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Our Violence Risk and Threat 
Assessment work needs to be 

grounded in the BTAM and 
BIT/CARE process. 



Coordinate among areas
Gather, assess, mitigate risk
Ensure follow through
Broader and wider lens 
Reduce silos and bias
System, not person



Process
Process

Gather Data Determine Risk Intervention

DEFINITIONS



Process
Process

DEFINITIONS



Sensitive Content Warning







www.dontnamethem.org



While we will use names today 
to highlight core concepts, this 

is a private class. 

Generally, we avoid using 
attackers’ names to reduce the 

contagion effect





New Orleans, Louisiana

Morning Session
 Types of Assessments
 Affective & Targeted Violence
 Transient  & Substantive Threats
 Hunting & Howling

 The Elephant
 Pathways System 

 Bark vs. Bite

 Pathways Cases



The heart of Violence Risk Assessment 
(VRA) work is determining a range of 

concern.

This allows us to match the 
interventions to the assessment. 



Mission

CASE 
PROCESSING

Level of Risk



Istanbul, Turkey

Triage Assessment
Violence Risk Assessment

Threat Assessment

Threat Vulnerability Risk 
Assessment (TVRA)

Crime Prevention Through 
Environmental Design (CPTED)

Psychological Assessment



Psychological 
Assessment 



CASE 
PROCESSING

Psychological Assessment

Assessing the correct diagnosis and 
narrowing the cause of behaviors
Determine the need for inpatient 
admission (e.g. 5150)

Development of an aftercare plan and 
treatment suggestions/mediations

Psychological 
Assessment



Triage Assessment



Mitigates bias in decision 
making
Increases legal protection 
Ensures any intervention is 
tie to level of risk



Violence Risk 
Assessment



Violence Risk 
Assessment

CASE 
PROCESSING

More detailed questions and review 
of context and environmental factors
Violence risk is broader term for 
assessing risk to self and others

Threat assessment relates to the 
response to an active threat

Violence Risk Assessment (VRA)



Threat Assessment



Determines actionability 
and lethality of threats
Develop risk mitigation plans 
to reduce risk

In response to a verbal or 
written threat



A Guide to Terminology in Risk/Threat Analysis
Violence Risk 
Assessment 

Threat 
Assessment

Triage* 
Assessment 

Individualized  
Safety/Risk Analysis

When 
Given:

Given
By:

What it 
Does:

At first sign of 
concern to obtain a 
baseline

Mental Health 
Psych Assessment

When a verbal or 
written threat 
occurs

To assess risk to self 
or others with or 
without a threat

Required by Title IX  
regs to emergency 
remove a respondent 
in a Title IX matter

To access inpatient 
care, diagnosis or clarify 
treatment

Counselors, health 
educators

Counselors, 
BIT/Care team, law 
enforcement, 
private security

Counselors, 
BIT/Care team, law 
enforcement, 
private security

Title IX Coord in 
consultation with 
BIT/CARE team

Counselors, social 
workers, LE 
psychologists 

Examples:

Helps prioritize and 
direct care to ensure 
the risk is addressed

Determines 
likelihood of a threat 
being carried out

Determines level of 
risk in a broad sense 
with or without a 
threat

Ensures decision to 
remove respondent 
from campus is 
objective and factual

Voluntary/mandated 
inpatient admission, 
diagnostics

Pathways, NABITA 
Risk Rubric, CCAPS

DarkFox, SIVRA-35, 
HCR-20, WAVR-21, 
ATAP

DarkFox, SIVRA-35, 
HCR-20, WAVR-21, 
ATAP

DarkFox, SIVRA-35, 
HCR-20, WAVR-21, 
ATAP

General diagnostic 
interview, MMPI-2, 
WAIS, PAR

* Triage refers to the initial assessment of threat and violence risk in a broad sense. While triage is also used as a process to determine next 
steps in a Title IX matter, triage is also a common term in risk/threat, law enforcement, trauma medicine, and psychology.   



One way to perceive VRA work is to 
assess the number of risk factors 
compared to protective factors.



Another is to consider the movement 
from early behaviors that escalate.

 This is commonly referred to as the 
Pathway to  Violence. 



Pathway to Violence

Grievance

Violent 
Ideation

Research & 
Planning an 
Attack

Pre-Attack 
Preparation

Probing & 
Breaches

AttackMOTIVATION

CAPABILITY

OPPORTUNITY
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Affective Targeted

Transient Substantive

Howling Hunting

THE BINARY 

BiteBark
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Affective Violence
• Emotional reaction

• Fight, flight, freeze

• Reaction to situational stressors

• Poorly planned and immediate



An Example from the Waffle House
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Los Angeles Wokcano Restaurant
May 22, 2024



Sensitive Content Warning





Targeted Violence
• Strategic and tactical

• Mission oriented

• Involves detailed planning

• Willingness to die; blaze of glory



44

Charleston Church Shooting
June 17, 2015
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Toyota of Berkeley Service Center
September 9, 2023
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Atlanta Massage Parlor Shooting
March 16, 2021





One way to perceive VRA work is to 
assess the number of risk factors.

