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The ability to accurately predict the risk of an individual committing an act of targeted
violence is likely to be impossible given the low base rate of these acts (Goodwill &
Meloy, 2019). Nevertheless, prevention is possible if there is a focus on fact-based
behaviors, and threat management is in place. The Terrorist Radicalization Assessment
Protocol (TRAP-18; Meloy, Habermeyer & Guldimann, 2015; Meloy, Roshdi, et al.,
2015; Meloy & Gill, 2016; Meloy, 2017) is a collection of 18 behavior-based warning
signs for terror incidents. There are eight proximal characteristics and 10 distal
characteristics. The aim of this review was to identify studies which have utilized the
TRAP-18 either prospectively (operational use) or retroactively or studies which have
investigated the validity and reliability of the TRAP-18. A total of 17 relevant articles

were identified in the review including six case studies and 11 empirical articles.

Public Significance Statement

radicalization processes.

Six case studies were identified in this review which utilized the TRAP-18 retroac-
tively. Eleven studies were identified in this review which utilized the TRAP-18 to
retroactively evaluate terrorist incidents. The majority of studies in this review has
found the focus on 18 empirically based and potentially observable patterns of
behavior to be a useful approach for the early detection and case management of
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low base rate of these acts (Goodwill & Meloy,
2019). Nevertheless, prevention is possible if
there is a focus on fact-based behaviors, and threat
management is in place (Goodwill & Meloy,
2019; Meloy & Hoffmann, 2014). It is also useful
to highlight how behavioral threat assessment and
management (BTAM) and violence risk assess-
ment differ. They are similar but each focuses on
different aspects. The main focus of threat assess-
ment and management is on the identification,
assessment, and management of a person of
concern (POC) in real time. Particular attention
is given to the target, threat enhancers, threat
mitigators, and the situation. On the other
hand, traditional “violence risk assessment” in-
volves the “determination of relative risk in an
individual at a particular point in time by
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determining the base rate of violence for the
group within which he or she belongs”
(Guldimann & Meloy, 2020, p. 160). The threat
assessment and management approach is often
more dynamic and urgent. Although the risk
assessment approach is often more focused on
static characteristics (Guldimann & Meloy,
2020), violence risk assessment tools may also
consider more dynamic characteristics. However,
the behavioral threat assessment should always
be accompanied by a management strategy,
which presents a significant difference between
BTAM and traditional violence risk assessment.
Professionals may employ violence risk assess-
ment instruments and ultimately determine that
there is no need to further engage with the client.
Professionals employing behavioral threat
assessment should employ a management plan
regardless of their assessment since the two
should always be used together in order to affect
the dynamic factors that either enhance or miti-
gate future violence.

Furthermore, threat assessment differs from
risk assessment in that it involves three functions:
identify, assess, and manage; while violence risk
assessment attempts to predict an individual’s
capacity to react to situations violently (Miller,
2014). In short, threat assessment is not intended
to simply determine an individual’s capacity to
violence but to intervene and prevent. Although
traditional violence risk assessment tools differ
from threat assessment, they are not conflicting.
In fact, violence risk assessment used in conjunc-
tion with a threat assessment approach may pro-
vide a more holistic picture of an individual of
concern, allowing for more informed manage-
ment strategies that result in positive outcomes.
The complimentary nature between the two hold
significant benefit for assessors and prevention
practitioners as practitioners require empirically
based modes of evaluation that assist them in
accurately accessing persons of concern, deter-
mining risk factors, determining violent enhan-
cers, identifying risk mitigators, triaging cases,
and employing effective management strategies.

In threat assessment, it is important to be open
to the wide variety of pathways and different roles
in terrorism (e.g., violent actor or supporter) for a
POC (Horgan et al.,, 2018—see also Borum,
2015). There are a variety of ways that individuals
can become “involved in terrorism” and the
nature of their involvement can vary. Given
this, it may be useful to consider that different
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individuals may pose different levels of risk
depending on different roles/activities (different
types of involvement) at different points in time
(Borum, 2015). Additionally, Borum (2015) and
others have also emphasized the importance of
recognizing that large-group factors (e.g., age,
education) may or may not be applicable to the
individual case (Goodwill & Meloy, 2019;
Horgan et al., 2018).

As pointed out by Goodwill and Meloy (2019),
there have been the development of six instru-
ments which can be used by professionals for the
purposes of assessing the risk or threat of terrorist
violence. These include as follows: The Extrem-
ism Risk Guide (ERG 22+), Islamic Radicaliza-
tion (IR-46), Identifying Vulnerable People
(IVP), Multilevel Guidelines (MLG Version 2),
Terrorist Radicalization Assessment Protocol
(TRAP-18), and the Violent Extremism Risk
Assessment (VERA Version 2 Revised; Lloyd,
2019). This article examines the TRAP-18 and
evaluates its practical utility in identifying, asses-
sing, and managing persons of concern.

The Terrorist Radicalization
Assessment Protocol (Meloy, 2017)

The TRAP-18 (Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015;
Meloy, Habermeyer, & Guldimann, 2015; Meloy
& Gill, 2016; Meloy, 2017) is a collection of 18
behavior-based warning signs for terror inci-
dents. There are eight proximal characteristics
and 10 distal characteristics. The eight proximal
characteristics are those which typically are ex-
hibited closer in time to the incident. On the other
hand, the 10 distal characteristics are those which
are usually developed over time and are more
distantly related to the act for which there is
concern (Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015; Meloy &
Gill, 2016). While there is no universally agreed-
upon definition of terrorism, the term must be
defined for the TRAP-18 to be discussed and
assessed (Jenkins, 1980). This article uses the
United States Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI) definition of terrorism in which terrorism
is defined as the unlawful use of force or violence
against persons or property to intimidate or coerce
a government, the civilian population, or any
segment thereof, in furtherance of political or
social objectives. This definition is used because
the definition balances specificity with broadness
to capture the varied targets and motivations that



gical Association or one of its allied publishers.
user and is not to be

o
=
Gt

=}

[

7]

This document is copyrighted by the American Psycholo

This article is intended solely for the persona

TERRORIST RADICALIZATION ASSESSMENT PROTOCOL 3

an attacker may have. Furthermore, this definition
is applicable to many of the cases discussed in the
article and avoids the contentious discussion of
state sponsored terrorism (Terrorism, 2002—
2005, FBI). Finally, the creator of the TRAP-
18, Dr. Reid Meloy has worked for several years
alongside the FBI and acknowledges the effect
that this experience may have on his own concep-
tion of terrorism. Terrorist threats have evolved
from large-group conspiracies toward lone-
offender attacks. These individuals often radical-
ize online and mobilize to violence quickly. Many
of the examples explored in this article focus on
lone attackers. This article uses a working defini-
tion of lone-actor terrorists developed during a
definitional workshop by the Royal United Ser-
vices Institute (RUSI). Lone-actor terrorism is
defined as

the threat or use of violence by a single perpetrator (or
small cell), not acting out of purely personal-material
reasons, with the aim of influencing a wider audience,
and who acts without any direct support in the planning,
preparation and execution of the attack, and whose
decision to act is not directed by any group or other
individuals (although possibly inspired by others).
(Bakker & de Roy van Zuijdewijn, 2015)

The distinction that this definition makes is
important. Instead arguing that lone-attackers
self-radicalize and engage in planned acts of
violence uninfluenced by others with shared ide-
ologies, the definition makes it clear that lone
actors do engage with others prior to an attack but
are not directed by them or supported materially
or logistically.

