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As one of eight proximal warning behaviors now commonly considered by researchers
and threat assessment professionals, last resort is noteworthy both for its deep grounding
in psychology as well as its correlation with the potential imminence of violent action. Yet
it has not, to date, been explored to the degree worthy of its suggestive validity. The
authors review the clinical and forensic research on last resort warning behavior, focusing
on its history, definition, phenomenology, case examples, frequency across numerous
targeted attack samples, comparative and postdictive studies, and its relationship to
apocalypticism, mental disorders—in particular depression—, and precipitant or
triggering events. The authors conclude that last resort proximal warning behavior is
a correlate of targeted attacks, whether primarily fueled by personal grievance, ideology,
or a mishmash of motivations inexplicable to the rational mind.

Public Significance Statement

Last resort, a commitment to imminent violent action, has been found to strongly
correlate with targeted attacks carried out by many different offenders, including
school shooters, adult mass murderers, and terrorists. This study explores in detail the
definition, history, and research of this particular warning behavior; the authors
recommend that threat assessors closely monitor for its presence and manage with
both urgency and care a person of concern who displays last resort in word or deed.
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You had a hundred billion chances and ways to have
avoided today, but you decided to spill my blood. You
forced me into a corner and gave me only one option.
The decision was yours. Now you have blood on your
hands that will never wash off. ... Are you happy now
that you have destroyed my life? Now that you have
stolen everything you could from me?
—Seung-Hui Cho (https://schoolshooters.info/site
s/default/files/cho_manifesto_1.1.pdf)
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A suggested typology for proximal warning
behaviors for targeted violence was proposed over
a decade ago (Meloy et al., 2012). The typology
identified eight patterns of accelerating risk—
pathway, fixation, identification, novel aggression,
energy burst, leakage, last resort, and directly
communicated threat—and was offered as a means
by which threat assessment professionals could
organize evidence in a case through the use of
pattern analysis. Pattern analysis finds its prove-
nance in gestalt psychology (Koffka, 1935; Kohler,
1925; Wertheimer, 1938) and is now advanced by
some as a basic principle of cognitive processing
and research (Tong & Pratte, 2012).

Along with the publication of this typology,
other studies have further explored several of the
warning behaviors, including pathway (Calhoun &
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Weston, 2003, 2016), leakage (Meloy & O’Toole,
2011), identification (Meloy, Mohandie, et al.,
2015), fixation (Meloy & Rahman, 2021; Mullen
et al., 2009), and directly communicated threat
(Warren et al., 2021). Other studies have empiri-
cally tested both the reliability and validity of
the typology in toto and found it both accurately
measurable (reliability) and useful (validity;
Meloy, Hoffmann, et al., 2021). The proximal
warning behaviors both correlate with and postdict
acts of targeted violence in various samples
(Meloy, Hoffmann, et al., 2021). The eight warning
behaviors have also been incorporated into the
Terrorist Radicalization Assessment Protocol
(TRAP-18; Meloy, 2017), which also has some
reliability and validity (Allely & Wicks, 2022).

Last resort warning behavior, in particular, has
been found to correlate with, and in some cases
postdict, targeted violence yet has not been
explored to the degree worthy of its validity
(Meloy, Hoffmann, Roshdi, Glaz-Ocik, &
Guldimann, 2014). We intend to do this in the
following study.

The Definition

A last resort act is a final course of action. It is
perceived as the lone remaining choice when all
else has failed; every other possibility has been
ruled out, yet action remains necessary. The
idiom “last resort” has its origins in the French en
dernier ressort, a particular kind of legal court
case that offered only a final decision with noright
to appeal (Grammarist.com, 2023). In its modern
use, last resort is understood to involve the prior
existence of more desirable possibilities but an
end state in which these preferred options have
been lost or withdrawn. Once this end state is
reached, a sense of time compression is implied in
that a choice must be made before time runs out to
choose anything at all. If action on the only option
left is not taken, then the worst-case outcome to
the particular situation will come to pass. This
justifies any consequences from undertaking the
last resort option; if the actor has no choice but to
accept a less desirable course of action, then he
cannot be faulted for the less desirable outcome—
his hand was forced.

