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Tactical and often strategic, terrorist actions also are attention-seeking; the audience can be as important as the 
target. These acts are intentional, instrumental, and predatory, as well as planned, purposeful, and offensive.[1] 
But, they may be rationalized as defensive. For instance, young ISIS recruits may believe falsely that the West 
is at war with Islam and that all Muslims must engage in violent jihad against unbelievers everywhere.

Traditional violence risk factors—history of such behavior, psychiatric disorder, or drug abuse—are somewhat 
XVHOHVV�LQ�SUHGLFWLQJ�WKH�ULVN�RI�ORQH�WHUURULVW�DFWV��0RVW�LQGLYLGXDOV�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�WHUURULVWV�E\�VXFK�ULVN�IDFWRUV�
would be false positives, wrongly labeled as such.

For the past 6 years, I have worked with my colleagues to identify patterns of behavior closely related in time 
to acts of targeted violence, such as terrorism.[2] Targeted violence differs from typical violence—emotional-
ly charged, impulsive, and reactive—encountered by law enforcement.[3] It entails a decision to act violently 
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against a particular person, group, or institution. Persons carry it out in a planned manner as illustrated by such 
acts as the San Bernardino, California, terrorist attack, which killed 14 people on December 2, 2015.[4]

We believe these patterns of conduct—warning behaviors—can provide an investigative template to help law 
HQIRUFHPHQW�DJHQFLHV�IRFXV�WKHLU�DWWHQWLRQ�RQ�VXEMHFWV�RI�FRQFHUQ�SUHYLRXVO\�LGHQWL¿HG�WKURXJK�LQWHOOLJHQFH�
gathering or other counterterrorism efforts. These behavior patterns can help the investigator step back and 
VHH�WKH�ELJJHU�SLFWXUH��UDWKHU�WKDQ�IRFXV�RQ�MXVW�RQH�YDULDEOH��VXFK�DV�WKH�SXUFKDVH�RI�D�¿UHDUP�RU�RQH�YLVLW�WR�D�
0RVTXH�ZKHUH�D�SDUWLFXODU�6DOD¿VW�LPDP�SUHDFKHV�YLROHQW�MLKDG�

+RZHYHU��WKHVH�ZDUQLQJ�EHKDYLRUV�GR�QRW�SUHGLFW�YLROHQFH��2I¿FHUV�VKRXOG�QRW�XVH�WKHP�DV�D�ULVN�DVVHVVPHQW�
tool, only as an investigative template. In fact, the rare occurrence of terrorist violence makes its prediction 
seemingly impossible. But, prevention does not require prediction. The purpose of identifying these behaviors 
is to detect proximal indicators of concern for law enforcement that can narrow the focus of an investigation, 
prioritize cases, and help plan a timely risk-management intervention.

WARNING BEHAVIORS

Pathway

Subjects engage in various behaviors that encompass part of research, planning, or preparation for a terrorist 
act or implementation of such an attack.[5]

2Q�-XQH����������RQ�WKH�¿UVW�DQQLYHUVDU\�RI�WKH�6L[�'D\�:DU��6LUKDQ�6LUKDQ�FDUULHG�RXW�WKH�PHWLFXORXVO\�SODQQHG�
assassination of Senator Robert F. Kennedy. After months of preparation, he conducted the attack following 
.HQQHG\¶V�YRWH�WR�VHOO����3KDQWRP�MHW�¿JKWHU�ERPEHUV�WR�,VUDHO�LQ�-DQXDU\�������$OWKRXJK�QRW�0XVOLP�6LUKDQ�
LGHQWL¿HG�FORVHO\�ZLWK�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQV�DQG�YLHZHG�.HQQHG\¶V�YRWH�DV�D�EHWUD\DO�RI�KLV�SHRSOH�>�@

In the 5 months leading up to the date, he secured a .22-caliber revolver, practiced at a shooting range, made at 
least four approaches—perhaps failed attempts or efforts to see how close he could get—to Kennedy in a public 
YHQXH�DQG��¿QDOO\��VKRW�KLP�PXOWLSOH�WLPHV�ZKLOH�KLGLQJ�LQ�WKH�SDQWU\�DW�WKH�$PEDVVDGRU�+RWHO�LQ�/RV�$QJHOHV��
California, as Kennedy walked past him.[7] There were 77 people in the pantry at the time, but there also was 
no U.S. Secret Service policy in place to protect aspiring presidential candidates until after this assassination.[8]

Fixation

Certain behaviors indicate someone’s increasingly pathological preoccupation with 
a person or cause.[9] There is an accompanying deterioration in relationships or 
occupational performance.