It is important to emphasize here that the
TRAP-18 definitions outlined below are abbrevi-
ated and they should not be used as the basis for
threat assessment without training in the use of
structured professional instruments and the
TRAP-18 manual (Meloy, 2017). The eight prox-
imal warning behaviors (Meloy & Gill, 2016;
Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015) include as follows:
(a) pathway (attack research, planning, or imple-
mentation), (b) fixation (abnormal preoccupation
on an individual or cause), (c) identification (self-
identification as a fighter/warrior/agent of
change), (d) novel aggression (an initial violent
action which is unrelated to the target), (e) energy
burst (an increase in the frequency or variety of
behaviors which are related to the targeted indi-
vidual or cause leading up to a violent incident),
(f) leakage (communication to an outside party of
the individual’s intent for violence which can be

unconscious or conscious), (g) last resort (where
the person feels that there is no other way to solve
the grievance other than violence, and for that
violence to be now—they feel violence is their
only option), and (h) directly communicated
threat (communication of violence to target or
law enforcement before action; Meloy & Gill,
2016; Meloy & O’Toole, 2011; Meloy et al.,
2012; Silver et al., 2018). The eight warning
behaviors capture behavioral or psychological
patterns which constitute change and may evi-
dence accelerating risk—they should be consid-
ered as patterns for analysis as opposed to being
discrete variables (Meloy et al., 2012). They
contain dynamic as opposed to static factors.
Dynamic factors tend to offer more substantial
contributions to the assessment and management
of short-term violence which is usually the focus
of threat assessment (Douglas & Skeem, 2005;
Guldimann & Meloy, 2020).

In the TRAP-18, the 10 distal characteristics
focus on the individual’s lone-actor status. The
10 distal characteristics include as follows: (a)
personal grievance and moral outrage (conflu-
ence of factors shaping an individual to have a
strong viewpoint about the targeted individual or
cause), (b) framed by an ideology (justifying
beliefs for action), (c) failure to affiliate with an
extremist group (failure/rejection of individual
with desired terrorist or other group), (d) depen-
dence on virtual community (communication
using social media and other online vectors
with like-minded individuals), (e) thwarting
of occupational goals (setback/failure in aca-
demic/life pursuits), (f) changes in thinking and
emotions (thinking pattern becomes absolute
and simplistic), (g) failure of sexual-intimate
pair-bonding (individual fails to sexually or
intimately bond), (h) mental disorder (historic
or present major mental health disorder), (i)
greater creativity and innovation (innovative
terrorist action or process imitated by others),
and (j) criminal violence (past criminal history;
Meloy & Gill, 2016).

It is important to emphasize that the TRAP-18
should not be considered or used as a psycholog-
ical test or an actuarial risk assessment instru-
ment. The TRAP-18 is a structured professional
judgment instrument, therefore, it does not have
empirically derived cut-off scores, norms or
scores. The number of indicators which are pres-
ent in the individual should not be counted to
assess risk level. However, there is no
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requirement that such an instrument cannot have
scores or norms to assist in professional judg-
ment. Moreover, it is important to note that
labeling an instrument as used for structured
professional judgment does not mean its reliabil-
ity and validity cannot or should not be assessed.
For example, a person with distal characteristics,
but no proximal warning behaviors, should be
monitored, whereas the presence of even one
proximal warning behavior would require active
case management. This is, in effect, a rudimentary
scoring system that can be tested for reliability
and validity.

Each of the 18 indicators on the TRAP-18 are
coded by the assessor as either present or absent.
The assessor can also select “Unknown” if there is
insufficient evidence to determine whether the
indicator is present or absent. The eight warning
behaviors are coded first as they are believed to be
more closely related in time to the act for which
there is concern. If there no warning behaviors
present, the distal characteristics are then
coded. The TRAP-18 behaviors are considered
patterns as opposed to being discrete variables
(Meloy, 2017).

The developers of the TRAP-18 view it as
being a complementary tool as opposed to being
a competing product to other well-established
instruments such as the VERA-2 R (Pressman
et al., 2016) or the ERG 22+ (Lloyd & Dean,
2011). The TRAP-18, unlike other risk assess-
ments/tools, addresses behavioral as opposed to
static risk factors (which are usually found in a
person’s life history; Bockler et al., 2021). The
presence of a cluster of TRAP-18 distal charac-
teristics, coupled with the absence of all proximal
warning behaviors means that the case should be
monitored and reviewed on a regular basis. More
active management resources are not yet war-
ranted at this point. However, the presence of any
proximal warning behaviors would mean that
active management of the case is required:
Face-to-face interview with the POC and/or col-
lateral interviews with family or peers; review of
records (e.g., employment, military, criminal,
residence, driving, police incidents); safety
plan development for school, work, home and
the community at large; civil commitment,
release, and discharge planning; social media
monitoring; obtaining signed consents to com-
municate with the individual’s psychotherapist,
psychiatrist or case manager to monitor progress
if they are receiving mental health treatment
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(Corner & Gill, 2015; Corner et al.,, 2016;
Goodwill & Meloy, 2019; Guldimann &
Meloy, 2020; Meloy & Genzman, 2016).

In sum, the purpose of the TRAP-18 is not to
predict acts of lone-actor terrorism rather to
prevent them by efficiently and effectively
managing risk. This is a significant distinction.
While it is tempting for terrorism prevention
professionals to seek a method of effectively
predicting acts of future violence, radicaliza-
tion, and mobilization to violence is a nuanced,
complex, and highly personal experience. The
ability to effectively predict future acts of ter-
rorism based on an individual’s profile and
behavior is at worst highly unlikely and at
best currently unattainable. The TRAP-18 al-
lows practitioners to analyze a subject of con-
cern’s behavior through identified behavioral
warning indicators and distinct characteristics
that are repeatable (high-interrater reliability).
Application of the TRAP-18 also facilitates
evidenced based practice, helps assessors to
identify risk enhancers, enables informed
decision-making, and assists assessors in effec-
tively managing an individual of concern so as
to de-escalate them and move them down the
pathway to intended violence. The TRAP-18
helps counterterrorism (CT) professionals.
Through the assessment of the presence or
absence of proximal warning behaviors and
distal characteristics they can identify and pri-
oritize cases (Meloy, 2017) in a more system-
atic (transparent) way and make any judgments
more reliable (Borum, 2015).

