Risk Factors for Approach
Behavior Toward the U.S. Congress

Mario J. Scalora
Jerome V. Baumgartner
William Zimmerman
David Callaway
Mary A. Hatch Maillette
Christmas N. Covell
Russell E. Palarea
Jason A. Krebs
David O. Washington

ABSTRACT. Recent attention within the risk assessment literature has
focused upon the nature of targeted violence (i.e., threat assessment).
The present study analyzes 316 cases of threatening and inappropriate
contacts toward members of the U.S. Congress and their staffs, with an
in-depth analysis concerning the role pre-contact (c.g., prior threat,
non-approach contact) and contact behaviors may have in influencing
subsequent problematic approach. Contrary to previous research, nearly
half of the approachers engaged in pre-approach contacts toward the tar-
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get. Those subjects engaging in approach behavior were more likely o
have had a history of prior contact with other federal Taw entorcement
agencies, to utilize multiple methods of contact, and were less Tikely to
have articulated threats prior to approach. Among those subjects engag-
ing in physical approach toward a protectee, risk factors for pre-approach
contacts also mirrored many of the approach risk factors, suggesting a
subgroup of approachers who engage in more intensive contact behav-
iors. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery
Service:  1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: ~ <getinfo@haworthpress.com>
Webnite. <hup.iww.llaworthPress.coms © 2002 by The Heaworth Press, Ine. All
rights reserved. ]
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The scientific literature pertaining to the assessment of risk for vio-
lence has grown substantially in recent years. Empirical work has at-
tempted to identify factors that can be readily ascertained and combined
to provide incrementally better prediction of violence over chance. Re-
scarch has examined the predictive utility of a variety of demographie,
psychological, and behavioral characteristics and found some factors
that appear to consistently relate to future violence with varying degrees
of consistency (e.g., Lyon, Hart, & Webster, 2001; Monahan &
Steadman, 1994; Quinsey, Harris, Rice, & Cormier, 1998). For the most
part, however, this research has concentrated on assessing risk of vio-
lence toward a wide range of potential victims—ultimately identifying a
general risk of violence. The assessment of this general risk of violence
incorporates factors that are most commonly and reliably associated
with either any violent behavior or specific forms of violent behavior,
such as physically assaultive or sexually assaultive behavior. Mcan-
while, a more recent body of literature has begun to examine risk of vio-
lence toward an identifiable target—or targeted violence. Some of this
rescarch has focused on the study of stalking behavior among those ob-
sessed with areal or imagined relationship with the victim (e.g.. Meloy,
1908, 2001; Palarea, Zona, T.ane, & Langhinrichsen-Rohling. 1998).
while efforts have examined, classified, or identified risk factors among
threats and violence targeting public figures (c.g.. Borum, Fein,
Vossckuil, & Berglund, 1999; Calhoun, 1998: Dictz. Matthews, Martell
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et al., 1991; Dietz, Matthews, Van Duyne et al., 1991; Fein &
Vossekuil, 1999).

The study and assessment of targeted violence is unique because the
concept of risk narrows to represent risk toward a particular target. A
sound threat assessment methodology relies on a range of contextual,
subject-level, and behavioral factors, many of which are commonly as-
sociated with current structured assessment approaches, to engineer the
best estimate of the subject’s risk of violence toward the specific target
(Borum et al., 1999). Judgments of violence potential in threat assess-
ments, as in general risk assessiments, have been described as similar (o
meteorological predictions or forecasts, relying on frequent practice,
base-rate information, actuarial support, availability of informational
feedback, and dissemination of knowledge (Monahan & Steadman,
1996). Yet, these forecasts are even more challenging when they entail
the prediction of violence toward a particular individual. Furthermore,
as Coggins, Pynchon, and Dvoskin (1998) highlight, the threat assess-
ment literature generally lacks the support of converging empirical ef-
forts that identity risk factors for targeted violence. These authors also
point out that not only has the literature lacked a systematic appraisal of
risk factors among an array of violent and nonviolent cases, but the defi-
nition and threshold of violence or other problematic behavior has also
been fairly inconsistent.

Since the bulk of the threat assessment research has been conducted
by those responsible for protecting high-profile individuals (e.g., the
U.S. Secret Service), or drawn from related databases (e.g., clinical
samples of threatening persons), research results have primarily come
from the threats or violence toward public figures. Studies drawn from
these cases have generally been derived from samples representing dis-
crete types of contactors and contact behavior. Some of these analyses
have concentrated on the most extreme forms of violence, such as assas-
sination (e.g., Heyman, 1984; Rothstein, 1964; Weinstein & Lyerly,
1969) and attack behavior (Fein & Vossekuil, 1999). In the most recent
of these studies, Fein and Vossekuil (1999) presented the most com-
plete examination of cases involving actual attack or assassination of a
public figure. Their analysis offered compelling evidence that certain
elements are more common than others among those engaging in the
most violent behavior. Namely, most attackers were described as social
isolutes with histories of harassing behavior. Such auwackers were also
known to have histories of explosive/angry behavior; yet only half had
histories of violent behavior and few had histories of violent crime or
incarceration. Most of the attackers also had a history of weapon use
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and an interest in militant/radical ideation or groups. Fein and Vossekuil
also noted a variety of features of mental illness that were present
among attackers. In particular, many had a history of depression and
suicidal ideation/behavior, as well as a history of contact with mental
health professionals. The relationship between delusional ideation and
attack-related behavior appeared insignificant, though delusions were
not uncommon among these violent cases. suggesting some relevance.

