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Abstract
Over the past 25 years, there have been notable advances in violence risk assessment of mentally
ill individuals using actuarial methods to define high versus low risk groups. A focus on readily
observable risk factors, however, has led to a relative neglect of how the offender’s subjective
states may be valuable to consider in research on the ongoing assessment and prevention of
violence. We argue for the relevance of considering idiographic features of subjective experience
in the development of structured assessment methods. We then identify three heuristic groups of
existing constructs related to aggressive and illegal behavior that may capture modifiable, time-
varying aspects of mental functioning leading up to involvement in an act of violence. These
hypothesized domains are: (i) construal of intent and cause; (ii) normative reference points; and
(iii) emotion recognition and regulation. We suggest that risk state for violence can be studied in a
parsimonious and direct manner through systematic research on coded speech samples. The
coding method for such an assessment procedure would be almost identical to existing structured
clinical judgment instruments with the difference that variables be defined from a first-person
point of view. Some implications of this approach for the tertiary prevention of violence in high-
risk individuals are described.
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1. The need for first person accounts
“[M]eaning” is not something one can see or hear in the act qua external material
fact, as one can perceive in an object its natural properties and functions, such as
colour, rigidity, and weight…A plant cannot say anything about itself to the
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botanist. It makes no attempt to explain itself in terms of the natural sciences. A
social act, however, may very well carry with it a self-interpretation, a statement
about what it means, for the acting individual himself attaches to his act a certain
sense, which is expressed in some way or another and which is understood by those
to whom the act is addressed. (Kelsen, 1934/1992). Page 9.

Observation alone does not always provide information about the meaning of an action to
the individual who engages in it. This holds for a wide range of activities, including
involvement in violence. Learning more about individuals’ thoughts and states surrounding
acts of violence may improve our ability to foresee and possibly prevent such behavior in
individuals at high risk for involvement in violence. In order to explain violence and
intervene in the pathways leading up to a violent act, we must improve the structured
methods available for characterizing what is happening from the first person perspective of
the violent individual, by assessing his subjective experience of social situations. In this
paper, we examine psychological processes that may be salient in elucidating relevant
mechanisms in violence and propose a conceptual framework for future study of variables
defined from the offender’s point of view.

1.1 The current state of violence risk assessment
Advances in violence risk assessment over the past 25 years have led to the development of
actuarial instruments that are more accurate than clinical judgment alone (Gardner et al.,
1996; Grove & Meehl, 1996; Hanson, 2005; Harris & Rice, 1997; Heilbrun et al., 1999;
Loza & Dhaliwal, 2005; Mossman, 1994; Norko & Baranoski, 2005; Slobogin, 2006).
Correlations between ratings on these instruments and future violence range from 0.30 to
0.50 (Webster et al., 1997). Improvements in the measurement of violence outcomes have
been crucial to these advances, differentiating the types, severity and circumstances of
aggressive behavior and ensuring that self-report is confirmed and bolstered through
collateral information from close contact persons and police records (Monahan et al., 2001).

Despite this progress, existing approaches have limitations. Using receiver operating
characteristic (ROC) curves as a common metric (Harris & Rice, 2007), investigators have
observed a consistent plateau at an area under the curve (AUC) between 0.70 and 0.80 in
aggregate data with actuarial instruments (Buchanan, 2008; Mossman, 2009), suggesting
that ratings predict much better than chance but leave a substantial part of the variance
unaccounted for. Limitations of these existing instruments may arise from several possible
gaps in our knowledge: (i) there may be a class of objective markers not yet identified,
which seems unlikely given the advanced state of the field; (ii) the variance may be
completely aleatory and there is no identifiable regularity; or (iii) individual differences in
conditional response to social situations have not yet been accounted for in a sufficiently
precise manner.

Current research in violence risk assessment has attempted to address the limitations of
existing instruments by refining knowledge of dynamic factors that indicate increases in an
individual’s risk state over time (Douglas & Skeem, 2005; Mulvey & Lidz, 1998). Recently
developed rating instruments have moved beyond the initial focus on classification of
persons with high versus low risk, in favor of assessing time-varying factors that change
under specific conditions, and which therefore might be modifiable and relevant to the
ongoing management of high risk individuals (Douglas & Skeem, 2005; Heilbrun, 1997;
Nicholls et al., 2006; Webster & Hucker, 2007; Webster et al., 2006). These newer
approaches have relied strongly upon behavioral markers or observable characteristics (e.g.
external triggers, substance use) that are associated with an appreciable increase or decrease
in the likelihood of violence (Webster et al., 2006).
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The promise of this line of investigation resides in its potential for uncovering mechanisms
that produce elevated risk, since these may lead to preventive steps to avoid violent incidents
(Douglas & Skeem, 2005). The identification of risk indicators that fluctuate over time, are
associated with violence, and are modifiable in principle does not, however, guarantee that
these are causal factors related to violence (Kraemer et al., 2001). It remains unclear at this
time whether targeted modification of these risk factors does in fact produce a substantial
decrease in risk (van den Brink et al.). A clinically useful dynamic risk factor will be one
rooted in a theoretical formulation of why and how that factor leads a person to act in a
violent manner; how it exerts an effect as a direct cause of violence or as a mediator of other
risk indicators.

