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This article presents a case study examining the pathway to violence of the perpetrator of the
December 13, 2013, Arapahoe High School shooting in Centennial, Colorado, United States.
The analysis focused on identifying which proximal and distal indicators were present in the
case and assessing whether the configuration of the perpetrator would have prompted active
management under Terrorist Radicalization Assessment Protocol-18 (TRAP-18) guidelines.
The purpose was not to evaluate the “preventability” of the attack but rather to examine whether
TRAP-18 indicators meaningfully captured relevant risk factors in a nonterrorism context.
A retroactive application of the TRAP-18 was completed. Based on open-sourced data, the
analysis using the TRAP-18 identified six proximal warning behaviors (pathway, fixation,
identification, energy burst, leakage, and last resort) and four distal characteristics (personal
grievance and moral outrage, thwarting of occupational goals, changes in thinking and
emotion, and failure of sexually intimate pair bonding) that were present. Results suggest that
the TRAP-18, although originally developed for lone-actor terrorism, may demonstrate utility
in cases without a terroristic nexus, such as school-based targeted violence. By applying the
TRAP-18 outside its intended domain, this study explores the potential broader applicability of
structured professional judgment tools in behavioral threat assessment. The case highlights
practical and clinical implications for integrating structured professional judgment tools into
multidisciplinary threat assessment processes to enhance consistency and decision making.

Public Significance Statement

Applying the Terrorist Radicalization Assessment Protocol-18, a structured professional
judgment tool for lone-actor terrorism, retroactively to the perpetrator of the Arapahoe
High School shooting in the United States in 2013 revealed that the perpetrator exhibited
six of the eight proximal warning behaviors (pathway, fixation, identification, energy
burst, leakage, and last resort) and four of the ten distal characteristics (personal
grievance and moral outrage, thwarting of occupational goals, changes in thinking and
emotion, and failure of sexually intimate pair bonding). Karl Pierson presented with 75%
of proximal traits and 40% of distal traits contained within the Terrorist Radicalization
Assessment Protocol-18. This case study suggests the Terrorist Radicalization
Assessment Protocol-18 may represent a useful and potentially effective tool in school
shooting threat assessments.
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Behavioral threat assessment involves the sys-
tematic evaluation of an individual of concern to
determine whether they pose a risk of violence.
Behavioral threat assessment focuses on identifying
risk factors, protective factors, and patterns of con-
cerning behavior, with the aim of informing inter-
vention and management strategies that reduce the
likelihood of violence (National Threat Assessment
Center, 2024). Within this context, structured pro-
fessional judgment (SPJ) tools have been introduced
to enhance the consistency and reliability of threat
assessment (Borum et al., 2022). One example is the
Terrorist Radicalization Assessment Protocol-18
(TRAP-18), a framework composed of 18
indicators—eight proximal warning behaviors
and ten distal characteristics—associated with
lone-actor terrorist violence (Meloy & Gill, 2016).
In the context of a well-trained and authorized
multidisciplinary threat assessment process, the
TRAP-18 is one useful way to ask questions and
analyze information in a given case that has come
to attention. The TRAP-18 is a SPJ tool consisting
of 18 indicators: eight proximal warning behaviors
and ten distal characteristics (Meloy & Gill, 2016).
Proximal warning behaviors are dynamic and
acute, suggesting the need for active case man-
agement. Distal characteristics are more static and
dispositional, indicating background or historical
vulnerabilities. School shootings, while distinct
from terrorism, share certain behavioral pathways,
such as grievance formation, fixation, and evi-
dence of planning (Cornell, 2020; Schildkraut et
al., 2022). However, mostresearch in school-based
threat assessment has focused on models specifi-
cally developed for educational settings, such as
the Comprehensive School Threat Assessment
Guidelines (CSTAG; Cornell, 2018a).