Last resort may also, but need not, feature an
element of reluctance; the actor would have
preferred alternatives now perceived as fore-
closed over the choice left before him. But this
reluctance may be replaced with enthusiasm as
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the actor adjusts his thinking around the new
alternative and he experiences pleasure through
his secrecy and anticipation of social dominance:
taking action as re-empowering himself. This
enthusiasm may even result in a brisker pace
toward acting out what was once perceived as the
less desirable course but may no longer be. The
new course of action offers an opportunity to end
on a high note—gloriously empowered once
again. In the extreme, enthusiasm may even be
experienced as a sense of destiny (e.g., “When
God closes a door, He opens a window”),
especially if he comes to believe that his choice
is sanctioned by a higher, omnipotent power. For
example, upon realizing that upcoming travel by
his wife and children would allow him to plan,
prepare, and carry out the murder of Dr. John
Britton in 1994, anti-abortion terrorist Paul Hill
reflected, “God had opened a window of
opportunity, and it appeared that I had been
appointed to step through it” (Sharkey, 2003). His
thinking became teleological rather than causative.

This psychological dissection of last resort has
applicability in the study and practice of
behavioral threat assessment. In our view, last
resort thinking by a person who is on a trajectory
toward planned violence consists of several
distinct but interrelated elements: (a) an internal
experience of crisis in relation to the object of
preoccupation, further pressured by (b) a realiza-
tion that viable alternatives to violence have
evaporated, (c) a belief that violence has become
necessary and urgent—action is required and the
time is now, (d) an acceptance of all consequences
of violence as being justified, and (e) potentially
a fresh sense of drive, even destiny, toward
execution of the violent act as enthusiasm replaces
any reluctance. Last resort warning behavior is the
outward demonstration, by performance in deed or
in word, of some aspect of this thinking. It is the
visible warning that this dangerous mental process
is occurring. However, it is not absolute that this
behavior marks a point of no return because a
would-be offender can turn back at any point along
a personal path to violence. There is still hope to
redirect the individual away from violence by
prompt and effective intervention.

Lastresort thinking is typically preceded by, or
in anticipation of, a triggering event. Often this
event is a loss in actual love or work, but such
events may also be purely psychological for the
individual. In other words, the sense of being
trapped may be completely endogenous. This has
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important assessment implications which will be
discussed further below.

Last resort will also be used by political leaders
to motivate their followers (Amman & Meloy,
2021, 2022). In this scenario, a “violent action/
time imperative” is foremost, and there is posited
an imminent, existential threat from an out-group
that must be addressed. For those followers who
have never been violent before, such “rhetorical
accelerationism” (Amman & Meloy, 2021)
facilitates the redefining of violence as defensive
rather than offensive, thus eliminating any
cognitive dissonance concerning a self-identity
as a nonviolent person clashing with the decision
to now be violent. This process may be overt
on the more permissive social media platforms
or more subtle in order to avoid content
moderation—yet still provoke fear leading to
last resort thinking (Saha et al., 2023). “When all
else fails, kill it with fire” (Correia, 2011, p. 79).

The History

The term “last resort warning behavior” was
proposed by Meloy etal. (2012, p. 265) as part of
a wider, novel typology of proximal warning
behaviors. It was defined as follows:

Evidence of a violent “action imperative” (Mohandie &
Duffy, 1999): increasing desperation or distress through
declaration in word or deed, forcing the individual into a
position of last resort. There is no alternative other than
violence, and the consequences are justified (De Becker,
1997). The subject feels trapped. (S. White, personal
communication, October 2010)

Early on in the professional discipline of
behavioral threat assessment, behaviors now
recognized as last resort were documented by
threat assessment professionals and scholars: A
violent action imperative is demonstrated when a
person of concern articulates a sense of singular
focus on violent action to the exclusion of
nonviolence (e.g., “I have no other choice” or
“You’ve backed me into a corner’; De Becker,
1997). The person’s deeds or words indicate that
violence is felt to be justified by the wrongs
endured, and the person no longer sees any
alternative to achieve redress except by violence.
A closely related concept is the time imperative,
wherein the person expresses a perceived loss of
surplus time in which to peaceably resolve the
situation (e.g., ““your time is running out” or “the
clock is ticking down’’; Mohandie & Duffy, 1999).