1.2 “Subjective” experience: What is it and what does it add?
Subjective experience is described here as a general process of assigning meaning to
situations. This process is necessarily idiographic, since individuals might “see” very
different meaning in details that are specific to their situation. Subjective meaning is thus
likely to vary considerably from one person to another, in the context of his current life
circumstances and personal history.

This assumption is reflected in clinical practice and the legal framing of culpability for
involvement in violence. Guidelines for clinical forensic evaluation suggest that
retrospective information about inner states and anamnestic features of the life story can be
elicited and inferred during an interview and that such information may be a valuable
method for understanding the person’s involvement in violence (Melton et al., 2007).
Evaluation of criminal responsibility or mitigation of penalty, for instance, often involves
the construction of an explanatory narrative that articulates the individual’s past history and
his interpretation of current life circumstances, leading up to an act that erupts at a particular
time and in a particular place. The relevance of such narratives is further reflected in
individualized sentencing for violent crimes, with the supposition that there is a subjective
motivation which is not entirely determined by situational or historical facts.

Studies of violent offenders have described subjective distortion in the form of dissociation
(“red outs”) at the time of the act (Evans, 2006; Hervé et al., 2007; Moskowitz, 2004), and it
is common to represent violence as something that occurs when a person is “beside
himself”. Studies of predatory offenders have also revealed compelling inferences about
their implicit motivations, including tacit beliefs about sexuality and gender (Beech et al.,
2005; Beech et al., 2006; Meloy, 2002; Meloy & Gacono, 1992; Milsom et al., 2003). It is
reasonable to suppose that factors only indirectly related to immediate self-perception and
awareness of motivations play a role in violent reactions, even when this behavior is an
acknowledged part of an individual’s personal identity.

Research on the role of subjective meaning in the production of a violent act has been
limited. Although researchers have classified aggressive acts as either reactive or
instrumental (Barratt et al., 1999; Cornell et al., 1999), dichotomous classification may not
accurately capture the range of motivational processes related to violence (Bushman &
Anderson, 2001). Self-report measures of anger or criminal attitudes have been shown to
predict violence (Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2000; Loza et al., 2007; Monahan et al., 2001;
Novaco, 1994) and are arguably subjective in that the rating can only be obtained by asking
the subject to report on internal states. Although such findings suggest that subjective
perspective is a relevant factor in violence, they do not explain how a person becomes angry
or why he is antisocial at some times and law-abiding at others. Consideration of idiographic
features underlying the production of states such as anger, hostility or antisocial attitudes
may advance our conceptualization of individual differences and contextual factors in
violence risk. Examining an individual’s recourse to violence as a response to subjectively
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assigned meanings may allow us to anticipate his involvement in violence under particular
circumstances and thereby lead to more salient clinical interventions.

Currently available structured professional judgment schemes consider idiographic factors,
but they do not do so from the first-person perspective of the offender. Certain risk
assessment instruments (e.g., HCR-20, START, and others) include such variables as
negative (antisocial) attitudes, which can be regarded as subjective factors, but these are
defined in terms of the observer’s worldview and values. While these are certainly indicators
of intrapsychic functioning, the types of factors considered in these instruments do not tap
into what the behavior or attitude means to the person who has it. Some scales acknowledge
the potential importance of this type of information by including space on the rating form for
“Case Specific Items” (Webster et al., 2006), or integrate this clinical reasoning globally
into the clinician’s professional judgment in rating the items and assigning an overall level
of risk. Such case-specific items can be more analytically integrated into structured risk
assessment if we revise our conceptualization of variables, using the first-person perspective
as an organizing focus. Through conceptualization of an individual’s internal mental state,
researchers may be able to reduce the amount of case-specific data that is considered
uncategorizable, and recognize factors with person-specific relevance. Although
manifestations in individual cases may be unique, certain processes can be identified and
scaled within a flexible but conceptually precise theoretical framework that accounts for the
specificities of cases as well as how each individual is situated in the aggregate.

An example regarding hostility and the use of alcohol (known risk markers for involvement
in violence: Mulvey et al., 2006; Odgers et al., 2009; Pulay et al., 2008; Skeem et al., 2006;
Steadman et al., 1998), may illustrate the importance of subjective processes. We could
consider Joe, who drinks when he is angry and feels vulnerable, withdrawn and lonely. He
drinks in order to attenuate these emotions, and when the alcohol is ineffective, he drinks
more and more. When his cousin comes over unexpectedly, Joe is annoyed by the visit and
has hostile feelings. Joe has been drinking heavily, and the cousin makes a remark
comparing Joe with his abusive father. Joe then beats up his cousin, who requires treatment
in the ER. In contrast, Bobby drinks when he is bored and feeling friendly. He seeks out his
friends and wishes to interact with many people and tell jokes. He likes the “buzz” of getting
a little drunk and enjoys feeling less inhibited. He keeps drinking because he wants to buy
drinks for everyone in the bar. When a stranger refuses a drink that Bobby has given him,
Bobby feels annoyed, hostile, and makes a joke about leading a horse to water and trying to
make him drink. The stranger slaps him once and Bobby rushes to defend himself, resulting
in injury of the stranger.

