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Pathway Warning Behavior  

 Any behavior that is part of research, planning, 
preparation, or implementation of an attack 
(Fein & Vossekuil, 1998, 1999; Calhoun & 
Weston, 2003) 

 



Pathway to   
Targeted or Intended Violence 

The “Grievance”	


Violent Ideation	


Research & Planning the Attack	


Pre-attack Preparation	


Probing & Breaches	


Attack	


Adapted with permission from F.S. Calhoun and S.W. Weston (2003). Contemporary threat management: 
A practical guide for identifying, assessing and managing individuals of violent intent. "

©  2003 F.S. Calhoun and S.W. Weston. All rights reserved."





Sirhan Sirhan Background 

•  Raised in Palestine during establishment of State of 
Israel 

•  Witnessed killings, including brother 
•  Physically abused by father 
•  Moved to Pasadena area when 12 
•  Father abandoned family at 13 
•  Lost sister to illness in late adolescence 
•  Wanted to be a jockey, but injured 
•  Idealized RFK as father figure 



The Assassination of  
Robert F. Kennedy, June 5, 1968 

•  Grievance—Kennedy votes for the purchase of 50 
Phantom fighter bombers by Israel (Jan. 9-10) 

•  Ideation—”RFK must die” in diary 

•  Research and Planning—vows to complete the act 
before the first anniversary of the Six Day War 

 



•  Tells a trash collector he is going to kill Kennedy 

•  Preparation—begins practicing at a shooting range 
with .22 revolver 

•  “My determination to eliminate RFK is becoming…
more of an unshakeable obsession” (May 18) 

 



•  Breach—four stalking attempts (May 20, May 24, June 1, 
June 2) 

•  Practices rapid fire shooting at range, leaves at 5 p.m., 
June 4 

•  Eats dinner, goes to Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, 
has four alcoholic drinks 

•  Hides in the pantry 



•  Attack--12:15 a.m., steps from behind a food tray rack 

•  “Kennedy, you son of a bitch!!!” 

•  8 rounds fired, three wounds 

•  Fatal wound in right hemisphere of cerebellum 



•  77 people in pantry 

•  5 others wounded 

•  Kennedy died 25 hours later 





Sirhan Sirhan 

•  Defense: paranoid 
schizophrenia and 
dissociative disorder 

•  Prosecution: borderline 
schizophrenia (borderline 
personality disorder) with 
histrionic and paranoid 
features 

•  Retaliation for betrayal of his 
person (transference) and of 
his people (Palestinians-
Arabs) by Robert Kennedy 

•  Avenging the Six Day War in 
1967 which Israel won 





Mental Disorder among Lone Actor 
Terrorists 

•  Some terrorism researchers have asserted that terrorists are 
normal (Post, Sageman) 

•  Others have shown that lone terrorists have more evidence of 
psychopathology  (Spaaij, Gill, Corner) than group based 
terrorists 

 
•  One particular nexus: ideology may provide a rationalization for 

symptoms of mental disorder, and intellectually buffer and help 
manage the anxiety of a decompensating mind 



Corner & Gill, Law and Human 
Behavior, 2014 

•  119 lone terrorists vs. matched sample of group based terrorists 
•  13.49 times more likely to have a mental illness than group based 

terrorists 
•  18.07 times more likely to have a partner involved in the wider 

movement than group based terrorist 
•  Proximate upcoming life change 
•  Victim of recent prejudice 
•  Proximate and chronic stress 



What diagnoses are more prevalent 
among lone actor terrorists? 

•  Schizophrenias 
•  Delusional disorders 
•  Autistic spectrum disorders 

•  Corner, Gill & Mason, 2016 



What proportion of lone actor 
terrorists have a diagnosed mental 

disorder? 

•  41%     Meloy & Gill, J Threat Assess 
Management, 2016 (N=111, Europe and North 
America) 



Terrorist Radicalization Assessment 
Protocol (TRAP-18) 

•  Structured professional judgment instrument for 
assessing risk and prioritizing cases 

 
•  Multi-health Systems (mhs.com) 



TRAP-18:  
Proximal Warning Behaviors (8) 

•  Pathway  
•  Fixation 
•  Identification 
•  Novel aggression 
•  Energy burst 
•  Leakage 
•  Directly communicated threat 
•  Last resort behavior 



TRAP-18:  
Distal Characteristics (10) 

n Personal grievance and moral outrage 
n Framed by an ideology 
n Failure to affiliate 
n Dependence on the virtual community 
n Thwarting of occupational goals 



TRAP-18:  
Distal Characteristics (10) 

n Changes in thinking and emotion 
n Failure of sexual pair-bonding 
n Mental disorder 
n Creative and innovative 
n History of criminal violence 



Attack 

Warning 
Behaviors 

Distal 
Characteristics 
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What Never Had to Happen: The School 
Attack in Trolhattan 

