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Abstract 

Acts of targeted violence are preceded by the proximal warning behavior of fixa9on in 80% of 

cases.  Fixa9on is an intense preoccupa9on with a person or a cause, which is also accompanied 

by deteriora9on of social or occupa9onal func9oning.  The most common cogni9ve-affec9ve 

driver of pathological fixa9on are extreme overvalued beliefs.  In this chapter the authors 

explore the rela9onship between fixa9on and such beliefs, the psychiatric and psychological 

history of extreme overvalued beliefs, and their importance in contemporary threat assessment 

and management.  Cases are u9lized to illustrate such beliefs in mass aGackers, public figure 

assassins, and lone actor terrorists.  Extreme overvalued beliefs draw a common thread of 

thinking and emo9on among those who carry out intended aGacks following a significant period 

of research, planning, and prepara9on.  Guidelines for clinical assessment and management are 

offered. 
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Introduc9on 

Violent crime in the United States has been steadily decreasing for the past thirty years 

(FBI Uniform Crime Reports, 2023).  Targeted aGacks—acts of planned, intended violence--, 

however, have been increasing, par9cularly during the past two decades.  Although there are 

many defini9ons of violence, and mass aGacks in par9cular (see chapter by VanDercar & Resnick 

this volume), o[en leading to the confusion in interpreta9on of data, in this chapter we begin 

with the psychobiological dis9nc9on between predatory and affec9ve violence.  This line of 

research stretches back into the early twen9eth century with the study of mammals which 

eventually included humans (Meloy, 2006), and is evolu9onarily rooted in the need for survival:  

affec%ve violence originates in the limbic system of the brain, and is a defensive mode of 

violence characterized by high levels of autonomic arousal, anger or fear, altered awareness, 

and is an immediate reac9on to the percep9on of an imminent threat.  Predatory violence is 

directed by the pre-frontal cortex, is devoid of autonomic arousal and intense emo9on, involves 

planning and prepara9on, focuses awareness, and takes place in the absence of an imminent 

threat.  Although both modes of violence are biologically dis9nc9ve—each one op9mizes 

certain neuroanatomical pathways and neurochemicals (Siegel & Victoroff, 2009)--they find 

their evolu9onary genesis in their adap9ve advantage to help homo sapiens live another day.  

Affec9ve violence wards off threats, predatory violence hunts. 

 Targeted violence is preda9on.  It is less frequent than affec9ve violence, but more 

concerning since it does not signal its imminency through behavioral changes such as skin flush, 

teeth and fist clenching, and muscular tension.  Instead, there is a period of days, weeks, 

months, or even years when there is progression on a pathway to violence (Fein, Vossekuil & 

Holden, 1995).   This movement has been studied over the past half century, and has defined 

the rela9vely new scien9fic discipline of threat assessment and threat management (Meloy & 
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Hoffmann, 2014, 2021).  It ini9ally emerged to solve a vexing problem: how do we prevent 

aGacks on public figures which are infrequent but o[en catastrophic, such as the assassina9on 

of the President of the United States (Fein, Vossekuil & Holden, 1995)?  The field of threat 

assessment and management broadened to both study and opera9onally mi9gate the risk of 

targeted aGacks in schools, corpora9ons, universi9es, and other public and private venues; and 

is now advanced in recommended na9onal policies and procedures by federal agencies such as 

the US Secret Service, the FBI, and the Dept of Homeland Security.  Approximately half of the 

United States now legally mandate threat assessment and management teams in either 

secondary or higher educa9onal sefngs, although fidelity of implementa9on is always a 

concern. 

Proximal Warning Behaviors  

 A more granular area of study in this field has been the warning behaviors that precede 

targeted aGacks, specifically the inves9ga9on and valida9on of proximal warning behaviors: 

paGerns of accelera9ng risk that portend such an event (Meloy et al., 2012).  Over the past 

decade, eight proximal warning behaviors—pathway, fixa9on, iden9fica9on, novel aggression, 

energy burst, leakage, last resort, and directly communicated threat—have been validated as a 

typology for the assessment of such high or imminent risk for a targeted aGack (Meloy, 

Hoffmann, Bibeau & Guldimann, 2021).  Among these proximal warning behaviors, fixa9on has 

emerged as usually the first to appear in a targeted aGacker (Meloy, Goodwill, Clemmow & Gill, 

2021), and is defined as an increasingly pathological preoccupa9on with a person or a cause, 

accompanied by a deteriora9on in social and/or occupa9onal func9oning (Meloy et al., 2012; 

Mullen et al., 2009).  Research subsequent to its formula9on has found that fixa9on is present 

in 81% of targeted aGackers in an aggregated data set of 377 cases (Meloy & Rahman, 2020).  
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Although fixa9on alone does not predict a targeted aGack, it is a strong correlate of such risk.  