In both cases, alcohol and hostility are associated with an act of violence, and abstinence
from alcohol could be considered as an approach to reduce the chance of future violence, but
it is unclear whether alcohol was the decisive factor leading up to the act in each of these
instances. Indeed, by requiring Joe to stop drinking, we might be removing one of his coping
strategies before he has devised a sound alternative for handling his emotions, and a harm
reduction approach may initially be more effective in his situation. In both cases, further
examination of the individual’s subjective stance is likely to reveal additional processes
beyond alcohol use or ongoing hostility level that are central to the individual’s violent
response.

1.3 The challenge of measuring subjective processes
Researchers have long noted that the development of improved actuarial instruments has
involved only limited attention to theoretical models of involvement in violence (Douglas &
Skeem, 2005). Litwack (2002), for example, called for renewing systematic “descriptive
research” to enhance the research base regarding the assessment of the likelihood of
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violence. By descriptive research, he referred to “narrative accounts of psychological
phenomena…of the sort that articulate clinicians would provide…to readily understand the
bases for the clinical evaluations at issue” (Litwack, 2002). He proposed, as we do here, that
more work was needed to clinically portray the relevant psychological processes
underpinning an increased likelihood of violence.

Violent incidents vary considerably from one another along several dimensions, e.g., the
severity of consequences, degree of planning, motivation of the actors, cultural meaning,
and the characteristics of the actors. And yet, manifestations of violence all share one basic
feature that can be logically inferred: at some point, the individual is mentally activated,
either through explicit or implicit awareness, to behave as though violence is a plausible or
necessary response in a given situation. As noted by Vossekuil and Fein (1998), a fruitful
way of thinking about prevention of a violent event is to identify those factors that shift the
balance between precursors such as ideation about committing violence and taking action in
that regard. Given that violent behavior is to some extent an explicitly generated activity that
expresses a person’s mental state, the subjective assignment of personal meanings in the
social circumstances leading up to the act is likely to be relevant in the production of a
violent response as well as in thinking about possible interventions.

In order to develop such a line of inquiry, several tasks must be accomplished. Exploratory
studies will be needed to develop measurements for capturing and examining relevant
aspects of subjective experience related to an individual’s involvement in violence, and to
do so in a manner that would allow for generating probability estimates. The first stage in
this line of investigation is to consider, in high-risk individuals, idiographic features that
vary over time along with known predictors, define these subjective factors across subjects
and test the relation between the newly-defined factors, existing predictors and subsequent
violence. Even if subjective factors were to result in no increase in accuracy over existing
actuarial instruments, they may identify important mediators or moderators to guide
effective treatment interventions.

Two major issues must be resolved at the outset. First, a set of clinically reasonable,
theoretically grounded constructs must be identified for investigation as possible subjective
factors related to involvement in violence. Second, a method for accessing and coding these
constructs must be developed. The rest of this paper proposes a general outline of a
theoretical framework for the first task and points to a conceptual basis for guiding
resolution of the latter.

Identifying relevant subjective processes related to involvement in violence requires
consideration of psychological processes associated with aggression and illegal behavior,
drawing upon clinical accounts of involvement in violence as a guide. Although the factors
considered should apply across cases, they must be defined so as to capture individual
differences in meaning and case-specific details that lead to violence. The types of variables
to be examined with this aim are abstract ones, rather than directly observable features, such
as impulse control, or exogenous changes in the environment that might make violence more
likely. Rather than rating whether or not the person has unstable housing, one would be
interested in the meaning of homelessness to that individual; does it mean chaos, creativity,
disaffiliation, freedom, humiliation, rebellion? This requires a substantial phase of construct
development in order to define categories that are sufficiently abstract but also precise in
describing the posited subjective mechanisms for violence. In the subsequent sections, we
propose three such constructs that may meet these requirements and may serve as starting
points for this line of inquiry.
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The second basic challenge in this pursuit is to collect accurate and consistent data. To even
begin to approach a first person portrayal, one needs an account of how the individual
assigns meaning at the point of involvement in a violent encounter and the role that
interpretations of self, others and life circumstances may play in the occurrence of a violent
incident. For obvious reasons, this type of process cannot be investigated at the time that the
outcome (violence) is occurring. Furthermore, self-reports of recent past mental state are
likely to be encumbered by distortion and inaccuracies (Evans, 2008; Nisbett & Wilson,
1977; Wilson & Dunn, 2004).

These uncertainties do not, however, totally negate the value of self-perceptions. First-
person verbal accounts of individuals involved in violence have as yet been largely
unexplored (Volavka & Nolan, 2008), even though this subjective perspective is central to
clinical practice (Kendler, 2005). Some studies indicate that high-risk individuals are more
accurate in their self-assessment of risk, and the factors that put them at higher risk, than
knowledgeable others (Shrauger et al., 1996; Skeem et al.), and that individuals may have a
sufficient level of explicit as well as implicit self-awareness (Lane, 2008) to provide
meaningful data on processes that underlie their own risk for negative outcomes. In other
words, even if explicit knowledge is inexact, a relevant signal may be detected if the
measurement technique is precise and appropriate to the type of information sought
(Bandura, 2006), and the individual does not have substantial deficits in cognitive
functioning.

