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Risk Assessment
in Context
by D. Kelly Weisberg
This Special Issue of Domestic Violence Report is the first of
two issues devoted to the subject
of risk assessment. These two
issues of DVR with Guest Editor
Jill Messing explore risk assessment in the context of domestic
violence across various settings
and substantive areas. Professor Messing and her mentor,
Dr. Jacquelyn Campbell, work at
the forefront of research on risk
assessment, and innovative, collaborative interventions for survivors of domestic violence.

What Is Risk Assessment?
As a preliminary matter, it is
helpful to address the question:
What is risk assessment? The
field of risk assessment measures
characteristics of a person, his or
her relationships, and his or her
conduct to assess that person’s
level of dangerousness in order
to make better decisions about a
variety of issues. In the criminal
justice system, risk assessment
occurs in many stages of the criminal process including bail, sentencing, probation, and parole.
Risk assessment also is considered in treatment decisions for
offenders. Many different professionals (including police,
prosecutors, judges, and service
providers) are called upon to
make informed decisions that
assess an offender’s level of dangerousness. These decisions are
useful for two primary purposes:
accountability (to gauge the most
appropriate punishment) and protection (to safeguard the victim
See RISK ASSESSMENT CONTEXT, next page
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The Use of Lethality Assessment in
Domestic Violence Cases
by Jill Theresa Messing and Jacquelyn Campbell
Various forms of intimate partner
violence (IPV) risk assessment predict
different outcomes (re-assault, rearrest, homicide), are intended to be
used within different systems (criminal justice, social service), and require
different information to complete
(victim interview, offender interview,
criminal justice case files).1 Common IPV risk assessments intended
to predict re-assault or re-arrest are
the Spousal Assault Risk Assessment
(SARA), the Ontario Domestic Assault
Risk Assessment (ODARA), the

Domestic Violence Screening Instrument (DVSI), and revisions of each of
these (DVSI-R, B-SAFER, DV-RAG).2
There are also risk assessment tools
that have not been developed specifically for IPV cases, such as the Arnold
Foundation Public Safety Assessment.
And, more recently, machine learning
approaches which forecast outcomes
(recidivism, no recidivism) without
specifying particular risk factors have
been used in domestic violence cases.3
See LETHALITY ASSESSMENT, page 72

About This Issue . . .
We are pleased to present this special issue on lethality assessment with
Jill Messing, Associate Professor in the School of Social Work at Arizona
State University, as the Guest Editor. As a social worker and a researcher,
she is moving the field forward by testing and developing versions of the
Danger Assessment for specific interventions and populations, including
culturally appropriate risk assessments.
This issue is dedicated to Jacquelyn Campbell, the developer of the Danger
Assessment (see p. 74), a groundbreaking contribution to the field of lethality
assessment. The articles in these two special issues demonstrate the impact
that her work has had on the field of intimate partner violence, on domestic
violence jurisprudence, and on the lives of domestic violence victim-survivors.
D. Kelly Weisberg, Editor, Domestic Violence Report
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and the public from a recurrence of
violence).
The law first relied on risk assessment in the context of mental health
in the 1970s. In the first generation of
research on risk assessment, studies
focused on institutionalized individuals in psychiatric, forensic, and correctional settings to determine whether
mental illness placed a patient or others in imminent risk of harm.1 The
impact of this research reverberated
in the courts. For example, courts
relied heavily on clinical assessment
of risk in making decisions about
Such
involuntary
commitment.2
determinations were necessitated by
state statutes that included the term
“dangerousness to self or others” as
the standard for involuntary hospitalization and by the 1974 Tarasoff case
(Tarasoff v. U.C. Regents, 551 P.2d
334 (Cal. 1976)), upholding the liability of mental health professionals to
warn individuals who were threatened
with bodily harm by a patient.
By 1981, there was so much interest in risk assessment that psychology
Professor John Monahan authored
a famous article reviewing the burgeoning literature.3 His review concluded by noting the potential of risk
assessment while, at the same time,
expressing skepticism about the ability of forensic psychologists to make