Several examples of fixa9on include John Hinckley, Jr.’s preoccupa9on with the actress Jodie 

Foster prior to his aGack on President Ronald Reagan in 1981; and Timothy McVeigh’s 

preoccupa9on with the US Government as his enemy following the conflagra9on of the Branch 

Davidian compound in Waco, Texas in April, 1993, and his subsequent bombing of the federal 

Building in Oklahoma City exactly two years later.  But what drives such pathological thinking? 

Extreme Overvalued Beliefs 

 We have found in our research that there are three principal cogni9ve-affec9ve drivers 

of fixa9on: obsessions, delusions, and extreme overvalued beliefs (Meloy & Rahman, 2020).   

Mental health clinicians will be familiar with the first two, yet extreme overvalued beliefs may 

be new conceptual territory, and is the most common cogni9ve-affec9ve driver of pathological 

fixa9on.  An extreme overvalued belief is shared by others in a person’s cultural, religious, or 

subcultural group. The belief is o[en relished, amplified, and defended by the possessor of the 

belief and should be differen9ated from a delusion or obsession. Over 9me, the belief grows 

more dominant, more refined, and more resistant to challenge. The individual has an intense 

emo9onal commitment to the belief and may carry out violent behavior in its service. The belief 

becomes simplis9c, binary and absolute.  Mullen and LinscoG (2010) found that a gradual onset 

also characterizes extreme overvalued beliefs. 

 Extreme overvalued beliefs are composed of the interplay of both emo9ons and 

cogni9ons.  The Oklahoma City bomber, Timothy McVeigh, again provides a cogent example.  In 

the spring of 1993, the FBI/ATF aGempted to confiscate weapons at a compound in Waco, Texas, 

which was the long 9me home of the Branch Davidians, a radical arm of the Seventh Day 

Adven9st Church.  At the end of the siege which lasted for 51 days, the FBI/ATF aGempted to 
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forcefully enter the compound, resul9ng in fires which consumed the buildings and killed 76 

people.  Although there was no forensic evidence that the fires were deliberately set, McVeigh 

concluded that the federal government inten9onally murdered the men, women, and children 

(first author’s case files).  This was a belief that was also quickly adopted by the Patriot 

Movement, an ac9ve and militant arm of an9-government poli9cal extremists during this period 

in the United States (Belew, 2018).  The belief is binary, simplis9c and absolute: the federal 

government is our enemy, they commiGed murder, and that is the truth.  The facts on the 

ground were much more complex: the vic9ms died of the smoke and fire as well as some had 

gunshot wounds to their heads, and the fires appear to have begun due to combus9ble material 

within the compound interac9ng with the tear gas u9lized by the government vehicles.   

In the case of an extreme overvalued belief, however, the details don’t maGer.  The 

shades of gray of reality yield to black and white thinking, and ques9oning of the conclusion is 

heresy—o[en punished by exclusion from the group that shares the belief.  This was McVeigh’s 

central extreme overvalued belief that mo9vated him to carry out the bombing exactly two 

years later. 

 The emo9ons that surround extreme overvalued beliefs also warrant aGen9on.  

Although there is as yet no formal research on such states, it appears from our forensic 

experience that the emo9ons are both posi9ve and nega9ve; for example, another 

contemporary belief is called the Great Replacement.  Held by white supremacists primarily in 

North America and Europe, this theory asserts that there is an ac9ve conspiracy, orchestrated 

by Jews, for people of color to eliminate the global white “race” through higher birth rates, a 

slow-mo9on genocide.  It is simplis9c, binary, and absolute, and shared by thousands (see the 

website stormfront.org).  The nega9ve emo9onal valence is both fear and outrage that another 

group poses an imminent existen9al threat.  The posi9ve emo9onal valence is the excitement of 
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the call to arms, connec9on to other likeminded individuals, and sense of omnipotence that we 

can and will “fight and die” for our cause.  In fact, there are now a few studies which have 

mapped the func9onal neurobiology of a “willingness to fight and die” in the context of 

extremist sacred values through the use of fMRI (Hamid et al., 2019;  Pretus et al., 2019).  These 

studies suggest that costly sacrifice may not be mediated by more ra9onal cost-benefit analyses. 

A Brief History of Extreme Overvalued Beliefs 

The construct of extreme overvalued belief (EOB), which was refined and validated from 

earlier work by Wernicke (1906) and McHugh (2006), is the primary cogni9ve-affec9ve driver for 

fixa9ons that result in targeted aGacks (Meloy & Rahman, 2020; Rahman, 2018; Rahman, Xiong, 

Resnick et al., 2018; Rahman, Meloy & Bauer, 2019; Rahman et al., 2020).   

