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Summary
Risk assessment for violence involves the investigation of five factors: These factors are 1 ) precipitating events, 2) patterns of direct statements, 3) circumstances that increase the likelihood of violence, 4) signs of cumulative stress, and 5) indicators of lowered risks for violence. This article describes a risk assessment based on these factors. Useful for school violence and workplace violence.
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School Violence & Workplace Violence:
Risk Assessment
Risk assessment for violence involves the investigation of five factors. These factors are
1) precipitating events,
2) patterns of direct statements,
3) circumstances that increase the likelihood of violence,
4) signs of cumulative stress, and
5) indicators of lowered risks for violence.
Precipitating Events
When individuals commit violent acts, there often but not always is a precipitating event. Examples include Major Nidal Hasan, the Army psychiatrist who is accused of killing 13 people and wounding dozens of others at Ford Hood, Texas, USA, in November 2009. Major Hasan believed he was about to be deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan, and he did not want to go.
Another is Kip Kinkel, who killed his parents and two classmates, and wounded 22 others. He told a classmate the day before the killings that he wanted to get back at the people who had expelled him from school that day. He was expelled for having a loaded pistol in his locker. Andrew Golden, 13, who murdered a teacher and classmates in Jonesboro, AK, had been rejected by a girl on whom he had a crush.
According to an accomplice to five of his murders, Genildo Ferreira de Franca, a Brazilian who killed 15 people, “laughed as if the devil possessed him” after each murder. He had experienced two precipitating events: his young son had died and his father-in-law spread rumors that Franca was gay. Franca’s mother said, “But that was not true,” she said, “My son was a womanizer."
Sometimes there is no known precipitating event. Thomas Hamilton, who murdered 16 young children and their teacher in a Scottish village, had no known precipitators, but instead appeared to have seethed in rage for more than 20 years on slights and rejections he’d experienced. In particular, he was enraged at being dropped Boy Scout leader all those years ago. This was a man the children in his village called “Mr. Creepy” for his voyeuristic interest in boys.
Patterns of Direct Statements
Direct statements about committing violence are red flags. When persons have made statements more than once, to several different people, at different times, and in different contexts (e.g., home, schoolyard, classroom, neighborhood, workplace, another social setting), the danger is increased.
Sometimes they are just blowing off steam and do not have a pattern of making violent threats. Such persons are unlikely to be at risk, as stated in the introduction, but to make such judgments, social workers and others who do assessments must look at the overall patterns of positive behaviors and beliefs and pro-violence behaviors and beliefs.
Verbal statements
Verbal statements include talking about harming/killing others, idolizing violent heroes, and providing specific details of how the violence will take place, including who the intended victims are, and when and where the violent events are to take place. These statements often are made gleefully, as if the person is enjoying thinking of harming, mutilating, and killing others.
Written statements
Writing poems and stories about killing people could be warning signs in combination with other indicators. The more often the person does this and the variety of places in which such writings are shared may increase the likelihood of violence. Joy and glee in anticipating this violence are major red flags.
Circumstances that Increase
the Likelihood of Violence
One or more of the following increases the likelihood of violence.
Preoccupation with Violence
Spending hours a day playing violent videos, listening to violent music, playing violent games, reading about violence, writing about violence
Beliefs that violence is the means of choice to get what you want, to assert manhood, to redress wrongs, and to exact vengeance.
Enjoyment of these violent activities, including enjoyment of thinking about harming others
Collecting weapons
Not understanding that violence hurts other people permanently
Seeing violence as a way of demonstrating manhood and "guts"
Means to commit the violence
Access to weapons
A history of fascination with weapons
Patterns of bullying and being bullied
A history of being bullied
Feeling picked on and full of resentment about being bullied
A history of bullying others
Note: most children who are bullied feel hurt and do not fantasize about and make plans to hurt others. Being bullied by itself is not sufficient to act out violently. There must be other risk facts that operate as well and few if any factors that diminish the risk for violence.
Psychological vulnerability
Perceptions of self as weak and powerless
Fantasies about hurting others
"Attachments" to violent others
Wanting to please violent others to the point where own moral compass is lost
Note: may people are psychologically vulnerable, but they do not commit violence. Psychological vulnerability as defined here includes dangerous ways of coping with vulnerablity. Most people who experience vulnerability deal with these issues constructively and do not seek to harm others.
Part of a group that is preoccupied with violence
The group has violent initiation rites
The group has one or more leader who advocates violence
The group has a set of core beliefs that bind members together; most of these beliefs advocate violence to further the mission of the group
Violence within the group is a means of showing that you've got guts
Leaders of the group manipulate one or more members; the members must susceptible to manipulation may be at highest risk to act out in violent ways.