Malik Hasan, the U.S. Army major who conducted a mass murder at Ft. Hood, 
7H[DV��RQ�1RYHPEHU����������EHFDPH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�¿[DWHG�E\�KLV�EHOLHI�WKDW�WKH�
United States was at war with Islam. During his residency and fellowship at Walter 
Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, D.C., he openly articulated his beliefs to 
other psychiatric residents, fellows, and supervisors.[10] Hasan gave two presenta-
tions entitled “The Koranic Worldview as It Relates to Muslims in the Military” and 
“Why the War on Terror Is a War on Islam.”[11]
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,Q�WKH�PRQWKV�SUHFHGLQJ�WKH�NLOOLQJV��WKH�¿[DWLRQ�FRQWLQXHG�ZLWK�HIIRUWV�WR�DYRLG�GHSOR\PHQW�WR�,UDT�RU�$IJKDQ-
istan by retaining an attorney; he also communicated via e-mail with Anwar al-Awlaki, an American spiritual 
sanctioner and recruiter for al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in Yemen.[12] He inquired whether 
NLOOLQJ�$PHULFDQ�VROGLHUV�DQG�RI¿FHUV�ZDV�D�UHOLJLRXVO\�OHJLWLPDWH�DFW�>��@�7KH�DUJXLQJ�DQG�SUHDFKLQJ�VWRSSHG�
GXULQJ�WKLV�SHULRG��EXW�FODQGHVWLQH�RSHUDWLRQDO�SODQQLQJ�OLNHO\�FRQWLQXHG�>��@�+LV�¿[DWLRQ�ZDV�D�FDXVH��EXW�DOVR�
was deeply personal because his grievance against the wars in the Middle East went unheeded.[15]

,GHQWL¿FDWLRQ

Persons have a psychological desire to be a “pseudocommando” or have a “warrior mentality.” This includes 
closely associating with weapons or other military or law enforcement paraphernalia, identifying with previous 
attackers or assassins, or proclaiming themselves as agents to advance a particular cause or belief system.[16]

Anders Breivik carried out the July 22, 2011, bombings on several 
Norwegian government buildings and, within hours, killed anoth-
er 69 people—mostly adolescents—on the island of Utoya. He 
LGHQWL¿HG�KLPVHOI�DV�D�FRQWHPSRUDU\�UHLQFDUQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�.QLJKWV�
Templar, the militant spear of the 12th-century Christian Crusades 
against the Muslims.[17]

%UHLYLN�GHVLJQHG�KRPHPDGH�XQLIRUPV��HPEOHPDWLF�RI�KLV�LGHQWL¿-
FDWLRQ��WR�ZHDU�LQ�SKRWRJUDSKV�DQG�DOVR�IRXQG�DQ�DI¿QLW\�IRU�8�6��
terrorists Ted Kaczynski and Timothy McVeigh.[18] He plagiarized 
the writings of Kaczynski in his own “2083—A European Declara-
tion of Independence” and wrote that McVeigh probably felt as he 
did while constructing his bombs.[19] Breivik considered himself 
D�VROGLHU�¿JKWLQJ�WR�IUHH�KLV�SHRSOH�IURP�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�DQG�WKH�
Islamic immigration into Europe.[20]

Novel Aggression

)RU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��VXEMHFWV�FRPPLW�DQ�DFW�RI�YLROHQFH�WKDW�DSSHDUV�XQUHODWHG�WR�DQ\�SDWKZD\�EHKDYLRU��7KH\�GR�
so to test their ability to become violent.

On October 22, 2014, Michael Zehaf-Bibeau murdered Corporal Nathan Cirillo, a Canadian soldier, and injured 
three others. Then, he attacked the Canadian Parliament, wherein he was killed by law enforcement. Three 
\HDUV�HDUOLHU��LQ�'HFHPEHU�������KH�KDG�ZDONHG�LQWR�WKH�5R\DO�&DQDGLDQ�0RXQWHG�3ROLFH��5&03��¿HOG�RI¿FH�
in Burnaby, British Columbia, and said he wanted to be arrested for an armed robbery he committed a decade 
earlier; no such recorded crime existed.[21] The next night, he tried to rob a McDonald’s restaurant with a pen-
cil, then waited for the police to arrive.[22] He told them, “I’m a crack addict and at the same time a religious 
SHUVRQ��DQG�,�ZDQW�WR�VDFUL¿FH�IUHHGRP�DQG�JRRG�WKLQJV�IRU�D�\HDU�PD\EH��VR�ZKHQ�,�FRPH�RXW�,¶OO�DSSUHFLDWH�
things in life more and be clean.”[23]

Energy Burst

An increase in the frequency or variety of noted activities—even if relatively innocuous—related to the target 
occurs, usually in the hours or days before the attack.