The German neuropsychiatrist Carl Wernicke (1906) was the first to describe and 

delineate “overvalued idea,” which he argued was not exculpatory for insanity. Similar to the 

French term, “idee fixe,” which originated at the beginning of the nineteenth century in 

connec9on with monomania (Goldstein, 2002), Wernicke argued that it was possible for any 

belief to become overvalued, and that the individual usually has an intense emo9onal 

experience that starts or reinforces the belief over 9me. For instance, a subject with a personal 

grievance—usually composed of loss, humilia9on, anger and blame—who feels angry and 

alienated from society, might become a conspiracist. Such behavior might help to ini9ally 

decrease his anxiety and mi9gate his depression as his new apophenic orienta9on becomes a 

source of clarifica9on and inspira9on, and he finds those who believe as he does among the 

many online conspiracy groups.  He may ini9ally believe he is a vic9m like others whom he 

meets online, but over 9me this preoccupa9on becomes a new and dark self-iden9ty wherein 
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he believes he is now a soldier or warrior for his par9cular cause (Meloy et al., 2015).  Anders 

Breivik, studying the 12th century Knights Templar order—the 9p of the spear of the Chris9an 

Crusades—came to believe he was a contemporary incarna9on of a Knight Templar, and even 

designed his own uniform from material he purchased online before he carried out a mass 

aGack in Norway, July 22, 2011, and claimed 77 lives (Meloy, Habermeyer & Guldimann, 2015; 

Rahman, Harry & Resnick, 2016).  One of his central extreme overvalued beliefs was simplis9c, 

binary, and absolute: Muslims were invading Europe, the con9nent then referred to as 

“Eurabia” by white supremacist groups.  The data are more nuanced, and indicate that the 

Muslim popula9on in Europe is expected to rise from 4.9% to 7.4% by 2050 (Pew Research 

Center). 

    Sims’ guidebook, Symptoms in the Mind (Oyebode, 2008), as well as the Oxford Textbook 

of Psychiatry (Gelder, Gath & Mayou, 1989), are two examples of Bri9sh publica9ons which 

prominently feature overvalued ideas as psychopathology. These texts categorize the following 

condi9ons as disorders with overvalued ideas: anorexia nervosa; paranoid state, querulous or 

li9gious type; morbid jealousy; hypochondriasis; dysmorphophobia; and parasitophobia 

(Ekbom’s syndrome).  By contrast, the DSM-5-TR and American texts place many of these 

disorders under delusional disorder (with subtypes of erotomanic, grandiose, jealous, 

persecutory and soma9c) (American Psychiatric Associa9on, 2022). Thus, major categorical 

dispari9es are present in the American vs Bri9sh lexicons. True delusions are generally 

unshareable and associated with the psycho9c organiza9on of personality (Kernberg, 1975), 

while overvalued ideas are shareable and occur in an intact personality without such 

disintegra9on (Fish, 1964).  True delusions may also be related to acute psychosis in mood 

disorders or neurological disorders, such as delirium, which are not related to overvalued ideas.  
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Wernicke first applied the term overvalued idea to describe the mo9ve for Rodion 

Raskolnikov’s murder of an elderly pawn broker in Dostoevsky’s novel, Crime and Punishment. 

Paul McHugh, the former psychiatric chair at Johns Hopkins Medical School, subsequently 

applied overvalued ideas as the mo9va9on for terrorism in the wake of 9/11 and the 

Unabomber aGacks.  He also asserted that Adolf Hitler, Carry Na9on and John Brown held 

overvalued ideas leading to their violence (McHugh, 2006).  

Pathways to Violence 

 The pathway to violence is emblema9c of a targeted aGack.  Studied over the past half 

century, individuals move on a rela9vely predictable paGern that o[en begins with a personal 

grievance, and then moves to a fixa9on on violence as the solu9on to the “problem,” proceeds 

through research, planning, and prepara9on, and culminates in an aGack (Fein, Vossekuil & 

Holden, 1995; Calhoun & Weston, 2003, 2016; Meloy & Hoffmann, 2021).   However, the details 

of each pathway are different, and equifinality is prominent: different events, processes, or 

sequences of behavior can lead to the same outcome, a targeted aGack. 

 Discerning these pathways can be difficult and 9me consuming, but the common 

cogni9ve-affec9ve driver is o[en an extreme overvalued belief(s) that compels the fixa9on.  