History of violence in the families of origin
This violence includes wife beating and rape, physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, and witnessing or being the target of such violence. Family practices can normalize violent behaviors so that it is natural for children growing up in these families.
Patterns of glorifying violence
Many people glorify violence as a mark of manhood. Glorifying means that members of peer groups or families congratulate the violent persons and give them respect and honor. Violence-prone persons may actively seek to spend time with others who also glorify violence.
Entitlement
Some people believe they are entitled to get what they want when they want. They push this belief to such an extent that they are willing to use whatever it takes, including violence, to get what they want.
The more of these factors persons have, the more serious is the potential for violence.
Indirect Indicators:
Signs of Cumulative Stress
Indirect indicators increase the likelihood of persons acting out violently, but by themselves they are indicators of serious issues that indicate the persons need intervention. If direct communication discussed earlier is not present, the likelihood of violence is diminished. If direct communication of violence and these signs of cumulative stress are present, then the likelihood of violence is increased.
Emotionally closed
An inability to share personal and private hurts, rejections, abandonments, and a sense of failure can increase risk for violence in persons who have other risks. Often persons who are emotionally closed have distanced themselves from their emotions and are unaware of how their inner states may be affecting them.
Shame and feeling defective
A sense of self as powerless and unworthy can lead to a sense of shame and feeling defective.
Unshared anger and grief
Unshared anger and grief may lead to a sense of the self as bad and deserving of bad things. The root meaning of anger is grief.
Anti-social behaviors
These behaviors include vandalism, shoplifting, stealing, threatening others, and beating others up.
Often related to psychological stress and vulnerability, sometimes these crimes could result from a sense of entitlement, meaning these persons are destructive because they can get away with it and feel they have a right to behave in these ways.
Chemical abuse
Risks for violence include misuse of alcohol, drug use, use of inhalants, and sniffing glue. These behaviors could substitute for emotional expressiveness; that is, emotional expressiveness is a great release, but if individuals do not have capacities to express their emotions appropriately, they may use chemicals as a way of providing emotional release and comfort.
Self-injurious behaviors
These behaviors include cutting, eating problems, suicide attempts, talk of suicide.
Other Signs of Cumulative Stress
There are many signs of cumulative stress that merit attention, such as chronic behavioral maladaption, conduct disorders, chronic angry outbursts, psychosomatic disorders, dissociative reactions, phobias, depressive/suicidal thinking, social isolation, sleep disorders, night terrors, and sleep walking.
Many persons have these signs of cumulative stress but are not at risk to act out violently. They do not show patterns of making direct and indirect statements about their intentions to commit violence. They do not believe that they can do whatever they want, and they do not dream about hurting others to make themselves feel better.
Indicators of Lowered Risk
The following factors diminish the likelihood that individuals will act out verbal threats. The more negative factors that a person has, however, and the fewer positive factors, such as those listed below, the more likely it is that violence will take place.
Emotional expressiveness
This is the most important indicator of emotional health. Persons with lowered risk for violence share personal, painful experiences and express a wide range of emotions with at least one other person and finds that doing so helps them to feel better and to approach challenges in new ways, ways that do not harm themselves or others.
Automatic rejection of violent thoughts
Persons with lowered risk for violence may have violent thoughts from time to time, but when these thoughts arise they immediately think of the damage that such behaviors would cause. They immediately realize that others would be hurt, and, in the long run, they would be hurt by their own guilt and remorse and then hurt by other consequences such as public shame, arrests, court appearances, and possible jail time or prison.
Management of stress prosocially
Persons with lowered risks for violence choose prosocial ways of dealing with anger, range, frustration, and other negative emotions. They may talk to others about these strong feelings, or use other prosocial means, such as journaling, self-talk, meditation, yoga, vigorous exercise, and seek out prosocial, positive person.
Empathy for others
Connecting to others on both emotional and cognitive levels and having respect for others is an important indicator of emotional health. Sometimes persons with lowered risk for violence may not feel much empathy for others, but they also do nothing that would harm others.
Good interpersonal skills
Individuals with good interpersonal skills have lowered risks for violence. These skills include sharing personal issues with others, negotiating for what they want, knowing how to admit wrong-doing, taking responsibility for hurtful behaviors, and making amends for hurtful behaviors.
Spends time with friends who are pro-social
Admiring and emulating pro-social friends is a hopeful sign that persons are functioning well. Feeling accepted by pro-social friends with whom they've shared their most personal secrets is a strong indicator of emotional health.
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