accurate predictions about future
dangerousness.
Despite this skepticism, the U.S.
Supreme Court gave its blessing to
risk assessment in two cases in the
1980s. In Barefoot v. Estelle, 463 U.S.
880 (1983), the Supreme Court stated
that, although expert testimony on
dangerousness may not always be correct, it is admissible evidence and the
adversarial process should evaluate it.
The following year, in Schall v. Martin, 467 U.S. 263 (1984), the Supreme
Court again gave its imprimatur to
risk assessment when it upheld the
practice of preventive detention for
juvenile criminal suspects, reasoning
that the practice is based on a prediction that the accused poses a serious risk of future criminal conduct.4
Forensic psychologists relied on these
judicial decisions to emphasize the
reliability and validity of predictions
of dangerousness. In response, risk
assessment took root in a variety of
other contexts.
Soon, risk assessment began to
play an important role in the field of
domestic violence. Some psychologists
contended that risk assessment had
particular utility and accuracy in the
field of intimate partner violence.5 As
rationale for this view, they cited: (1)
the base rates for repeated physical
assaults by intimate partners are relatively high which serves to reduce the
rate of false predictions; (2) evaluators
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who make risk assessments in partner
assault cases often have access to the
victim who is able to provide a rich
source of information about the perpetrator; and (3) several risk factors
exist which are uniquely related to
dangerousness in the domestic violence context.6
Risk assessment became increasingly useful in the context of domestic violence in two overlapping areas:
to determine the risk of an offender’s
recurring violence and also to determine the lethality of that violence.
That is, researchers pointed out that
some risk factors are tailored specifically to gauge the recurrence of
intimate partner violence (IPV) and
others are associated with one specific
form of IPV: domestic homicide. This
latter form of risk assessment is called
“lethality assessment.” Lethality assessment measures the risk that specific
acts of domestic violence will culminate in a lethal or near-lethal assault.
Currently, risk assessments have
become so pervasive in the field of
domestic violence that they are used
not only in the criminal justice system
but also in civil cases. For example,
assessment of dangerousness exists in
protection order proceedings, child
welfare proceedings, and child custody determinations.

See RISK ASSESSMENT CONTEXT, page 84
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Benefits of Risk Assessment
Risk assessment has significant benefits in the context of domestic violence. These include:
1. Enabling the criminal justice system
to identify which offenders deserve
higher bail, specific conditions of
release, various forms of supervision,
and particular sanctions;
2. Formulating appropriate treatment
programs for perpetrators;

intimate partner assault. Beginning in
the 1980s, social scientists identified
several factors associated with partner
violence. As considerable consensus
emerged about the most important factors to consider in assessing the likelihood of recidivism among perpetrators,
a few path-breaking scholars developed
evidence-based tools that identified an
offender’s potential for both recidivism
and lethality. These evidence-based
tools differed in terms of their purpose,
target setting, target practitioners who
administered them, and the sources
of available information about risk

The 1990s witnessed the development of actuarial and
structured approaches to risk assessment.
3. Assisting victims and service providers to develop relevant social services,
including safety plans; and

(criminal record, existence of protection orders, information from the perpetrator and/or victim, etc.).

4. Educating legal and social service personnel to obtain a better understanding
of the of domestic violence (e.g., the
dangerousness of separation).7

Danger Assessment

Development of Instruments
Beginning in the 1990s, scholars
became increasingly interested in the
development of instruments to measure
the risk of violence. Formerly, the
traditional approach to violence risk
assessment was a reliance on clinical judgment. Such assessments were
based on “human judgment, judgment that is shaped by education and
professional experience.”8 However,
such judgments were increasingly disparaged as being too subjective and
difficult to replicate. In response, the
1990s witnessed the development of
actuarial and structured approaches
to risk assessment. In terms of mentally
ill offenders, researchers diverted their
efforts from improving clinicians’ judgment about dangerousness to developing evidence-based tools that would
inform that clinician’s judgment.9
Until that time, there were few tools
that assessed the risk of future violence.
This growing emphasis on the development of instruments to measure risk
was also reflected in the field of domestic violence. The next few decades witnessed efforts to develop theoretical
risk assessment instruments regarding