There are, however, two typical pathways when lone actors are contrasted with groups.  The 

cases presented here provide a synthesis of extensive scholarship including historical, legal and 

scien9fic reviews done by others. Our aim is to sharpen the clinical skills of threat assessment 

and management teams and to provide the legal system guidance regarding ideological framing 

(Meloy, 2017) and the cultural underpinnings of extreme overvalued beliefs.  

Culture and the Lone Actor   
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 A significant propor9on of lone actors have a diagnosable mental disorder (Gill et al., 

2021).  This does not necessarily deter their ability to carefully research, plan and prepare for an 

aGack.  The paradox is that a lone actor mo9vated by a delusion may find a commitment and 

resolve that would be absent if the delusion were not present.  The torment of anxiety and 

ambivalence would be obviated by the certainty of his cause.  Daniel McNaughton’s delusional 

beliefs that crews of spies were tormen9ng him culminated in his 1843 failed aGack on Prime 

Minister Robert Peel.  The Bri9sh McNaughton Rules greatly influenced American law (Venn, 

2024). 

 The Terrorist Radicaliza9on Assessment Protocol (TRAP-18; Meloy, 2017) was developed 

by the first author to assess the threat of a lone actor aGack and has been found to be both 

reliable and valid (Allely et al. 2021).  As clouds darken on the horizon, the lone actor will 

typically develop a moral outrage along with his personal grievance, frame it with an ideology—

today such a belief is o[en a mishmash of various thoughts and is referred to by the threat 

assessment community as “salad bar” or “copy paste” beliefs—and use the internet to both 

cul9vate contacts with other true believers as well as skill building of the means by which he 

intends to carry out his aGack (Gill, 2015).  Lone actors are autonomous in their pathway 

behavior, but research has shown that they are o[en embedded in an online network or digital 

subcultures which provide inspira9on from other aGackers that have preceded them (Rahman & 

Abugel, 2024).   One common pathway is rejec9on by a group to which they want to belong, 

hardening their beliefs and accelera9ng their risk for violence.  Another tributary is 

pathoplas9city (discussed later) and the personaliza9on of the imminent, existen9al threat that 

their group is convinced will soon happen.   

Proximal warning behaviors can signal intent and mobiliza9on for an aGack (Meloy et al., 

2021).  Some9mes the mo9va9on is fame-seeking. Mark David Chapman could not be John 
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Lennon, but achieved notoriety for being his killer.  Thus, cases must be viewed through both a 

subcultural and archetypal prism.  We use archetype to refer to an original or universal model 

from which all things of the same kind are copied.  Shi[ing waves of poli9cal and popular 

culture o[en form the pathoplas9c content of extreme overvalued beliefs (Rahman & Abugel, 

2024); while archetypes, which Jung (1947) believed are held in the collec9ve unconscious, have 

a pathostability.  Examples from literature and film would include the Hero, Outlaw or Villain 

archetypes. 

 Case Example 1:  John Hinckley, Jr. was envious of his siblings—they were honored by his 

family with large oil pain9ngs.  Hinckley, meanwhile, struggled in life and sought fame in 

extreme ways (he once tried to meet a Nazi leader and also stalked President Jimmy Carter). He 

eventually began to relish in his affec9on for a beau9ful, blue-eyed young actress, Jodie Foster.   

Instead of developing real rela9onships with women, he became inspired by Foster's part in the 

movie Taxi Driver in which she played a young pros9tute. His beliefs that they were des9ned to 

be together grew more dominant, refined, and resistant to challenge.  Despite the knowledge 

that they could never be together, he held an intense emo9onal commitment to be with Foster.  

His extreme overvalued belief was that he had an emo9onal connec9on to Foster, a common 

belief known as a parasocial rela9onship (Horton & Wohl, 1956), and he acted violently by 

aGemp9ng to assassinate President Ronald Reagan in 1981 to ensure its legacy—which in fact 

he did (Meloy, 1989).  

Hinckley told the prosecu9on expert Dr. Park Dietz, “Well, it is a combina9on of things: 

to impress her, almost to trauma9ze her. That is the best word. To link myself with her for 

almost the rest of history, if you want to go that far." Dr. Dietz believed that "Hinckley reveled in 

the memory of being transported by well-armed U.S. Marshals in a helicopter.”  He was featured 
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on the cover of Newsweek, rewarding his effort. He told Dietz, “I got everything I was going for.” 

