrust; (5)
Social interactions and (6) Safety and freedom of movement. In
addition, victim’s perception of control was negatively related to
the psychosocial effects, in factors 1, 2, 3 and 5, respectively. The
article discusses and shows implications of the power of threats,
along with their effects, as a psychosocial coercion instrument.
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Terrorism lies not only in blatant violence and its immediate effects, but also in the future
threat of violence, creating a climate of fear and fear of repetition (Schmid, 2011). Therefore, when one is under threat by an individual or by a group through behaviours such as
death threats, intimidations, extortion, among others, the threatening situation tends to
include the lifetime of the individuals in the sense that impact the present, the past and
the future. Living under threat can impact on the present of the individual (e.g. the
impact that produces a death threat in daily life), the past (e.g. when that death threat
had a consequence such as an attack) and the future (e.g. the potential risk that the
death threat will become a true attack). Therefore, being threatened is a relevant issue
in terrorist violence, which goes beyond an intra-individual level. The case of the Danish
cartoonist who has been living in fear since he drew a Muhammad cartoon, or the case
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of threats and killings against Charlie Hebdo magazine in Paris (BBC, 2015) are examples of
how violence or series of violent acts are aimed to create a psychological effect (i.e. fear or
terror) apart from their physical result. It often involves a high level of uncertainty in the
daily life of the threatened individual.
Within the issue of threatened people, the case of the violence perpetrated by Euskadi
ta Askatasuna (ETA) terrorist group in the Basque Country (Spain) has had a great social
relevance. Although there is no agreement, some studies have estimated that there
were around 40,000 individuals living under threat (Bilbao, Merino, & Sáez de la Fuente,
2013; Santos, 2008; Varona, 2009). Hence, our aim is to analyse the impact on the psychosocial functioning of people threatened by a terrorist organization. To do so, we analyse
the experience of people who were under threat for years by the ETA (Basque Homeland
and Freedom) terrorist group in the Basque Country (Spain).
As far we know, the ﬁrst speciﬁc study on threatened people in the Basque Country was
developed by Varona (2009) through interviews and the focus group technique on threatened participants by ETA. With respect to effects, the study highlighted the lack of
freedom, rights and well-being in family and daily life, which may foster isolation. Larizgoitia
et al. (2011) in their research about direct victims of attacks in the Basque Country suggested
the anxiety as a key issue related with the experience of threats. In this sense, some studies
have examined the phenomenon of threatened people in the Basque Country (e.g. MartinPeña, Rodríguez-Carballeira, Escartín, Porrúa, & Olff, 2011; Martin-Peña & Varela-Rey, 2014).
Through a content analysis of victims’ testimonies, they proposed an initial classiﬁcation of
the possible psychosocial effects, which showed how the fact of being under threat has also
relevant effects on daily life, even in the absence of terrorist attacks or physical assault. These
studies have also attempted to describe victims’ experiences through this classiﬁcation,
reporting a relationship between acts of terrorist threats and their effects.
Despite this, the fact of being under terrorist threats have had few systematic investigations (Nijdam, Gersons, & Olff, 2010) in part because, of the research has often tended to
focus more on the effects of blatant terrorist violence than on the situation of threatened
people and its effects (Pereira, 2004). Most existing studies examined effects of terrorist
threats through qualitative approaches (Martín-Peña, Rodríguez-Carballeira, Varela-Rey,
Escartín, & Saldaña, 2015), often conducted by need to understand the foundations (the
logic) of what is going on within the studied context (Williams, 2011). Therefore, these
approaches have been essential to understand better the hidden victimation that represents threatened people (Martín-Peña et al., 2015; Nijdam et al., 2010; Varona, 2009),
and in addition, to address complementary new studies.
However, currently, the research seems not to have achieved to map the comprehensive structure of psychosocial effects domains on people living under terrorist threats.
Therefore, this study can contribute to determine whether there is an identiﬁable, coherent and theoretically interpretable structure of the psychosocial effects, useful to complement previous studies and to shed light on the way the psychosocial domains are
impacted on threatened individuals.