Another is to consider the movement 
from early behaviors that escalate.

 This is commonly referred to as the 
Pathway to  Violence. 



Prague, Czech Republic
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Transient 
Threats



Transient threats are not serious and often made in the 
heat of the moment, as a joke, or out of frustration, without 

intent to cause harm. 

These threats are often made in anger. or jest, are 
retracted quickly when confronted, have no sustained 
intent or planning, and do not contain concrete steps 

taken toward action. 

A student says, “I’m gonna fail this test and just blow 
up,” then apologizes and explains it was a joke.





Substantive 
Threats



A threat that appears intended to be carried out, with some 
evidence of planning, means, or genuine intent to harm.  

These threats involve a specific target, time, place, or 
method. Statements are repeated or reinforced over time. 

The threats may be accompanied by planning behaviors 
(weapons acquisition, scouting locations). 

A student who says, “On Friday, I’m going to stab Jake 
in the common lounge on the library second floor,” 

and has already has a knife in his dorm room.
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Stoneman Douglas Shooting
February 14, 2018







Adapted from An Educator’s Guide to Assessing Threats in Student Writing by Brian Van Brunt, W. Scott Lewis and Jeffrey Solomon



Adapted from An Educator’s Guide to Assessing Threats in Student Writing by Brian Van Brunt, W. Scott Lewis and Jeffrey Solomon
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Howlers broadcast threats loudly, 
while hunters stay quiet and show 
risk through planning and action. 



A common reason people post online 
content with a threatening tone is to 
express their frustration or to elicit a 

reaction from others, often described 
as “howling.”



Trolling vs. Leakage



TROLLING
Deliberately upsetting people, 
usually via the internet, using 
dialogue, video, pictures, and audio.



HUNTERS
Hunters are quiet and 
methodical, showing risk 
through actions like 
researching, planning, and 
probing boundaries rather 
than talk.



HOWLERS
Howlers are loud, 
emotional communicators 
who broadcast threats or 
distress, often with high 
volume but rarely act



Howlers communicate; 
Hunters construct.
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Dr. Manny Tau, a forensic 
psychologist, explores the 

difference between 
statements or behaviors 
that sound threatening 

(“bark”) and those that truly 
indicate danger (“bite”). 

Tao, M. (2017). Bark v's bite: When is a threat really a threat? [Video]. TEDxMissionViejo. https://www.ted.com/tedx



BARK BITE



He describes “bark” as verbal statements, gestures, or 
behaviors that may be alarming but are not necessarily 

predictive of harm.
“Don’t tempt me, I might just flip this table.”

(said jokingly in a game night) 

“If I fail this exam, I might just die.”
(figure of speech, no plan) 

“Ugh, I hate everyone here today.”
(venting after a bad day, no specific target) 

“I could throw my laptop out the window.”
(expressing frustration at tech issues) 



He describes “bite” as clear actions, planning, or 
patterns that signal intent and capability to cause harm. 

“I’m going to hurt my roommate tonight, and I 
already bought a knife.” 

“Next week, I’ll make them pay for it, you’ll see.”
(with detailed plan or list of targets) 

Researching weapon laws and security camera 
locations on campus forums. 

Sending repeated threatening messages to a 
specific person along with photos of weapons. 



Overreacting to barks can waste resources and damage 
trust. Underreaction to bites can lead to tragic 

circumstances. 

The key to safety is not treating every loud bark as a 
deadly bite, nor ignoring the quiet dogs preparing to 

attack.



Affective Targeted

Transient Substantive

Howling Hunting

THE BINARY 

BiteBark
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Bias is a human feature, not a 
character flaw. 

The goal is to improve 
accuracy and fairness by 

tightening our process in three 
places:



How we gather information

How we make decisions

How we build interventions



• A preference or to like or dislike
• A cognitive process
• A habit learned over time through repeated personal 

experience
• Implicit or expressed

DEFINING BIAS

• Can be intentional, but generally unintentional
• Formed from stereotypes, societal norms, cultural 

experiences, expectations of the people around you



• Impacts our memory and process
• Potential to ignore evidence
• Creates assumption driven process
• Capricious and arbitrary decisions
• Creates “blinders,” limits perspective
• Reduces group buy-in to the process
• Impacts the ability to build rapport create safe space
• Creates risk for the school in terms of documentation 

of a fair and reasonable process

THE PROBLEM



Bias is what the brain does 
when it’s trying to be efficient. 