Additional studies have examined characteristics of cases involving
less violent, yet still appreciably risky behavior. Several early studies
examined characteristics of psychotic individuals who visited federal
covernment targets (Hoffman, 1943; Sebastiani & Foy, 1965) and de-
scribed general attributes of contactors and their reasons for visiting
sites. However, these studies were descriptive in nature and attempted
to enhance our understanding of those who engage in such behavior
rather than to establish an empirically defined set of risk-enhancing tac-
tors for potential violence. The subjects in these studies were individu-
als who were ultimately institutionalized and who had gone so far as to
actually place themselves in close physical proximity to their target,
which could be inherently deemed to be a high-risk behavioral out-
come. In contrast, Logan, Reuterfors, Bohn, and Clark (1984) did not
require approach toward the target for a subject to be included in their
study, permitting the identification of a number of features related to
threateners who verbally threatened a president and who were consid-
cred by the researchers to be more dangerous. These features related to
the subject’s functional ability to inflict harm, preoccupation with the
target, reason for contact, and history of violent crimes. Interestingly,
many of these factors correspond to those in the current general risk as-
sessment literature. While Logan et al. (1984) distinguished these
risk-enhancing characteristics. a concrete type of actual or attempted vi-
olence was not a criterion used for differentiating threatener and com-
parison groups, highlighting that the purpose of their analysis was to
describe common features of these threateners, not to define an cmpiri-
cally-derived set of risk factors for violence.

A< implied earlier, defining the threshold for high-rick hehavior is
crucial to threat assessment research. Professionals within the Taw en-
forcement community, as well as researchers studying targeted vio-
lenee, need to enforce a threshold that allows for the best assurance of
safety without hindering a person’s right to free speech. To address this
need, high-risk behavior could be thought to include any problematic
attempt to approach the target, consistent with Dictz and colleagues’
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(1991) suggestion that closer “physical proximity to the [target is]
where the possibility of an attack is the greatest” (p. 186). The risk of
such attack would also extend to those intercepting and impeding the
subject’s physical contact with the target. Utilizing this level of behav-
ior as the threshold broadens the scope of risk to include behavior that
could lead most directly to violence, and it provides the law enforce-
ment and threat assessment professional with the ability to construct the
most effective protective strategies and intervene at the earliest phase of
a potentially violent encounter. By establishing the threshold at physi-
cal approach or atteinpted physical approach, a larger number of prob-
lematic incidents potentially culminating in physical violence could be
encompassed. Indeed, law enforcement professionals responsible for
assessing threats already use approach as a proxy for high-risk behavior
(e.g., the U.S. Capitol Police; Scalora & Callaway, 2000).

Scveral attempts have been made to analyzc thie thicatening contact
behavior of those who have approached their chosen target. Recently,
Calhoun (1998) examined threats and violence against federal judicial
officials and discovered relationships between several contact charac-
teristics and increased levels of violence or potential violence that were
reminiscent of previous findings from threat assessment research. Not
surprisingly, he discovered that those who sought physical contact with
the target, or placed themselves within close proximity to the target,
were more likely to have had prior violent histories than those who did
not. Furthermore, the subject’s expressed motive for contacting the tar-
get also bore some relationship to violence. In particular, ideological
motives unrelated to a specific case and motives tied directly to the vic-
tim were more often associated with greater levels of violence than mo-
tives described as personal to the subject, related to crime, or blatantly
irrational. Additional variables, such as hiding one’s identity, having a
known affiliation to a group or organization, and having known accom-
plices, were also related to greater levels of violence or potential vio-
lence. Unfortunately, however, such subject-level information was
frequently unavailable, a common pitfall inherent in many threat as-
sessment.

In another study, Dietz, Matthews, Martell et al. (1991) examined
written communications directed at members of the United States Con-
gress in one of the more systematic attempts to empirically identify risk
factors for approach behavior among a stratified sample of approach
and non-approach cases. Dietz and his colleagues identified 10 risk-en-
hancing factors of problematic approach behavior, such as repetitive
letter writing, multiple contact methods (i.c., telephoning and writing),
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and providing identifying information. In addition, certain elements
pertaining to a subjecet’s perecived relationship to the target and associ
ated goals for the contact were related, such as: (1) pereciving the target
as benefactor or rescuer; (2) repeatedly mentioning romantic themes;
(3) expressing desire for face-to-face contact; and (4) sceking help,
valuables, or recognition. Furthermore, the data showed that use of
threat, expressions of anger or hostility, a perception of persecution, and
attempts to instill fear or worry in the target were significantly unrelated
to approach behavior. These findings suggested that pre-approach con-
tacts exhibiting a great deal of anger and threat may initially invoke lear
ol physical harm, arouse concern, and attract attention, yet are not
ncarly as predictive of approach as are contacts that exhibit seemingly
less malevolent themes as well as innocuous signs of threat posed, some
of which are potentially related to mental illness.