Comparatively little work has examined whether
tools designed for other domains, like the TRAP-
18, may have utility in assessing threats within
schools. It is used internationally (United States,
Canada, Germany, Netherlands, United Kingdom,
Australia, and South Africa) by professionals in

law enforcement, intelligence, mental health,
and security sectors. Once coding is conducted,
assessors are provided a variety of management
suggestions. For example, the presence of any
proximal warning behavior signals the need for
active case management, while distal char-
acteristics alone suggest a case should be
monitored but not necessarily actively managed
(Meloy & Genzman, 2016). Such management
suggestions are discussed in the training for the
TRAP-18 and outlined in the manual. The
TRAP-18 has been the subject of increasing
empirical evaluation. For instance, studies have
demonstrated acceptable interrater reliability
and found that its indicators can retroactively
distinguish individuals who committed lone-
actor terrorist attacks from comparison groups
(e.g., Goodwill & Meloy, 2019; Guldimann &
Meloy, 2020).

There have been a few studies to date which
have examined similarities and differences
between lone-actor attackers compared with
other extreme violent offenders such as public
mass murderers. For instance, Gill et al. (2021)
examined a wide range of demographic, psy-
chologic, and behavioral variables in a group of
71 lone-actor terrorists and a group of 115 public
mass murderers. Findings revealed that, overall,
there was no support for lone-actor terrorists and
public mass shooters being distinct offender
types. Of the 180+ variables [the exact number is
not specified but the variables included socio-
demographic information, preattack behaviors,
behaviors which are specific to the predicate
offense and postevent behaviors] that they
investigated, the majority (80%+) were found
not to be significantly different between the two
groups. In other words, using logistical regression
there were more variables which united the two
types of extreme violent offenders than separated
them. For instance, Gill and colleagues found
similar mobilization pathways, similar forms
of violence committed, with slightly dissimilar

Board of Education, January 15, 2016. Kanan reviewed their
article and provided additional information which the authors
have included in the article as a personal communication.
Kanan’s feedback was invaluable.
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motivational structures between the two groups.
Motivational structures were also found to not
clearly different between the two groups.

Additionally, Clemmow et al. (2022) com-
pared a group of 183 United States offenders,
including 68 lone-actor terrorists, and 115 solo mass
murderers. Based on the risk analysis framework, five
components of the offending process were explored,
namely, propensity, situation, preparatory, network,
and leakage. Cluster analysis identified Profiles
within each of these components. Specifically, pro-
pensity (stable, criminal, unstable), situation, low
stress, high stress (social), high stress (interpersonal),
preparatory (fixated, novel aggression, equipped,
clandestine, predatory, preparatory), leakage (high
leakage, low leakage), and network (lone, associated,
connected). Findings showed that although there
were some significant differences between the two
groups, they found using cluster analysis that of-
fenders previously classified as lone-actor terrorists or
mass murderers occupy a “noteworthy shared space”
(p. 558). The findings from this case study article
would lend further support to the findings by Gill et
al. (2022) and Clemmow et al. As also highlighted by
Gill et al., Borum and colleagues have suggested that
“Analyzing cases by their features, rather than by
their types, might better aid the investigative process,
particularly if each dimension is linked to a key facet
of the attack and tracked across the spectrum of
attack-related activity from idea to action” (Borum et
al,, 2012, p. 104).

Previous Case Studies Which Have Utilized
the TRAP-18 Retroactively

Case studies have been published which have
utilized the TRAP-18 retroactively in order to
explore whether it has reliability in cases where
there is a lone-actor terrorist or self-initiated
terrorist nexus (e.g., Allely, Wicks, & McLaren,
2024; Bockler et al., 2015; Bockler et al., 2017;
Collins & Clark, 2021; Erlandsson & Reid Meloy,
2018; Meloy et al., 2015; Meloy & Genzman,
2016; Tassin & Allely, 2024).

There has been very little study of whether the
TRAP-18 provides structure and reliability when
applied to school-based targeted violence. Allely,
Scheithauer and Langman (2024) applied the
TRAP-18 to the case of Nikolas Cruz (herein referred
to as NC), the perpetrator of the Marjory Stoneman
Douglas High School shooting. Retroactive analysis
using publicly available materials revealed that
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NC exhibited six of the eight proximal warning
behaviors (75%) and eight of the ten distal char-
acteristics (80%). This suggests the TRAP-18 may
be relevant for school shooting threat assessments.
This article seeks to build upon Allely, Scheithauer,
and Langman’s article by replicating the method-
ology of applying the TRAP-18 to a school shooter
to retest the utility of the TRAP-18 on another
school-based attacker. As mentioned earlier, the
TRAP-18 has been used internationally. For
instance, Corner and Pyszora (2022) was the first
to assess the face and content validity of the
TRAP-18 and also the applicability for this tool
within the Australian context.