He fantasized about being famous. In fact, so famous that he would be elevated to a glamorous 

level that would enable him to be with Foster.  Meloy (1989) described two forms of 

erotomania, and used the Hinckley case to illustrate.  The clinically accepted delusional 

erotomania, in which pa9ents believe that another person is in love with them (which Hinckley 

did not); and borderline erotomania, in which no delusion is present, yet there is an extreme 

and overvalued disorder of aGachment in the pursuit of, and in the poten9al for violence 

toward, the unrequited love object, in this case Ms. Foster. Nevertheless, a federal jury found 

Hinckley not guilty by reason of insanity—largely because federal law at that 9me required the 

prosecu9on to prove that Hinckley was sane beyond a reasonable doubt, an almost impossible 

task. This was especially true given the fact that he wrote a love leGer to Foster before his aGack 

sta9ng, “Jodie, I would abandon the idea of gefng Reagan in a second if I could only win your 

heart and live out the rest of my life with you.” His final words showed his fixated resolve, “This 

leGer is being wriGen only an hour before I leave for the Hilton Hotel. Jodie, I'm asking you to 

please look into your heart and at least give the chance, with this historical deed, to gain your 

love and respect” (emphasis added).  A[er decades of inpa9ent observa9on, experts now cast 

doubt on whether he held psycho9c delusions, and instead emphasize his self-absorbed, 

archetypal drive for celebrity status.  The most consistent diagnosis he carried throughout his 

three decades of hospitaliza9on was narcissis9c personality disorder.  John Hinckley, Jr. was 

granted uncondi9onal release in 2022, and now resides in Williamsburg, Virginia.  He maintains 

a YouTube channel for his music, and currently has 40,000 subscribers (all direct quotes from 

the trial transcripts in Low, Jeffries & Bonnie, 1986). 
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Case Example 2: Outwardly appearing to be a stable, married man, Lee Harvey Oswald 

had a long history of character and temperamental problems resul9ng in tumultuous work, 

military, and social problems-- as well as self-injurious behavior. Like Hinckley and Chapman, 

Oswald also sought fame through a grand historical deed. Oswald was quite adept at gaming 

the system and deceiving others. At age 15, he discovered socialist literature a[er a group of 

women handed him papers protes9ng the execu9ons of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg for 

espionage. The couple were portrayed as vic9ms of an unjust court verdict. This happened 

around the 9me the impressionable boy had his own legal problems for excessive school 

absences and for being beyond the control of his mother (Bugliosi, 2007).  

While in the military, fellow Marines nicknamed him “Osvaldovich” because of his 

excessive complaints about capitalism and fixa9on on Karl Marx. They also believed that Lee 

purposefully shot himself with a Derringer .22 caliber handgun in order to avoid orders to leave 

Japan with his unit. Oswald claimed this injury was an accident. His hatred for the U.S. grew 

stronger, so he eventually defected to the Soviet Union.  The KGB were not welcoming and eyed 

him with distrust. On October 21, 1959, Oswald, s9ll stubbornly refusing to leave, was found 

bleeding and unconscious in a Russian hotel room bathtub a[er he had slashed his wrist. The 

Russians let him stay but monitored him. He eventually married Marina. He grew 9red of the 

Soviet system, failed to affiliate with it and moved back to the U.S. This 9me Oswald espoused 

extreme le[ist subcultural beliefs seen in the 1960s.  Rahman & Abugel (2024) have recently 

published an extensive TRAP-18 analysis of Oswald as an interac9ve student teaching case at 

Washington University medical school in St. Louis. Most of Oswald’s concerning conduct was 

not known to authori9es. However, Rahman argues that Oswald’s failure to affiliate with the 
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Soviet Union may have flagged him as a terrorist threat upon his return to the United States. 

The TRAP-18 proximal warning behavior of failure to affiliate was not known in 1963.  

Oswald relished, amplified, and defended his extreme poli9cal philosophy throughout 

much of his adult life. A[er aGemp9ng to assassinate General Edwin Walker (novel aggression 

warning behavior on the TRAP-18), a bigger target captured his aGen9on—President John F. 

Kennedy.  Oswald was staying in a rooming house while his wife was living in a separate 

dwelling. The two had not been gefng along, and she refused to take him back. Oswald 

desperately tried to reconcile with her by giving her a kiss, which she refused twice. On a third 

aGempt, he went so far as to block her from leaving the bedroom. She kissed him only to 

comply with his manipula9ve demand. With the presiden9al motorcade arriving the next day, 

Oswald’s thinking became increasingly binary, simplis9c and absolute.  His decision to transform 

himself into an archetypal “great hero” crystallized. On November 22, 1963, Lee le[ the gold 

wedding ring he purchased in Minsk for Marina in a cup on the dresser in their bedroom—a 

symbol of his triggering event and desperate last resort warning behavior on the TRAP-18 

(Rahman & Abugel, 2024; Meloy, Amman, Guldimann & Hoffmann, 2023).  