The person of concern expressing a time imperative
is feeling a sense of urgency and compression of
time in which to act. The violent action/time
imperative was first combined in Mohandie and
Duffy (1999) based on an unpublished article the
previous year (see Hatcher, 1998).

Although the violent action/time imperative—
central to the definition—was not mentioned
by others, many factors associated with distress,
such as depression and suicidality, helplessness,
and hopelessness, have been noted in the targeted
violence literature for over 2 decades (Borum et
al., 1999; Cornish etal., 1999; Mullen et al., 2000;
White & Cawood, 1998).

Last resort warning behavior has also been
incorporated into various threat assessment and
violence risk structured professional judgment
instruments. The Stalking Risk Profile (MacKenzie
et al., 2009) considers it one of the five red flag
indicators for stalking violence, defining it as,

The individual indicates that they have reached a point
where they no longer feel constrained by legal or moral
imperatives. They have relinquished hope of achieving
the goals of their stalking by socially acceptable means.
Their efforts have proved futile, they are exasperated,
and they believe they must now provoke a definitive
outcome ... such last resort thinking may be precipitated
by recent losses or destabilizers. (p. 22)

The Screening Assessment for Stalking and
Harassment also contains last resort as a high
level of concern item that demands an immediate
response (McEwan et al., 2017). The Workplace
Assessment of Violence Risk (WAVR-21;
White & Meloy, 2016) places it within Item 3,
Threatening Communications or Expressed Intent,
“a time imperative may indicate a more imminent
intention to act” (p. 112, 3rd edition). The TRAP-
18 (Meloy, 2017) defines last resort as,

Evidence of a “violent action imperative and/or time
imperative” (Mohandie & Duffy, 1999); it may be a signal
of desperation or distress. Often the result of an unexpected
triggering event, or one which is anticipated, that involves
a loss in love and/or work. The subject believes he/she
has no other choice and must act now. (p. 22)

The Communications Threat Assessment
Protocol (James et al., 2014) labels it “End-of-
Tether Language” and defines it as follows:

The individual states that they are contacting the
recipient as “a last resort,” “only hope,” “last hope,”
“final attempt” etc. This is referred to as “end-of-tether
language” or “last-resort thinking.” It indicates that the
individual has come to the “end of a road” which leaves
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them with few other possible courses of action or
avenues to pursue. Their efforts in achieving their goal
have proved futile, they are exasperated and, if the
current attempt fails, they see little choice other than to
resort to extreme measures to provoke a definitive
outcome. They may think that they have nothing left to
lose, are no longer concerned about their own fate, and
they are in danger of taking desperate or illegal
[action] in “one last throw of the dice.” Such last resort
thinking can be precipitated by recent losses or
destabilizers (e.g. an adverse legal outcome, losing a
job, home or partner, bankruptcy). It is important
because the individuals concerned have reached a
position where they have nothing left to lose and so no
longer feel constrained by social or legal bound-
aries. (p. 26)

A common thread in all of these instruments is
that at least one of the authors was a member of the
Fixated Research Group, which conducted a
lengthy study for the United Kingdom Home
Office on threats to the British Royal Family in
2002-2008, resulting in many research publica-
tions (at https://drreidmeloy.com/) and the begin-
ning of the Fixated Threat Assessment Centre next
to Buckingham Palace. This law enforcement/
mental health intervention model is now replicated
in other countries, most notably the Netherlands
and Australia (Barry-Walsh et al., 2020) and in an
adapted form in Switzerland (Guldimann et al.,
2016, 2021). Originally separate from counterter-
rorism efforts in the United Kingdom, this Fixated
Threat Assessment Centre model has now
broadened to include counterterrorism interven-
tions, particularly in Australia (Pathé et al., 2015).
The notation of last resort in these various
structured professional judgment instruments
contrasts with the absence of last resort as a risk
factor in other general violence risk assessment
instruments that were not developed to assess the
threat of targeted violence, such as the HCR-20 V3
(Douglas et al., 2013).