Consistent across several studies, and a central tenet of threat assess-
ment literature, is that making a threat of violence is not predictive of
posing a threat of, or engaging in, a violent or potentially violent act
(Fein & Vossekuil, 1998, 1999). While some attackers or potential at-
tackers may alert third parties, or even the target, of their violent inten-
tions, verbalization of a threat is not overly associated with physical
approach or attack and, therefore, is not necessarily a predictive risk
factor for violence within this context. In addition. authorities have tra-
ditionally intervened more quickly when threats have been articulated,
potentially averting situations that may have escalated to a more prob-
lematic level. In any event, the limited predictive value of threatening
statements has emerged across studies involving the security of govern-
mental targets (e.g., Baumgartner, Scalora, & Plank, 2001; Calhoun,
1998; Dietz, Matthews, Martell et al., 1991; Dietz, Matthews, Van
Duyne et al., 1991; Fein & Vossekuil, 1999).

In a similar vein, several of us had previously engaged in a large-scale
study of 4,387 cases involving threatening and other problematic contact
toward members of Congress over several years (Scalora et al., 2001).
The cases were analyzed regarding documented subject characteristics,
articutated motives, as well as several aspects of contact behavior, in re-
lativn to approach behavior. Approachers were significantly less likely
to have articulated threat language prior to or during their contacts and
were also less likely to have stated a policy grievance (foreign or do-
mestic) as the source of their concern. Furthermore, approachers were
substantially more likely to have expressed help-seeking requests as
part of their prior and approach-related contacts and were less likely to
have engaged in racist or sexualized behavior witlrin their contacts.
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Approachers were also significantly more likely to have had a criminal
record as well as to have displayed symptoms suggestive of major men-
tal illness.

As the body of literature on targeted violence continues to grow, the
need to identity risk factors for problematic approach remains. Al-
though the base-rate of violence is low, the need for predictive factors is
no clearer than in the protection of government figures (Coggins,
Pynchon, & Dvoskin, 1998). While other research has identified poten-
tially valuable risk factors, a better understanding of factors that can be
ascertained quickly and easily by law enforcement professionals when
threat management cases initially arise (e.g., motives stated, nature of
contact behavior, threatening language) may enhance the effectiveness
of threat assessment and management strategies. Law enforcement pro-
fessionals charged with the protection of political fignres require strate-
gies utilizing risk factors that are easy to understand and identify from
available case information. At times, initial risk assessment determina-
tions must be made under time-pressured conditions and with limited
amounts of subject and contact information. In other situations, a longer
pattern of behavior can be documented along with more thorough and
detailed subject information. Continued empirical study of the configu-
ration of a range of risk factors for problematic and targeted approach
behavior can enhance the reliability and validity of risk determinations.

The present study is a follow-up to our large scale study (Scaloraetal.,
2001) and seeks to assess the predictive value of a set of subject and con-
tact behavior-related factors displayed by a mixed sample of those who
either have or have not attempted to approach a congressional target. Uti-
lizing risk factors derived from studies that have focused on characteris-
tics of communication behavior (e.g., Baumgartner, Scalora, & Plank,
2001; Calhoun, 1998; Dietz, Matthews, Martell et al., 1991) or on be-
haviors leading up to attack (e.g., Fein & Vossekuil, 1999) involving
political targets, we attempted to systematically assess a range of fac-
tors pertinent to problematic approach behavior. More focused atten-
tion, however, will be given to several aspects of pre-approach contact
behaviors among cases involving approach. Regarding pre-approach
behavior, multiple studies have implied that approachers tend not to en-
gage in threatening pre-approach contact (Dictz, Matthews, Martell et
al., 1991; Fein & Vossekuil, 1999), though the nature of pre-approach
contact is not yet thoroughly understood. The present study attempts to
assess the nature of pre-approach contact in more detail.
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Data were drawn from investigative files of the U.S. Capitol Police’s
(USCP) Threat Assessment Section (TAS). Established in 1828, the
USCP is the law enforcement agency with national jurisdiction that is
primarily responsible for the security of members of the United States
Congress, congressional staff, visitors to the LIS, Capital, ag well as
congressional offices throughout the nation. All incidents of either a
threatening or suspicious nature are reported to and managed by the
TAS. which 18 responsible for performing the relevant investigative and
risk assessment activity. All cases are initially screened to determine the
intensity/timeliness of TAS intervention. Utilizing contemporary knowl-
edge of violence risk factors, members of the TAS engage in threat as-
sessment and management activity to prevent and address an escalation
ol risk toward their protectees (Scatora & Callaway, 2000).