Present Review

The aim of this review was to identify studies
which have utilized the TRAP-18 either prospec-
tively (operational use) or retroactively or studies
which have investigated the validity and reliabil-
ity of the TRAP-18.

Method

A total of five internet-based bibliographic
databases were searched. Specifically, Journal-
s@Qvid Full Text June 30, 2021; APA PsycAr-
ticles Full Text; APA PsycExtra 1908 to May 14,
2021; APA PsycInfo 1806 to June Week 4
2021 and, finally, Ovid MEDLINE(R) and
Epub Ahead of Print, In-Process, In-Data-Review
& Other Nonindexed Citations, Daily and
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Versions(R) 1946 to July 01,2021. The search on
the five databases was carried out on 2nd July
2021. The search was not restricted by date.
Search terms were applied to title. The following
search criteria were entered into the six databases:
TRAP-18 OR “Terrorist Radicalization Assess-
ment Protocol.” This search returned a total of 20
articles. Following the removal of duplications
(n = 12), there were eight articles remaining, six
of which were found to be relevant for the review
(two were excluded from this review because they
were literature review articles). As well as the
searches carried out on the five databases listed
above, a number of permutations of TRAP-18
were entered into Google Scholar and searched
for any potentially relevant articles which were
not identified in the database searches. For
instance, ‘“radicalization assessment protocol”;
TRAP-18; TRAP-18 AND “threat assessment”;
TRAP-18 AND “radicalization assessment pro-
tocol”; TRAP-18 AND “actor”’; TRAP-18 AND

“risk assessment”; TRAP-18 AND terrorism;
TRAP-18 AND “lone actors”; trap 18 AND
“exploratory test”; trap 18 AND “multidimen-
sional scaling”; trap 18 AND “reliability and
validity.” This resulted in eight further studies
which were identified as being relevant to the
present review (see Figure 1, for Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses [PRISMA] Flow Diagram of
this process). Therefore, a total of 14 articles
were identified in this review. Finally, because
this is a relatively underresearched field, the
decision was made for the present systematic
review to take an inclusive approach. Therefore,
no exclusion criteria were applied. No restrictions
were put in place for the year of publication.
On the 25th November 2021, an updated
search was carried out on the same five databases
used in the initial search. Specifically, Journal-
s@QOvid Full Text November 24, 2021; APA
PsycArticles Full Text; APA PsycExtra 1908 to

Figure 1
PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram for New Systematic Reviews Which Included Searches of Databases and Other
Sources
{ ification of studies via [ Identification of studies via other methods }
Records removed before
c screening: . .
o : Records identified from:
‘g’ Records identified from: ﬂug‘ﬁ;e records removed Websites - Googlescholar (n
£ Databases (n = 20) o Records marked as ineligible =
§ by automation tools (n = 0)
= Records removed for other
reasons (n =0)
Records screened »| Records excluded
(n=8) (n=0)
! |
Reports sought for retrieval .| Reports not retrieved Reports sought for retrieval .| Reports not retrieved
o (n=8) (n=0) (n=8) "l (n=0)
S i i
@
Reports assessed for eligibility . Reports assessed for eligibility N
(n=8) »| Reports excluded: (n=8)
Two were excluded because Report Juded: 0
they were literature review eports excluded:
articles (n=2) :
) A
& Studies included in review
E (n=14)
o
=

Note.

From: “The PRISMA 2020 statement: An updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews” by Page M.J.,

McKenzie J.E., Bossuyt P.M., Boutron I., Hoffmann T.C., Mulrow C.D., et al., 2021, BMJ, 372(71), (http://doi.org/10
.1136/bmj.n71). For more information, visit: http://www.prisma-statement.org/. See the online article for the color version

of this figure.
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November 08, 2021; APA PsycInfo 1806 to
November Week 3 2021; and Ovid MEDLI-
NE(R) and Epub Ahead of Print, In-Process,
In-Data-Review & Other Nonindexed Citations,
Daily and Versions(R) 1946 to November 24,
2021. A total of 26 articles were returned. After
de-duplication, there were 10 articles. Eight of
them were found in the initial search, two were
new articles and added to the review (Collins &
Clark, 2021; Kupper & Meloy, 2021). Another
article was identified by one of the reviewers of
this article (it did not have TRAP-18 in the title or
any other permutation; King et al., 2018).

Review Protocol

To ensure a transparent and comprehensive
report of results, this review followed the guide-
line outlined in the PRISMA statement in order to
ensure a thorough and accurate reporting of the
methodology and results. (Liberati et al., 2009;
Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021).

Study Selection

After carrying out the computerized search of
the five databases, two reviewers independently
assessed the records one by one and identified any
titles which were not related to the focus of this
review. In the second stage of the selection, two
reviewers worked independently and assessed the
records based on their titles and abstracts. The
third and final stages involved the full-text screen-
ing of the records by both of the reviewers. Upon
assessment, each reviewer independently made
the decision as to which articles were eligible to
be included in the review. There was no disagree-
ment between the two reviewers (see Figure 1, for
details of this process).

Results

A total of 17 relevant articles were identified in
the review including six case studies and 11
empirical articles.

Case Studies Where the TRAP-18
Was Applied

Six case studies were identified which utilized
the TRAP-18 retroactively (Bockler et al., 2015;
Bockler et al., 2017; Collins & Clark, 2021;

ALLELY AND WICKS

Erlandsson & Reid Meloy, 2018; Meloy,
Habermeyer, & Guldimann, 2015; Meloy &
Genzman, 2016). See Table 1, for descriptive
information and findings from each of these six
case studies.

Six case studies examined the presence of the
TRAP’s eight warning behaviors. Between five
and seven warning behaviors were present in each
case. Four case studies examined the presence of
the TRAP’s 10 distal characteristics. Between
seven and nine indicators were present in
each case (see Table 2, six case studies and the
TRAP-18).

See Table 3, for risk of bias for each of the six
case studies.

Studies Which Have Utilized the
TRAP-18 to Retroactively Evaluate
Terrorist Incidents

Eleven empirical studies were identified which
utilized the TRAP-18 to retroactively evaluate
terrorist incidents (Bockler et al., 2021; Brugh et
al., 2020; Challacombe & Lucas, 2019; Garcia-
Andrade et al., 2019; Goodwill & Meloy, 2019;
King et al., 2018; Kupper & Meloy, 2021; Meloy
& Gill, 2016; Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015; Meloy
et al., 2019, 2021). See Table 4, for descriptive
information and findings for each of the 11
empirical studies. Also, see Table 5 for the risk
of bias in each of these 11 studies.