Phenomenology

Last resort behavior seems to be, at its core, a
manifestation of a violent action imperative
and/or time imperative. These twin concepts
are last resort’s umbrella, under which, on a case-
by-case basis, it may manifest in thinking (e.g., a
person immersed in last resort thinking feels
“trapped” [S. White, personal communication,
October 2010]), emotions (e.g., desperation or
hopelessness), or actions (e.g., a person is
undertaking “final acts” [Calhoun & Weston,
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2003]). Each could occur subsequent or anteced-
ent to another, or they theoretically could all
emerge in one case. The key is a clear nexus to the
core ideation of violent action and time im-
peratives, which is usually both conscious and
preoccupying for the person of concern.

Emotions in particular play an important role in
last resort thinking and behavior and paradoxi-
cally appear to include both positive and negative
affect states. Meloy and Rahman (2021) wrote
about this in relation to the pathway to violence
and extreme overvalued beliefs:

Lone actor terrorists and some group-based terrorists will
often feel moral outrage toward a perceived victimized
group, and vicariously identify with that group, feeling
anger and humiliation, and other dysphoric states (Meloy
& Gill, 2016; Rahmani et al., 2019). As they move on a
pathway toward violence, the identification with the
victimized group becomes an identification as a warrior
or soldier to defend the victimized group, accompanied
by feelings of exhilaration and excitement, and other
euphoric states (Meloy, 2017). Such paradoxical
emotional states, attitudes and assumptions energize
the extreme overvalued belief and are nurtured by the
extremist group, often through social media (Berger,
2018). Such beliefs can, in turn, drive the impulse to a
blood sacrifice of the self and/or others in a cause or for a
purpose that is bereft of any critical analysis or judgment
(Gibson, 1994; Meloy, 2018; Strozier et al., 2010). The
neurobiology of such a cognitive-affective driver may be
similar to that found in stalking (Meloy & Fisher, 2005),
but needs empirical investigation. (p. 5)

There is no formal research concerning such
emotional states as they relate to last resort
behavior; however, conceptualizing last resort
thinking as an example of extreme overvalued
beliefs is useful (Rahman et al., 2021).

As previously suggested (Amman et al., 2017),
some behavioral changes may coincide with the
occurrence of last resort warning behavior when
generated by the thinking or emotions described
above. For example, a major weight loss, dis-
regarded hygiene, or a suddenly unkempt appear-
ance,—none of which are explained by a health
condition or other logical circumstance—, could be
physical manifestations of last resort—associated
depression. Significant changes in sleeping or eating
patterns could have practical reasoning behind them
in the sense of pathway (research and planning,
preparation) warning behavior, or they could also be
symptomatic of depression. Reckless sexual, finan-
cial, or other acts that suggest a lack of concern for
future consequences may be evidence of lost hope
and/or an embrace of that final remaining option
which will likely end in the person’s death or
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imprisonment (Amman et al., 2017). Perhaps the
most commonly observed behavior is giving away
earthly possessions and/or farewell messaging—
usually stimulated by both violent action and time
imperatives: [ am tying off my loose ends in this life
and I am doing it now because I am being forced to
act in the very near future.

Once last resort warning behavior appears in the
presence of other warning behaviors, the individ-
ual may be “reaching a critical point on a pathway
to violence from which he perceives it may be
difficult to turn back” (Amman et al., 2017, p. 87).
It suggests the person is experiencing a sense of
imminency of a need to act, perhaps believing that
need to be an existential one as well, depending
on the particular grievance, ideology, or other
underlying layers of a case. That sense of
imminence is fundamental to the necessity for
immediate violent action. If not for the urgency,
the probability of violence is lessened in the
immediate future. It should be noted that last resort
behaviors need not exclusively precede violence
but may mark a continuing or renewed commit-
ment to further violence after an initial act has
occurred, such as in cases of protracted crises or
spree violent acts (Amman & MacKizer, 2017).