The present sample of 316 cases was randomly drawn from the case
files of the TAS among those cases that were investigated between Oc-
tober 1998 and July 1999 (a total sample of approximately 1,500 cases).
Approach cases (n = 104) were identified based on any reported and
documented actual approach toward a target under the USCP’s protec-
tion. A subject was considered to have approached (coded yes/no) if ei-
ther the case information indicated an attempted (intercepted by law
enforcement) or actual face-to-face contact with a member of the con-
gressional community (e.g., member of Congress, staff, USCP person-
nel, or visitor). The comparison group of non-approach cases (n = 212)
was also identified based on a lack of reported and documented ap-
proach behavior. Cases that included the use of threatening language
were over-sampled among the TAS files in an effort to guarantee a high
representation of threat language between both groups and ensuring us
the ability to cxaminc the relationship between pre approach and ap-
proach behavior.

A variety of subject and contact-level variables were considered for
cxamination, as suggested by existing research. Concerning subject
characteristics, the authors coded whether subjects identified them-
selves within the contact, or attempted to disguise their true identity
in any manner (coded: not identify self/identily seil). Subjects were
suspected of suffering from a serious mental iliness (coded: nofyes) if
certain behaviors, or a combination thereol, were noted, including
sell reported hallucinations, incoherence or disorganization of thoughts
or obvious delusional presentation (e.g., paranoia, complaints of thought
insertion or withdrawal), Criminal history was drawn both from the Na-
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tional Crime Information Center (NCIC) records as well as from con-
tact information provided by local law enforcement that may not always
be accounted for within national or state law enforcement databases.
Criminal history was classified into the following categories of charges:
drug/alcohol (e.g., possession, manufacture distribution, DW1), property
(e.g., theft, burglary), violent (e.g., assault, weapons offenses), and
threat/harassment (e.g., trespassing, terroristic threat, violation of pro-
tection order, stalking). Finally, the age of the subject was also re-
corded.

Regarding the subject’s contact behavior, prior contact with the tar-
get (coded: no/yes) was indicated if either USCP records indicated a
prior contact with the protectee or the protectee indicated a history of
unreported contact with the subject during investigation (regardless of
the harassment or level of threat the contact was considered to pose).
Subjects were determined to have engaged in multiple forms of contact
(coded: no/yes) if they engaged in more than one contact modality (e.g.,
letter, phone, e-mail). Since it is standard procedure for the USCP to
contact other relevant federal agencies (particularly if other agencies or
federal protectees are mentioned), prior or parallel threat activity and
investigation was also documented (coded: no/yes). Target dispersion
was determined by identifying how exclusive the subject was in select-
ing a target. If either multiple individuals were contacted or the subject
addressed contacts to the Congress (or government) in general, target
selection was considered dispersed (coded: no dispersion/dispersion).
Subjects were considered to have utilized threatening language (coded:
no/yes) if they described a desire to harm or have harm occur to the tar-
get in either a direct or veiled (e.g., a statement that harm may occur
without directly threatening it) fashion. The type ot harm could range
from direct threat of death or physical harm to vague, unspecified harm
(e.g.. p_olenliul]y to physical. reputation. or political well-being) that
may arise.

Several content/language characteristics were also identified. These
features were taken directly from the contacts as well as from investiga-
tive documentation. The presence of demand language (coded: no/yes)
was noted if the subject made either vague or specific demands of the
target to do something, regardless of the request’s level of rationality.
Coherence of the verbal or written statements by the subject (coded: co-
herent/any incoherence) was also noted. Incoherence was indicated if
the subject’s statements were poorly organized, tangential, or loosely
associated, at least in part, during the contacts in question. Thematic
content or language within the contact was sorted into three non-exclu-
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sive categories (coded: no/yes): policy-oriented (generalized complaint
regarding government activity, anti government statements), target-ori-
ented (insulting/degrading language, sexist or sexualized references),
and personal-oriented (exclusively related to the subject, personal help-
sceking request, specific entitiement issue). It should be noted that
some of the personal themes coded included requests that appeared to
be fueled by delusional beliefs (e.g., requesting that harmful ransmis-
sions or thought-reading from government satellites be ceased).

Tao evaluate inter-rater reliability, 30 cases were randomly chosen
and independently coded by at least two raters. Inter-rater reliabilities
were determined by calculating Pearson product-moment correlations
for continuous variables and the kappa statistic for categorical vari-
ables. Reliability estimates ranged from 0.86 (for thematic and lan-
guuge content, coherence of communication) to 0.92 (demographic
factors, presence of threatening language, indications of mental illness,
criminal history).

RESULTS

A total of 316 cases were coded. Subjects who physically approached
their target (n = 104) accounted for 32.9% of the total sample. Approxi-
mately one-third (33.9%) of the cases involved letters or e-mails written
1o the target or the target's staff, and nearly as many of the cases
(32.6%) involved phone contacts. Objects were delivered or mailed in
4.4% of the cases studied. The number of contacts made by the subjects
was wide-ranging within the total sample (M = 2.72, SD = 3.60, Range
1-22).