Threatened people and terrorist violence: characteristics and consequences
90

The effects of terrorism are not limited to the direct victims of an attack. They may have
social and political consequences on the society as a whole, in the sense that terrorism
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can induce fear in people and societies, even when these societies have not had direct
experience with it (Jasko, Kossowska, & Sekerdej, 2013). Thus, the threat of violence is a
relevant element as conditional harm instilling fear. According to Schmid (2011), threats
gain credibility from previous violent events, and many people live in fear of body
injury or even death. Furthermore, the violence perpetrated is a kind of ‘exemplary
deed’, and it is an instrument for intimidating, impressing or coercing other parties who
are linked, directly or indirectly, to the victims or target group. Perpetrators harm their
victims to indirectly inﬂuence to an ultimate target (i.e. government, policy decisionmakers). Consequently, terrorist groups often terrorize to a target group using it as a
symbol and as an instrument in order to spread insecurity and fear to the public. The terrorist group can threat to kill the targets, to intimidate or to coerce them, turning this
targets into threatened collectives (Martin-Peña, Rodríguez-Carballeira, Escartín, Porrúa,
& Winkel, 2010; Nijdam et al., 2010). In this sense, Morewitz (2008) argued how terrorist
groups make death threats and other behaviours of intimidation to service them to
achieve their goals.
A few studies have researched terrorist threats and their psychosocial consequences or
the impact that threatening situations have on targeted people’s psychosocial functioning
(Nijdam et al., 2010). Ro and Clark (2009) noted that though there is little clarity regarding
the boundaries of the construct of psychosocial functioning, it involves the speciﬁc daily
behaviours and the subjective evaluation of normally functioning as satisfaction and
quality-of-life on the different domains (e.g. relationships) of the daily life. Therefore,
the threat of imminent terrorism can also be very detrimental to individuals’ psychological
well-being (Canetti, Rapaport, Wayne, Hall, & Hobfoll, 2013).
As regards to people under threat, one of the most extensive works on psychosocial
effects on threatened people was carried out by Nijdam, Olff, de Vries, Martens, and
Gersons (2008a) and Nijdam et al. (2010), who reviewed this speciﬁc topic on the
victim/threatened individual, and analysed a collective under threat such as Dutch politicians. In addition, these authors analysed issues of terrorist threats, aiming to gain
more knowledge about these situations in order to create future interventions that may
mitigate the effects of threats.
The study of Nijdam et al. (2008a) highlights that the threat and protection measures
become a source of chronic stress, with a variety of effects. With regard to mental
health, post-traumatic stress symptoms have been found in some cases as emotional reactions (i.e. hyper-vigilance, startled reactions, difﬁculty concentrating, depressed mood,
panic symptoms and physical symptoms such as tension and increased anxiety or
fatigue). In addition, some people may increase alcohol consumption as a coping strategy
to decrease tension elicited by threats. For instance, this have been found within the
context of political violence in Northern Ireland, through increasing of alcohol and
taking medication to cope with nightmares and dreams on a violent environment in
which fear is spread (Monaghan, 2013; Morrissey, Smyth, & Fay, 1999).
Precisely, when a person copes with a danger situation, the stress response is activated
and it can inﬂuence on thought processes, which comprises to the ability to assess situations, receive and understand information and draw conclusions. Thus, threats may
impact on thought processes of threatened people, inﬂuencing on the perception of
the individuals’ world (i.e. through worrying and obsessive thoughts about safety and
uncertainty). The disruption of the cognitive processes may compromise the accurate
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assessment and interpretation of the environment. In addition, for a targeted individual,
suspicion may trigger a dysfunctional interpretation of his/her direct context. For instance,
freedom of speech may be affected in the case of threatened politicians, who may be
more cautious when making speciﬁc statements in their public communications, or
even resign due to the pressure, as well as the side effects in the family and other
social circles. These circles refer to the close environment, often so-called ‘circles of vulnerability’ (Nijdam et al., 2008b; Plotkin Amrami, 2014). The ﬁrst circle of this close environment would comprise the threatened person, the second would include relatives, the
third would be friends and the fourth would consist of classmates, co-workers or children’s
schoolmates. The changes and disruption in social interactions can be related to the
restrictions and reduced activity such as the limitation of freedom of movement, often produced by the protection measures and precautionary behaviours (e.g. limiting visits to
public places considered as a risk). Thus, these safety measures are disruptive elements
in the daily life of the targeted person. It also involves changes in basic everyday routines
(e.g. from going to the gym to opening the mailbox), avoiding certain risk locations. Therefore, terrorist threats can end up impacting the individuals’ psychosocial functioning, on
professional practice, health, private life and safety. As the work from Nijdam et al.
(2008a) is based on review of literature, they recommended conducting systematic
research, for instance, through questionnaires and evaluations in larger samples.
Through these studies should ﬁnd out to gain better understanding of the effects and
how adaption can be improved within these stressful situations, such as the individuals
under terrorist threats.
With respect to improve the life of people under threat, a sense of control seems to
make adaptation to this adverse situation easier. Within the situation of terrorist threats,
individuals may experience different levels of stress to similar events because of their
differences in cognitive appraisal of the situation, which was studied through Appraisal
Theory of Stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). When control increases, it predicts improved
emotional states and lower anxiety levels (Moser & Dracup, 2000). In this sense, an
increased perception of control may be useful as a buffer against the negative impact
of these stressful experiences (Hay & Diehl, 2010). On the contrary, a lack of control
over aversive stimuli strengthens fear responses (Steptoe, 2007).

