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TRAP-18: Terrorist 
Radicalization Assessment 

Protocol 
•  What it is: 

– A Structure Professional Judgment Instrument 
(SPJ) 

– Growing number of validation studies 
  





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 



Timothy James McVeigh and 
the TRAP-18 



April 19, 1995 

•  Bombed the Murrah federal building in 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 

•  Utilized a 5,000 pound ammonium nitrate 
+ fertilizer bomb (55 gallon drums) in back 
of a Ryder truck 

•  Accelerant was methane (rocket fuel) 
•  168 adults and children killed, hundreds 

injured 





Timothy McVeigh 



Distal Characteristics 



Personal Grievance and Moral 
Outrage 

•  Combining of personal grievance and moral outrage 
concerning historical or contemporaneous religious or 
political events. 

•  Personal grievance is a major loss in love and/or work 
(anger, humiliation, and blame follow). 

•  Moral outrage is vicarious identification as victim, ie, lone 
terrorist has not personally experienced the suffering of 
the victimized group\ 



Personal Grievance 

•  Always wanted to be a Green Beret in US 
Army.  Rejected during tryouts (SFASP) at 
Ft. Bragg in 1991; invited to return in six 
months.  Humiliated, then angry. Never did 
return. 



Moral Outrage 
•  Attended as an observer the standoff between 

the Branch Davidians (radical sect of Seventh 
Day Adventists) in Waco, TX, and the FBI/ATF in 
February-April, 1993 

•  Enraged when he saw on TV the Branch 
Davidian compound burn to the ground on April 
19, 1993; 76 people died, including their leader, 
David Koresh 

•  McVeigh blamed the federal government for 
intentionally murdering the sect 



April 19, 1993 



Framed by an Ideology 

The presence of beliefs that justify the subject’s intent to 
act.  It can be a religious belief system, a political 
philosophy, a secular commitment, a one issue conflict, or 
an idiosyncratic justification.  Beliefs are usually superficial 
and favorite phrases are selected to justify violence. 



Framed by Ideology 
•  Drifted to the Patriot Movement, extreme right wing 

group in U.S. which believed that federal government 
was the enemy. 

•  Constitution was being violated, power should reside at 
the county level (posse comitatus). 

•  Revolution was necessary, April 19, 1775 (Patriots’ Day) 
•  Planning based upon book by William Pierce, head of 

National Alliance (neo-Nazi, white nationalist party in 
US); tried to contact him in days before bombing 

•  Pierce wrote The Turner Diaries, which McVeigh sold at 
gun shows: the template for the bombing 





Failure to Affiliate with an 
Extremist or Other Group 

•  The experience of rejecting or being rejected by a 
radical, extremist, or other group with which the subject 
initially wanted to affiliate. 



Failure to Affiliate with Extremist 
or other Group 

•  McVeigh and Nichols attended meetings 
of the Michigan militia, but were asked to 
leave for advocating violence. 

•  Michigan militia were originally a group of 
farmers aggrieved by government 
suspension of farm subsidies, and then 
turned to survivalism and civilian militia 
training; they blamed the Japanese for the 
attack on Oklahoma City 



Dependence on the Virtual 
Community 

Use of the Internet through social media, chat rooms, 
emails, listservs, texting, tweeting, posting, searches, etc., 
for: 
 
Virtual interaction—for example, reinforcement 

 of beliefs 
 
Virtual learning—for example, planning and preparation 

 
• Gill, P. (2015) Lone-Actor Terrorists: A Behavioural Analysis.  



Dependence on the Virtual 
Community 

•  None, Internet/social media did not exist at 
the time. 



Thwarting of Occupational 
Goals 

•  A major setback or failure in a planned academic and/or 
occupational life course. 

•  “ In betweeners,”  Dr. Margaret Singer 



Thwarting of Occupational 
Goals 

•  Wanted to be a Green Beret in U.S. Army 
and “ultimate warrior”—tried other paths 



Changes in Thinking and 
Emotion 

•  Interpersonal communication becomes more strident, 
humorless, dogmatic, binary, “don’t think, just believe.” 