Table 1 displays a comparison of the approach and non-approach
groups related to the subject and contact-level variables. There was no
difference in age between the approach and non-approach groups.
Approachers were substantially more likely to have identified them-
selves prior to or during the contacts in question [x2(1) = 64.755, p <
0001, Gender was unknown for nearly 30% of the total sample, and all
cases involving unknown gender occurred in the non-approach group.
Among the known subjects, males were significandy more likely to
have approached [x*(1) = 35.267, p < .0001]. Concerning mental ill-
ness, 40.2% of the total sample was suspected of suffering from a seri-
ous mental illness. Approachers were significantly more likely to have
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TABLE 1. Univariate Analyses of Approach and Non-Approach Samples

Group
Characteristic Approach Non-Apgroach Total
(n =104) (n =212) (n_=316)

Subject Characteristics
Gender

Male 81 (77.9%) 118 (51.9%) 191 (60.4%)

Female 22 (21.2%) 18 (8.5%) 40 (12 79%)

Unknown 0 (0.0%) 84 (39.6%) 84 (26.6%)
Mean Age (SD) 43.12(10.85)  44.49 (15.96) 43.78 (13.50)
Subject Identified Self*** 94 (90.4%) 91 (42.9%) 185 (58.5%)
Mental liiness Suspected*** 62 (59.6%) 84 (39.6%) 146 (46.2%)
Mean Prior Criminal Charges (SD)
Drug/Alcohol* .42 (1.38) .16 (.68) 24 (.98)
Property* .81 (2.01) .34 (1.65) .50 (1.79)
Violent** 74 (1.81) 30 (1.06) 44 (1.37)
Threat/Harassment .22 (.68) .09 (.63) .14 (.65)
Total Prior** 3.23 (5.90) 1.48 (4.74) 2.05 (5.21)
Contact Behavior
Prior Contacl willt Target™* 37 (35.6%) 30 (14.2%) 67 (21.3%)
Other Federal Agencies*** 23 (22.1%) 13 (6.1%) 36 (11.4%)
Multiple Methods of Contact*** 41 (39.4%) 14 (6.6%) 55 (17.5%)
Target Dispersion** 60 (57.7%) 91 (42.9%) 151 (47.8%)
Content/Language
Threatening Language™** 43 (41.3%) 162 (76.4%) 205 (64.9%)
Demanding Language 48 (46.2%) 76 (35.8%) 124 (39.2%)
Incoherent Language™** 55 (52.9%) 62 (29.2% 117 (37.0%)
Policy-Oriented Content 32 (30.8%) 80 (37.7%) 112 (35.4%)
Target-Oriented Content*** 45 (43.3%) 150 (70.8%) 195 (61.7%)
Personal-Oriented Content*** 37 (35.6%) 36 (17.0%) 73 (23.1%)

*p<.05,**p < .01, **"p < .001

displayed characteristics suggestive of mental illness [x2(1) = 11.220,
p <.001].

While a majority of the sample did not have a known prior criminal
offense, criminal history differentiated the approach and non-approach
groups. Approachers had signiticantly more prior criminal offenses
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across most of the categories studied, including drug/alcohol charges
[F(1) = 5.306, p = .022], property charges [F(1) — 4.722, p — .03], vio-
lentcharges [F(1) =7.442, p = .007], and total charges [F(1) =8.090, p <
{05]. Particularly noteworthy, however, was that prior levels of threat/
harassment charges did not differentiate between the groups.

With regard to other contact behaviors, univariate analysis indicated
that a significantly larger proportion of approachers than non-approachers
(ncarly three times as many) had prior contacts with other federal law
enforcement agencies—often related to threat assessment activity [x*(1) =
17.657, p < .0001]. In terms of the most recent target(s), approachers
were significantly more likely to have made contacts toward the target
prior to the approach [xX(1) = 18.978, p < .0001]. Approachers were
also more likely to have evidenced target dispersion [y*(1) =6.099, p =
014]. While not statistically significant, univariate analysis noted a
trend indicating that a greater proportion of approachers articulated de-
mand language. Approachers, however, were substantially more likely
1o have relayed their information in an incoherent and disorganized
manner [x2(1) = 16.722, p < .0001]. Approximately 17.5% of the total
sample engaged in multiple methods of contact (e.g., letters and phone
calls), and approachers were substantially more likely to have utilized
multiple methods of contact [¢(1) = 51.966, p <.0001]. In light of past
research, it was not surprising that approachers were substantially less
likely to have articulated threatening language either prior to or during
the incidents in question [x2(1) = 70.941, p = .0001]. In fact, less than
half of the approachers articulated threats.

Analysis of themes articulated within the contacts indicated some
noteworthy differences. Themes or content of a personal nature related
to the subject was significantly more related to approach activity
% t1)=13.582, p <.0001]. Approachers were significantly less likely
1o have used themes that were focused primarily on the target (such as
mere insult/degradation of the target or exclusively employing fear-in-
ducing language) [x(1) = 22.307, p < .0001]. Policy-related themes
were employed at equal levels among approachers and non-approachers.