ETA’s violence in the Basque country: a case study on threatened people
170

175

180

With regard to threatened people, the case of violence of ETA in the Basque Country in
Spain has been relevant because of the number of people who were under threat, and
the process of terrorizing in this region against the target group during several
decades. ETA emerged in 1959 as an armed group, perpetrating terrorist violence as an
instrument for separatist motives (to secure the independence of the Basque region
including four provinces in Spain – the Basque Country and Navarra – and three territories
in southwestern France). It is important to notice that since 2011 the terrorist group has
ended its armed activity, although the organization has not disbanded. A recent and
extensive review of the history and evolution of ETA and its network can be found in
Muro (2008) or Lopez-Romo (2015).
Within the ETA’s strategy, violent acts and selection of targets or victims were key components to achieve the goals through a process of terror. The terrorist group fostered a
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context of harassment through attacks, killings, threats and intimidating acts in the Basque
Country and Navarra (Martin-Peña et al., 2010; Varona, 2009) producing a ‘social spread of
terror’ (De la Calle & Sánchez-Cuenca, 2004; Fernández Soldevilla & Lopez-Romo, 2012).
Therefore, the fact of being under threat mean that some people were targeted by the
terrorist group and suffered a systematic use of harassment, through threats, intimidation,
extortion, aggression, among others, including murder (Gesto por la Paz, 2000). Target
selection was mainly based on the profession, membership in certain political parties, political beliefs or ideology, public position, or criticism of the terrorist organization (Varona,
2009). Threatened people included civilians, such as democratic representatives (e.g.
council member), judges, prosecutors, prison ofﬁcers, journalists and university professors
(i.e. when they showed criticism to ETA), and businessmen/businesswomen, among
others, as well as military forces and police (Varona, 2009). With regard to victims and
from a victimological approach, Beristain (2007, 2009) argued that though statistics of
victims of terrorism often highlight direct victims (e.g. people killed, injured or kidnapped)
terrorism also produce many macrovictims, as indirect victims (e.g. relatives, friends of a
direct victim, threatened people).

Aim of the study
200

205

To examine the psychosocial effects on threatened people, we generated the following
questions: What are the psychosocial effects of terrorist threats on victims? How do terrorist threats alter the landscape of the individuals? The present study examines the psychosocial effects of terrorist threats in a sample of individuals under threat. Speciﬁcally,
the study analyses the perception of the threatening situation through participants who
were targeted by the ETA terrorist group in the Basque Country, Spain. The contribution
of this study is aimed to researchers, practitioners and policy-makers interested in contexts characterized by terrorism-violence (even considering the particularities of each
country). Through the analysis of this speciﬁc sample, lessons learned may be compared
to other international contexts within the people under terrorist threats.

210

Method
Participants and procedure
215

220

225

This article is part of a larger study that investigates terrorist violence in the Basque
Country through victims of the ETA terrorist network in the Basque Country. Individuals
threatened (N = 87) by the terrorist group in the Basque Country answered a web-based
survey designed to assess the study aim. First, participants were contacted through eighteen key informants, who were selected because of their experience as threatened individuals (e.g. suffered death threats, intimidation) and/or their knowledge about victims of ETA
in the Basque Country. It is important to point out that the violence of ETA was active
during the ﬁeld study, conducted in 2009. Therefore, participants’ conﬁdentiality was
maintained, and all the personal information (i.e. phone numbers) was coded in a protected database. Discretion in the meetings with key informants was used because
some of them were targets.
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Second, we e-mailed a letter of invitation to participate in the web-based survey to a
sample of people threatened by ETA, based on the information provided by the key informants. We used snow-ball sampling because it is recommended for contacting hidden
populations in conﬂict situations (Cohen & Arieli, 2011). In our study, key informants
spread the letter of invitation to participate, and there is no information about who
received it and responded. Though it is a limitation, also is at the same time a strength
because this method is key in recruiting interviewees in conﬂict environments where
there is lack of contact information (e.g. whom to interview) and also an atmosphere of
fear and distrust. We requested the collaboration of participants to help us gather information about their experiences of the consequences of violence, guaranteeing safety
and conﬁdentiality.
The sample was made up of a total of 87 individuals with the following characteristics:
72.4% were male, ages ranged from 40 to 49 years old, and most of them were born in
the Basque Country (78.2%). The place of residence was mainly in the city (46.0%) and
villages (44.8%) within the Basque Country, whereas 9.2% lived in other areas outside
the Basque country. Mid (70.1%) and mid-low (16.1%) were the most common socioeconomic levels. The most frequent occupation: politics (41.1%), private sector (21.1%), educational (11.1%), freelance (6.7%), retired (5.6%). The length of years being under threat:
M = 10.3, SD = 6.3. A 35.6% pointed out that suffered some kind of attack (e.g. arson,
paint-bomb).