The purpose of  
ŝĚĞŶƟĨǇŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƌƐ� 

ŝƐ�ƚŽ�ĚĞƚĞĐƚ�ƉƌŽǆŝŵĂů�ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ� 
ŽĨ�ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ�ĨŽƌ�ůĂǁ�ĞŶĨŽƌĐĞŵĞŶƚ�
ƚŚĂƚ�ĐĂŶ�ŶĂƌƌŽǁ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽĐƵƐ�ŽĨ�ĂŶ� 
ŝŶǀĞƐƟŐĂƟŽŶ͕�ƉƌŝŽƌŝƟǌĞ�ĐĂƐĞƐ͕� 

ĂŶĚ�ŚĞůƉ�ƉůĂŶ�Ă�ƟŵĞůǇ� 
ƌŝƐŬͲŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ� 
ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƟŽŶ͘

“

“



/Ŷ�Ă�ƐŵĂůů�ƐƚƵĚǇ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝŶŐ� 
'ĞƌŵĂŶ�ƐĐŚŽŽů�ƐŚŽŽƚĞƌƐ�ǁŝƚŚ� 
ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ�ŽĨ�ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ͕� 

ĮǀĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂƌŶŝŶŐ�ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƌƐ͙ 
ƐŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶƚůǇ�ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�

ƐŚŽŽƚĞƌƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ�
ǁŚŽ�ŚĂĚ�ŶŽ�ŝŶƚĞŶƚ�ƚŽ�ĂĐƚ͘͘͘͘

“

“
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2Q�-DQXDU\����������LQ�7XFVRQ��$UL]RQD��-DUHG�/RXJKQHU�WULHG�WR�DVVDVVLQDWH�8�6��&RQJUHVVZRPDQ�*DEULHOOH�
*LIIRUGV�DQG�FRPPLWWHG�PDVV�PXUGHU�>��@�,Q�WKH����KRXUV�EHIRUH�WKH�DWWDFN��EHJLQQLQJ�EHIRUH�PLGQLJKW��KH�
GURSSHG�RII�D�UROO�RI����PP�¿OP�WR�EH�GHYHORSHG�DW�D�ORFDO�GUXJ�VWRUH�DQG�ODWHU�SLFNHG�XS�WKH�SKRWRV��FKHFNHG�
into a motel, and intermittently searched the Internet, using the key words “assassin” and “lethal injection.”[25] 
+H�OHIW�D�WHOHSKRQH�PHVVDJH�IRU�D�IULHQG�DQG��DW������D�P���SRVWHG�WR�KLV�VRFLDO�PHGLD�SDJH�D�SKRWR�RI�KLV�*ORFN�
pistol with the words “goodbye friends….”[26]

At 7:27 a.m., he visited two department stores and purchased 9-mm full metal jacket ammunition and a diaper 
EDJ�>��@�/DWHU��SROLFH�VWRSSHG�KLP�IRU�UXQQLQJ�D�UHG�OLJKW��KH�ZDV�UHOHDVHG�ZLWK�D�ZDUQLQJ�DIWHU�FU\LQJ�DQG�DSRO-
RJL]LQJ�>��@�/RXJKQHU�ZHQW�KRPH��WKHQ�UDQ�DZD\�IURP�KLV�IDWKHU�ZKHQ�FRQIURQWHG�>��@�+H�UHWXUQHG�WR�D�GHSDUW-
PHQW�VWRUH��WKHQ�WRRN�D�FDE�WR�WKH�VKRSSLQJ�FHQWHU�ZKHUH�&RQJUHVVZRPDQ�*LIIRUGV�ZDV�VSHDNLQJ��LQVLVWLQJ�RQ�
getting correct change for the cab driver because he only had a $20 bill.[30] A few minutes later at 10:10 a.m., 
KH�RSHQHG�¿UH��NLOOLQJ���SHRSOH�DQG�ZRXQGLQJ�����+H�KDG�WDNHQ�WKH�WLPH�WR�SXW�KLV�GULYHU¶V�OLFHQVH��FUHGLW�FDUG��
and money in a small plastic baggie.[31]

Leakage

When planning to harm a target through an attack, persons 
communicate such intent to a third party.[32]