In their study, Bockler et al. (2021) looked at
perpetrators of terrorist attacks and compared
them to individuals who had been convicted of
propagandistic and financial terrorist support and
of traveling abroad to join a terrorist organization
(Bockler et al., 2021). Significant differences
were found by Bockler et al. (2021) between
the terrorist perpetrators and persons convicted
of nonviolent Islamist activities. The significant
differences were in the number of TRAP-18 items
and also in the proximal warning behaviors,
namely, “pathway,” “last resort,” “energy burst,”
and “novel aggression.” Their findings indicate
that some items on the TRAP-18 may have
“greater explanatory value for severe targeted
violence” and are more accurate in differentiating
between attackers and nonattackers. These items
were “pathway”’ (most notably) as well as “novel
aggression,” “energy burst,” and “last resort.”
Some potential limitations with their study was
discussed by Bockler et al. (2021). For instance,
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Table 3
Risk of Bias in Case Studies

Statement of study

Conflict of interest

Authors funding statement Affiliations of authors
Bockler et al. Yes. No statement. Nils Bockler, Institute for Interdisciplinary
(2015) The study is part of the Research of Conflict and Violence (IKG),

research network
incident and case
analysis of highly
expressive targeted
violence (TARGET),

which is granted by the

Federal Ministry of

Education and Research

(BMBF) under the
program Research for
Civil Security II.
Yes.
The study is part of the
research network

Bockler et al.
(2017)

“Analyses of Extremist

Aspirations in Social
Networks”
(X-SONAR), which is
granted by the Federal
Ministry of Education
and Research (BMBF)
under the program
“aspects and measures
of counterterrorism.”
Collins and Clark  Not included (appears
(2021) unfunded).

Erlandsson and Not included (appears

Yes included:
“No competing financial
interests exist.”

Yes included:
“No conflicts of interest to
be declared.”

Yes included:

Bielefeld University.
Jens Hoffmann, Institute for Psychology and
Threat Management, Darmstadt, Germany.
Andreas Zick, Institute for Interdisciplinary
Research of Conflict and Violence (IKG),
Bielefeld University.

Nils Bockler, Institute Psychology and Threat
Management, Darmstadt, Germany.

Jens Hoffmann, Institute Psychology and
Threat Management, Darmstadt, Germany.

J. Reid Meloy, Depaitalent of Psychiatry,
University of California, La Jolla,
California.

Christopher J. Collins, College of Social
Work, Florida State University.

James J. Clark, College of Social Work,
Florida State University.

Asa Erlandsson, Svensk Polis, Polhemsgatan

Reid Meloy unfunded). “Disclosure: Dr. Meloy is 30, 112 30, Stockholm, Sweden.

(2018) the developer of the J. Reid Meloy, Department of Psychiatry,
TRAP-18 and receives School of Medicine, University of
royalties from the California, San Diego, 9500 Gilman Drive,
training and sale of the La Jolla, CA, 92093.
instrument.”

Meloy, Not included (appears No statement. J. Reid Meloy, Department of Psychiatry,
Habermeyer, & unfunded). However, does indicate School of Medicine, University of
Guldimann within main text a few California, San Diego, and San Diego
(2015) times the links author Psychoanalytic Center, San Diego,

has with the California.
development of the Elmar Habermeyer and Angela Guldimann,
warning behaviors of Department of Forensic Psychiatry,
the TRAP-18. For University Hospital of Psychiatry, Zurich,
example, “We define Switzerland.
each of the warning
behaviors according to
our previously
published definitions.”
Note. TRAP-18 = The Terrorist Radicalization Assessment Protocol.

those who left the country for Islamist motivation
were put into the control (nonattacker group) and
itis possible that violence could have been carried
out abroad in some of these individuals. Indeed, in

the sample of those who left Germany for Islamist
motives, there were nine persons involved in acts
of war or who used weapons of war. Despite this
potential limitation, Bockler et al. (2021) made
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the decision to include these individuals into the
nonattacker group (control) as their role in at-
tempted acts of killing could not be proven in
court (Bockler et al., 2021).

Findings from the study carried out by
Challacombe and Lucas (2019) suggest that,
overall, the warning indicators displayed by
domestic terrorists (or sovereign citizens) are
potentially different from the warning signs ex-
hibited by traditional international terrorists.
Additionally, they suggest that the absence of
proximal warning behavior, fixation, may be
explained by the fact that it is difficult for
raters/assessors to clearly identify fixation beha-
viors in the nonviolent sample based on open-
source information Challacombe and Lucas
(2019) point out one of the main potential limita-
tions with their study, which is due to it being a
retroactive evaluated incident, is the lack of
information (Challacombe & Lucas, 2019).

The study by Goodwill and Meloy (2019)
highlights the issue that because the data collec-
tion was conducted retroactively, the time when
proximal warning behaviors or distal character-
istics started to present themselves in both groups
was unavailable to the coders. This meant that
analysis could not be performed looking at the
sequence of when the TRAP-18 indicators first
presented themselves in the individuals, for
example. Time sequencing of these factors is
argued to be an important research approach to
studying acts of terrorism (Corner et al., 2019).
Such research can show the range of causal path-
ways to an attack. However, it is possible that the
assignment of risk factors to distal or proximal
could in itself implicitly connote temporality

Extremism Risk Guide.

e of its allied publishers.

behaviors. The only exception being fixation (a proximal warning behavior)
Violent Extremism Risk Assessment; ERG 22+

which precedes the distal characteristic of changes in thinking and emotion.

Three TRAP-18 indicators (energy burst, creative and innovative, and novel
included in the state transition diagram. However, these three indicators may

be quite relevant in an individual case.
Note: The proximity coefficient quantifies how indicators within a behavior

Findings
proximity coefficients, were found to be antecedent to proximal warning
aggression) fell below the contingency threshold (>3) and/or proximity
coefficient (>0.5) filter rules adopted in this study and, as a result, were not

proximity coefficient describes the “closeness” of two indicators in a

chain occur temporally in relation to one another. In other words, the
sequence.

gical Association or on

personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

e American Psycholo

This article is intended solely for the

Aim of the study/hypothesis

(XRW) to Islamic Jihadist
current understanding regarding the

generalized pathway to acts of

terrorism, in order to add to the
targeted violence.