Measures
250

255

In addition to the sociodemographic data, the following variables were examined:

Psychosocial effects of terrorist threats
It was assessed by an ad hoc questionnaire, designed to ﬁnd out how participants’ daily
lives were affected by terrorist threats in that context. The items are based on previous
studies (e.g. Martin-Peña & Varela-Rey, 2014) on terrorist threats and effects. A total of
30 items were retained from an initial pool of 43, after performing statistical analyses. Participants were asked to indicate the intensity or degree to which they experienced each of
the situations on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (nothing) to 4 (extreme). The internal
consistency (α) for the 30-item scale was .95 (see Table 2).

260

Single-item perceived control measure
It was assessed through the following item on a 10-point scale:
265

270

Some people feel that they have total freedom of choice and control over their lives, while
others feel they have no real control over what happens. Please indicate what degree of
freedom of choice and control you think you have over the way you lead your life.

The end-points of the scale were anchored (i.e. 1 = ‘No control over life’, to 10 ‘Complete
control’). The option of a single item was chosen for this measure because of its simplicity
and adaptability to populations and circumstances where this simplicity is required
(Bowling, 2005).

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES OF TERRORISM AND POLITICAL AGGRESSION

275

280

285

290

7

Anxiety and depression
It was assessed by The Hospital Anxiety Depression Scale (HAD; Zigmond & Snaith, 1983),
adapted to Spanish by López-Roig et al. (2000). Participants were asked to respond to
this 14-item questionnaire, which evaluated the existence of anxiety and depression.
Responses were rated on a Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (always). In the
present study, the observed reliability (α) was .91. An example of an item from this
scale was: ‘I feel tense or wound up’.
Posttraumatic stress disorder
It was assessed by the Davidson Trauma Scale (DTS; Davidson et al., 1997), adapted to
Spanish by Bobes et al. (2000). This scale provides a measure of severity and frequency
of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder symptoms, based on DSM-IV-TR criteria, through a17item on a Likert scale. For frequency, the scale ranges from 0 (not at all) to 4 (every
day). For severity, the range is from 0 (not al all) to 4 (extremely distressing). An example
of an item: ‘Have you had distressing dreams about the event?’ We obtained the total
score of DTS scale. Internal consistency (α) of the scale was .96.
Experience about effects of being threatened
The survey had an open-ended question in which participants could describe additional
sources of information about their experience of effects of being under threat.
Data analysis

295

300

305

Principal component analysis (PCA) was conducted by examining the psychosocial effects
on individuals, because while we had an organizing framework to guide our selection of
the items to include, we did not have a strong a priori theory regarding the underlying
structure of our data (Henson & Roberts, 2006). And in any case, our primary purpose is
not to test speciﬁc hypotheses. Factors were retained according to the scree test and
the Kaiser–Guttman rule, which suggests keeping those factors with eigenvalues greater
than 1.0. The pool of 43 items was organized in a questionnaire that was administered
to the threatened individuals. Psychosocial effects were also studied by analysing the correlations between the categories and other related constructs. The analysis of the results
was conducted with PAWS-18 software. In addition, we used some qualitative excerpts collected from participants through the open-ended item, with the only purpose of illustrating the factors derived from PCA. Spearman rho correlation was applied to test the
possible association between perceived control and factors obtained in the former PCA.

Results
310

315

Psychosocial effects of living under threat: PCA
First of all, we conducted a descriptive analysis of the initial pool of 43 items. As
recommended by Nunnally and Bernstein (1994), item-total corrected correlation was calculated, and the 3 items with a corrected correlation lower than .40 were eliminated.
Maximum endorsement frequency was set at 80% (Streiner & Norman, 2003). Based on
these criteria, one item was deleted because a high percentage of participants answered
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the same (‘always’) option. The same thing was done for the item-subscale score correlation, and 7 more items were eliminated. Inter-item correlations above 0.7 with various
test items were eliminated (Guarino, Lamping, Elbourne, Carpenter, & Peduzzi, 2006).
The 32 remaining items made up the version of the questionnaire. Potential factors
were extracted through the Principal Components Analysis (PCA) followed by Oblimin
rotation. The data were considered suitable for factor analysis following the Kaiser–
Meyer–Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO = .865; χ2 (496, n = 87) = 2386.905, p
< .0001). Hence, we examined the content of the items that deﬁned a particular factor,
and we eliminated 2 items that were conceptually slightly different from the majority of
the items showing high loadings. Therefore, six factors based on 30 items provided an
interpretable solution (See Table 1). The eigenvalues were above 1, accounting for
75.17% of the total variance. Analysis of the 30 items revealed six factors comprising
the psychosocial effects of being under terrorist threats. The factor structures, including
the items with their factor loadings, are showed in Table 1. The internal consistency (α)
for the Factors is showed in Table 2.