Existing structured instruments for relevant subjective variables are likely to provide only
limited information given that the processes of interest manifest more specifically as
idiographic meaning that individuals apply to particular relationships, events or
circumstances. At an early stage of investigation, this requires capturing data in the form of
words. Data in the form of words are likely to access information that is different in nature
from that obtained in ratings, and would allow for the development of appropriate categories
for describing idiographic features that intervene in the pathway to violence. Early stages of
such an investigation require only that subjects be willing to speak about their experience,
and some prior work indicates that individuals with substantial histories of violence are
willing to do so (Maruna, 1997; Toch, 1969/1992; Yang et al., 2009).

Although words provide a distinctive form of information, they can be processed in a
scientifically precise manner using any of a number of techniques, and effectively combined
with numerical and categorical data within a mixed methods paradigm (Corbin & Strauss,
2008; Creswell, 2007; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Open-
response questions with a time limit for sampling of speech behavior, along with structured
instruments, can be used to characterize the linkages among hypothesized subjective
processes, their variation over time, and their relationship to violence. It is anticipated that
this process would involve iterative qualitative reviews of transcribed open-response speech
samples. These categories in turn could be further compared with ratings on
psychometrically validated instruments, and analyzed for intra-individual variation over
time, inter-individual comparisons, and identification of categories of subjective experience
related to or mediating violence outcomes.

2. Possible initial foci for investigation
Prior reviews have synthesized the literature regarding many psychological processes related
to violence (see Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Barratt & Slaughter, 1998; Bell & Naugle,
2008; Hiday, 2006; Volavka & Nolan, 2008). One of the difficulties in investigating the
first-person perspective, however, is the fact that subjective experience is a synthesis of
multiple overlapping constructs. Subjectivity has been conceptualized in phenomenological
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and holistic terms (Giorgi, 2004), with subjective experience perceived by the individual as
a synthesis of components that are not evident to the individual as separate elements.
However, empirical study of the influence of subjectivity on violence risk need not proceed
in a totally open-ended fashion. Existing research has already identified psychological
processes that appear central to involvement in aggressive or unlawful behavior and this
prior work allows us to focus on particular constructs within subjective experience.

For the purposes here, we assume that involvement in violence is most often a reaction that
exceeds or bypasses rational calculation of self-interest alone (Bushman & Anderson, 2001;
Cornell et al., 1999; Joireman et al., 2003); it is a discontinuity in subjective experience
which presents an ethical dilemma. Situations where violent behavior becomes an option for
the individual may challenge him to trespass beyond a line of normative behavior, both in
the sense of broad societal standards as well as within the complexities of a person’s
relationship with himself. In addition to violating rules and laws externally defined by
society and internalized in a variety of ways within a personal ethical stance, violence is also
an experience of emotional excess and an individual’s way of handling excess. We
heuristically grouped the concepts reviewed into three distinct areas that may contribute to
such an act: (i) construal of intent and cause, (ii) normative reference points, and (iii)
emotion recognition and regulation.

The constructs examined here represent a starting point for this type of inquiry. These
constructs may overlap and change in the context of recent life experiences as well as the
intensity of certain internal states such as paranoid ideas or dysphoria. While described here
as distinct areas of internal experience, these mental processes are also theoretically
interrelated; they overlap and are dynamically intertwined.

2.1 Construal of intent and cause: Protecting personal integrity
A starting point for thinking about how subjective experience is related to violent action is
the individual’s perception of himself and others in social situations. The long line of
investigation on social information processing, especially in aggressive adolescent males
(Dodge, 2006; Dodge et al., 1997; Dodge & Pettit, 2003; Williams et al., 2003), and adults
(Gardner et al., 1996; Lee & Greene, 2007; Lidz et al., 1993; Odgers et al., 2009; Pettit et
al., 2010) has elucidated many of the connections among perceptions, generation of
alternatives, initiation of responses and an individual’s construal of threat or the perceived
need for self-protection. Recent studies point to the possibility that these processes are
modifiable (Fraser et al., 2005; van Manen et al., 2004), and these social information
processing formulations have served as platforms for the development of effective
interventions for reducing violence in high risk populations (Holmqvist et al., 2009;
Hornsveld et al., 2008; Nestor, 2002), sometimes with mixed results (Serin et al., 2009).
Many of these studies have measured the effectiveness of the intervention by using
structured assessments of change in the perception of social situations or in the generation of
alternative strategies for handling conflicts with others.