The present case study works to address
questions around the TRAP-18’s content validity
previously identified through previous studies by
retroactively applying the TRAP-18 to the case of
Karl Pierson (herein referred to as KP), the perpe-
trator of the December 13, 2013 attack at Arapahoe
High School in Centennial, Colorado. Pierson’s
attack, which resulted in the death of one student and
his own suicide, was preceded by concerning be-
haviors that were known to school officials and
prompted a school-based threat assessment prior to
the incident (Woodward & Goodrum, 2016). This
case, therefore, provides an opportunity to examine
how the TRAP-18 might have performed if applied
at the time.

This case study does not aim to determine
“preventability” in hindsight. Rather, its goal is to
explore the applicability and potential utility of the
TRAP-18 outside its original terrorism-focused
context. Specifically, this article examines whether
the TRAP-18 can provide structured insights into
school-based nonterroristic targeted violence and
whether its indicators align with behavioral pat-
terns exhibited by an adolescent school shooter
lacking an ideological or political motive.

Method

Aims of the Present Case Study

This study employed a retroactive case study
design to examine the circumstances surrounding
the December 13, 2013, attack at Arapahoe High
School in Centennial, Colorado. Case study
methodology allows for detailed, contextual-
ized analysis of rare and extreme behaviors that
cannot be experimentally replicated for ethical
and practical reasons (Hartley, 2004). In threat
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assessment research, such designs provide
valuable insights into offender pathways, risk
factors, and missed opportunities for interven-
tion, while recognizing the limitations of ret-
roactive analysis.

A retroactive application of the TRAP-18 was
undertaken using publicly available information
from investigative reports, court documents, peer-
reviewed analyses, and media coverage (Arapahoe
County Sheriff’s Office, 2014; Kanan et al., 2016;
Langman, 2015; Woodward & Goodrum, 2016).
Specifically, some of the open-source information
included: academic papers (e.g., Langman, 2016),
Arapahoe High School Depositions, deposition
exhibits relating to the incident at Arapahoe High
School, excerpts of KP’s journal [KP’s full journal
has not been made public]; Investigative Report:
Arapahoe High School by Kristin McCauley;
Postincident Review: Arapahoe High School
Active-Shooter Incident; Postincident Review:
Arapahoe High School Active-Shooter Incident
and A Review of Psychological Safety and Threat
Assessment: Issues Related to the Shooting at
Arapahoe High School on December 13, 2013.
Also, The Arapahoe County Sheriff’s Office
released over two thousand pages of documents.
We used publicly available official records and
original documents which were listed on the
schoolshooters.info website at https://schoolshoote
rs.info/karl-pierson for this case. These documents
were official documents such as court records and
not media articles which may be inaccurate or
presented with bias.

Two of the authors (CSA and CT) reviewed the
available, relevant open-source information to
conduct the coding for the retroactive application
of the TRAP-18. If at least 50% of proximal and
distal indicators are measured as present this
would be considered support for the potential
value and applicability of TRAP-18 with this
group. Our rationale for this percentage is that
Meloy and Hoffmann (2014) previously stated
that with respect to the proximal warning beha-
viors, on average, about half of these behaviors
occur in those individuals who have carried out an
act of targeted violence.

The TRAP-18 was applied to the available case
information regarding KP. Each of the 18 indicators
were coded for presence or absence based on
documented behaviors and statements preceding
the attack. Two of the authors (CSA and CT)
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independently applied the TRAP-18 retroactively
and then met to discuss their coding. Agreement
was found across all codes between the two authors.
It is important to note that, in practice, this is not the
proposed way to utilize the TRAP-18. We made the
decision to approach it this way in order to add a
layer of reliability to the coding, as well as this
being the approach adopted by Allely, Scheithauer,
and Langman (2024) in their case analysis of the
perpetrator of the Marjory Stoneman Douglas
High School shooting. Consistent with previous
authors who applied the TRAP-18 retroactively to
the perpetrator of the Frankfurt Airport attack in
2011 (a 21-year-old man who shot several U.S.
soldiers, murdering two U.S. airmen, and severely
wounding two others; Bockler et al., 2015) and the
authors who applied the TRAP-18 retroactively to
the perpetrator of the Marjory Stoneman Douglas
High School shooting (Allely, Scheithauer, &
Langman et al., 2024), the two authors who con-
ducted the coding for the present study, focused on
the following:

1. Sequences of biographical events in the
perpetrator’s life to identify personal
crises, turning points, and triggers leading
to changes in his thinking, emotions, and
behavior.

