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Introduction

Our previously submitted systematic review synthesized what was known about risk and threat
assessment instruments, their psychometric properties and predictive capabilities. It was noted
that the human element of threat and risk assessment processes remained unsynthesized. This
‘state of the science’ briefing note acts as a first step toward such a synthesis. We argue that such
factors are far more consequential for real life harm reduction than an instruments’ predictive
powers, and especially so when low base rate events are the subject of inquiry.

To synthesize this evidence, we conducted another systematic review.! Five researchers sifted
through 7,259 studies and judged their title and abstract based on whether the study (a)
concerned risk/threat assessment (b) was an evaluation (c) was a process evaluation (d) had
some empiricism. 48 full papers made it through this initial sift. For the purpose of this briefing
note, 21 were excluded because they were not peer reviewed papers but will be incorporated
into future updates. Only 27 studies therefore met all of our initial criteria. To put this into
context, our previously submitted literature review of the psychometric properties of risk
assessment instruments covered 2,108 empirical studies. There is a huge disparity, and this
reflects a real lack of focus on the human aspect to threat and risk assessment.

To organize our results to date, we utilize the EMMIE framework, developed for the UK ‘What
Works Centre for Crime Reduction’ at the Department of Security and Crime Science at University

!'We conducted a keyword search of titles and abstracts in Psycnet for papers published from database inception until
3rd November 2021, restricted by English language. Key words searched for issues related to problems of interest
(insider*" OR "violen*" OR "terroris*" OR "radicali*" OR "crim*" OR "recidiv*" OR "offen*" OR "extremis*" OR
"aggressi*" OR "threat*" OR "arrest*” OR 'reoffen*" OR '"re-offen*" OR "assault" OR "femicide" OR
"counterproductive workplace behav*" OR "stalk*" OR "sex*" OR "homicide*" OR "killing*" OR "attack*" OR
"murder*" OR "harass*" OR "shoot*" OR "fixat*"), threat/risk assessment (("risk assess*" OR "threat assess*" OR
"risk manag*" OR "threat manag*" OR "case manag*" OR "lethality assess*" OR "danger assess*" OR "assess™* risk"
OR "assessment of risk" OR "manag™* risk" OR "management of risk" OR "risk instrument*" OR "risk classif*" OR
"risk predict*" OR "actuarial” OR "structured professional judgement” OR "SPJ"), and evaluations ("evaluat*" OR
"effect*" OR "outcome*" OR "program™*").
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College London.? EMMIE is an acronym denoting five categories of evidence relevant to policing
and crime prevention (see Box 1 below). It was inspired by the ‘realist’ approach to evaluation?,
which directs evaluators to ask not only whether an intervention ‘worked” — the dominant
guestion in the crime prevention literature - but how an intervention worked (or not), why, for
whom, and under what conditions is it more or less effective. Just as importantly, EMMIE calls
attention to ways in which some interventions may inadvertently backfire under particular
conditions. EMMIE was designed to help disentangle the many components of a complex
intervention in order to generate insight into the features that support its success (or otherwise).

The EMMIE framework is especially relevant to threat and risk assessment due to its multi-
method focus which combines process and outcome evaluation traditions. It offers a dynamic,
holistic means of understanding how processes work. This helps to elicit working theory, and
tease out contextual variation, which is likely given the vast array of contexts in which threat and
risk assessments play out.

Box 1 — The EMMIE framework

Effect — has it worked?
The first ‘E* of EMMIE refers to ‘effect’ size. Typically, this focuses on the ‘effect’ of an
intervention but can also be extended to other non-traditional effects (e.g. the formulation itself,
the management plan).

Mechanism — how did it work?

The first ‘M’ refers to the ‘mechanism’ through which an intervention brings about its effect —
the ‘active ingredient’ so to speak. This is important in determining what needs to be done to
produce (or avoid) a given outcome.

Moderator — what conditions are needed for it to work?
The second ‘M’ refers to ‘moderators’ (or ‘contexts’) — the conditions that are instrumental for
an intervention to activate the mechanisms.

Implementation — what was found to be needed to put it in place?
The ‘I’ refers to ‘implementation’ conditions that support or obstruct delivery of the intervention
(this would include reliability testing).

Economics —is it cost effective?
Finally, the second ‘E’ refers to ‘economics’ — what the intervention will cost in relation to
outputs, outcomes or benefits.*

2 See http://whatworks.college.police.uk/toolkit/ About-the-Crime-Reduction-Toolkit/Pages/About.aspx
3 Pawson, R. and Tilley, N. (1997). Realistic Evaluation. London, UK: Sage.

4 Manning, M., Johnson, S.D., Tilley, N., Wong, G.T. and Vorsina, M. (2016). Economic Analysis and Efficiency in
Policing, Criminal Justice and Crime Reduction: What Works?. Palgrave Macmillan.
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The following pages briefly summarize the state of the science emanating from published peer-

reviewed process evaluations of threat and risk assessment procedures:

Effects (has it worked?)