There has, however, been little development of systematic strategies for measuring these
types of perceptions regarding social situations in the ongoing assessment of risk for future
violence. While changes in the general level of these perceptions may indicate improvement
in the target outcome of an intervention, it remains unknown whether or how much
individual fluctuations in these mental processes are related to repeated involvement in
violence. Two interrelated processes are particularly salient: (i) the interpretation of others’
behavior as a threat and (ii) the extent to which the individual attributes causation to sources
external to himself when experiencing a state of disequilibrium or distress. These processes
set the stage for violent encounters, and fluctuations in an individual’s processing of these
cues over time may provide an indication of increased risk for violence.
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2.1.1 Perceived threat—A perceived challenge to the integrity of the self is a central
feature of mental processing in individual narratives of involvement in violence. Individuals
often speak of being involved in violence as the result of feeling threatened, needing to
defend their reputation, or as a way of ensuring a desired or “just” outcome (Gilligan, 1996;
Toch, 1969/1992). Arguably, the immediate prompt for violent action is likely to be a sense
of threat, and the mental state that might underlie such a perception is the extent to which
the person tends to view life circumstances over time as a series of more or less threatening
encounters. A perceived threat may be either physical or psychological, and either
immediate or sustained over time through chronic exposure. Subjectively, depending on the
immediate interpretation of events, the individual may believe to varying degrees that harm
of some kind will occur from forces beyond his control (Link et al., 1992). This threat may
be a menacing gesture or insulting words from another person, a perceived devaluation, or a
denigration of cherished values or self-image. For some persons, many seemingly ordinary
stresses of life may be interpreted as threats communicating shame or disrespect (Gilligan,
2001, page 66).

Several lines of investigation highlight the centrality of perceived threat in precipitating
violence. A series of studies has demonstrated that boys identified as aggressive by parents
or teachers are more likely to interpret ambiguous social situations as hostile and deserving
of retaliation (Dodge & Frame, 1982; Pulay et al., 2008). In studies of adults with psychotic
disorders, the presence of “threat-control override” symptoms1 has emerged as a correlate of
violence (Link et al., 1998), at least in males (Teasdale et al., 2006). While later analyses of
the endorsement of these symptoms in the context of psychotic disorders cast some doubt
about the utility of these symptoms as indicators of likely violence (Appelbaum et al., 2000);
(Link & Stueve, 1994; Skeem et al., 2006; Stompe et al., 2004), there is still support for a
link between antagonistic or generally suspicious attitudes and increased involvement in
violence (Skeem et al., 2005).

In a key theoretical paper, Bentall and Taylor (2006) discuss aspects of paranoia that may
link it to violence. After an overview of the psychology of paranoia, including perceptual
and cognitive processes, they highlight the perception of threat, theory of mind deficits and
attributional bias as potential candidates to explain the relationship between paranoia and
violence. They emphasize that a dimensional view is needed in order to understand how
processes such as jumping to conclusions (see Freeman et al., 2008) or anomalous
perceptual experiences contribute to paranoid states. Although their focus is on dimensions
within delusions, aspects of their theoretical formulation could be productively extended to a
non-clinical population, as done by Freeman and colleagues (2008). Dimensional study of
symptoms and symptom clusters may shed light on findings in prior studies that
demonstrated an association between mental illness (Arboleda-Florez, 1998; Elbogen &
Johnson, 2009) or more particularly, psychotic disorders, and violence (Eronen et al., 1998;
Taylor, 1998). It may be that symptom dimensions such as perception of threat in mental
disorders (Arseneault et al., 2000) are related to violence, but that these dimensions are
equally influential in persons with no mental illness who engage in violence.

Some personality constellations may predispose individuals to have heightened
interpretations of events as threatening (Dodge & Frame, 1982). Pathological narcissism, for
example, can produce an increased awareness of potential slights (Gabbard, 2005; Kernberg,
1995; Malmquist, 2006), and perceived threat to egotism has been associated with
aggression in psychopathic individuals (Cale & Lilienfeld, 2006). Low self esteem,

1“How often have you felt that your mind was dominated by forces beyond your control?” “How often have you felt that thoughts
were put into your head that were not your own?” “How often have you felt that there were people who wished to do you harm?”(Link
& Stueve, 1994)
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previously thought to be correlated with violence, has been reinterpreted as a construct that
can be differentiated into two components: stable self-esteem and narcissism, with the latter
condition being associated with particularly hostile response to perceived threat (Bushman
& Baumeister, 1998). Experimental studies have further developed the finding that self-
esteem and narcissism are independent constructs (Donnellan et al., 2005; Stucke & Sporer,
2002).

These lines of investigation support observations by psychodynamic theorists about the
centrality of shame, humiliation and rejection (Gilligan, 1996, 2001; Thomas, 1997) in
explaining the genesis of violence. Cartwright provides a detailed account of how particular
circumstances lead to breakdown of the individual’s narcissistic structure, with resulting
identification with internalized bad objects (Cartwright, 2002). These theorizations posit that
the individual’s mental representations become externalized through the defense mechanism
of projection, as proxies for internalized objects that are threatening to the self (Laplanche &
Pontalis, 1973). Externally identified proxies can then undergo destruction through a
reaction of rage against the person’s internally threatening objects.