Factor 1: thought processes and risk perception
It was the most salient factor and included 7 items that explained approximately 46% of
the variance in participants’ responses. This factor shows the cognitive interpretation of
the threatening situation, focused on the perception of vulnerability to risk and uncertainty. It can comprise anticipatory cognitions and fears: experiencing an attack against
oneself and/or against one’s close environment; being the next target; being publicly
recognized; thoughts of dejection, and thoughts of abandoning the current situation
and place of residence. A participant describes the experience related to daily life under
threat: It is impossible to say what it means to live every day on ‘death row’, where you
can say goodbye to your wife, parents or children in the morning, and it is possible that
you will never see them again.
Factor 2: emotional reactions
It included 7 items and accounted for 9.59% of the variance in responses. This factor
mainly shows the negative responses to the speciﬁc stressful and threatening situation,
comprising a wide spectrum of responses to being under threat, such as feelings of
sadness, anxiety, feeling overwhelmed, feelings of restlessness or irritability, or taking
medication to cope. A participant notes her case: My father was threatened by ETA and suffered from great anxiety and stress, which obviously extended to the rest of the family.
Factor 3: circles of vulnerability
It included 4 items that explained 7.14% of the variance in responses. It refers to the impact
and suffering caused by the situation of threat to people’s immediate environment, such
as the spouse, children or relatives. An excerpt exempliﬁes its focus on the intimate
relationship: It is a ‘lost life’ because no one can imagine what it means in an engagement
or marriage … The ‘stolen life’ that no one will ever return.
Another participant noted about the children: Your children are marked forever, and they
are still small (11 and 8 years old), and they have learned to value what their mother and
father do.
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Table 1. Items of psychosocial effects and factors loadings.
Item label

365

370

375

380

385

390

395

400

405

16. I have felt scared of going out at certain times and places.
18. I have been worried about what might happen to the surroundings/
close environment.
20. I have felt afraid of an attack.
39. My family or I have felt exhausted when facing this situation.
40. I have thought about leaving everything and going to live somewhere
else to put an end to the situation.
41. When you see that other people have been killed, you think it could
also happen to you.
17. I have felt scared that I might be recognized or pointed out in some
public places.
22. I have been nervous and I have had problems sleeping as a result of the
situation.
23. Sometimes I have felt overwhelmed by the situation.
24. As a result of the situation, I have felt outbursts of anger.
26. Faced with the situation, I have even become depressed.
25. I have felt a great deal of sadness about this situation
21. I have suffered a great deal of uneasiness and anxiety because of the
situation
42. I had to take some type of medication to be able to deal with the
situation.
1. Some members of my family, my friends or acquaintances have
distanced themselves from me.
2. Some people have distanced themselves from me in my work.
3. My family relations have deteriorated since I suffered this situation.
4. My partner, my children and other relatives have been affected by the
situation I have experienced and are afraid that something might
happen to me.
33. I began to distrust a lot of people.
34. I started to think that I was being observed.
35. I have become more distrustful and suspicious as a result of this
situation.
19. I have felt afraid of being alone and people rejecting me.
27. I have isolated and distanced myself from the people I know.
28. As a result of the situation, I have felt a great deal of rejection and
aversion to doing everyday things.
29. I have been marked or pointed out socially in my village or town.
38. I have had to hide this situation from my co-workers.
9. I avoided mixing with certain groups or people.
10. We have had to constantly change the times we do things, routes,
routines and customs.
12. I needed an escort to guarantee my safety.
31. I have not felt free to carry out any everyday activity.
Note: N = 87.

F1

F2

F3

F4

F5

F6

.471
.456
.756
.454
.477
.382
.306
−.374
−.629
−.699
−.853
−.447
−.925
−.917
.693
.815
.688
.475
−.778
−.576
−.785
−.495
−.511
−.429
−.487
−.827
.470
.550
.979
.608

Factor 4: suspicion/distrust
It consisted of 3 items and explained 4.47% of the variance in responses. It refers to the
suspicions and mistrust of other people due to the uncertainty of the potential threat.
This distrust and suspicion is often related to the uncertainty about who the other
person is, for example, imagining that another person may be planning an attack. For
instance: It is a somewhat intense but continuous dull feeling, which makes it hard for me
to make conversation with strangers. I talk to people when I know they think like I do.
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Table 2. Correlations matrix between factors of psychosocial effects and other scales.
Construct