•  Asa Erlandsson 
•  Stockholm: Norstedts, 2017 





The Attack 

•  0900, October 22, 2015 
•  Kronan School in Trollhattan 
•  Murdered three, injured another: teachers and 

students, all males 
•  90% students foreign origin: Kurds, Turks, Somalis, 

Lebanese, and Syrians 



The Attack (contd) 

•  Killed by police 
•  Newly purchased Viking style sword 
•  Walks through school stabbing people 
•  Poses for photo with two students who do not 

know that he is in midst of committing a mass 
murder 





The Offender-early years 

•  21 year old Swedish citizen 
•  Deeply isolated, no friends 
•  Middle class, youngest sibling of four, a brother and 

two half brothers 
•  Mother assistant nurse, father worked at Maritime 

Museum 
•  Middle class upbringing 



•  Signs of autism early in life 
•  Strong interest in weapons, martial arts 
•  Academics good 
•  Ashamed of his body due to scoliosis 
•  Perhaps bullied 
•  Meticulous, pedantic, extremely shy, loyal, 

suggestible, animal lover 





The Offender—onset of radicalization 
and psychiatric decompensation 

•  Long standing interest in violent video games, 
firearms, horror movies, and fast cars 

•  Slept under his samarai sword  
•  Racist attitudes 
•  Lived with only mother in final years 
•  Chronically unemployed, would apply, but no 

interviews 



•  Months before murders began to change: increased 
sleep, more aggression, angrily impatient, more 
antisocial behavior 

•  Began to angrily cuss about immigration 
•  Identified with older Swedes, “that built this country” 
•  In 2015, 163,000 asylum seekers arrived in Sweden 



•  National mood angry and polarized 
•  36 attacks against detention centers, mosques, and 

worker homes 
•  Voted for Sweden Democrats Party 
•  Increasingly depressed and suicidal 
•  Wrote two farewell notes, one is still classified 
•  2nd note to gaming friend in Holland: 



•  “Hey man!  I don’t have a lot of time so I’ll get 
right down to it.  I’m going to be dead in the 
next hour or two, max.  I remember all the fun 
we had playing SWTOR together and I want you 
to know that you’re the best friend I’ve ever had, 
you’re awesome…..   



•  ….I’m going to miss you so much, even though 
I know I could have been more active, but you 
know me, fucking hate myself.  If there’s an 
afterlife I hope to see you there!  Those fucking 
cops better aim straight: I really don’t want to 
survive the rampage.  Anyway, I love you, 
Anton” 



Proximal Warning Behaviors 

•  Let’s take a look 



Pathway 

•  Researched, planned, and prepared two weeks prior to 
attack 

•  Studied route from home to school 
•  Studied pictures of building, pupils, and teachers 
•  Bought black coat, boots, viking sword and knife, black 

mask and helmet 
•  Studied films on how to use the sword 



Fixation 

•  Preoccupied with belief for over two years that all 
Sweden’s problems were caused by immigrants 

•  Fixation accompanied by failures in work and 
relationships 



Identification 

•  Thin, young man who looked feminine 
•  Idolized alpha males, Vikings, warlords, and body 

builders 
•  Consumed related YouTube channels: The Golden 

One, The Amazing Atheist, Angry Foreigner, many 
Nazi films 

•  Loved weapons and hung a samarai sword above his 
bed 



Novel Aggression 

•  Used a melon to practice slicing and stabbing 
•  “I would like to try this on people.” 
•  Fired a soft air gun when neighbors playing loud 

music, which frightened them 



Energy Burst 

•  Last few weeks lived in front of his computer, surfing 
porn sites of shemales, planning attack 

•  Bought all paraphernalia during this two week period 
•  Invoice to be paid on October 23 
•  Searched for discussions: “quick and easy ways to die, 

what would your last meal be, why is it so hard to make 
friends?” 



Leakage 

•  Told a relative he was angry about immigration and 
“one should do something” 

•  Wrote digital letter to Dutch friend an hour before 
attack: “I’m going to be dead in the next hour or 
two. I really don’t want to survive the rampage.” 



Last Resort 

•  He could not tolerate Sweden anymore, felt he was 
being forced to do something, and convinced attack 
was his only alternative. 

•  “The blood is on your hands” 
•  Triggering event was imminent loss of his 

temporary employment (anticipated) 



Directly Communicated Threat 

•  None 



Proximal Warning Behaviors 

•  Pettersson met seven out of eight warning 
behaviors 

•  Compared to N=43 extreme right wing attackers 
(Meloy & Gill, 2016) 
– Pathway 81% 
–  Identification 86% 
– Leakage 88% 
– Fixation 65% 



Psychodiagnostic Issues 

•  Depressed and suicidal 
•  History of autism spectrum disorder 
•  Possible gender dysphoric disorder 
•  Possible personality disorder: narcissistic, 

schizoid, or borderline traits 



Conclusion 

•  “Attacks on schools and other public venues 
may be motivated in part by troubled individuals 
whose psychopathology is magnified by social 
and economic volatility, and the political 
movements, often extreme, that rise to address 
them.” 
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