The notion of threat is also central to other, recent clinical theories of violence. Work in the
development of evidence-based approaches for individuals with borderline personality
disorders (Bateman & Fonagy, 2008a, 2009) has focused on the construct of mentalization,
or “the process by which we implicitly and explicitly interpret the actions of ourselves and
others as meaningful based on intentional mental states (e.g., desires, needs, feelings,
beliefs, and reasons)” (Bateman & Fonagy, 2008b). In this framework, violence has been
seen as a reaction that arises from a transient, fluctuating inhibition of the capacity to
mentalize, with a resulting state of readiness to perceive situations as threatening to personal
integrity (Bateman & Fonagy, 2008b; Fonagy, 2003).

2.1.2 Attributional style—Perceived threat emphasizes the individual’s construal of the
external world through a lens focused on potential harm and the affectively charged quality
of a threat. The related construct of attributional style is more cognitively based and general;
it refers to the internal mechanisms that structure how the person interprets external events
in terms of causation, whether these interpretations heighten affective response or not. It is
the extent to which an individual attributes causation in life situations and outcomes to his or
her own abilities on the one hand, or rather to chance and other external factors (Bentall et
al., 2001; Kinderman & Bentall, 1997; McKay et al., 2005). It has been examined as a
personality trait as well as a state-dependent characteristic that may fluctuate (Aakre et al.,
2009; Alloy et al., 1984; Goldstein et al., 2000; Peterson & Seligman, 1984).

The logic linking attributional style to a heightened risk for involvement in violence is rather
straightforward, though few studies have examined this relationship. Attribution can be seen
as a motivational process in which the explanation of why an event occurred and
suppositions about causality may influence subsequent motivation and action. In this
formulation, controllability is a key factor in the construal of negative events, with external
blame assigned when the cause is interpreted as unavoidable or under someone else’s
control. A violent reaction would appear to be more plausible and justifiable when a
negative event or situation is viewed as controllable by another party who is subsequently
targeted with blame or anger (Betancourt & Blair, 1992). When a strong attributional
argument is subjectively constructed so that external influences (e.g., a boss, an educational
institution) are the cause of negative outcomes (e.g., poor job prospects, unfulfilling
romantic relationships), it seems eminently logical to lash out at those individuals or social
structures. An individual may feel internally justified in attacking someone whom he
perceives to be a barrier to life success or who represents the social system that limits his
freedom or happiness.
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It is reasonable to posit that attributions vary in intensity and externality over time, with
heightened levels of external attribution associated with violent acts when combined with
intense affect or a sense of threat. The individual’s causal reasoning about negative events
can build upon itself in a cyclical fashion, where particular situations are interpreted with
external attribution of blame, which then heightens attention to and perception of future
occurrences, which in turn enhance inferences, beliefs, and a search for further data to
reinforce the belief (Bentall et al., 2001). This pattern of attribution is found in case studies
of rampage killings, such as school shootings, in individuals without psychotic disorders or
major affective illnesses (Vossekuil & Fein, 1998).

Some empirical studies support the existence of a link between attributional style and
violence. In an inpatient setting, an aggressive attributional style at the time of admission –
defined as a pattern of external hostile attributions including the belief that others intend
harm -- was associated with increased rates of reported violent behavior by psychiatric
patients, even after controlling for demographics, diagnosis, and impulsivity (McNiel et al.,
2003). Attributional style has also been studied extensively regarding interpretations of
sexual violence (Gerber & Cherneski, 2006), and numerous questionnaire-based studies
have shown that external attribution of blame is associated with involvement in intimate
partner violence (Scott & Straus, 2007).

2.2 Normative reference points
Involvement in violence is clinically observed to be related to the reference points that an
individual has for normative behavior, his or her reading of the boundaries that must be
crossed to make violence an acceptable option, and the personal reconciliation between an
act and a code of acceptable personal conduct. How a person views himself as belonging to
a group or endorses a set of values associated with a social group, suggest tacitly whether or
not violence is an acceptable response to a given situation (Horowitz & Schwartz, 1974;
Soriano et al., 2004). The perceived norms of any defined community act as a limit to the
individual’s readiness to give free rein to aggressive impulses. These norms, whether they
are construed realistically in accordance with group consensus or distorted and interpreted
subjectively, are likely to be implicated in violent behavior.

The law as imposed by the state may represent the most powerful of these norms. In order
for the law to be effective, however, individuals must grant credence and legitimacy to its
principles, content, and procedures (Tyler, 1997b, 2006). In order to be effective in
maintaining social order, legal norms are ideally internalized rather than simply obeyed as
part of one’s conventional behavioral repertoire. This internalization of the legitimacy of the
law arises from both an acceptance of the need for legal structure in society, as well as a
relational form of experientially derived perceptions about legal legitimacy that is affective,
influenced by past experience (Tyler, 1997b) and possibly modifiable (Cohn et al., 2010).
Given the range of developmental and ongoing life experiences, it would be expected that
individuals vary considerably from one another and within themselves over time regarding
their beliefs in the legitimacy of the law.