410

415

420

425

430

435

440

1. Thought processes and risk perception
2. Emotional reactions
3. Circles of vulnerability
4. Suspicion/distrust
5. Social interactions
6. Safety and freedom of movement
7. Psychosocial impact-total
8. Anxiety and Depression
9. Posttraumatic stress symptoms

M
2.12
1.51
1.46
1.85
1.22
2.58
1.79
1.05
1.23

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1.25 (.91)
1.18 .73** (.92)
1.11 .60** .40** (.79)
1.29 .68** .62** .53** (.90)
1.11 .72** .72** .56** .58** (.84)
1.29 .72** .47** .55** .60** .56** (.83)
0.98 .90** .80** .73** .82** .82** .79** (.95)
0.53 .47** .71** .46** .54** .54** .21
.61**
0.84 .39** .52** .49** .49** .58** .15
.56** .76**

Note: N = 87. Cronbach’s alpha for each factor in brackets.
**p < .01.
***p < .001.

Factor 5: social interactions
Effects consisted of 5 items and accounted for 3.99% of the variance in responses. It refers
to the disruption and even loss in social relationships, such as neighbours, which is different from the close environment. For instance: My partner became elected (local councillor)
in the municipality. Then, we began to perceive rejection by those who were formerly our
neighbours. Certain ‘friends’ turned away from us; they avoided to invite our children to
events of other children … .
Factor 6: safety and freedom movement
It consisted of 4 items and accounted for 3.41% of the variance in responses. It refers to the
restriction of freedom of movement and changes in lifestyle, habits, and precautionary
behaviours, linked to the need for protection and security. It may include the need for
close protection or a bodyguard, self-protection, changes and restrictions in routines in
daily life, avoiding certain places or groups due to safety measures. A participant describes
his/her daily life under safety measures and close protection:
I have to constantly change my itineraries when I have to go shopping, to the doctor, to visit
my family … etc. I had to give up walking, going to the beach or the pool … and especially
renounce improvising. All my acts must be controlled, from the simple task of opening the
mailbox or using the family car, or the way of being in a public place (always facing the
entrance).

Another participant noted: I am more distanced from people because my freedom of movement is more limited, and few people wish to go out with someone who is escorted.

Relationships among psychosocial effects
445

450

The six factors interact with each other, showing associations. ‘Safety and freedom of
movement’ seems to have greater relevance in all of the resulting factors, showing an
association with Suspicion/distrust (r = .60, p < .01). ‘Thought processes and risk perception’ was strongly associated with most of the Factors, mainly with Emotional reactions
(r = .73, p < .01), ‘Social interactions’ (r = .72, p < .01) and ‘Safety and freedom of movement’
(r = .72, p < .01). ‘Suspicion/distrust’ and ‘Social interactions’ showed a strong relation with
‘Emotional reactions’ (r = .72, p < .01), and (r = .62, p < .01). ‘Safety and freedom of movement’ showed an association with ‘Suspicion/distrust’ (r = .60, p < .01).
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Relationship between target’s psychosocial effects and health

455

As Table 2 shows, Factors of psychosocial effects were signiﬁcantly correlated mainly with
‘anxiety and depression’ measures and also with post-traumatic symptom measures, indicating a positive correlation with health problems (r = .61, p < .01 and r = .56, p < .01,
respectively). Anxiety and depression measures strongly correlated with ‘Emotional reactions’ (r = .71, p < .01), and moderately with ‘Suspicion/Distrust’ (r = .54, p < .01) and ‘Social
interactions’ (r = .54, p < .01). ‘Safety and freedom of movement’ did not show any relationship with ‘anxiety and depression’ or post-traumatic symptoms.
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Relationship between target’s psychosocial effects and perception of control

465
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Finally, signiﬁcant negative effects were found between the factors of psychosocial effects
and perception of control. Perception of control was inversely and moderately correlated
to the Factor 1 (r = −.24, p < .05), Factor 2 (r = −.29, p < .05), Factor 3 (r = −.30, p < .01),
Factor 4 (r = −.27, p < .05) and Factor 5 (r = −.32, p < .01). This means that when victims
had a high perceived control, then the psychosocial effects were lower.