2. Testimonies and writings of the perpetrator
himself to gain insights into his perception,
self-concept, and implicit theories, as well
as conscious and unconscious motives for
behavior.

3. The perpetrator’s habits and actions observed
by the social environment to discern escalat-
ing and warning behaviors in the run-up to
the deed.

4. Constant or changing social networks and
social reactions that were meaningful to the
perpetrator to make out associates and
enemies as well as to understand exacerbat-
ing and mitigating effects on the perpetrator’s
behavior, thinking, and emotions (Bockler et
al., 2015, p. 155).

While this procedure differs from operational
practice, in which multidisciplinary teams evaluate
cases, it was used here to provide additional reli-
ability within the research setting (Goodwill &
Meloy, 2019). CSA and CT are both trained in
the use of the TRAP-18 and utilize the TRAP-18
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manual and coding documents. Both CSA and CT
have applied the TRAP-18 in previous peer-re-
viewed publications. CT has been trained in the
TRAP-18 for 5 years and has applied the tool to
over 45 individual threat assessment cases within
a community based targeted violence prevention
program. Additionally, Linda Kanan, a school
psychologist, was one of the authors of the “Review
of Psychological Safety and Threat Assessment
Issues Related to the Shooting and Arapahoe High
School on December 13, 2013 which was pre-
sented to the Littleton Public School District and
Board of Education, January 15, 2016. Kanan re-
viewed our article and provided additional infor-
mation which we have included in the article as a
personal communication.

Case Study of KP

Life Prior to Attack

KP was born on September 3rd, 1995. KP’s
parents divorced when he was a junior in high
school and he lived with his mother and sister
during the time of the attack (McCauley, n.d.). In
interviews conducted after the attack, his sister
described him as a good brother and kind to her,
and his father mentioned that he was a proficient
shooter through his involvement in the Venture
Crew program that held a firearms related event
(McCauley, n.d.). In the investigative report,
redacted interviews with a variety of KP’s peers
described him as intelligent, liberal, very sweet,
quirky, verbally aggressive, self-serving narcis-
sist, “honestly scary” and that he “liked to get his
point across” and ‘“‘shock people to get their
reaction” (McCauley, n.d.). KP was a member,
and later captain, of the speech and debate team at
Arapahoe High School and was described by his
coach as “nerdy, socially inept and clunky”
(McCauley, n.d.). This same coach admitted to
having reservations about promoting KP to cap-
tain due to poor decision making at tournaments
and inappropriate comments but hoped that it
would grow and develop his self-confidence
(McCauley, n.d.). The coach continued to have
difficulties with KP’s leadership and overall
behavior, ultimately resulting in KP’s removal as
captain on September 3rd, 2013. The precip-
itating behavior included another teacher re-
porting that KP was verbally bullying other
students in class and an incident where he no-
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call/no-showed for a team fundraiser that he
had signed up to support (McCauley, n.d.).
During the meeting regarding his removal as
captain, his coach recalled alook of hatred in KP
and had expressed to other teachers that he had a
“bad gut feeling” about KP (McCauley, n.d.).

The afternoon following KP’s removal, another
teacher approached the coach to inform him that
he overheard KP state something to the effect of
“I’m going to kill that [Coach’s name]” during a
heated conversation between KP and his mother.
This prompted the coach to inform the school
administration, who later spoke with KP’s mother,
who corroborated the threat to kill overheard by
the teacher and agreed to keep him out of school
for the remainder of that week (Arapahoe County
Sheriff’s Office, 2014, p. 1407; McCauley, n.d.).
KP’s mother would bring KP to a local behavioral
health facility for a mental health assessment the
Monday following this incident—of which the
therapist reported to KP’s mother that KP was not
a threat to himself or others. KP was never for-
mally suspended for this incident, but a reentry
meeting was required prior to his return.