Given the substantial number of subjects suspected of evidencing
mental illness within the total sample, the presentation of additional in-
formation about these subjects seems noteworthy. These subjects were
more likely to have made specitic demands during their contacts as op-
posed to their non-mentally ill counterparts (45.7% versus 34.1%)
[x (1) =4.050, p = .044], and they were substantially more likely to ex-
press their concerns in an incoherent or disorganized manner [x*(1) =
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100.695, p < .0001]. One-third of the mentally ill subjects engaged in
prior contacts with the target as opposed to 11% of the non-mentally ill
sample [xX(1) =25.163, p <.0001]. Mentally ill subjects were also sig-
nificantly more likely to have engaged in multiple methods of contact
[x*(1) = 21.808, p < .0001]. While the mentally ill subjects often pre-
sented information in a disorganized manner through a wider range of
contacts, they were substantially more likely to have mentioned per-
sonal issues [x*(1) = 18.977, p < .0001], often seeking help, and less
likely to focus on characteristics of the target [x2(1) =4.457, p=.035].

In an attempt to construct a model for differentiating between ap-
proach and non-approach cases, a logistic regression analysis was per-
formed that utilized 314 cases and all of the contact behavior variables
included in the above-mentioned univariate analyses. The resulting
equation successfully differentiated between the approach and non-ap-
proach groups [x2(17) = 145.932, p <.0001] while accounting for 37%
percent of the variance (Cox and Schnell R? = 0.372). The resulting
model correctly reclassified 82.5% of the overall sample (71.2% of
approachers and 88.1% of non-approachers). Table 2 displays the rele-
vant significance testing and beta weights for the variables within the
model. Not surprisingly, some of the variables that individually ditfer-
entiated between the approach and non-approach groups most strongly
in the univariate comparisons also significantly contibuted w the 1e-
gression model. Approachers were significantly more likely than their
non-approach counterparts to have had prior contact with other federal
agencies. Concerning the present contact behavior, approachers were
more likely to have identified themselves during contacts and to have
engaged in multiple modalities of contact. Furthermore, approachers
were significantly less likely to express threatening language during
their contacts. Interestingly, while univariate analyses yielded signifi-
cant differences, other contact language characteristics did not distin-
guish between approachers and non-approachers in the model.

In order to assess factors related to pre-approach behavior, an
in-depth analysis was performed of the approach cases, comparing
those cases with pre-approach behavior with an approach-only sample.
As stated earlier, prior research has implied that approachers may be
less inclined to engage in threatening contact behavior prior to approach
(Dictz, Matthews, Martell et al., 1991; Dictz, Matthews, Van Duyne ¢t
al., 1991; Fein & Vossekuil, 1999). However, the nature of pre-ap-
proach contact is not well understood. Surprisingly, almost half of the
approachers (44.2%) in the present sample engaged in some contact be-
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TABLE 2. Summary of Binary Logistic Regression Analysis Predicting Ap-
proach and Non Approach Behavior

Predictor B SE Odds Wald
ratio statistic

Subject Characteristics
Subject Identified Self*** 2.355 459 .095 26.306
Mental liiness Suspected ~.595 470 .552 1.602

Prior Criminal Charges

Drug/Alcohol 341 21 1.406 2.599
Property 254 159 1.290 2.544
Violent 372 199 1.451 3.484
Throat/Haracemont 209 208 1.232 1.003
Total Prior -.200 107 819 3.508

Contact Behavior

Prior Contact with Target —.218 .466 .805 218
Other Federal Agencies” 1.136 .540 3.115 4.418
Multiple Methods of Contact™** 1.879 490 6.548 14.688
laiget Dispersion -.118 377 .888 .098

Content/Language

Threatening Language™™* -1.972 .389 139 25.757
Demanding tanguage 157 .382 1.170 170
Coherence of Language —-.045 431 .947 .016
Policy-Oriented Content —.150 .350 .860 185
Target-Oriented Content -.182 .363 .834 250
Personal-Oriented Content 232 423 1.261 .301

‘p < .05, "p<.01, “**p < .001

havior toward the target prior to approach. As indicated in Table 3,
univariate analyses indicate that several of the variables predictive of
approach behavior in general also related to pre-approach behavior.
Substantially more of the pre-approach sample displayed symptoms in-
dicative of mental illness [x>(1) = 25.611, p <.0001]. Subjects within
the pre-approach sample were also significantly more likely to have
been involved with other law enforcement agencies related to threat as-
sessmient activity [y2(1) = 7.684, p = .006]. Contrary to ecarlier men-
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tioned analyses relating different aspects of criminal history to
approach hehavior, those engaging in pre-approach contacts had sub-
stantially more prior arrests for threat/harassment-related crimes
[F(1)=6.486, p = .012]. Of those approachers engaging in pre-approach
contacts with the target, significantly more articulated threatening state-
ments in their prior contacts—contrary to the inverse relationship in the lit-
erature between stated threats and problematic approach behavior [x2(1) —
3.988, p = .046]. Those engaging in pre-approach contact were also
more likely to evince target dispersion [x2(1) = 6.099, p = .014]. Re-
garding other contact behaviors, those engaging in pre-approach behav-
ior also articulated more demand language [x2(1)=7.187, p =.007] and
were more likely to display incoherence or disorganization within their
prior contacts [x2(1) = 17.821, p < .0001]. Regarding thematic content,
those engaging in pre-approach contact were significantly more likely
to note personal or help-seeking concerns in such contacts [x2(1) =
7.846, p = .006].