Group-based Pathways 

 Terrorists embedded in a group and directed by a group are no more or less mentally ill 

than the general popula9on (Gill et al., 2020).  A well-run terrorist organiza9on will have a 

hierarchical, o[en paramilitary command and control structure with posi9ons assigned to those 

most capable of carrying our specific tasks (Bergen, 2011; Corbin, 2002).  No one who joins a 

“terrorist” group refers to it as such, although those who militantly oppose such a group will 

find the label of “terrorists” fits quite well.  The group’s dependence on historical circumstance 
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is evident, and Rapoport (2022) has traced the details of many such groups in his masterful 

account of the waves of global terrorism from 1879 to the present. 

 A more mutable and vola9le group-based phenomenon is what Amman and Meloy 

(2021) call poliregression (see chapter this volume).  It is the regression seen in a large 

unstructured extremist group that may lead to violence, and begins with the elements that 

define such a group.  Berger (2018) noted that two beliefs are necessary for a group to become 

extremist: first, the group must believe that an outgroup poses an imminent, existen9al threat 

to their survival; second, the group comes to believe that hos9le ac9on is necessary toward the 

outgroup to ensure their survival.  In this cauldron of anger and fear walks a charisma9c leader 

who shapes such intense emo9ons, o[en a psychopathic individual (Wallenborn & Meloy, 2024) 

with the skill set to intensify such feelings, further subject to the poliregression that occurs 

within any large unstructured group that is stressed and strained (see Amman & Meloy chapter 

this volume).   

 Case Example 1:  The January 6, 2021 aGack on the U.S. Capitol is the most vivid 

example in modern 9mes of poliregression.  The gathering on the Washington Ellipse began as a 

poli9cal celebra9on in the morning with 53,000 in aGendance (House of Representa9ves data), 

and over the course of several hours a vola9le and dangerous mob emerged and marched.  

They easily breached the security surrounding the Capitol, and once within, at least 1400 

individuals carried out acts of personal and property violence and have been federally charged; 

900 have been convicted as of August, 2024.   Subsequent appeals have limited some of the 

federal crimes that could be li9gated, and President Donald Trump pardoned all those charged 

and convicted on January 20, 2025.  Poliregression did occur, but those who assaulted the 
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Capitol building and commiGed crimes represented at most 3% of those assembled on the 

Ellipse.  Nevertheless, 174 police officers were injured, and at least six people died within two 

days of the assault.  Out of this display of mostly affec%ve violence toward person and property, 

a much smaller con9ngent of young men, members of the Oathkeepers and the Proud Boys, 

planned, prepared, and inten9onally engaged in predatory violence.  Subsequent criminal 

charges against this group, numbering less than a dozen individuals, were dis9nguished from 

the other crimes by centering on sedi9ous conspiracy (18 USC Sec9on 2384).  Stewart Rhodes, 

the founder and leader of this extremist group, was eventually sentenced to 18 years in federal 

prison, but he was also pardoned by President Trump. 

Pathoplas9city  

 The cogni9ve defini9on of an extreme overvalued belief is centered on form—simplis9c, 

binary, and absolute.  It is evidence of pathostability.  However, the content of any EOB is 

heavily determined by the social and subcultural milieu that shapes the behavior and 

psychology of the individual. Wernicke (1906) commented that an affect or series of affect-laden 

events were important in the development of “overvaluedness” which may lead to the 

development of an extreme overvalued belief.  

Pathoplas%city refers to interac9ons of culture, personality, and life experience aspects 

of psychopathology seen in EOBs. It highlights how EOBs of the same content lead to vastly 

different behavior in different people. Culture can include many aspects of customs, religion, 

way of life, norms, prayers, rituals, music, art, sports, literature, theater, and films.  The 

American Psychological Associa9on defines culture as, “the values, beliefs, language, rituals, 

tradi9ons and other behaviors that are passed from one genera9on to another within any social 

group” (APA Dic9onary, 2023).  Culture can also include archetypal themes at a deeper, and 
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more collec9ve unconscious psychological level, such as lover, hero, outlaw, celebrity, 

motherhood, martyr, savior, royalty, caregiver, sick role, fame, notoriety, winner, loser, and 

distrust of authority.  Overvalued ideas in any of these domains can spawn unique mental 

maladies: ea9ng disorders, mul9-level marke9ng scams, hypervitaminosis, televangelist 

dona9ons, pathological jealousy, vexa9ous li9gants, sick roles, hypochondriasis, gender 

dysphoria, body dysmorphic disorders, hoarding, excessive body building (bigorexia), jinn or 

demonic possession, and for this discussion, targeted violence stemming from extreme 

overvalued beliefs. Carl Jung very well understood this concept, describing archetypes as 

exer9ng such a strong influence on a person that they could seemingly “take over” their life and 

determine their ac9ons and choices (Jung, 1952/1956).  Such archetypal drives are o[en fueled 

by Thymos or Thumos, first described by Plato (2007) as the universal human drive for 

recogni9on, dignity, jus9ce or respect. 