A threat assessment was conducted by the school
psychologist prior to KP’s return to the school, who
opined that KP was safe to return to school. KP was
allowed to participate in the speech and debate team
for tournaments but was banned from attending
practices—a boundary that he would disregard.
Following his removal as captain, KP’s behavior
escalated. He was reported to act out in classes—
becoming more disrespectful to staff, verbally
aggressive toward his peers and disruptive-banging
on classroom doors and screaming when acci-
dentally locked out of the classroom on one inci-
dent. His grades dropped significantly—his once B
average dropped to low Ds. This academic decline
occurred during the course of his senior year at
Arapahoe High School, particularly in the months
leading up to the attack. Additionally, with specific
regard to the banging on classroom doors, KP left
the classroom to go to the bathroom. When he came
back he found the door to the classroom had been
locked and a student would not unlock it for him. In
response to this, KP pounded the door for 30 s.
When the teacher opened the door she asked KP
“Areyou serious” and KP yelled his response, “as a
heart-attack.” His pounding on the door was so
forceful one of the teachers four doors down
beard him (Arapahoe County Sheriff’s Office,
2014, p. 1518).
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Attack

On December 13, 2013, at approximately
12:33 pm, KP entered Arapahoe High School
armed with a pump-action shotgun, three Molotov
cocktails (which is a hand-thrown incendiary
weapon which is a frangible or fragile container
which is filled with flammable substances and has a
fuse) and a hunting knife, through unsecured doors
that led to an area referred to as the “Trophy
Hallway” where students frequently congregated.
A school janitor noticed KP running to the doors
with the weapon and was able to tell administration
to initiate a lockdown. Immediately upon entering
the Trophy Hallway, KP fired one shot aimed at two
female students sitting on a bench. He then fired a
second and third shot that hit one student, later
identified at Claire Davis, in the head and in the
back. KP then ran through the hallway toward the
library and was heard yelling “Where the fuck is
[Coach’s name]?” As he entered the library, he fired
two shots at the coach as he [the coach] ran out of
a door leading to outside of the school. The coach
was able to escape uninjured. KP then set the
shotgun down, lit a Molotov cocktail and threw it
onto a bookcase, setting it on fire (McCauley, n.d.).
KP then took his own life with a gunshot to the head
in the library, where he was found by the re-
sponding school resource officer.

Presence or Absence of TRAP-18 Indicators

A retroactive application of the TRAP-18 was
applied to this case. We have chosen to code
warning behaviors up until the attack rather than
prior to the threat assessment process that he
underwent because we wish to focus on exam-
ining the applicability and utility of the TRAP-18
to a juvenile in this context. We recognize that we
have the advantage of retroactive analysis and
have information that was not known (or had not
yet been exhibited) by KP at the time he was in the
threat assessment process.

Two of the authors independently coded the
available information and later met to conduct
consensus coding. In the case of KP, six proximal
warning behaviors (pathway, fixation, identifi-
cation, energy burst, leakage, and last resort) were
coded and four distal characteristics (personal
grievance and moral outrage, thwarting of occu-
pational goals, changes in thinking and emotion,
and failure of sexually intimate pair bonding). See
Table 1 for a summary of the findings.
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Discussion

This retroactive case application examined
whether the TRAP-18, originally developed for
lone-actor terrorism, could meaningfully capture
relevant warning behaviors in a school-based
targeted violence case. The analysis identified
the presence of six proximal warning behaviors
(pathway, fixation, identification, energy burst,
leakage, and last resort) and four distal char-
acteristics (personal grievance and moral out-
rage, thwarting of occupational goals, changes
in thinking and emotion, and failure of sexually
intimate pair bonding). Overall, KP presented
with 75% of proximal traits and 40% of distal
traits contained within the TRAP-18. As men-
tioned in the introduction, Allely, Scheithauer,
and Langman (2024) were the first to apply the
TRAP-18 to the case of the perpetrator (NC) of
the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School
shooting. In their retroactive case analysis, NC
exhibited six of the eight proximal warning
behaviors (pathway, fixation, identification,
leakage, last resort, and directly communicated
threat) and eight of the ten distal characteristics
(personal grievance and moral outrage, framed
by an ideology, dependence on the virtual
community, thwarting of occupational goals,
changes in thinking and emotion, failure of
sexually intimate pair bonding, mental disorder
and criminal violence). Overall, NC presented
with 75% of proximal traits and 80% of distal
traits contained within the TRAP-18. Although
there are only two school shooter cases where
the TRAP-18 has been applied retroactively to
date, it is noteworthy that in both of the school
shooting cases the number of proximal warning
behaviors is much higher than the average for an
individual terrorist or person of concern which
is around 50% (Meloy & Hoffmann, 2014).