Assessment outcomes strongly
impact on perceptions of offending

(n=109)

o Evaluation Instrument / oo
Key Finding Method Setting Citation
Range of intimate
Police officer partner violence | Campbell et al.
survey (n=213) | risk assessment (2018)
) instruments
Users report risk assessment —
instruments as useful and valuable » Prac.tltlon_ers ; :
toreveryday practice Practitioner dealing with child | Franklin et al.
' survey (n=42) sexual (2018)
exploitation
Practitioner Sher & Gralton
survey (n=28) STARTAY (2014)
User survey Static-99R Chevalier et al.

(2015)

Practitioners

likelihood but are rarely the sole Practitioner dealing with child | Franklin et al.
criteria that factors into an opinion. | survey (n=42) sexual (2018)
exploitation
Mechanisms (how did it work?)
o Evaluation Instrument / i
Key Finding Method Setting Citation
Case fl.le Case Dhaliwal et
analysis Managt_ement al. (1994)
(n=107) Strategies
Assessments help prioritize key risk and | Case file Offender
. . . Kewley et al.
protective factors that require analysis Assessment (2015)
treatment/intervention/boosting. (n=216) System (OASys)
i Sher &
E;?:;tl?nnfz;} START:AV Gralton
(2014)
Practitioners
Users report risk assessments help focus | Practitioner dealing with Franklin et al.
minds on problems/concerns, map risk | survey (n=42) | child sexual (2018)
and level of risk, guide decision-making exploitation
and client interviews, helps with team Practitioner WARRN, Child Gray et al.
building, provide a consistency of survey (n=88) | and adolescent (2019)
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language and are useful to potential

mental health

victims to show concerns being services
highlighted. Practitioner Multi-Agency Robinson
interviews Risk Assessment (2006)
(n=10) Conferences
. Sher &
PraCt't'O”_ezrg START:AV Gralton
survey (n=28) (2014)
Risk assessments open avenues for Referrer NHS Lothian Sex
- : g y 4 Judge et al.
specific types of treatment and interviews Offender Liaison (2014)
interventions. (n=31) Service
Risk assessment can negate potential Case fl,le Storey &
. . . analysis B-SAFER
biases about certain types of victims. (n=867) Strand (2017)
Range of
Police officer |r}t|mate gartner Campbell et
survey violence risk al. (2018)
(n=213) assessment
instruments
Risk assessments (a) by partner agencies The Integrated
for police and (b) by police for partner Referrer Threat and Risk Ennis et al.
agencies, help improve and inform survey (n=14) | Assessment (2015)
decision-making, objective analysis, and Centre
case management. Referrer NHS Lothian Sex
. . .. Judge et al.
interviews Offender Liaison (2014)
(n=31) Service
Embedded Multi-Agency T
observatory Risk Assessment (2006)
design Conferences
Training significantly improves
identification of (critical) risk factors,
risk levels, and the quantity and quality
of suggested management strategies
which correspond to identified risk Practitioner SARA, SAM, Storey et al.
factors. Training also improves a survey (n=96) | HCR20 (2011)
participants’ rationale for their
decisions. Trainees reported greater
levels of confidence, and perceived
competence in risk assessment.
Training on a specific instrument WARRN, Child
significantly improved self-reported Practitioner and adolescent Gray et al.
skills in formulation, risk survey (n=88) | mental health (2019)

management/safety planning, and risk

services
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communication. Training also improved Practitioner Sher &
self-reported confidence, service user START:AV Gralton
safety and general public safety, and survey{n=28) (2014)
?blhty e §ave |IV€S-. Tralnlr_1g Also Practitioner CARDS, Clinical Watts et al.
improves information sharing and )

s 2 survey (n=85) | sites (2004)
communication across agencies.
Threat assessment training improves
understanding of basic concepts and
guidelines for conducting a threat Education Comprehensive
assessment, the understanding of . Student Threat Stohlman et
specific forms of violence, helps practitioners Assessment al. (2020)
responses to threats of violence and (6=4555) Guidelines
motivates participants to use threat
assessment principles in their practice.
Training in risk formulation significantly
improves user perception of instrument
effectiveness, anticipated impact upon Clinician

G ; Covernton et
future work, anticipated impact upon survey HCR20-v3 al. (2019)
managing risk, perceptions of how easy | (n=131)
it is to complete, and perceived
relevance to clinical practice.
Risk assessment training increases the
likelihood of a formulation and risk Case file Sundrum &
management plan being articulated analysis Hospital setting | Browne
even in the absence of a specific (n=100) (2004)
instrument being used.
Limited or inadequate resourcin The Integrat(?d .
T impacctls the ability forgrisk Referrer Threat and Risk Ennis et al.
. survey (n=14) | Assessment (2015)
management plans to be actioned.
Centre
Moderators (what conditions are needed for it to work?)
- Evaluation Instrument / -

Key Finding Metkod Setting Citation
Thorough assessments require Single case Threat assessment | Goodrum et al.
information from a range of study in schools (2018)

sources. Failure to do so risks an
incomplete picture and harm being
realized. Poor information sharing
practices can negatively impact the

Practitioner
interviews
(n=10)

Multi-Agency Risk
Assessment
Conferences

Robinson (2006)
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success of threat assessment.
Issues regarding confidentiality are
a consistent concern.