As an example of archetypal themes shared by many, Hinckley targeted President 

Reagan to be with Jodie Foster. This appears delusional at first. However, the cultural archetype 

of being roman9cally involved with an iconic movie star is shared by millions of admirers. 

Another cultural phenomenon is seen in “outlaws” such as Bonnie and Clyde, Jessie James, 

Carry Na9on, John Brown, and Charles Manson.   They are examples of an archetype 1

sensa9onalized in books, movies and plays.  Many school shooters also belong to this “outlaw” 

archetype. Columbine shooters Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold wanted to top McVeigh’s bombing 

aGack. Their aGack has inspired numerous other aGacks such as Virginia Tech shooter Seung-Hui 

Cho,  Sandy Hook elementary school shooter Adam Lanza and Nashville shooter Audrey Hale. 

Another example is the overvalued archetype of motherhood.  The death penalty was given to 

 Manson would be considered a fana9cal psychopath (Schneider, 1958), and has recently been subject to a 1

detailed clinical and forensic study of his personality, psychopathology, and ideology (Roy et al., 2022).
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Lisa Montgomery a[er she was convicted of murdering Bobbie Jo S9nneG and abduc9ng her 

newborn for herself. Montgomery fantasized about being pregnant and even bought maternity 

clothes and lied to her husband about being pregnant (Welner, Burgess & O’Malley, 2024).  

Extreme overvalued beliefs o[en appear delusional to outsiders, but are not part of a 

psycho9c mental disorder and are perceived as normal by the individual. They are best 

understood through a person-centered approach that is embedded in a social milieu.  For 

example, Lee Harvey Oswald’s interest in the Rosenberg’s  trial and execu9on occurred during a 2

9me Lee may have felt vic9mized by the juvenile courts. This emo9on laden event had a 

profound effect on the development of his adolescent iden9ty, which later crystallized as a 

vic9m of “society’s failed system.” This helps us understand his discontent with American 

capitalism (being teased as “Osvaldavich” by fellow Marines), then the Russian system, and 

once again the American one.  

 Hinckley’s defense aGorneys concluded their insanity defense case by playing the movie 

“Taxi Driver” for the jury. He relished Jodie Foster’s role as Iris, a 12-year-old child pros9tute by 

watching the film nineteen 9mes. Such ideas and symbols of ero9c sexuality are most exci9ng in 

a concentrated, extreme, and detached form (Meloy, 1989). The pathoplas9c features of 

Hinckley’s beliefs are perhaps best understood by his own poem, “Fantasies become reality in 

my world” (Meloy, 1989).  

 The theore9cal bridge between the intrapsychic and the social in psychoanalysis is 

object rela9ons theory.  A prominent theory over the past half century, object rela9ons focuses 

on the internal representa9ons of significant objects in the pa9ent’s life, which may range from 

early parental figures to later ideological devo9on and the fashioning of a new, dark self-iden9ty 

 Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were convicted of spying against the United States for the Soviet Union, and were 2

executed at Sing Sing Prison in 1951.
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that may herald a targeted aGack (Meloy, 2017).  The theory provides a coherent and 

comprehensive means to understand within the pa9ent the rela9onship between personal and 

cultural iden99es (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983; Summers, 1994). 

Risk Management  

 The fuel for a targeted aGack is composed of extreme overvalued beliefs that drive 

fixa9ons.  This is not a psychiatric diagnosis, and there is no known medical treatment for such 

beliefs which are shared by many, o[en within the subgroup of the individual of concern.  The 

threat management of such beliefs involve their ini9al iden9fica9on by the professional, an 

assessment of risk, and the development of a management plan to mi9gate the risk of a 

targeted aGack.   Most individuals with extreme overvalued beliefs that manifest a fixa9on on a 

person or a cause will never be violent.  However, a few will, and the work of threat assessment 

is to detect the violent signals that may be arising from the social and poli9cal noise which is 

evident in the public expressions of an extremist group.  Such noise, moreover, is typically 

protected in democra9c socie9es, as it is by the U.S. Cons9tu9on in its First Amendment, but 

there are a few excep9ons, such as a true threat or incitement to violence (Amman & Meloy, 

2021, 2022).   