TRAP-18 and Broader Applicability

The findings suggest that several TRAP-18 in-
dicators aligned with documented behaviors and
characteristics in KP’s case. This does not just
provide support for the TRAP-18 in terms of
providing structure and applicability when applied
to school-based targeted violence, but it also
has broader implications for researchers, threat
assessment professionals, and practitioners thinking
about the uniqueness of terrorism. We recommend
further evaluations of the psychometric properties
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(i.e., reliability and validity) of the TRAP-18 with
nonterroristic school-based shootings. It would also
be valuable to include testing whether it can ret-
roactively distinguish individuals who committed
school shootings from comparison groups. Within
the behavioral threat assessment context, grievance
fueled violence may not be too dissimilar to cases of
lone-actor or self-initiated terrorism.

The present case adds to a small but growing
body of literature suggesting its potential broader
relevance (Allely & Wicks, 2022). However, the
tool does not address all risk factors relevant in
school contexts, such as peer dynamics, family
engagement, and academic decline, which are
often included in school-specific protocols like
the Comprehensive School Threat Assessment
Guidelines (CSTAG; Cornell, 2018a). The absence
of these factors may contribute to deficits in validity
of the application of the TRAP-18 in the assessment
of school-based nonterroristic violence as these risk
factors may represent critical data points within a
juvenile’s life. With this, challenges within school-
based threat assessment protocols continue to be
identified by researchers suggesting value may be
added through the integration of nonschool-based
assessment tools.

Rossetal. (2022) conducted a systematic review
of empirical threat assessment investigations to
inform evidence-based practices for school threat
assessment. Findings revealed that the primary threat
assessment framework utilized by the sample was
the Virginia School Threat Assessment Guidelines
and the revised version, the Comprehensive
School Threat Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG,
Cornell, 2018b). However, school-based targeted
violence assessments or tools may not necessarily
be equipped to identify or interpret these pathway
behaviors with the same degree of nuance as the
TRAP-18. The TRAP-18 can also be integrated
into broader investigative processes (e.g., intel-
ligence gathering, case management). School-
based assessments, on the other hand, are focused
specifically on the educational environment and
may lack emphasis on coordination with external
agencies.

As also stated by Ross et al. (2022), based on
the findings from their systematic review of
empirical threat assessment investigations to
inform evidence-based practices for school threat
assessment: “there was minimal evidence of
implementation fidelity of the threat assessment
frameworks, highlighting the need for fidelity

Template Version: 08 Dec 2025 m 2:33pm IST

measures to evaluate threat assessment imple-
mentation in schools” (p. 444). This finding
appears relevant in the case of the Arapahoe High
School attack, in which official case documents
revealed systemic issues regarding the school’s
threat assessment process. Horgan et al. (2024)
also outlined a number of strategies that can be
used in order to mitigate the threat of targeted
school violence. For instance, they explored
opportunities which can assist school personnel
identify, assess, and manage threats of violent
extremism. Horgan and colleagues also explore a
number of ways in which school psychologists
can increase awareness and help bring about
individual and systemic changes to prevent violent
extremism in schools (Horgan et al., 2024).

Systemic and Procedural Considerations

The 2013 school-based threat assessment con-
cluded that KP posed a “low level” of concern and
did not initiate ongoing monitoring or follow up.
Subsequent reviews highlighted systemic short-
comings, including limited experience among staff,
insufficient information-sharing, and the absence
of a designated coordinator to collate risk infor-
mation across sources in the case of KP (Kanan et
al., 2016; Woodward & Goodrum, 2016). These
structural gaps illustrate that even when concerning
behaviors are recognized, their significance may be
underestimated without a structured framework to
guide decision-making.

