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Assessing Violence Risk: Assessing Violence Risk: 
Four Contemporary Four Contemporary 

ApproachesApproaches

• 1. Actuarial methods (nomothetic)
• 2. Structured professional judgment
• 3. Other instruments which happen to 

predict violence
• 4. Threat assessment (idiographic)

1. Actuarial Method1. Actuarial Method

• Rationally-derived criteria from existing 
research

• Empirically tested both retrospectively and 
prospectively

• Predictive formula created through use of a 
regression analysis

• Generates a probability estimate for violence 
risk based upon a large sample of individuals 
over a specific period of time

Actuarial Method (contActuarial Method (cont’’d)d)

• Identifies “at risk” group, but not subject
• Significant base rate for violence needed
• Does not account for dynamic factors 

subsequent to actuarial determination
• Clinical judgment  is utilized in scoring some 

criteria
• Affective and predatory violence are still very 

useful
• Goal is typically risk management
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Violence Risk Appraisal GuideViolence Risk Appraisal Guide
• Did not live with both parents to age 16
• Elementary school maladjustment
• History of alcohol problems
• Never married
• Criminal hx for nonviolent offenses
• Failure on prior conditional release
• Age at index offense <26
• Victim injury none or slight
• No female victim
• Any personality disorder (DSM-III)
• No schizophrenia diagnosis (DSM-III)
• PCL-R Score >25

2. Structured Professional 2. Structured Professional 
Judgment Judgment 

• Evaluator selects a valid instrument and 
applies it to the case

• Instruments organize known risk factors, 
define them, and cite research

• Evaluator determines which risk factors are 
present, and to what degree

• Evaluator judges level of risk (low, medium, 
high)

HCRHCR--20 Version 2 (Webster et 20 Version 2 (Webster et 
al., 1997)al., 1997)

• Historical (past)
– Previous violence
– Young age at first violence
– Relationship instability
– Employment problems
– Substance use problems
– Major mental disorder
– Psychopathy
– Early maladjustment
– Personality disorder
– Prior supervision failure
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HCRHCR--20 Version 220 Version 2

• Clinical (present)
– Lack of insight
– Negative attitudes
– Active symptoms of mental illness
– Impulsivity
– Unresponsive to treatment

HCR 20 Version 2HCR 20 Version 2

• Risk Management (future)
– Plans lack feasibility
– Exposure to destabilizers
– Lack of personal support
– Noncompliance with remediation
– Stress

3. Other Instruments which 3. Other Instruments which 
predict violencepredict violence

• Psychopathy “family” of instruments
• Developed to assess a particular personality 

disorder
• Consistently accounts for the largest 

proportion of explainable variance in 
predicting violence among:
– Offenders
– Forensic psychiatric patients
– Civilly committed psychiatric patients
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The The PsychopathyPsychopathy ChecklistChecklist--
Revised (Hare, 1991, 2003)Revised (Hare, 1991, 2003)

• Two factors, four facets
• I: Interpersonal/Affective

– Interpersonal
– Affective

• II: Social deviance
– Lifestyle
– Antisocial

• Correlate 0.50

Factor I: Interpersonal/AffectiveFactor I: Interpersonal/Affective

• Glibness/Superficial charm
• Grandiose sense of self worth
• Pathological lying
• Conning/Manipulation
• Lack of remorse or guilt
• Shallow affect
• Callous/Lack of empathy
• Failure to accept responsibility for own 

actions

Factor II: Social DeviancyFactor II: Social Deviancy
• Need for stimulation/proneness to boredom
• Parasitic lifestyle
• Poor behavioral controls
• Early behavior problems
• Lack of realistic, long term goals
• Impulsivity
• Irresponsibility
• Juvenile delinquency
• Revocation of conditional release
• Criminal versatility
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4. Threat Assessment Model4. Threat Assessment Model

• Targeted violence
• Very low base rate
• Individualized pathway to violence
• Predatory violence
• Goal is risk management
• Law enforcement/security/intelligence 

use
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Threat Assessment ModelThreat Assessment Model

• Fein & Vossekuil, 1995, 1998, 1999
• Borum et al., 1999
• Fact-based, dynamic, and behavioral
• Discerning the pathway

– Direction
– Location
– Speed
– Interdiction

The Threat Assessment The Threat Assessment 
Model minimizes:Model minimizes:

• Psychiatric diagnosis
• Static variables as predictors
• Base rates
• Communicated threats

– None of the 43 people who attacked a 
public figure in the U.S. since 1950 directly 
communicated a threat to the target

The Threat Assessment The Threat Assessment 
Model emphasizes:Model emphasizes:

• Does the person pose a threat?
• Does recent behavior (thoughts, 

feelings, acts) suggest that he is moving 
on a violent pathway toward a specific 
target?
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Pathway to Violence (Calhoun Pathway to Violence (Calhoun 
& Weston, 2003)& Weston, 2003)

• Grievance
• Ideation
• Research and Planning 
• Preparation
• Breach
• Attack
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SirhanSirhan BackgroundBackground

• Raised in Palestine during establishment of 
State of Israel as a Christian

• Witnessed killings, including brother
• Physically abused by father
• Moved to Pasadena area when 12
• Father abandoned family at 13
• Wanted to be a jockey, but injured
• Sister died, his closest companion
• Idealized RFK as father figure

The Case of The Case of SirhanSirhan SirhanSirhan, , 
the Assassin of Robert F. the Assassin of Robert F. 
Kennedy, June 5, 1968Kennedy, June 5, 1968

• Grievance—Kennedy votes for the purchase 
of 50 Phantom fighter bombers by Israel (Jan. 
9-10)

• Ideation—”RFK must die” in diary
• Research and Planning—vows to complete 

the act before the first anniversary of the Six 
Day War

• Tells a trash collector he is going to kill 
Kennedy
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SirhanSirhan SirhanSirhan
• Preparation—begins practicing at a shooting 

range with .22 revolver
• “My determination to eliminate RFK is 

becoming…more of an unshakeable 
obsession” (May 18)

• Breach—four stalking attempts (May 20, May 
24, June 1, June 2)

• Practices rapid fire shooting at range, leaves 
at 5 p.m., June 5

• Eats dinner, goes to Ambassador Hotel in Los 
Angeles, has four alcoholic drinks

• Hides in the pantry

SirhanSirhan SirhanSirhan

• Attack--12:15 a.m., steps from behind a food 
tray rack

• “Kennedy, you son of a bitch!!!”
• 8 rounds fired, three wounds
• Fatal wound in right hemisphere of cerebellum
• 77 people in pantry
• 5 others wounded
• Kennedy died 25 hours later
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Winston ChurchillWinston Churchill

• “the further backward you look, the further 
forward you can see.”
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