•  Internal fantasies become violent and grandiose, goal to 
purify the environment by killing the unbelievers 

•  Emotional sequence from anger > contempt > disgust; 
eg, equation of outgroup with vermin, other toxic objects. 



Changes in Thinking and 
Emotion 

•  Became more isolative 
•  Traveled to gun shows, common route 

from Michigan to Kingman, AZ, and 
through Oklahoma City 

•  A hypervigilant narcissist (Gabbard, 1989) 
•  More strident and absolutist in his beliefs 
•  More grandiose and paranoid in months 

preceding bombing 



•  More brooding and humorless 
•  Note left on sister’s computer for ATF: 
•  “ATF read: ATF, all you tyrannical 

motherfuckers will swing in the wind one 
day for your treasonous actions against 
the Constitution and the United States.  
Remember the Nuremburg War Trials.  
But..but…but…I was only following 
orders…die you spineless, cowardice 
bastards!” 



•  Feb. 10, 1995 letter to Gwen Strider: 
•  “…my whole mindset has shifted from 

intellectual to animal (rip the bastards’ 
heads off and shit down their necks!  And 
I’ll show you how with a simple pocket 
knife…etc.)” 

•  Wore clothing and carried amulets 
consistent with fantasies on day of 
bombing: eg, gold commemorative coin 



Failure of Sexual Pair-Bonding 

•  Historical failures to maintain a stable and positive 
attachment with any sexual intimate. 



Failure of Sexual-Pair Bonding 

•  No known sexual pair bond from puberty 
until his execution in June, 2001 

•  Probably had intermittent sexual contacts  
•  Bemoaned fact he had no offspring prior to 

execution 



Mental Disorder 

•  Evidence of major mental disorder by history or in the 
present. 

•  Cotti & Meloy. Psychoanalytic case study of Tamerlan 
Tsarnaev, J Threat Assess Management, 2019 

    



Mental Disorder 
•  None known 
•  Possible clinical depression following 

discharge from US Army 
•  Personality included narcissistic and 

compulsive traits 
•  Superior IQ (military standardized testing) 
•  Poised, overcontrolled, self-sufficient and 

reliant, brooding, isolative, serious 



Creativity and Innovation 

•  Evidence of tactical thinking “outside the box.”  The 
planned act is creative, innovative (a major aspect has 
not been done before in contemporary times) and/or 
imitated by others. 



Creativity and Innovation 
•  Was his bombing innovative? 

•  Yes, in size and consequences; utilized same MO as 
outlined in book The Turner Diaries, and in first World 
Trade Center bombing in February, 1993 by Al Qaeda 

•  Was his bombing imitated? 
 Yes, Columbine killers wanted to become 

more infamous than McVeigh 
 Yes, more recently by Anders Breivik in 

Norway, July 22, 2011: explicit imitation 



Criminal Violence 

•  Evidence of instrumental criminal violence in the 
subject’s past, demonstrating a capacity and a 
willingness to engage in predation for a variety of 
reasons, such as a history of armed robberies or planned 
assaults on others for material gain. 



Criminal Violence 

Robbery of Roger Moore’s home in 
November, 1994 for money/materials for 
planned terrorist attack 



Proximal Warning  Behaviors 



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."
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Motivation 

 
 
Capability 

 
Opportunity 



Pathway 
•  Planned and prepared for the attack 

beginning 18 months prior 
•  Formed a three man cell with Michael 

Fortier and Terry Nichols 
•  Selected building due to easy access and 

presence of ATF offices 
•  Engaged in one burglary and one robbery 

in late 1994 for money and materials 



•  Experimented with bomb making on 
Nichols farm in Michigan 

•  Nichols and Fortier withdrew from the 
preparation.   