It fills in blanks. 

Threat work is full of blanks, 
and the cost of a wrong fill-in 

can be huge.





Your background is not a 
liability. It’s a tool. 



Consider where your beliefs 
and outlooks come from?





Personal experience 
Family/early learning

Stereotypes
Societal narratives

Politics/religion
Lived experience

Organizational culture



It also comes from our 
assumptions.





Assumption vs. Hypothesis



Assumptions
Are based on subjective information

Close off other possibilities

Lack evidence and support

Arrived at quickly by one person 

Stay static and rarely shift from initial thoughts



Hypothesis
Are based on objective data and facts

Looks at rival plausible hypothesis (red teaming)

Have evidence and support

Arrived at more carefully and thoughtfully

May include multiples; ruled out with data



Confirmation Bias





Survivorship Bias



Survivorship Bias

Abraham Wald



Survivorship Bias



If you work hard, and believe in your start 
up, you’ll succeed like Elon Musk and the 

creators of Airbnb.

These are extreme outliers. The vast majority 
of college dropouts do not become 

billionaires. Most successful people who drop 
out often had unique opportunities, support 

systems, or pre-existing advantages.



My grandfather smoked 
and drank every day and 

lived to be 95.

Those who died younger 
from the same behaviors 

don’t get to share their side 
of the story. We only hear 

from survivors, which skews 
perceptions of risk factors.



You don’t need a college degree—just look at 
Steve Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg, or Bill Gates.

For every successful startup, thousands quietly fail. 
The stories of failed companies are rarely publicized, 

giving the illusion that success is more common 
than it really is.



Survivorship bias can grow 
when you are  member of the 

“winning” team. 

Everyone focuses on success 
stories. Few dig in the 

graveyards of the unsuccessful.



Survivorship Bias in Threat Assessment
1. Focusing Only on Completed Attacks

This creates a skewed perception of the warning signs and pathways to 
violence. We miss situations in which intervention worked, and violence was 
averted. These are the cases that could provide insight into effective 
prevention strategies. 

2. Misinterpreting Profiles of “Attackers”
This neglects failed attempts, attackers who died by suicide, or potential 
perpetrators who disengaged. It also risks creating overgeneralized 
“profiles” based on a narrow sample, leading practitioners to mistakenly 
look for a specific type of person, while missing broader patterns or 
contextual factors.



Survivorship Bias in Threat Assessment
3. Overlooking Success in Threat Management

This leads to an overrepresentation of failure and crisis, making prevention 
efforts appear less effective than they are. Teams may become reactive 
rather than proactive, relying too heavily on visible red flags rather than on 
earlier, more subtle signs of risk.

4. Relying on Known Attack Pathways
This path is based largely on the survivors of past assessments and well-
known attackers. But it may miss atypical cases or those who conceal intent 
well. It causes practitioners to look only for those who “fit the script,” while 
overlooking creative, silent, or ideologically driven actors who don’t follow 
the common trajectory.



Ask Yourself…

• What am I not seeing?
• Am I only looking at part of the data? 
• What assumptions am I making?



• Become aware of bias, avoid assumptions
• Our only side in the process
• Address cognitive load
• Notice when we are uncomfortable
• Make use of a checklist or guide
• Pair with people who approach things differently
• Develop expectations early in the process
• Attend to emotions (both positive and negative)
• Document the rationale for each decision

THE SOLUTION



“Skeptical 
Inquisitive 
Mindset” 

To evaluate the information 
in the case 
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Remember



Triage

Violence Risk Assessment (VRA)

An initial review done to determine what next steps 
need to happen 

A more detailed assessment and review of the case 
based on the triage results



Triage Violence Risk 
Assessment





It is helpful to see suicide as a range of concerns from ideas 
about wanting to die to more extreme contemplations about 
taking actions to die. Ideas may start with thoughts of 
disappearing and/or not wanting to live anymore. Threats 
become more frequent and clearer, shared with multiple 
people. The desire to die becomes increasingly powerful with 
an increase in feeling trapped, hopeless, and lost, with access 
to lethal means.

• Occasional suicidal thoughts 
and a desire to escape pain

• Vague references to death 
(verbal or on social media)

• Growing loss of hope and 
increasingly feeling trapped

• Frequent suicidal 
thoughts and planning 
how to do it

• Increasing references 
to suicide (either verbal 
or social media)

• Chronic loss of hope 
and despair and 
difficulty seeking help

• Constant suicidal 
thoughts with an action 
plan

• Verbal or written suicide 
threat (lethal) with time 
and/or place

• Total lack of hope, giving 
away possessions, and 
making final plans



It is helpful to see suicide as a range of concerns from ideas 
about wanting to die to more extreme contemplations about 
taking actions to die. Ideas may start with thoughts of 
disappearing and/or not wanting to live anymore. Threats 
become more frequent and clearer, shared with multiple 
people. The desire to die becomes increasingly powerful with 
an increase in feeling trapped, hopeless, and lost, with access 
to lethal means.