DISCUSSION

The findings obtained in this study were consistent with those from
other threar assessment studies on public figures, particularly govern-
ment figures. While several variables independently differentiated be-
tween approach and non-approach cases, four variables related to the
content and intensity of the contact behavior (namely, use of threaten-
ing language, identification of self during contact, multiple methods of
contact, and involvement with other law enforcement agencies) ex-
plained a substantial amount of the statistical variance within the
multivariate analysis predicting approach behavior.

Both univariate and multivariate analyses indicated that the intensity
of interest and the extent of contact activity displayed toward the target
were related to approach behavior. This relationship was demonstrated
in the approachers’ greater use of multiple methods of contact, which is
consistent with findings obtained by Calhoun (1998). Dietz. Matthews.
Martell et al. (1991), and Dietz, Matthews, Van Duyne et al. ( 1991),
and the greater likelihood that approachers would have a history of prior
contact with othier federal agencies. It is unclear, however, 10 what de-
gree such contacts with other federal agencies relate to common targets.
Regarding intensity of focus toward the target, the present findings indi-
cated that target dispersion was associated with approach behavior.
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TABLE 3. Univariate Analyses of Pre-Approach Contact Among Approachers

Group

Characteristic Prior Contact Approach Only

(n = 46) (n=58)
Subject Characteristics
Mental lliness Suspected™* 40 (64.5%) 22 (35.5%)
Mean Prior Criminal Charges (SD)
Drug/Alcohol .41 (1.00) 43 (1.63)
Property 1.11 (2.42) 57 (1.59)
Violent 87 (2.07) 64 (1.59)
Threat/Harassment* 91 (1.70) .26 (.87)
Total Prior 1.26 (6.11) 2.41 (5.30)
Contact Behavior
Other Federal Agencies™ 16 (34.8%) 7(12.1%)
Target Dispersion* 32 (69.6%) 28 (48.3%)
Content/Language
I hreatening Language* 24 (52.2%) 19 (32.8%)
Domanding Language™* 29 (80.9%) 20 (34 Ro%)
Incoherent Language*** 35 (76.1%) 20 (34.5%)
Policy-Oriented Content 17 (37.0%) 15 (25.9%)
Target-Oriented Content 24 (52.2%) 21 (36.2%)
Personal-Oriented Content* 23 (50.0%) 14 (24.1%)

‘p < .05, "*p < .01, **p < .001

Contrary (o literature suggesting that exclusive focus on a target is re-
lated 1o subsequent approach behavior, we have found the opposite to
be true. Approachers were significantly more likely to have focused on
more than a single target during their contacts, which might be ex-
plained by the fact that target selection may involve a complex relation-
ship to the motives or themes expressed within the contact, as well as
heing tied to the symptomatology of those evincing mental illness. In
any event, one practical consideration suggested by the these tindings is
that there should be collaboration between agencies performing threat
assessment activities o assess the intensity and diversity of contact be-
havior through multiple agency contacts and target selection patterns.
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Consistent with previous findings (e.g., Dietz, Matthews, Martell et
al., 1991), univariate analysis showed that subjects were significantly
more likely to approach when articulating personal or help-seeking re-
quests, but not when articulating target-related themes of an insulting or
degrading nature. The greater likelihood of approach with more person-
ally driven themes is also underscored by the finding that approachers
are less likely to conceal their identity either prior to or during the ap-
proach contacts.

The presence of threatening statements was inversely related to ap-
proach behavior, a finding that is also consistent with prior research and
underscores the notion that articulation of threats is not necessarily pre-
dictive of higher-risk behavior. However, this finding does not suggest
that threat assessment professionals should minimize the risk posed by
threats, since over 40% of threateners engaged in approach behavior. In
general, the data are unclear concerning the degree to which interven-
tions following threatening contacts decreased the possibility of ap-
proach behavior. Nevertheless, our findings provide support for the
notion that threat assessment professionals should focus on those indi-
viduals who pose a threat, as a result of the nature of their contact be-
havior, rather than simply those who articulate threats (Borum et al.,
1999; Fein & Vossekuil, 1998).

Another set of practical considerations is suggested by the relation-
ship between apparent mental illness and approach behavior. The pres-
ence of mental illness was significantly related to approach behavior, as
nearly 60% of approachers displayed behaviors that were highly indica-
tive of mental illness. Symptoms were often related to the nature of the
personally-driven content or help-seeking requests noted within the
contacts studied. While some approach contacts may not have involved
articulated threats that necessarily triggered interventions such as civil
commitment, mentally ill subjects present some challenges for case
managers. First, cases of individuals with suspected mental iliness ap-
peared to involve more intense contact behavior, given the tendency of
these individuals to use multiple methods of contact and to engage in
more contact with the target prior to the initiation of threat assessment
activity. These subjects also were more likely to have contacted other
law enforcement agencies, suggesting the need for interagency commu-
nication to determine the nature of such contacts. Mentally ill subjects
were more likely to have contacted a wider range of targets while, not
surprisingly, presenting information in a less coherent or organized
manner. These findings firmly point to the need for interdisciplinary
collaboration, when legally permissible, between law enforcement and
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mental health professionals related to threat assessment as other authors
have suggested (e.g., Coggins & Pynchon, 1998; Coggins, Steadman, &
Veysey, 19906; Fein & Vossekuil, 1998).