•  Careful planning concerning getaway car 
•  Nichols returned to help him build bomb 

day before at a public park in Kansas 
•  McVeigh drove over back roads night 

before to avoid any interstate travel risk 



Fixation Warning Behavior 

 Any behavior that indicates an increasingly 
pathological preoccupation with a person or a cause 
(Mullen et al., 2009). It typically causes deterioration 
of social and occupational functioning. 

 
 



Frequency of Fixation Warning 
Behavior in Targeted Violence 

(N=332) 
•  Public figure attackers in U.S.  (n=18)          78% 
•  Western European attackers of politicians (n=24)    54% 
•  German public figure attackers (n=14)                100% 
•  German school shooters (n=9)                                100%    
•  European individual terrorists (n=22)                       100% 
•  U.S. and European lone actor terrorists (n=111)       77% 
•  Intimate partner homicide offenders (n=70)              93% 
•  North American lone actor terrorists (n=33)              57% 
•  School threateners  (n=31)                                  16%

       



Pathological Fixation 

• 82% average across 301 targeted  
attackers (8 data sets) 



Fixation 
•  Became preoccupied with destruction of 

the Branch Davidian compound April 19, 
1993; preceded by Ruby Ridge in 1992 

•  Believed that both the FBI and ATF 
intentionally set the compound on fire to 
kill all inside, including women and 
children; not supported by forensics 

•  Anger and perseveration noted by others 
•  Fixation an extreme overvalued belief, not 

an obsession or delusion 



Extreme overvalued belief: 
Rahman, 2018 

•  “…is one that is shared by others in a person’s 
cultural, religious, or subcultural group.  The 
belief is often relished, amplified, and defended 
by the possessor of the belief and should be 
differentiated from an obsession or delusion.  
The belief grows more dominant over time, more 
refined and more resilient to challenge.  The 
individual has an intense emotional commitment 
to the belief and may carry out violent behavior 
in its service.” 



But did his social and 
occupational functioning 

deteriorate? 
•  No steady work, itinerant, selling 

paraphernalia at gun shows 
•  No continuous contact with family or 

friends other than cell members, their 
spouses, and sister Jennifer 



Identification Warning Behavior 

 Any behavior that indicates a psychological desire to 
be a “pseudocommando” (Dietz, 1986; Knoll, 2010), 
have a “warrior mentality” (Hempel et al., 1999), 
closely associate with weapons or other military or 
law enforcement paraphernalia, identify with 
previous attackers or assassins, or to identify 
oneself as an agent to advance a particular cause or 
belief system. 

 
  --Meloy JR, Mohandie K, Knoll J, Hoffmann J. (2015).  

 The concept of identification in threat assessment.  Behavioral 
 Sciences and the Law. DOI: 10.1002/bsl.2166. 

 

 

 



•  The evolution from fixation to identification 
is critical time in a case: may be signaling 
mobilization for violence. 

•  What he thinks about all the time (fixation) 
to whom he becomes (self-identity) 

 



Nicolas Cruz, September, 2017 



Identification 
•  Saw himself as the “ultimate warrior” 
•  Saw himself as the “first hero of the 

second American revolution” 
•  Identified with the forefathers, especially 

Thomas Jefferson 
•  These were written in communications to 

his younger sister, Jennifer, before the 
bombing 

•  Had become a soldier for the Patriot 
Movement 







Used alias “Timothy Kling”—
Klingons were humanoid warrior 
species from “Star Trek” and 

also an Army friend 
 



Novel aggression Warning 
Behavior 

  An act of violence which appears unrelated to any 
targeted violence pathway warning behavior which is 
committed for the first time.  Such behaviors may be 
utilized to test the ability (de Becker, JACA, 1997) of 
the subject to actually do a violent act, a behavioral 
tryout (MacCulloch, Snowden, Wood & Mills, 1983). 