ghted by th

The Terrorist Radicalization Assessment Protocol; VERA

2 2 given the “exhaustive nature of the data collection
5 ol 2 process” (p. 531). In their study, Goodwill and
E :f-»;’ bt 0 Meloy (2019) quantitatively showed that with the
S g g ® TRAP-18 there are two superordinate factors,
é gl g g o proximal warning behaviors and distal character-
5|2 8 é istics. They also found in the attackers proximal
2 ; 5 B, warning behaviors are present but are largely
ElS v 3 absent in the nonattackers, while in both the
wn D Q
g% 2 attackers and nonattackers, distal characteristics
] . . . .
=z B were present. An interesting finding from this
3 e g study was that three of the distal characteristics
g g (personal grievance and moral outrage, ideologi-
§ . I cal framing, and changes in thinking and emo-
=| g S tion) were found to cluster with the proximal
3 3 < warning behaviors and also the attackers. This
% 8 indicates that there is a stronger co-occurrence of
3] = these three distal characteristics in attackers
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compared to nonattackers. It is interesting to note
here that these three distal characteristics are all
related to motivation. These behaviors are also
closely associated with political and social action,
both violent and nonviolent. Political and social
motivations are commonly included criteria in
defining terrorism as seen in Alex Schmid’s
exhaustive study of the definitional problem of
terrorism (Schmid, 2016). This also seemingly
reflects a particular understanding of terrorist
violence underpinned by social identity theory
and social movement theory. This observation is
significant in that the instrument, seemingly,
intentionally skews toward ideological and
identity-based violence. Due to information lim-
itations, threat assessors may initially be unaware
of whether a client has constructed a particular
social identity and therefore may be unsure as to
whether the instrument’s use is appropriate. Clus-
tering of these “strong” distal characteristics
should indicate the likely presence of proximal
warning behaviors to the threat assessor. If these
three “strong” distal characteristics are exhibited
it would indicate a greater likelihood of there
being proximal warning behaviors present than
any of the other seven distal characteristics (men-
tal disorder, history of criminality, failure to
affiliate with an extremist or other group, greater
creativity and innovation, dependence on the
virtual community, failure of sexually intimate
bonding, and thwarting of occupational goals;
Goodwill & Meloy, 2019).

Meloy et al. (2019) found that, in the attackers
compared to the nonattackers, the proximal warn-
ing behaviors of pathway, identification, energy
burst, and last resort were significantly more
frequent, and directly communicated threat was
significantly less frequent. In the majority of the
attackers, each proximal warning behavior was
present—with the exceptions being novel aggres-
sion (36%) and directly communicated threat
(18%). At least one proximal warning behavior
was identified in every attacker in the sample.
Only two of the proximal warning behaviors
(novel aggression and directly communicated
threat) occurred in most of the nonattackers.
Meloy et al. (2019) outlined some of the potential
limitations with their study. There may be issues
with regards to representation bias and selection
bias as the samples were relatively small and
nonrandom. Also, there was significant time
frame and demographic differences between
the attackers and the nonattackers (and they

were also not matched). Therefore, the possibility
that other unknown factors could have contrib-
uted to the differences in the TRAP-18 findings
cannot be ruled out. Meloy et al. (2019) pointed
out in their article that they “did not have suffi-
ciently reliable data to determine whether or not
the attackers had been risk managed” (pp. 107).
They further go on to say that they also did not
“have sufficient sample sizes to compare any
differences between those nonattackers who
were successfully risk managed, and those who
had no intent to begin with” (pp. 107). Because of
this, they needed to collapse these two groups
(nonattackers who were successfully risk man-
aged and those who had no intent to begin with)
into what became their one comparative “non-
attack” group (Meloy et al., 2019).

The study by Meloy and Gill (2016) found that
the TRAP-18 appears to have utility as an inves-
tigative template and organizing tool for threat
assessment professionals. One of the findings
from this study was that the successful attackers
were significantly more fixated, creative, and
innovative, and failed to have a prior sexually
intimate pair-bond when compared to the
thwarted attackers. It was also found that they
were significantly less likely to have exhibited
pathway warning behavior and be dependent on a
virtual community of like-minded true believers.
This is an interesting finding regarding the differ-
ences between the successful versus thwarted
attacks. However, Meloy and Gill (2016) point
out that these differences need to be considered in
light of the possibility that the TRAP indicators
which discriminated between the successful ver-
sus the thwarted attackers may be a product of
artifacts which are currently unknown. Whether
the individual ends up in the thwarted or success-
ful attacker category may be influenced by arange
of unknown factors (e.g., preemptive policing,
tips, luck) and may not be related to the five TRAP
indicators which discriminated between the two
groups (Meloy & Gill, 2016).

Meloy, Habermeyer, & Guldimann (2015)
found good-to-excellent interrater reliability
and content validity with the TRAP-18 when
applied to a small sample of individual terrorists
in Europe—both lone actors and members of
autonomous cells. They state that one of the
potential limitations with their study is that the
information that they gathered was secondary
(e.g., internet search engines, online newspaper
articles) and not primary (e.g., court records,
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psychological assessment report, police investi-
gative reports), which may impact on the reliabil-
ity and validity of the findings. However, in order
to address this, the researchers confirmed all data
from a minimum of two independent sources
(Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015). In their indepen-
dent study, Garcia-Andrade et al. (2019) found
that the TRAP-18 could be a useful tool for
assessing the risk of terrorist radicalisation in
the mentally ill patient, particularly in the group
of people with severe mental illness in situations
of social exclusion and with a prison record, who
have an increased potential risk of terrorist radi-
calistion as lone actors. Only two patients (of the
13 repeat offenders) were identified as having
carried out a further extremist violent act. Never-
theless, the findings from this study suggest a
significant difference in terms of the total score
(number of indicators present or absent) on the
TRAP-18 (and on the subscales of proximal
warning behaviors and distal characteristics)
between the groups with and without extremist
violence. Specifically, the extremist violence
group were found to have significantly higher
scores (number of indicators on the TRAP-18
present). Another interesting finding from this
study was that the total score of the TRAP-18 was
superior to that of the two subscales of proximal
warning behaviors and distal characteristics (sep-
arately) with regards to predictive precision of for
future acts of extremist violence (Garcia-Andrade
etal., 2019).

Meloy et al. (2021) found that nearly of all the
distal characteristics are antecedent to the proxi-
mal warning behaviors on the TRAP-18. The
only single exception to this was the proximal
warning behavior of fixation. The indicator fixa-
tion was found to precede the distal characteristic
of changes in thinking and emotion. Meloy and
colleagues suggest that one possible explanation
for this observed temporal reversal may be due to
the fact that both of these indicators reflect cog-
nitive changes in thinking that may be challeng-
ing to identify when they first developed (or
ended) accurately—the temporal sequence of
these indicators, in other words. This study did
find that there were roughly similar number of
instances of fixation preceding ideology and ide-
ology preceding fixation which indicates that
ideological framing may cause a fixation which
is pathological or ideology framing may result
from a pathological fixation. Meloy et al. (2021)
also states that their finding would indicate that

pathway, leakage, and on in some cases, directly
communicated threat may be critical points for
intervention. One key potential limitation with
the study by Meloy et al. (2021), which they
acknowledge in their article, is that the sequence
analysis they carried out “does not account for
mediating variables that could be in the sequence
but have not been measured” (p. 15). Time
sequencing explores the temporal relationship
between variables, it does not explore cause
and effect. Time sequencing also does not mea-
sure the duration which an indicator is exhibited/
present or the time that the presence of an indica-
tor begins and ends. Rather, time sequencing is a
“before and after” method which is used to
“quantify data and understand their meaning”
(Meloy et al., 2021).