Discussion
This study has analysed the psychosocial effects of being threatened within a terrorist
context, when one is a target of an armed group. Results of this study complement and
adds empirical support to prior studies (e.g. Martin-Peña & Varela-Rey, 2014; MartinPeña et al., 2011; Nijdam et al., 2008a; Nijdam et al., 2008b) about psychosocial effects
of terrorist threats. The six-factor solution and the moderate and strong positive correlations among the factors suggest that the domains are interrelated pieces that make
up the negative impact on psychosocial functioning, which encompasses the spheres of
daily life. The ﬁndings were distributed across six domains or factors: (1) Thought processes and risk perception; (2) Emotional reactions; (3) Circles of vulnerability; (4) Suspicion/distrust; (5) Social interactions and (6) Safety and freedom of movement. The
contribution of our study to the existing literature is the creation of a map of the psychosocial effects that the fact of being under terrorist threat have on individuals threatened.
The Factor ‘Thought processes and risk perception’, which was the most explanatory
and it had the strongest association with the remaining factors, seems to be a kind of
key process in response to being threatened, inﬂuencing the other domains. This may
be explained by the fact that these thoughts comprise the interpretation of the stressors
stemming from a threatening situation, through anticipatory cognitions and emotions in
response to the uncertainty represented by living under threat. Therefore, some stress and
coping models place the interpretation and perception of a stressor (threats here)
between that stressor and the emotional reactions (Olff, Langeland, & Gersons, 2005).
Moreover, the threatening situation fosters continuous uncertainty, which may include
fears and worries about the future risk (e.g. an aggression, an attack).
In addition, the ‘Thought processes and risk perception’ Factor, which includes uncertainty, showed the highest correlation with Factor 2 ‘Emotional reactions’. This strong
association may be explained in the sense that, some studies have showed that emotions
such as fear evokes cognitive appraisals of uncertainty (Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001). As in
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our results, Grupe and Nitschke (2013) noted that uncertainty is related to the experience
of anxiety arising from unpredictable future events. Cognitive processes (such as our
Factor 1 represents) may be inﬂuenced by high activation related to physiologically activated fear (Güss, Foust, & Dörner, 2013). Within the risk of future victimization and fear, the
fear seems to be related to amplify the risk estimation, it is highly dependent on mental
imagery (and thus subject to vividness effects), and sometimes responses of fear are
evoked by crude and subliminal cues (Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001; Slovic
& Peters, 2006). For instance, a crude cue may be when a targeted individual is killed or
attacked by the terrorist group, and then fear is instilled in other people who belong to
the same social category (previously labelled as the enemy by the terrorist group). A
more subtle cue could occur through acts of intimidation. For example, an empty box
placed under the car of a threatened individual who should usually take safety measures
is also a cue (looking under his/her car to verify whether there is a limpet bomb). Consequently, anxiety is a common feature because it is related to anticipatory representations
of possible and uncertain future events (Grupe & Nitschke, 2013). In addition, anticipatory
victimization and the prospect of future victimization cause harm to the threatened individual, but also to the close environment (Varona, 2009).
Indeed, the factors ‘Circles of vulnerability’ and ‘Social interactions’, although with
different nuances, share similar social-interaction restrictions and impacts (Nijdam et al.,
2008b; Varona, 2009) narrowing relational circles (e.g. friends prefer not to visit the
person because they are afraid of being in danger or even of becoming the target of a
threat). Within ‘Social interactions’, the role played by the neighbours have been noted
through the indifference and blaming to the victims (Basque Youth Observatory, 2011;
De la Cuesta Arzamendi, Varona, Mayordomo, & San Juan, 2011; Larizgoitia, Izarzugaza,
& Markez, 2009). This shows the relevance of individuals’ functioning as is inseparable
from their surrounding context in the sense that environmental factors inﬂuence one’s
functional level (Ro & Clark, 2009). In addition, it has been related to an active role for
the collaboration in the violence, for instance, through passing information needed for
the terrorist group to commit a murder (Pereira, 2004).
In this context, increasing attitudes of ‘Distrust and Suspicion’ may be common, which
agrees with earlier observations, in which suspicion of being followed or spied on, suspecting some people, or the constant feeling of being watched are elements related to threatened people (Nijdam et al., 2008a). As an example, one of our interviewed key informant
stressed that ‘being threatened in the context of violence in the Basque Country was the
best road to paranoia’, highlighting the relevance of psychological and psychosocial issues
in terrorist violence (Schmid, 2011).
The impact on ‘Safety and freedom of movement’ implies the practical alteration of
daily life because it involves safety measures that often require restrictions of movement.
The high association between ‘Thought processes and risk perception’ and ‘Safety and
freedom of movement’ can be explained because of fear tends to provoke safeguarding,
which involves a constantly checking the environment for relevant stimuli as a potential
risk. Thus, the individual focuses his/her cognitive capacity on monitoring the potentially
threatening situation (Güss et al., 2013). One of the major behavioural consequences of
terrorism consist of the precautionary behaviours people try to implement as a way to
decrease their vulnerability, which correlates with negative emotions (Rosenboim,