 
 



Novel Aggression 

•  None 
•  No violence unrelated to planning and 

preparation for the bombing 
•  Had a history of combat in the military 

during his service in the U.S. Army in Iraq 
during “Desert Storm,” August, 1990-
February, 1991 

•  Killed several Iraqi soldiers 



Energy burst Warning Behavior 

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

 
 



Energy Burst 
•  Accelerated activity in 24 hours before the 

bombing 
– Rented Ryder truck and stayed at motel 
– Constructed bomb with Nichols in Ryder truck 

at small lake in Oklahoma April 18; 13 55-
gallon drums mixing nitromethane, ammonium 
nitrate fertilizer, diesel fuel 

– Drove through night of April 18-19 from 
Kansas to Oklahoma City (250 miles) 

– Lit fuses, jogged away from the truck to his 
parked Lincoln Mercury behind another bldg 



Leakage Warning Behavior 

 The communication to a third party of an intent to do 
harm to a target through an attack (Meloy & O’Toole, 
Behavioral Sciences and the Law, 29:513-527, 
2011).  



Leakage 
•  Discussed his intent with his two member 

cell, who both left him during pathway 
•  Also told sister Jennifer of intent and Lori 

Fortier of his plan in months before 
•  Michael Fortier eventually testified against 

both Nichols and McVeigh at their federal 
trials 

•  He got a reduced sentence, released into 
WITSEC in 2006 



Last resort Warning Behavior 

 Evidence of a violent “time/action 
imperative” (Mohandie & Duffy, 1999) There is no 
alternative other than violence, and the 
consequences are justified (de Becker, 1997). Often 
triggered by a precipitating event: a loss in love and/
or work. 

 



Last Resort 

•  McVeigh believed violence was the only 
answer to begin the second American 
revolution 

•  1992 op ed in local newspaper: “Is civil 
war imminent? Do we have to shed blood 
to reform the current system?  I hope it 
doesn’t come to that, but it might.” 

 



•  To Jennifer in months before: “Who else 
would come to the rescue of those 
innocent women and children at Waco!?!  
Surely not the sheriff or the state police!  
…I’m no longer in the propaganda stage…
Now I’m in the action stage.” 



Directly Communicated Threat 
Warning Behavior 

 The communication of a direct threat to the target or 
law enforcement beforehand.  A threat is a written or 
oral communication that implicitly or explicitly states 
a wish or intent to damage, injure, or kill the target, 
or individuals symbolically or actually associated 
with the target.  

 



Directly communicated threats 
<20% of cases 

•  Why not? 



Tactical Success 



Directly Communicated Threat 

•  None 



Timothy James McVeigh 
TRAP 18 

•  Pathway      Yes 
•  Fixation      Yes 
•  Identification     Yes 
•  Novel Aggression    No 
•  Energy Burst     Yes 
•  Leakage      Yes 
•  Last Resort      Yes 
•  Direct Threat     No 



TRAP-18 
•  Personal grievance/moral outrage  Yes 
•  Framed by ideology     Yes 
•  Failure to affiliate with extremists  Yes 
•  Dependence on virtual community  NA 
•  Thwarting of occupational goals   Yes 
•  Changes in thinking and emotion  Yes 
•  Failure of sexual pair bonding   Yes 
•  Mental disorder     No 
•  Creativity and innovation    Yes 
•  Criminal violence by history   Yes 



McVeigh TRAP-18: goodness of 
fit 

•  78% overall  
•  75% Proximal warning behaviors 
•  80% Distal characteristics 





But is the TRAP-18 useful? New 
validation studies 

•  Meloy & Gill, JTAM, 2016 
•  Challacombe & Lucas, JTAM, 2018 
•  Meloy, Goodwill, Meloy, Amat, Martinez & 

Morgan, JTAM, 2019 
•  Goodwill & Meloy, Behavioral Sciences 

and the Law, in press 



Meloy & Gill (N=111 lone 
terrorists), JTAM, 2016 

•  U.S. and Europe 
•  Convicted of their active planning or died during 

commission of their attack 
•  1990-2014 (25 years) 
•  “the use of threat or action designed to influence 

the government or intimidate the public and/or 
advance a political, religious, or secular cause.” 