Only one of the 11 empirical articles investi-
gating the TRAP-18 found some potential limita-
tions with it (which will be discussed within the
context of the methodological limitations of the
study itself; Brugh et al., 2020). Brugh et al.
(2020) were the first to investigate the feasibility
and applicability of the TRAP-18 to a sample of
only jihadism-inspired lone actors and to com-
pare lone actors who endorse the same ideology
across two sociopolitical contexts. This study is
also the first to investigate the priority recom-
mendations provided by the TRAP-18. Overall,
this study indicates that the TRAP-18 indicators
are relevant for lone-actor terrorists given the
higher number of indicators rated as present
compared to absent. However, the finding that
there was, on average, a range of indicators rated
as present starting at just one and less than half of
items rated as present, may suggest some issues
regarding the applicability of the TRAP-18 in-
dicators across lone actors. Specifically, findings
from this study showed that the majority of the
lone actors in this study were still recommended
for Active Monitoring or Active Risk Manage-
ment (the TRAP-18 framework’s two priority
recommendations) even though a number of
the indicators on the TRAP-18 were given arating
of unknown. It could be argued that all indivi-
duals in this study should have received at least
one of the priority recommendations given that
they were all known lone-actor terrorists. How-
ever, three false negatives were produced fol-
lowing the TRAP-18 framework. False
negatives are individuals who were involved
in the planning or perpetration of a lone-actor
terrorist plot but were not recommended for any
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of the priority categories. One of the possible
explanations for these false negatives is that the
three individuals in this study had exhibited
indicators which are currently not included on
the TRAP-18. Another explanation may be that
the authors applied too rigorous an interpreta-
tion of “clustering” for the Active Monitoring
priority recommendation.

Findings from the study by Brugh et al. (2020)
also showed that two to four of the indicators on
the TRAP-18 (fixation, energy burst, leakage, and
dependence on the virtual community) may be
more commonly present and potentially of
greater relevant for the U.S. lone actors when
compared to the European lone actors. This may
be explained by the fact that nine of the U.S. lone
actors, compared to only one of the European lone
actors, involved sting operations which produce
all of information on various items related to the
TRAP-18. Or the difference between the United
States lone actors and the European lone actors
may be due to the significant influence of Western
(most notably, American) researchers in the ter-
rorism field (Brugh et al., 2020). The findings by
Brugh et al. (2020) also indicated that there are
potential challenges in completing the TRAP-18
when only relying on publicly available informa-
tion. Specifically, they found that only four of the
18 indicators (pathway, identification, personal
grievance, framed by ideology) were rated pres-
ent more often than absent or unknown. The
TRAP-18 indicators were also found to be of
more relevance to the United States lone actors,
who had a higher average number of indicators
rated as being present. This may be due to the way
that these cases are reported on in their respective
geographical contacts (United States and Eur-
ope). Much of the research in this area relies
on open-source data which include the news.
In this study, 12 out of the 18 TRAP-18 indicators
(half were proximal warning behaviors and half
were distal characteristics) were rated as
unknown more often compared to present or
absent. Generally, these 12 low-feasibility indi-
cators reflected details regarding the mental state
of the lone actor (fixation, energy burst, last
resort, changes in thinking and emotion, and
mental disorder), prior violence (novel aggres-
sion and criminal violence), vocational success
(thwarting of occupational goals), interpersonal
relationships (failure of sexual-intimate pair-
bonding and failure to affiliate with an extremist
or other group) and communications (leakage,

directly communicated threat). Given that there
are less proximal warning behaviors (n = 8)
compared to distal characteristic (n = 10), it
would appear that proximal warning behaviors
may be more difficult to rate based on information
which is publicly available which is unsurprising
given the tendency for distal characteristics to
reflect historical information which is typically
documented. In this study, indicators which
reflect planning or preparation for an attack
(pathway and creativity and innovation) and
the ideological motivation of the individual
(identification, personal grievance and moral
outrage, and framed by an ideology) were coded
more easily by assessors. This would indicate
that information regarding these elements are
more likely to be captured in public records
when compared to information about the social
and interpersonal context of the individual. This
led the authors to suggest that the TRAP-18 may
be more suitable for postdictive (retrospective)
analyses when there exists a significant amount
of information publicly available (e.g., court
document, psychiatric reports, substantial levels
of report in the media on the case).

However, there are a number of potential lim-
itations with this study by Brugh et al. (2020) that
need to be considered in relation to their findings.
The focus of this study on jihadism-inspired lone-
actor terrorists means that lone actors across a
range of ideologies was not explored with the
TRAP-18 in terms of the relevance of the items
and priority recommendations from assessments.
Some other limitations with this study include the
fact that only information which was publicly
available was used to populate the data set in
this study and the information was somewhat
restricted to sources which were written in English.
These limitations may mean that more accurate
coding on all of the TRAP-18 indicators may have
been possible if the researchers had access to all of
the relevant documents or testimony, for instance.
Some of the indicators on the TRAP-18 (such as
changes in thinking and emotion) may only be
possible to complete as being present or absent (for
example) following an interview with the POC or
based on information obtained from close family
or friends (Brugh et al., 2020).

In terms of risk of bias, four of the six case
studies (Bockler et al., 2017; Erlandsson & Reid
Meloy, 2018; Meloy, Habermeyer & Guldimann,
2015; Meloy & Genzman, 2016) and six of the 11
empirical studies (Goodwill & Meloy, 2019;
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Kupper & Meloy, 2021; Meloy, Roshdi, et al.,
2015; Meloy & Gill, 2016; Meloy et al., 2019,
2021) were co-authored by the developer the
TRAP-18 (Dr. Reid Meloy). The large number
of studies carried out to date involving the devel-
oper of the TRAP-18 isreflective of the fact that the
TRAP-18 is a relatively newly developed tool and
itnot as well known yet among various researchers
and professionals as a result.

Discussion

Six case studies were identified which utilized
the TRAP-18 retroactively (Bockler et al., 2015;
Bockler et al., 2017; Collins & Clark, 2021;
Erlandsson & Reid Meloy, 2018; Meloy,
Habermeyer, & Guldimann, 2015; Meloy &
Genzman, 2016). Eleven studies were identified
which utilized the TRAP-18 to retroactively eval-
uate terrorist incidents (Bockler et al., 2021;
Brugh et al.,, 2020; Challacombe & Lucas,
2019; Garcia-Andrade et al., 2019; Goodwill &
Meloy, 2019; King et al., 2018; Kupper & Meloy,
2021; Meloy et al., 2019; Meloy & Gill, 2016;
Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015; Meloy et al., 2021).
All studies in this review involved TRAP-18
indicators being assessed and coded based on
past events. This retroactive study may result
in hindsight or confirmation bias during the
application of the TRAP-18 to the case
(Goodwill & Meloy, 2019). Another potential
limitation of all the studies carried out is the
retrospective analysis of data which already exist
(nonoperational use of the TRAP-18) means that
no follow-up research or additional information
can be obtained. Future research could explore
the utility of the TRAP-18 in operational, pro-
spective, use. Another source of bias with all the
studies included in this review is overconfidence
that the data are complete.