These beliefs have been studied in relation to law-breaking behavior, including violence. If
the justice system is generally perceived as unfair or if recent experiences undermine an
individual’s belief in the fairness and legitimacy of the law, individuals may more readily
engage in illegal behavior (Cohn et al., 2010). Moreover, for many repeatedly violent
individuals, encounters with the police power of the state is often concrete and dramatic, and
perceptions of the legitimacy of this power may change in accordance with both the
affective tone and the content of that experience (Barsky & Kaplan, 2007; Sherman, 2003).
If, in addition to or as a result of these experiences, an individual is unable to incorporate
such norms into a personal system of meaning and believes that these norms do not apply
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personally (see Cioe & Burnett, 2009; Gardiner, 2001), an internalized sense of
permissiveness could further promote involvement in violence, despite awareness and
endorsement of societal values in a general sense.

Beyond the authority represented in the law, and particularly in communities or families
where the legitimacy of this authority is collectively questioned, alternative normative
structures may guide individual choices and provide additional sources of identification and
social bonds. Informal social control is an important feature of a community, since crime
and violence are more likely to occur when the individual’s ties to society are frail (Henry,
2009; Laub, 2006). In disadvantaged subgroups, ties to mainstream society may be mediated
by or in conflict with alternative group norms or values. Some alternative value systems may
even endorse the use of violence under accepted conditions, as in cultures that rely heavily
on enforcing a “code of honor” or providing informal justice (Bennett & Brookman, 2008).
Membership in a gang or in communities where masculinity is defined by the perceived
need for violent response in order to defend an individual’s sense of manhood are other
examples of structures that provide alternative norms for expressing social standing
(Anderson, 2000; Oliver, 1989). These alternative value systems may be so subtle, nuanced,
and pervasive that individuals integrate them into their problem-solving strategies without
ever identifying them explicitly. Fluctuations in an individual’s internalization of normative
references according to context and circumstance would appear to be relevant to the process
of involvement in violence over time.

2.3 Emotion recognition and regulation
The reality of an act of violence is often horrific for the victim, witnesses, and the
perpetrator. Violent acts are not only beyond normative expectations; they are also beyond
the usual emotional states of most individuals. Violence commonly occurs in situations
where emotional control has been strained to its breaking point, resulting in an unsettling
affective experience for all involved.

Most acts of violence involve emotion reactivity and release, linked to some extent with
thought content regarding a motive, which can include increased social standing (Fagan &
Wilkinson, 1998). The exact role of emotion in precipitating violence, however, is still
somewhat unclear (Barratt & Felthous, 2003; Bushman, 2002; Bushman & Anderson, 2001).
The classic description of catathymic crisis suggests that intense emotion either chronically
or acutely drives an individual to feel that no other solution is possible, and that committing
an act of violence will lead to a discharge of affect that resolves the crisis (Schlesinger,
1996). Experimental studies, however, suggest that discharge of affect through alternative
expression may increase aggression, while distraction (not thinking or expressing it)
suppresses aggressive drives (Bushman, 2002). Although automatic hostile processing,
rumination and effortful control are relevant factors in individual variation in involvement in
violence (Norlander & Eckhardt, 2005; Wilkowski & Robinson, 2008), temperament-based
affect also raises the risk of involvement in aggression and violent behavior (Wilkowski &
Robinson, 2008). Izard differentiates emotional reactivity from basic emotions that cannot
be captured by cognitive schematization (see Izard, 2009), positing that these basic emotions
may become involved in cognitive schemas but are a distinct level and process of emotional
experience. Ultimately, emotions are probably most coherently theorized as a cognitively
inaccessible domain with indirect influence on cognitive schemas that mediate behavior (see
Baumeister et al., 2007).

Emotion dysregulation has been examined as a marker of increased likelihood of
involvement in violence in individuals with mental disorders. Individuals who regularly
report being overwhelmed by emotions, and who have a lower capacity to bring emotions
(mainly negative emotions, like sadness or irritation) into check, are more likely to be
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involved in repeated violent incidents (Newhill et al., 2009). Studies also suggest that
individuals who are prone to experiencing fluctuations in levels of hostility and anger (but
not in psychiatric symptoms), and have a lower capacity to dampen these fluctuations, have
a higher level of involvement in violent incidents (Odgers et al., 2009; Skeem et al., 2006).
While the mechanisms that mediate the impact of these fluctuations in emotional state on
violent behavior have not yet been identified, changes in the level of emotions are associated
with significant increases in the likelihood of involvement in violence.

There are several possible explanations for an association between being emotionally
overwhelmed and involvement in violence. For some individuals, engaging in violence may
resolve an uncomfortable, negative emotional state, such as anxiety or emptiness. Over time,
it may become an alternative behavior that is integrated into the emotional pattern of
difficult life situations such as relationship conflict (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). Some
individuals may even experience a form of gratification which, if not pleasure per se,
represents a type of internal reward connected with engaging in violent behavior: a
repeatedly violent patient may describe how he “misses” getting into fights because he must
refrain from this while on probation. Others may engage in violence as part and parcel of
other exciting patterns of transgression (Joireman et al., 2003), such as street robbery
(Bennett & Brookman, 2008). Finally, there is some evidence that the inability to articulate
emotions in words (Lane, 2008; Lane & Schwartz, 1987) – alexithymia -- may be associated
with impulsive aggression (Teten et al., 2008). The role of fluctuating emotions has been
demonstrated in its association with violence, but the exact mechanisms behind that
association are not yet elucidated.