Lone Actor Terrorists 

•  Pathway      80% 
•  Fixation       77% 
•  Identification      77% 
•  Novel Aggression     17% 
•  Energy Burst        8% 
•  Leakage      85% 
•  Last Resort      28% 
•  Directly communicated threat   22% 



Lone Actor Terrorists 
•  Personal grievance and moral outrage   78% 
•  Framed by an ideology              100% 
•  Failure to affiliate with extremist or other group  29% 
•  Dependence on virtual community    49% 
•  Thwarting of occupational goals    55% 
•  Changes in thinking and emotion    88% 
•  Failure of sexual intimate pair bonding   84% 
•  Mental illness                 41% 
•  Creativity and innovation     29% 
•  Criminal violence by history     30%

    



Operational Application 

•  >76% had 4 warning behaviors: pathway, 
fixation, identification, and leakage 

•  Every subject had at least one warning behavior 



Comparison of ideologies 

•  Jihadist (n=38) 
•  Extreme right wing (n=43) 
•  Single issue (n=30) 



Proximal Warning Behaviors % 



Proximal Warning Behaviors % 



Proximal Warning Behaviors % 



Comparison of Ideologies 

•  Equivalence across 78% of TRAP-18 
indicators  



Operational Application 

•  Warning behaviors appear to be 
useful correlates of risk regardless 
of ideology driving the motivation 



Meloy, Goodwill, Meloy, Amat, 
Martinez & Morgan, JTAM, 2019 

•  Comparison of North American terrorists 
(n=33) and subjects of concern by CT 
investigators who did not attack (n=23) 

•  All coded on TRAP-18 indicators 
•  Subjects of concern from Calgary and Los 

Angeles 
•  Half of subjects XRW (extreme right wing) 



Findings 

•  Positively correlated proximal warning 
behaviors with medium to large effect 
sizes in attackers: 
– Pathway 
–  Identification 
– Energy burst 
– Last resort 
– Directly communicated threat (neg correlate) 



Findings 

•  Positively correlated distal characteristics 
with medium to large effect sizes in 
attackers: 
– Framed by ideology 
– Changes in thinking and emotion 
– Greater creativity and innovation 
– Mental Disorder (neg correlate) 



Challacombe & Lucas, JTAM, 
2018 

•  U.S. Sovereign Citizens 
•  Comparison of those who were physically 

planned or committed violence (n=30) with 
those who were only “paper” violent 
(n=28) 

•  Interrater reliability 
– Proximal warning behaviors, kappa = .69 



Results 

•  4 Warning behaviors showed significant 
and positive correlations with violence 
– Pathway 
–  Identification  
– Leakage   
– Last Resort  
– Medium to large effect sizes (0.33-0.70) 



Results 

4 Distal Characteristics showed significant 
and positive correlations with violence 
– Thwarting of occupational goals  
– Framed by ideology  
– Personal grievance and moral outrage  
– Criminal violence  
– Medium to large effect sizes (0.33-0.54) 



Results 
•  Logistic Regression 

– Summed TRAP score as one independent 
variable 

– Explained 44.2% to 59% of variance for 
presence of violence 

– 75.9% of cases correctly classified as violent 
or nonviolent crime 

– Odds ratio for violence, 2.10, for those with 
higher TRAP scores controlling for all other 
factors in the model 



What are the most validated 
warning behaviors to identify 
attackers from nonattackers? 

•  Pathway 
•  Identification 
•  Last Resort 



Multidimensional Scaling and 
the TRAP-18 

•  Goodwill A, Meloy JR. 
•  Behavioral Sciences and the Law, in press 
•  Plotting co-occurrence of TRAP-18 

indicators in two-dimensional space 
•  Do indicators cluster in predicted ways? 







The Honorable Richard Matsch 
1930-2019 
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•  www.drreidmeloy.com 

•  ReidMeloy@gmail.com 

•  @reidmeloy 