Subjects in the present sample typically had a more extensive history
of criminal offenses, particularly related to violent offenses as noted in
prior literature (Fein & Vossekuil, 1999; Logan et al.. 1984). The pres-
ent study confirms findings from the risk assessment literature that has
shown prior criminal history to be predictive of future problematic behav-
jor or violence (e.g., Harris & Rice, 1997; Quinsey et al., 1998; Scott &
Resnick, 2000). Indeed, approachers were more likely to have a history
of prior drug or alcohol, violent, and property offenses, as well as more
extensive criminal histories overall. These findings suggest that prior
misconduct is important to assess when evaluating the risk of targeted
violence. Particularly noteworthy was that a prior history of threat/ha-
rassment charges (e.g., terroristic threat, violation of protection order.
trespassing) was not related to approach behavior and was frankly lim-
ited within both samples, although the presence of prior threat/harass-
ment charges was significantly associated with pre-approach behavior.
It is difficult to speculate the reasons for such a finding. Given the in-
verse relationship between threatening activity and approach behavior,
one might conclude that such individuals may be inclined to avoid uti-
lizing direct threats in general across a variety of contact settings or situ-
ations. It is also possible that the processing of threat/harassment charges
by the legal system, in general, may be less common. However, those
individuals who tend to engage in extensive and problematic contacts
with public officials may be predisposed to a pattern of threatening and
harassing behavior that could also be a manifestation of their criminal
propensities.

While prior literature has implied that approachers are less inclined
to cngage in threatening pre approach contacts, nearly half of the
approachers studied engaged in prior contact involving the target. Par-
ticularly interesting were the findings that many of the risk factors pre-
dictive of approach behavior were also predictive of pre-approach
contact behavior. Such findings suggest that those who engage in
pre-appruach contacts may rcpresent a more intense pattern of approach
behavior that is heavily influenced by symptoms of mental illness and
related to personally relevant demands. The role of mental illness may
not only be related to cognitive distortions and emotional instability, but
also to behavioral impulsivity that leads individuals to contact targets
more intensely, thereby bringing these individuals more frequently to
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the attention of threat assessment professionals. However, the effect of
mental illness symptoms is not yet fully understood.

This sample was drawn from a large scale study of problematic con-
tacts toward members of Congress and their staffs (Scalora et al., 2001)
with particular attention given to in-depth analysis of contact behavior.
While the sample used was relatively small, it is somewhat larger than,
but bears features similar to samples used in related threat assessment
studies (Baumgartner, Scalora, & Plank, 2001; Dietz, Matthews, Martell ¢t
al., 1991, Dietz, Matthews, Van Duyne et al., 1991; Fein & Vossekuil,
1999). However, some limitations in the present study are worthy of
mention. Much of the behavioral information, outside of eriminal his
tory and information drawn from available primary source contact doc-
uments from the subject, was drawn from information deemed worthy
of documentation by the investigator. Determining the reliability of ob-
servations or assertions made in case reports and materials is difficult.
Information rcgarding the subjecets’ mental illness was limited either to
observations noted by the investigating officers, the reporting party, or
extrapolations from the content of those written or verbal contacts that
were recorded. In addition, mental health information could not be inde-
pendently verified. However, these limitations mirror the nature of infor-
mation typically available to law enforcement personnel in threat
assessment cases. As noted in previous literature, there is an intrinsic
value for law enforcement professionals to present information at a level
consistent with what they regularly contront rather than providing obser-
vations that require more extensive or refined expertise (e.g., Scalora &
Plank, 2001; Coggins, Pynchon, & Dvoskin, 1998).

To conclude, the findings from this study echo calls from other re-
searchers for increased research on cue-criteria or risk factors related to
problematic approach toward public officials, as well as a need to tailor
research findings to the tasks and responsibilities of law enforcement offi-
cers (Coggins, Steadman, & Veysey, 1996 Coggins. Pynchon. & Dvoskin,
1998). Given the findings that approachers were more likely to have cn-
gaged in contacts requiring threat assessment activity from other law ¢en-
forcement agencies, additional research concerning subjects engaging in
multi-agency contacts, and their implications for risk assessment, is criti-
cal. However. performing such multi-agency research is hindered by ad-
ministrative and legal restrictions on the sharing of law enforcement
intelligence information (particularly to researchers) without a legitimate
law enforcement purpose. There is also a continuing need for rescarch
that integrates a range of risk factors, and assesses the impact of interven-
tions utilized in threat management contexts. Attention should also focus
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1 those individuals who are resistant to initial intervention. The rele-
ince of mental health information to problematic approach behavior
so underscores the substantial need for additional rescarch on the rela-
onship between mental illness and problematic approach, as well as the
thancement of cross-disciplinary collaboration between the mental health
1d law enforcement communities (Coggins, Steadman, & Veysey, 1996;
oggins, Pynchon, & Dvoskin, 1998).
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