On August 8, 2014, Abdurasul Juraboev, a resident of Brook-
lyn, New York, and a citizen of Uzbekistan, wrote on a website, 
³*UHHWLQJV��,�DP�LQ�8�6��ULJKW�QRZ��EXW�ZH�GRQ¶W�KDYH�DQ\�DUPV��
But, is it possible to commit ourselves as dedicated martyrs 
anyway while here? What I’m saying is to shoot Obama and get 
shot ourselves, will it do? That will strike fear in the hearts of 
LQ¿GHOV�´>��@�,Q�)HEUXDU\������KH�ZDV�LQGLFWHG�ZLWK�WZR�RWKHU�
individuals and currently awaits federal prosecution for attempt 
and conspiracy to provide material support to the Islamic State 
RI�,UDT�DQG�WKH�/HYDQW��,6,/��>��@

Last Resort

Subjects demonstrate through word or deed a violent action or time imperative or display increasing despera-
tion or distress.[35] To such individuals, there is no alternative other than violence, and the consequences are 
MXVWL¿HG�

On June 17, 2015, 21-year-old Dylann Storm Roof committed mass murder at Emanuel African Methodist Epis-
copal Church in Charleston, South Carolina. He killed nine African-Americans during a Bible study meeting, 
including the senior pastor and Senator Clementa Pinckney, and wounded several others.

'D\V�DIWHU�WKH�VKRRWLQJ��KLV�ZHEVLWH��7KH�/DVW�5KRGHVLDQ��ZDV�GLVFRYHUHG��LQFOXGLQJ�D�PDQLIHVWR�>��@�5RRI�KDG�
ZULWWHQ��³,�KDYH�QR�FKRLFH��,�DP�QRW�LQ�WKH�SRVLWLRQ�WR��DORQH��JR�LQWR�WKH�JKHWWR�DQG�¿JKW��,�FKRVH�&KDUOHVWRQ�EH-
cause it is most historic city in my state, and at one time had the highest ratio of blacks to Whites in the country. 
We have no skinheads, no real KKK, no one doing anything but talking on the Internet. Well, someone has to 
have the bravery to take it to the real world, and I guess that has to be me.”[37]
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'LUHFWO\�&RPPXQLFDWHG�7KUHDW

Individuals communicate a direct threat to the target or law enforcement before a violent action.

On December 11, 2010, Taimour al-Abdaly, a 28-year-old Iraqi Sunni living in Sweden since age 10, carried 
out a car bombing and then prematurely detonated his own suicide vest in downtown Stockholm, killing no one 
else. He sent an audiotaped message in several different languages to Swedish broadcast media shortly before 
his targeted violence.

<RX�KDYH�/DUV�9LONV²WKH�SLJ�/DUV�9LONV²WR�EODPH��DQG�\RXUVHOYHV�IRU�WKHVH�DFWLRQV��<RXU�TXLHWQHVV�IRU�WKH�
painting and your support for your soldiers, now understand, brought you to this unpleasant situation.

7KH�,VODPLF�VWDWH��PD\�$OODK�SURWHFW�LW��DQG�LWV�SHRSOH�KDYH�QRZ�EHJXQ�WR�IXO¿OO�LWV�SURPLVHV��$QG�GR�NQRZ�
one thing: we are not—we are not a lie or imagination, we are for real and do now exist among you, Euro-
peans. So stop your drawings and—stop your drawings of our prophet Muhammad [Arabic], withdraw your 
soldiers from Afghanistan and no more oppression against Islam or Muslims will be tolerated in any way or 
any means.

/DVW�EXW�QRW�OHDVW��,�VD\�WR�DOO�PXMDKHGHHQ��SOHDVH�GR�QRW�
forgive [sic] me in your prayers, may Allah accept me as a 
martyr and my request from you is to pray [Arabic phrase] 
for me as the Muslims are so humiliated here in Sweden 
and other places in Europe that they sometimes pray for 
non-Muslims. And to all hidden mujahedeen in Europe, 
and especially in Sweden: it’s now the time to strike, even 
if you only have a knife to strike with, and I do know you 
that have more than that.[38]

INVESTIGATIVE USEFULNESS

Although these warning behaviors appear to be proximal indicators of accelerating risk in individual terrorists, 
IXUWKHU�VFLHQWL¿F�WHVWLQJ�LV�QHFHVVDU\��6RPH�HIIRUWV�DOUHDG\�KDYH�EHJXQ��,Q�D�VPDOO�VWXG\�FRPSDULQJ�*HUPDQ�
VFKRRO�VKRRWHUV�ZLWK�RWKHU�VWXGHQWV�RI�FRQFHUQ��¿YH�RI�WKH�ZDUQLQJ�EHKDYLRUV²SDWKZD\��¿[DWLRQ��LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ��
QRYHO�DJJUHVVLRQ��DQG�ODVW�UHVRUW²VLJQL¿FDQWO\�GLVFULPLQDWHG�WKH�VKRRWHUV�IURP�WKH�RWKHU�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�KDG�
no intent to act.[39] These differences showed a large effect size, indicating a strong relationship between the 
VKRRWHU¶V�YLROHQFH�DQG�WKH�¿YH�ZDUQLQJ�EHKDYLRUV��5HFHQW�UHVHDUFK�KDV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�VWULNLQJ�VLPLODULWLHV�EH-
tween individual terrorists, mass murderers, and active shooters.[40]