• Are you experiencing pain so intense and on-going that you no longer want to be around?
• Have you thought about going to sleep and never waking up?
• If you have thought of suicide, have you thought about how you would kill yourself?
• Have you told other people that you want to die?
• Do you have a hope in a positive future for yourself?













Key Points
• Campus  police receive a bomb threat on 

the Fizz app as follows: "I wish we actually 
did something to spur up the board of 
trustees into divesting instead doing our 
performative liberal arts thing. Let's blow up 
a building or something”

•  Student Klaus spends night in the police 
holding cell.

• Several students are engaged in protests 
and encampments on campus related to 
the Gaza/Israeli conflict. 

• Sophomore, sociology, supportive girlfriend, 
good GPA history of playing Lacrosse in HS.

• Turns over phone to police.




	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Our Violence Risk and Threat Assessment work needs to be grounded in the BTAM and BIT/CARE process. 
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Sensitive Content Warning
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	While we will use names today to highlight core concepts, this is a private class. ��Generally, we avoid using attackers’ names to reduce the contagion effect
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	The heart of Violence Risk Assessment (VRA) work is determining a range of concern.��This allows us to match the interventions to the assessment. 
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Psychological Assessment 
	Slide Number 22
	Triage Assessment
	Mitigates bias in decision making
	Violence Risk Assessment
	Slide Number 26
	Threat Assessment
	Determines actionability and lethality of threats
	Slide Number 29
	One way to perceive VRA work is to assess the number of risk factors compared to protective factors.�
	Another is to consider the movement from early behaviors that escalate.�� This is commonly referred to as the Pathway to  Violence. 
	Pathway to Violence
	Slide Number 33
	Slide Number 34
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	Slide Number 37
	An Example from the Waffle House
	Slide Number 39
	Slide Number 40
	Sensitive Content Warning
	Slide Number 42
	Slide Number 43
	Slide Number 44
	Slide Number 45
	Slide Number 46
	Slide Number 47
	Slide Number 48
	Slide Number 49
	One way to perceive VRA work is to assess the number of risk factors.��Another is to consider the movement from early behaviors that escalate.�� This is commonly referred to as the Pathway to  Violence. 
	Slide Number 51
	Slide Number 52
	Slide Number 53
	Transient threats are not serious and often made in the heat of the moment, as a joke, or out of frustration, without intent to cause harm. ����
	Slide Number 55
	Slide Number 56
	A threat that appears intended to be carried out, with some evidence of planning, means, or genuine intent to harm.  These threats involve a specific target, time, place, or method. Statements are repeated or reinforced over time. The threats may be accompanied by planning behaviors (weapons acquisition, scouting locations). ����
	Slide Number 58
	Slide Number 59
	Slide Number 60
	Slide Number 61
	Slide Number 62
	Slide Number 63
	Slide Number 64
	Slide Number 65
	Slide Number 66
	Slide Number 67
	Slide Number 68
	Slide Number 69
	Slide Number 70
	Slide Number 71
	Slide Number 72
	Slide Number 73
	Slide Number 74
	Slide Number 75
	Slide Number 76
	Slide Number 77
	Slide Number 78
	Slide Number 79
	Slide Number 80
	Slide Number 81
	Slide Number 82
	Slide Number 83
	Slide Number 84
	Slide Number 85
	Slide Number 86
	Slide Number 87
	Slide Number 88
	Slide Number 89
	Slide Number 90
	Slide Number 91
	Slide Number 92
	Slide Number 93
	Slide Number 94
	Slide Number 95
	Slide Number 96
	Slide Number 97
	Slide Number 98
	Slide Number 99
	Slide Number 100
	Slide Number 101
	Slide Number 102
	Slide Number 103
	Slide Number 104
	Slide Number 105
	Slide Number 106
	Slide Number 107
	Slide Number 108
	Slide Number 109
	Slide Number 110
	Slide Number 111
	“Skeptical Inquisitive Mindset” 
	Slide Number 113
	Slide Number 114
	Slide Number 115
	Slide Number 116
	Slide Number 117
	Slide Number 118
	Slide Number 119
	Slide Number 120
	Slide Number 121
	Slide Number 122
	Slide Number 123
	Slide Number 124
	Slide Number 125
	Slide Number 126
	Slide Number 127