The inability to consider alternative
scenarios in changing and complex
environments can negatively
impact threat assessments.

Single case
study

Government
cybersecurity
department

Ceric & Holland
(2019)

Older and more experienced

Range of intimate

respondents report higher Police officers partner violence Campbell et al.
perceived usefulness for risk (n=213) risk assessment (2018)
assessment instruments. instruments
High staff turnover and poor The Integrated
knowledge of existing resources Referrer survey | Threat and Risk Ennis et al.
negatively impacts multi-agency (n=14) Assessment (2015)
working. Centre
Education Comprehensive
Different professional backgrounds . Student Threat Stohlman et al.
. . practitioners
benefit equally from training. Assessment (2020)
(n=4,666) e
Guidelines
Befresher workshops 5|gnltf|cantly . De Beuf et al.
increase adherence to guidance START:AV
60+ cases each (2020)
protocols.
The Integrated
Slow assessments lead to negative | Referrer survey | Threat and Risk Ennis et al.
perceptions from referrers. (n=14) Assessment (2015)
Centre
User survey Psychopathy Boccaccini et al.
Without standardized training, (n=95) Checklist Revised | (2017)
users of the same instrument who | User survey Siatic R Chevalier et al.
have different professional (n=109) (2015)
backgrounds are likely to (a) use Case file Static-99R, Murrie et al.
the instrument differently and (b) | analysis (n=72) | MnSOST-R (2009)
interpret a single instrument’s risk i
Scoreps differengtly g:;fy]:ilse Psychopathy Murrie et al.
(n=398) Checklist Revised | (2012)
Different trainers, providing the Education Comprehensive
same training materials, can have rackifioners Student Threat Stohlman et al.
significantly different impacts upon P Assessment (2020)
.. (n=4,666) o
how much participants learn. Guidelines
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Implementation (what was needed to be put in place?)

Key Finding

Evaluation

Instrument /

Citation

Method Setting
Multi-site Youth Level of
“Risk assessment matters, but only process and Service/Case Vincent et al.
when implemented well.” outcome Management (2016)
evaluation Inventory; SAVRY
User survey Psychopathy Boccaccini et al.
n=95 Checklist Revised | (2017
Users often to do not adhere to the ( ) ( ).

) - ; User survey . Chevalier et al.
guidance in a variety of ways (n=100) Static-99R (2015)
including reporting risk, coding, and e BatTeral
document keeping. Quality Field study START:AV (2020) ’
assurance, refresher workshops and =

. g ; Case file Gough et al.
supervisory input is therefore ; HCR20v2
needed. analysis (n=34) (2015)
User survey Psychopathy Boccaccini et al.

(n=95)

Checklist Revised

(2017)

Practitioners might push back
against risk assessment instruments
that do not provide for professional
discretion in decision-making. It is
important to provide users with
some discretion and avoid a ‘tick
box’ culture.

Range of intimate

Police officer partner violence | Campbell et al.
survey (n=213) | risk assessment (2018)
instruments
Practitioners
Practitioner dealing with child | Franklin et al.
survey (n=42) sexual (2018)

exploitation
Training parameters and content Practitioner HCR-20v1 Garrett & Rowe
need to be signposted in advance. survey (n=27) (2004)

WARRN, Child

Practitioner and adolescent Gray et al.
Understanding user needs is survey (n=88) mental health (2019)
essential for continued upskilling. services
Practitioner Sher & Gralton
START:AV
survey (n=28) (2014)
WARRN, Child
Users report documentation and Practitioner and adolescent Gray et al.
processes can take too long and/or | survey (n=88) mental health (2019)
are resource intensive. Systems services
need to be put in place to reduce Referrer NHS Lothian Sex
. . . . Judge et al.
this burden. interviews Offender Liaison
. (2014)
(n=31) Service
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Practitioner

Multi-Agency Risk

interviews Assessment Robinson (2006)
(n=10) Conferences
Practitioner Sher & Gralton
survey (n=28) RRRLRY (2014)
Practitioner CARDS, Clinical Watts et al.
survey (n=85) sites (2004)
Economics (is it cost effective?)
Key Finding Evaluation Instrument / Citation
Method Setting
Electronic training programs for risk | Practitioner Ontario Hilton & Ham
assessment are equally as effective survey (n=87) Domestic Assault | (2015)
as face-to-face programs as Risk Assessment
measured by performance in a post-
training skill acquisition test.
However, the estimated per-trainee
cost of electronic training was one-
third of the cost.
Risk assessments lead to more Case file Structured Vincent et al.
appropriate allocation of analysis Assessment of (2012)
intervention resources that are (n=464) Violence Risk in
matched to risk level. Youth (SAVRY)
9
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