In two other studies, the Swedish Defence Research Agency recommended and outlined a method to employ 
WKUHH�RI�WKH�ZDUQLQJ�EHKDYLRUV²¿[DWLRQ��LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ��DQG�OHDNDJH²WR�SRWHQWLDOO\�LGHQWLI\�³ORQH�ZROYHV´�
through the use of forensic linguistic analysis and data mining on the Internet.[41] The warning behaviors also 
DSSHDU�WR�KDYH�HFRORJLFDO�YDOLGLW\²D�UHDO�ZRUOG�¿W²DFURVV�VHYHUDO�GLIIHUHQW�GRPDLQV�RI�WDUJHWHG�YLROHQFH�
SHUSHWUDWRUV��LQFOXGLQJ�*HUPDQ�VFKRRO�VKRRWHUV��*HUPDQ�DQG�$PHULFDQ�SXEOLF�¿JXUH�DWWDFNHUV�RU�DVVDVVLQV��DQG�
spousal homicide malefactors.[42]

The author and his colleagues are in the process of analyzing data concerning individual terrorists—religious 
DQG�VHFXODU�PRWLYDWLRQV²LQ�1RUWK�$PHULFD�DQG�(XURSH��,Q�D�VWXG\�RI����(XURSHDQ�WHUURULVWV��¿YH�ZDUQLQJ�

dŚĞƐĞ�ƉƌŽǆŝŵĂů�ǁĂƌŶŝŶŐ� 
ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƌƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ƵƐĞĚ�ƚŽ� 
ŵĂŬĞ�ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ�ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶŝŶŐ� 
ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ�Ă�ĐĂƐĞ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ďĞ� 
ŵŽŶŝƚŽƌĞĚ�Žƌ�ŵŝƟŐĂƚĞĚ�ĨŽƌ� 

ƌŝƐŬ�ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͘

“

“
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EHKDYLRUV��SDWKZD\��¿[DWLRQ��LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ��HQHUJ\�EXUVW��DQG�ODVW�UHVRUW��ZHUH�IRXQG�LQ�PRUH�WKDQ����SHUFHQW�RI�
WKH�FDVHV��,Q�DQRWKHU�ODUJHU�VWXG\�RI�����ORQH�DFWRU�WHUURULVWV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DQG�(XURSH��SDWKZD\��¿[DWLRQ��
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ��DQG�OHDNDJH�ZHUH�SUHVHQW�LQ����WR����SHUFHQW�RI�DOO�VXEMHFWV��6XFK�HIIRUWV�ZLOO�GHPRQVWUDWH�ZKHWK-
er these behaviors have value as part of an instrument for risk-assessment efforts.

&21&/86,21

These proximal warning behaviors can be used to make decisions concerning whether a case should be moni-
tored or mitigated for risk management. The absence of all warning behaviors following a detailed investiga-
WLRQ²DOZD\V�UHPHPEHULQJ�WKDW�LQVXI¿FLHQW�LQIRUPDWLRQ�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�DEVHQW�LQIRUPDWLRQ²ZRXOG�VXJJHVW�WKDW�
monitoring and intelligence gathering continue, but that active risk management for targeted violence is unnec-
essary. The presence of one warning behavior could indicate that active risk management should be pursued and 
VSHFL¿F�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�GHYHORSHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�IDFW�SDWWHUQ�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�FDVH��$OWKRXJK�WKHVH�ZDUQLQJ�EHKDY-
LRUV�ZHUH�GHYHORSHG�WR�LGHQWLI\�LQGLFDWRUV�IRU�WDUJHWHG�YLROHQFH��WKH\�DSSHDU�WR�FRPSOHPHQW�VSHFL¿F�LQWHUDFWLYH�
SDWWHUQV�UHFHQWO\�SURPXOJDWHG�E\�WKH�1DWLRQDO�&RXQWHUWHUURULVP�&HQWHU�FRQFHUQLQJ�,6,/��RU�DO�4DHGD�LQVSLUHG�
violence and can function best as another investigative tool as further operational research accumulates.[43]

For additional information the author may be contacted at reidmeloy@gmail.com.
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