Benzion, & Shahrabani, 2012).
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When the relationships between the factors and the HAD scale were examined, the
results were coherent with studies that have showed that anxiety, depression and posttraumatic symptoms are frequently related to threatening situations in terrorism (e.g.
Nijdam et al., 2008a). When the relationships between Emotional reactions and the HAD
scale were examined, the results showed strong correlation. Our Factor 2 mainly assessed
speciﬁc features of the threatening situation while HAD scale is focused as screening
instrument for underlying aspects of anxiety and depression (e.g. I have lost interest in
my appearance). Clinical approaches on threatened people have highlighted the prominent role of a wide spectrum of anxiety symptoms (Echeburúa, 2004; Larizgoitia et al.,
2011; Pereira, 2004; Santos, 2008). With respect to the relation between DTS scale and
factors, in general, factors tend to have low correlations. The highest correlation is with
‘Social interactions’, which may be explained because of the avoiding element that comprises post-traumatic symptoms.
With regard to perception of control and psychosocial effects on threatened individuals, it is interesting to note that in four Factors (Factors of Thought processes and risk perception, Emotional reactions, Circles of vulnerability and Social interactions) in this study,
mentioned psychosocial effects decreased when individuals perceived more control over
their lives. This ﬁnding seems to be consistent with other research in the sense that fear of
social threats and distress (i.e. when the individual is threatened with physical assault) is
greater when people believe the situation is uncontrollable (Ehlers & Clark, 2000;
Jackson & Gouseti, 2015; Steptoe, 2007). Herzenstein, Horsky, and Posavac (2015)
suggest that perceived control over becoming a victim (whether real or illusory) may
act as a positive mechanism in the sense that the person can continue living regularly
within a threatening context, because he/she feels has some inﬂuence over the events
in one’s life. Anyway, though some degree of control may help people, an excess of
increasing in responsibility and concern that accompanies control can also lead to an
increase in anxiety (Burger, 1989). For instance, in the case of a threatened individual, information (i.e. about the risks, protective measures) can helps to gain a sense of control,
always it does not suppose an overload (Nijdam et al., 2008b).
Taken together, these results show a map of the impact of selective terrorist violence,
perpetrated through an effects-based strategy that fostered threats and harassment as a
way to inﬂuence and change the behaviour of enemies. When a person is under threat,
initial responses, such as fear, anxiety, distrust and suspicion, or precautionary behaviours
may save his/her life and, therefore, are adaptive to that context and situation. However,
when these same responses are continued, they begin to work against the threatened
individual, fostering a dysfunctional or maladaptive psychosocial functioning. It may be
a paradoxical response because the same responses that, on the one hand, save your
life, on the other hand, end up disrupting it. Consequently, threatened people seem to
live with scarcity in terms of safety and freedom as result of the imposition of the continuous threat and fear on their life. In this sense, Mullainathan and Shaﬁr (2013) note how
different kinds of scarcity tends to capture our attention, change how we think, playing
a role of a mindset constraint, because we have less mind in the rest of life, disrupting
the ability to pay attention or to make good decisions. This is in line to Güss et al.
(2013), who noted that high activation due threat and fear inﬂuences on level of thinking,
becoming it in a short term and narrow focused, that is, in a lower resolution level of thinking. Therefore, terrorists and their supporters can take advantage of all these issues.
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Practical implications
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The ﬁndings have important implications on three main axes. First, intervention programmes
aimed to decrease the impact of psychosocial effects on the threatened individual. The promotion of coping could make the threatening situation more controllable. For instance, a participant in our survey mentioned that an explanatory video for threatened people in the
Basque Country (showed by the Basque police) was ‘intimidating’, in the sense that it was
only useful to instil more fear, and not to cope with this situation.
Second, intervention on the memory and the de-legitimization of terrorist violence. Knowledge about the experiences and psychosocial processes of threatened people could be
included in the design of memorials or museums, which can include memory, justice and
human rights, remembering victims, to address the public’s attention to the violence and
injustice experienced, which might otherwise be invisible or ignored (Opotow, 2011).
Third, to improving the knowledge about counter-terrorism measures, because psychosocial and behavioural analysis of victims provides better knowledge about the terrorist
violence operations implemented in some contexts. Ganor (2002) pointed out that
dealing with terrorism should not only imply countering the physical threat, but also
the psychological effects, in order to promote counter-measures.

Limitations and further research
The ﬁndings of the present research should be interpreted carefully because it is a crosssectional study using self-report data and a limited sample size. Hence, the relations found
cannot be interpreted in cause-effect terms. Nevertheless, the present study provides an
initial examination of the effects of being threatened within a terrorist context, through a
hard-to-reach sample. The research does not aspire to obtaining a representative sample,
but rather to gaining insights about a hidden topic. Future research could examine the
protection variable and its role in victims’ daily life.
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