The majority of studies in this review have
found the focus on 18 empirically based and
potentially observable patterns of behavior to
be a useful approach for the early detection and
case management of radicalization processes.
Studies identified in this review have also found
the TRAP-18 to have excellent interrater reliabil-
ity (e.g., Challacombe & Lucas, 2019; Meloy,
Roshdi, et al., 2015) and criterion validity on
samples of individual terrorists and autonomous
terrorist cells (e.g., Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015;
Meloy & Gill, 2016; ). The findings from the five
case studies published to date have also found the

TRAP-18 to have utility (Bockler et al., 2015;
Bockler et al., 2017; Erlandsson & Reid Meloy,
2018; Meloy & Genzman, 2016; Meloy,
Habermeyer, & Guldimann, 2015).

Only one study identified potential challenges
with completing the TRAP-18 when relying only
on public information. Specifically, they found
that only four of 18 indicators on the TRAP-18
(pathway, identification, personal grievance,
framed by ideology) were rated present more
often than absent or unknown. Their findings
indicated that there is a greater relevance of
TRAP-18 items to U.S. lone actors, when com-
pared to the European jihadism-inspired lone
actors. The U.S. lone actors had a higher average
number of items rated present (Brugh et al.,
2020). The findings by Brugh et al. (2020)
show that there are potential challenges in com-
pleting the TRAP-18 when only relying on pub-
licly available information. Specifically, they
found that only four of 18 items (pathway, iden-
tification, personal grievance, framed by ideol-
ogy) were rated present more often than absent or
unknown. They also found that there was a higher
average number of indicators rated as present in
the U.S. lone actors indicating that the indicators
in the TRAP-18 have a greater relevance to this
particular population.

As a threat assessment instrument, the TRAP-
18 is designed for use with persons who have been
identified because of some kind of threatening or
concerning behavior. We do not know how this
population of individuals would differ from
potential terrorists who do not come to the atten-
tion of a threat assessment team. One implication
of this observation is that retrospective studies of
persons who committed a terrorist act are not
necessarily comparable to individuals who come
to the attention of a threat assessment team.

This review identified six case studies of high-
profile terrorist attacks in which the TRAP-18
was applied retroactively. It is important to
acknowledge the limitations of this approach
since the case study researchers could select cases
that seemed to match the TRAP-18 criteria, giv-
ing an inflated impression of validity. Another
limitation is that most the studies in this review
rely on secondary sources such as new reports that
might not have detected or revealed some of the
proximal warning signs or distal factors—
retrospective case studies are vulnerable to hind-
sight and confirmatory bias. Additionally, all 11
empirical studies identified in this review were
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retrospective studies that compared persons who
committed violence terrorist attacks with a com-
parison group, typically individuals with similar
political or religious views who did not commit a
violent attack. The studies use small samples of
convenience, with statistical analyses of limited
power and without the ability to replicate findings
that might be produced by using so many pre-
dictors in relatively small samples.

Limitations

Measures were taken to minimize the risk of
missing relevant articles. Nevertheless, the pos-
sibility of missing eligible articles can never
entirely be excluded.

Clinical and Legal Implications

As previously pointed out by Guldimann and
Meloy (2020), the application of instruments like
the TRAP-18 is just the first stage. For threat
management to be effective and successful it
requires an interdisciplinary approach involving
collaboration and discussion between police, law
enforcement, forensic, and general mental health
professionals as well as other experts. The devel-
opers of the TRAP-18 (e.g., Meloy, Roshdi, et al.,
2015; Meloy, 2017) recommend that it is used in
conjunction with other assessment tools, such as
the MLG for the Assessment and Management of
Group-Based Violence (MLG; Cook et al., 2013)
and the VERA (Pressman, 2009) as multimethod
assessment practice provides increased accuracy
(Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015).

One of the empirical studies identified in this
review (Guldimann & Meloy, 2020) highlighted
that any given case is much more complex than is
suggested by empirical results or analogies. The
clustering of three “strong” distal characteristics
(personal grievance and moral outrage, ideologi-
cal framing, and changes in thinking and emo-
tion) with the proximal warning behaviors in the
study carried out by Goodwill and Meloy (2019)
would indicate that active management of the
case is required even when no proximal warning
behaviors are present. This conclusion is signifi-
cant in that the presence of proximal warning
behaviors indicates potential imminence, a deter-
mining factor in how to triage cases and deter-
mine resource allocation. Furthermore, having an
agreed-upon method of determining imminence
in the management of persons of concern is

paramount to the very multidisciplinary collabo-
rative practices that Meloy and colleagues pro-
posed. The strength that multidisciplinary
approaches have is that they leverage diverse
professional perspectives and methods and
means for management. But this instrument has
further utility regarding resource allocation in
threat investigations and management.

The instrument’s use of 18 distinct warning
behaviors may assist threat investigators and
evaluators in determining their data collection
requirements. Although there are benefits to col-
lecting as much data as possible on a POC as it
may aid on providing the most holistic picture of
the individual, their behavioral history, the risk of
violence that they pose, their behavioral trajec-
tory, and potential mitigation strategies. How-
ever, the amount of data that an evaluator may
access through open-source methods, criminal
justice databases, financial sources, mental
health, and medical records can be overwhelming
and take significant time to organize and evaluate
delaying the implementation of interventions, a
significant concern when there is imminent threat
to life and danger to public safety. Utilizing the 18
proximal and distal warning behaviors may assist
in determining what types of information will be
of value and streamline the collection process.

Furthermore, this instrument is not used to
provide a clinical diagnosis and is used to identify
behaviors and characteristics, making it accessi-
ble to mental health professional and public safety
officials. Therefore, it lends itself to be widely
used across professional disciplines engaged in
threat management, especially public safety pro-
fessionals with limited to no clinical experience.
Since clinical experience is unnecessary in the
application of the instrument, the findings from an
assessment can be produced during clinical pro-
ceedings, and the instrument’s validity ensures
that its use is defensible in criminal proceedings.

Future Research Directions

The Need for More Independent Research
Investigating the Utility of the TRAP-18

Research exploring the TRAP-18 is still rela-
tively in its infancy. There is a need for additional
research by more independent groups with inde-
pendent samples in order to further investigate if
the TRAP-18 is effective (Meloy, Roshdi, et al.,
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2015; Meloy & Gill, 2016). Such independent
research is encouraged to have larger samples
and known outcome (postdictive) designs
(Meloy & Gill, 2016) and also larger, prospective
research studies (Garcia-Andrade et al., 2019).
There is also a need for more studies in which
the instrument is evaluated within an operational
context such as the 2019 TRAP-18 study involving
data from Canada and the United States (Meloy et
al., 2019). This would require operational entities
such as law enforcement and mental health profes-
sionals to make their data publicly available while
respecting anonymity and client confidentiality.