 The most validated structured professional judgment instrument for detec9ng such 

violent signals is the heretofore men9oned TRAP-18 (Meloy, 2017).  It has been found to 

sta9s9cally separate with medium to large effect sizes violent and nonviolent German jihadists 

(Bockler et al., 2020), Sovereign Ci9zens in the United States and Canada (Vargen & 

Challacombe, 2022), North American terrorists and other individuals of concern (Meloy, 

Goodwill, Meloy, Mar9nez, Amat & Morgan, 2019), and school shooters (Meloy, Hoffmann, 

Roshdi & Guldimann, 2014).  Mul9ple studies have supported its postdic9ve validity (Allely & 
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Wicks, 2022).  The TRAP-18 is composed of 10 distal characteris9cs and 8 proximal warning 

behaviors, and research has supported the theore9cal underpinnings of the instrument by 

demonstra9ng that the proximal warning behaviors cluster together prior to an aGack (Goodwill 

& Meloy, 2019), and they follow the distal characteris9cs before an aGack in a 9me sequence 

analysis (Meloy, Goodwill, Clemmow & Gill, 2021). 

 The TRAP-18 is an assessment instrument that requires training and licensure 

(mhs.com); it is typically one of several risk instruments that are u9lized by a Behavioral Threat 

Assessment Team depending on the nature of the case, and helps with both case formula9on 

and case management as the team develops a plan to mi9gate the danger they foresee (Meloy 

& Hoffmann, 2021; see chapter by Amman & Meloy this volume). 

Psychiatric and Psychological Treatment 

 Similar to ea9ng disorders—at first glance a very different issue than targeted aGacks--

individuals with extreme overvalued beliefs do not generally walk in to a clinic or emergency 

room wan9ng help. Family and others that are close to the individual may be concerned, but 

o[en dismiss their ideology as “normal” because it is shared by others in their subculture 

(Rahman, 2018).  For instance, an individual with an9-Semi9c, an9-Islamic, an9-government or 

an9-abor9onist views may appear to have beliefs that are no different than others around 

them. In fact, such individuals, like pa9ents with anorexia, do not have cardinal psycho9c 

symptoms, making them difficult to detect and assess. O[en the first sign of their 

“psychopathology” is late stage markers on the pathway to violence, or a mass aGack which 

appears—but is not—spontaneous.  The approach taken by most clinicians is to treat all co-

occurring condi9ons which o[en improve cogni9ve distor9ons and “short-cut” thinking.  For 

example, ea9ng disorders o[en involve aggressive management of co-occurring anxiety,  
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depressive or obsessive disorders. A therapeu9c milieu of peers has been shown to help ea9ng 

disorders and radicalized individuals. Further studies are needed to study preven9on efforts 

such as cogni9ve Inocula9on to build resistance against mass shooter and other extremist 

ideology (Braddock, 2020).  Online algorithms may need regula9on due to their binary 

opera9ons (likes, emojis, hearts, etc.) which have been shown to lead the brain down a path to 

simplis9c and absolute thinking (us vs. them) which increases polariza9on and radicaliza9on 

(Rahman & Abugel, 2024). Finally, community educa9on beginning in school aged children and 

extending to adults should be developed to emphasize cri9cal thinking and media literacy.  

Conclusion 

 In this chapter we have explored the prominent cogni9ve-affec9ve driver of pathological 

fixa9on called extreme overvalued beliefs.  Data indicate that such simplis9c, binary, and 

absolute beliefs, o[en shared by many in the person’s extremist subgroup, will drive a few 

individuals to carry out acts of targeted violence, typically against a person or other group that 

is perceived to be an imminent, existen9al threat. The intermingling of culture with mental 

health has the poten9al to clash due to shi[ing poli9cal and norma9ve fashions. However, 

concise defini9ons also allow courts to beGer assess cultural and social factors in the pursuit of 

jus9ce, while providing the field of threat assessment and management with improved models. 

The term “mental disorder” is otherwise very broad and must be carefully scru9nized, and not 

assumed to be causa9ve or correla9ve.  The pathways to violence in such cases illustrate 

equifinality, and both lone actor pathways and group pathways have been elaborated upon as 

examples.  Threat management and treatment of such cases are crucial, the former based upon 

the use of structured professional judgment instruments and mul9disciplinary behavioral threat 

assessment teams, the laGer dependent upon a thorough workup of the individual to iden9fy 
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any diagnosable condi9ons, their historical development, and their inherent cultural 

pathoplas9city.  The ever-present challenge is for mental health professionals to enhance their 

clinical skills, know the current legal contexts within which they operate, and maintain their 

proper ethical moorings.  
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