3. Implications for intervention
We have proposed that examining the individual’s first-person perspective may provide
theoretically and practically useful insights about dynamic risk for involvement in violence.
In this view, violence can productively be formulated first and foremost as a costly and
misguided solution to inner states rather than principally as a problem behavior to be
eradicated. While the perspective of violence as a problem is certainly valid, further progress
in structured assessment and interventions for tertiary prevention may hinge more strongly
on an approach focused on the subjective purpose of violence for the individuals involved.

We have proposed three examples of areas in subjective mental functioning that fluctuate
over time and set the stage for this type of destructive problem-solving: (i) construal of
intent and cause, (ii) normative reference points, and (iii) emotion recognition and
regulation. As discussed above, existing literature provides some indication that these
factors play a role when the likelihood of involvement in violence is high.

These factors are thus also logical targets for future studies on dynamic changes that place
an individual at heightened risk over time, particularly with an eye toward treatment
interventions. A major challenge, however, lies in expanding the methods for defining
clinical variables in a precise and testable fashion and applying them to the study of how
such dynamic changes relate to an individual’s involvement in violence.

The areas of mental functioning described here involve internal processes related to the
formulation of subjective meaning. Psychometrically validated scales exist for the
measurement of parts of these specified relations with regard to both baseline trait
characteristics and intra-individual fluctuations over time (e.g., Paranoid Thoughts Scales:
Green et al., 2008; Attributional Style Questionnaire: Peterson et al., 1982; Legitimacy
Index of the Procedural Justice Inventory: Tyler, 1997a). Given the complexities of tapping
into individuals’ subjective states, however, it is clear that alternative methods are needed
beyond currently existing scales. Due to wide variation in meanings that individuals may
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attribute to particular situations and life circumstances, using an idiographic, intra-individual
focus to refine the relevance of these proposed processes to the person’s violent response
will also be needed.

One method for approaching the empirical study of subjectivity may simply be to ask the
person to speak explicitly about the processes of interest or for the researcher to make
inferences on the basis of themes and beliefs conveyed in a speech sample or narrative.
Ethnographers and other qualitative researchers have developed precise techniques for
eliciting subjective experience through open questions that are nonetheless refined and
focused (Rubin & Rubin, 2004). Using either a prospective narrative or retrospective
account of an act of violence, an individual could provide indications of potentially
significant states or subjective interpretations and provide data on how these factors may be
organized in a sequence leading up to the act. Development of qualitative and mixed
methods approaches to access the types of processes outlined here would further this goal,
and situate data gathered in the form of speech samples with psychometric information in
relationship to existing models.

The three proposed areas identified above are potentially productive avenues for assessing
dynamic changes in violence risk, but they do not exhaust the features of subjectivity that
might be considered nor do they determine what the most productive therapeutic
orientations might be that emerge from the type of research proposed. The story of how
someone comes to act violently is clearly far more complex than the sum effect of these
descriptors. Most notably, the eruption of violence as a response to particular circumstances
is likely to be influenced by the range of options available to an individual in a given
situation and by the person’s construal of the availability and utility of these options.
Fundamental to the process of considering alternatives to violence is a sense of agency,
including the processes described as intentionality, forethought, self-reactiveness, and self-
reflectiveness, along with the agentic “management of fortuity” (Bandura, 2001). In order to
effectively avert an act of violence, an individual must believe that more constructive
actions are possible for altering the current situation, that she has some say in what will
happen. Individuals are not inexorably driven to violent action by an increase in dynamic
risk factors, but instead most likely come to this action in part as a result of feeling that they
cannot resolve internal states effectively without violence (Orpinas, 1999).

Acknowledging that violence is more than simply the product of increased risk factors
“tipping a balance” is especially important for understanding the advantages and limitations
of a formulation like the one presented here. While the three areas highlighted above could
prove to be useful for expanding our characterization of dynamic risk, they do not determine
in advance the forms of intervention that might be most relevant at a particular time.
Wherever inquiries into assessing and intervening in an individual’s dynamic risk for
violence may lead in the future, it seems apparent that they begin with a clearer
conceptualization of subjective experience and of the person’s violent response in particular
circumstances that have meaning for him.

A structured violence risk assessment approach that follows the internal logic of subjective
experience is likely to improve accuracy in the identification of relevant foci for treatment.
Even if it does not, it would convey to the individual that her personal point of view is a key
part of the assessment as a consultative and collaborative process, one that she can choose to
know and possibly change. It would be an approach to structured assessment that provides a
scientific representation of the prospect of agency and choice, without determining in
advance for the individual how and in what way that should take form.
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Highlights

Structured assessment of violence risk has advanced but can still be improved.

Studying the first-person perspective of offenders may be valuable in this research.

We identify existing constructs to capture processes that may be linked to violence.

Measurement of subjective states should be developed in research on violence risk.
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