One of the first risk assessment
instruments in the field of domestic
violence was the Danger Assessment
(DA), created by Jacquelyn Campbell,
Ph.D., RN, FAAN, who is currently
Professor and Anna D. Wolf Chair
at Johns Hopkins University School
of Nursing. Beginning in 1980, Dr.
Campbell conducted advocacy policy
work and research in the areas of violence against women and women’s
health. Today, Dr. Campbell has a long
record of scholarship, serving as Principal Investigator on 11 major NIH,
NIJ or CDC research grants addressing
the subject of violence against women,
risk assessment, and women’s health.
The DA was initially developed in
consultation with victims and professionals for collaborative use by health
care personnel and victims of violence.
Originally intended as a clinical instrument, the DA helps victims assess the
likelihood of being killed to help them
plan for their safety and empower them
toward decisions of self-care. The DA
is the only intimate partner violence
(IPV) risk assessment that is intended
to predict lethality and that gathers
data from only the victim of violence.
Although the DA is not the sole risk
assessment instrument in the field of
IPV, the DA is the most widely used
instrument. It is used by criminal
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justice professionals, health providers,
and social service workers. Moreover,
the DA is one of the few evidencebased measures of lethality in the
context of IPV. As such, its predictive
value rests on the fact that it has been
scientifically validated in numerous
studies conducted by Dr. Campbell, as
well as independent evaluations.10
First developed in 1985, the DA
was revised in 1988 following various studies by Dr. Campbell on its
reliability and validity. In 2005, she
again revised the DA to incorporate
current research findings. In order to
understand femicide risk, Dr. Campbell’s research examined cases of
IPV homicide and compared them
to cases of attempted homicide and
abuse. These comparisons allowed Dr.
Campbell to determine which perpetrator characteristics and behaviors
indicate an increased risk of homicide
and create a weighted scoring system
that identifies women at various danger levels (variable, increased, severe,
and extreme). A multi-city case-control study of over 600 femicide and
attempted femicide cases found that
the risk factors in the DA are significant
predictors of intimate partner homicide.11 When examining femicides,
there is a 90% chance that a randomly
selected victim of homicide would have
a higher score on the DA than a randomly selected victim of assault.
In response to calls to disseminate
the DA to a wider audience, Dr. Campbell created a website where the DA
may be downloaded for free. Information on online or in-person training
and certification, and on the weighted
scoring system, can also be found at
the Danger Assessment website (www.
dangerassessment.org). The DA is available to victims to help them identify
their level of danger as well as to professionals who work with domestic violence survivors. Specifically, the DA is
used by professionals in the criminal
justice, health care, and advocacy fields
to improve their responses to victims
and perpetrators and for training and
certification purposes to enhance the
understanding of domestic violence.
The DA helps the victim of violence
to recall the severity and frequency of
abuse over the past year by the use of
a 12-month calendar, which can also
See RISK ASSESSMENT CONTEXT, next page
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LETHALITY FACTORS, from page 83

and some including factors that may
not necessarily have a basis in validated research. Some tools are simple
and others are multi-page and more
complex.
If a court is to assess dangerousness, as Judge Bowles properly did in
the Pettingill matter, the Santa Clara
County Bench Guide for Recognizing Dangerousness in Domestic Violence Cases (see
http://tinyurl.com/BenchguideDangerousness) is a straightforward one-page
form that can be used in any jurisdiction without modification. The Bench
Guide is included in this issue of DVR
on p. 82.
This concise tool is based on
Dr. Campbell’s validated research;
indeed, the order in which the factors
occur in the first column correspond
to which factors are more strongly
associated with lethality. The tool
can be used by judges in any department where family violence matters
are heard, including Family, Criminal
or Dependency. Consistent with the
holding of Pettingill, this is an informational tool judges may “use as they
review a case and become aware of the

RISK ASSESSMENT CONTEXT, from page 84

serve as a consciousness raising tool.
The DA then asks 20 “yes/no” questions about risk factors present in
the abusive relationship. The DA is
included herein on p. 74. The use of
risk assessment is important as victims
often underestimate their risk; Dr.
Campbell found that fewer than half
of the women who were eventually
killed by their abusers accurately perceived their risk of death.12
From its beginning as a risk assessment tool for use by practitioners, the
use of the DA has spread enormously.
Revisions of the DA have been created
for women in abusive same-sex relationships and for immigrant women
(these can be found on the website).
The DA has also been modified for
use by first responders and is available
in several different languages.
Today, the DA is widely used not only
by social service providers to enhance
their provision of services to victims but

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE REPORT
extent to which the evidence reveals
how many lethality factors (danger of
homicide) are present.” Of course,
further training and awareness is
needed in order to take the information and craft appropriate orders, but
this tool was designed for judges by
the researcher herself, and is a preferable solution to the mix and variety
currently existing in lethality bench
tools today.
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issue of DVR and the next issue explore
the legacy of Dr. Jacquelyn Campbell, a
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risk assessment research.
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