The application of TRAP-18 to this case also
underscores challenges in how threat assessments
are conducted in educational settings and SPJ
tools like the TRAP-18 may help fill this gap by
formalizing how warning signs are coded,
reducing reliance on subjective judgment, and
encouraging active management when proximal
indicators are present (Meloy & Genzman, 2016).
However, SPJ tools are not a substitute for sys-
temic capacity. Effective threat management still
requires multidisciplinary teams, information-
sharing protocols, and ongoing case monitoring
(National Threat Assessment Center, 2024).
Additional research is needed to evaluate the
efficacy of school-based threat assessment pro-
tocols to determine whether the integration of
nonschool context tools, such as the TRAP-18,
would support increased identification and man-
agement of individuals at risk of targeted violence.
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14 ALLELY, TASSIN, McLAREN, AND HORGAN

Implications for Prevention

The case demonstrates that structured tools
can contribute to violence prevention efforts by
providing consistency, guidance, and transpar-
ency in assessing concerning behavior. The
TRAP-18 offers a framework that may reduce the
likelihood of prematurely downplaying threats
when risk indicators cluster together. With this,
caution remains warranted. The tool was not
designed for adolescents or school-based cases
and more research is required to evaluate its
validity and reliability in these populations.
Future studies could examine its application across
multiple school cases and compare outcomes with
established school-specific protocols.

Practical and Clinical Implications

The retroactive application of the TRAP-18
to this case underscores several lessons for the
practice of behavioral threat assessment. First,
SPJ tools can provide consistency, guidance and
transparency when evaluating concerning beha-
viors. In this case, multiple proximal warning
behaviors and distal characteristics were identi-
fiable through the TRAP-18 tool. Had such a
structured process been employed in real time, it
may have supported a more accurate classifi-
cation of concern and encouraged active case
management. Additionally, SPJs such as the
TRAP-18 should not be used in isolation.
Effective threat management requires a multi-
disciplinary team process that includes a wide
breadth of experience such as mental health
professionals, educators, law enforcement, and
administrators (National Threat Assessment
Center, 2024). Tools such as the TRAP-18 can
serve as a guide for structuring observations and
assessments, but information-sharing protocols,
team training, and ongoing monitoring remain
critical to ensuring meaningful identification,
assessment and intervention of individuals of
concern.

This particular case highlights the risk of over-
reliance on categorical threat assessment outcomes
(e.g., “low,” “medium,” or “high” levels of concern).
Broad classifications risk obscuring nuanced risk
factors and have the potential to contribute to missed
opportunities for early intervention or follow up. SPJ
tools provide item-level coding that can highlight
specific areas of concern, such as fixation, pathway

Template Version: 08 Dec 2025 m 2:33pm IST

behaviors, or mood disturbance, which can help
to guide tailored interviews and interventions
(Meloy & Genzman, 2016).

While the TRAP-18 was designed for adult
lone-actor terrorism cases, its potential applica-
bility to adolescents appears initially promising.
However, certain factors central to adolescence
such as developmental considerations, school
context, and family dynamics, are not included
and may result in false negatives. This alone
presents a large concern that should be factored
into ultimate decisions around utility in school-
based settings. Additionally, the TRAP-18’s ter-
rorism-focused language may be inaccessible or
even off-putting for school-based professionals,
resulting in less willingness to utilize the tool over
other SPJs that were specifically designed for a
school setting. Ultimately, additional research
is needed to determine whether the TRAP-18
can be reliably adapted for use with adolescents
or whether its principles should be selectively
integrated into school-specific protocols such as
the Comprehensive School Threat Assessment
Guidelines (CSTAG; Cornell, 2018a).

Conclusion

This case study applied the TRAP-18 retro-
actively to the perpetrator of the Arapahoe High
School Attack in 2013. The analysis identified six
proximal warning behaviors (pathway, fixation,
identification, energy burst, leakage, and last
resort) and four distal characteristics (personal
grievance and moral outrage, thwarting of occu-
pational goals, changes in thinking and emotion,
and failure of sexually intimate pair bonding) that
were present for the perpetrator. This case study
suggests the TRAP-18 may represent a useful and
potentially effective tool in school shooting threat
assessments.
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