Need to Investigate and Identify
Possible Protective Factors

One possible limitation of the TRAP-18 is that
there is an absence of any possible protective
factors (Goodwill & Meloy, 2019). Research
exploring and identifying some of the key pro-
tective factors would be useful and could poten-
tially be integrated into the TRAP-18 assessment.
Gill (2015) has also highlighted the lack of
understanding around protective factors. Impor-
tantly, Gill points out that there is a focus on
identifying “risk factors” only and this approach
may lead to confirmation bias. Research is
required to try and identify the relevant protective
factors. Protective factors can be individual fac-
tors (e.g., attitudes, self-control, personality fac-
tors), peer factors (e.g., close relationships with
noncriminal peers, prosocial norms within peer
group, number of affective relationships), and
family factors (e.g., highly connected to family;
Gill, 2015). Conversely, peer and familial factors
demonstrate how potential protective factors may
also present as risk factors (high levels of con-
nectivity within unstable homes, trauma bonding
within familial violence, familial ties to extremist
networks).

Possible Unknown and Potentially
Redundant Existing Indicators on
the TRAP-18

Related to the absence of protective factors, there
may also exist other factors/indicators (both proxi-
mal warning behaviors and distal characteristics)
that have been systematically overlooked which are
more relevant to European lone actors compared to
U.S. lone actors. Research investigating risk factors

for engaging in terrorism, to date, does not appear to
explore both “individual-level and environmental
or situational characteristics” which is particularly
critical to do in research involving comparisons
between terrorist actors across arange of geographic
regions. Supporting the importance of addressing
this gap in the research, studies have identified
differences in terms of the societal-level drivers
of lone-actor terrorism between the U.S. and Europe
(Brugh et al., 2020). There may also be variables
that contribute as much content validity to under-
standing the problem of individual terrorism as
those within the TRAP-18 that have yet to be
identified more generally as well. Meloy,
Habermeyer, & Guldimann, (2015) have also as-
serted that there may be redundancy among the 18
variables which is something which needs further
exploration (Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015).

Evaluating the Ultility of the TRAP-18
in the Context of Routine Practice

The feasibility and utility of the TRAP-18
should be further explored when it has been
completed by a sample of evaluators in the con-
text of routine practice. To date, research has only
tested the feasibility and utility of the TRAP-18 in
the context of research (by researchers). If future
studies are carried out by researchers they should
not only rely on publicly available information
(public records) but also other data sources (e.g.,
collateral informants, interviews with family,
friends, coworkers; Brugh et al., 2020). Studies,
to date, investigating the TRAP-18 have relied
predominantly on secondary information (e.g.,
internet search engines, online newspaper arti-
cles) and to a significantly less extent (if at all)
primary information (e.g., court records, psychi-
atric reports, police investigative reports). The
heavy reliance on secondary data reduces reli-
ability and validity of the study.

Exploring How Evaluators Make
Decisions About Priority
Recommendations Using the TRAP-18

The study by Brugh et al. (2020) points to the
need for further study to investigate prevalence of
the TRAP-18 priority recommendations (how as-
sessors make decisions regarding these) and how
others may interpret and apply “clustering.” In
their article Brugh and colleagues recommended
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that one of the first steps should be to not apply
such a rigid definition across all cases (as they did
in their own study) in order to afford discretion and
reduce the likelihood of a false negative. Research
could, therefore, examine how others interpret and
apply “clustering” (Brugh et al., 2020).

Exploring Differences in the TRAP-18
Indicators Depending on Variables
(e.g., Type of Terrorism and Ideology)

Additionally, empirical research is also needed
to explore whether there are differences in TRAP-
18 indicators depending on the “country of origin,
sampling or analysis” (Goodwill & Meloy,
2019). The feasibility and utility of the TRAP-
18 on a range of types of domestic terrorism is
another useful area for further research
(Challacombe & Lucas, 2019). Further research
also needs to explore whether there are differ-
ences in the TRAP-18 depending on the type of
ideological framing the individual has embraced.
For example, the presence of beliefs that justify
the terrorist’s intention to act whether a religious
or political belief system single-issue conflict or
an idiosyncrasy (Garcia-Andrade et al., 2019).

Should the Three Distal Characteristics
(Personal Grievance and Moral Outrage,
Ideological Framing, and Changes in
Thinking and Emotion) Be Included in
the Proximal Warning Behavior Section?

Goodwill and Meloy’s (2019) finding of three
distal characteristics (personal grievance and moral
outrage, ideological framing, and changes in think-
ing and emotion) which could be more pragmati-
cally belong with the proximal warning behaviors
needs further study (Goodwill & Meloy, 2019).

Cultural and Political Considerations

In examining the utility of the TRAP-18, an
area of concern arises. How applicable are the 18
warning behaviors and indicators across cultures,
political beliefs, and identities? Assessors and
prevention practitioners must assess and manage
individuals of concern across a diverse spectrum
of cultural backgrounds, political affiliations, and
identities (ethnic, racial, gender, and religious).
Therefore, in identifying areas for future research,
it becomes apparent that the TRAP-18 ability to

assess individuals across cultures effectively
should be evaluated. Several of the eight proximal
warning behaviors question the instrument’s abil-
ity to achieve this goal. For example, fixation and
identification may be the result of an individual’s
identity, cultural background, and the lived expe-
rience of their identity group. Individuals from
nations that were once colonial holdings may
fixate on causes such as imperialism and apart-
heid based on a shared identity and cultural
memory. Furthermore, they may identify with
anticolonial figures who engaged in violence to
liberate their countries from colonial powers.
Individuals may dress like these “heroic figures”
due to a sense of national pride rather than dis-
playing an indicator that they are on the pathway
to violence. The issue of cultural reference and
cultural sensitivity can be observed when exam-
ining the 10 distal characteristics. Personal griev-
ance, thwarting of occupational goals, and
criminal violence may be significantly influenced
at the individual level by societal factors such as
intergenerational familial criminal activity and
access to employment based on discrimination.

These examples demonstrate challenges that
may exist in applying this instrument across cul-
tures and the need for further study. The fact that
the instrument is a structured professional judg-
ment should be taken into account when construct-
ing future studies. Some of the concerns might be
addressed if the assessor using the TRAP-18 has a
high level of cultural competence and sensitivity
regarding the culture of the individual whom there
are accessing. However, conversely, the problem
may be made worse if the assessor is not culturally
oriented to the identity of the individual that they
are accessing. Since the population of individuals
who have engaged in acts of lone-actor targeted
violence and terrorism is diverse, further research
in this area is imperative.

Conclusion

The aim of this review was to identify studies
which have utilized the TRAP-18 either prospec-
tively (operational use) or retroactively or studies
which have investigated the validity and reliabil-
ity of the TRAP-18. A total of 14 relevant articles
were identified in the review including six case
studies and 11 empirical articles. The majority of
studies in this review has found the focus on 18
empirically based and potentially observable pat-
terns of behavior to be a useful approach for the
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early detection and case management of radicali-
zation processes.
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