Examples from published cases of last resort
thinking and behavior are listed in Table 1.

Last Resort Correlates With and
Postdicts Targeted Attacks

Table 2 contains studies of targeted attackers
within which the frequency of last resort warning
behavior was quantified. Sixty percent of targeted
attackers across a range of motivations, victims,
and locations on average have evidenced last resort
warning behavior, with variance across studies.

Although these data are valuable, they do not
allow for any statements concerning whether or
not last resort significantly correlates with or
predicts a targeted attack. Sensitivity (the true
positive rate) appears moderately high for last
resort, but without comparison groups and studies,
specificity (the true negative rate) cannot be
known. There are also fundamental limitations
with much of this research. First, of necessity,
researchers are limited to the data made available
to them. Much of the data available for researchers
on targeted violence attacks are limited, that is,
existin open source and media reports. Only rarely
in published studies of targeted violence attacks,

researchers have been offered access to detailed
investigative analyses of an attacker’s preattack
behaviors (see Silver et al., 2018, for an example of
the latter).

The first comparative study of last resort
proximal warning behavior involved a compari-
son of German school shooters (n = 9) and
other students of concern (n = 31) whom,
upon investigation, had no intent to carry out a
school shooting (Meloy, Hoffmann, Roshdi, &
Guldimann, 2014). Seventy-eight percent of the
school shooters evidenced last resort, while zero
percent of the students without intent evidenced
last resort. The effect size—the strength of the
difference—was large (¢ = 0.855), second only
to pathway proximal warning behavior (¢ =
0.876)—although the sample size was small,
expanding both the confidence interval and the
standard error of measurement.

A comparative study the following year looked
at another small sample of European terrorists
(n = 22) who acted alone and those who formed
an autonomous cell (Meloy, Roshdi, et al., 2015).
Interrater reliability for coding last resort was
excellent (Cohen’s k =0.761), and every subject,
whether acting alone or in concert with others,
evidenced last resort warning behavior. The only
significant difference between the lone actors and
the cells was a more frequent history of criminal
violence, a distal characteristic of the TRAP-18
(Meloy, 2017), in the latter group.

Meloy and Gill (2016) completed a larger study
(n = 111 lone-actor terrorists), which allowed for
comparisons among jihadist, extreme right
wing, and single-issue terrorists, and comparison
between thwarted and successful terrorists. Last
resort was evident in 28% of the overall sample,
and there were no significant differences across
ideologies nor when comparing the thwarted
versus successful attackers. Although the fre-
quency for last resort was relatively low, the
authors noted that this may have been due to a
“lack of goodness of fit” between the original
coded variables in the data set and the TRAP-18
indicators. The original coding on which the
TRAP-18 indicators were based in this study
focused upon discrete behaviors rather than the
psychological concept of last resort.

Another comparative study of attackers and
nonattackers was undertaken again in Meloy etal.
(2019). Thirty-three North American lone-actor
terrorists were compared with 23 subjects of
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THE CONCEPT OF LAST RESORT IN THREAT ASSESSMENT

Table 2

Frequency of Last Resort Proximal Warning Behavior Among Targeted Attackers

Title of study Authors and publication year Subjects Percentage
German school shooters Meloy, Hoffmann, Roshdi, and N=9 78
Guldimann (2014)
German nonterrorist public figure attackers Hoffmann et al. (2011) N=14 46
U.S. presidential and political attackers Meloy, Hoffmann, Roshdi, and N=18 39
Guldimann (2014)
German intimate partner homicide offenders Glaz-Ocik and Hoffmann (2011) N=170 62
German adult mass murderers Allwinn et al. (2019) N =33 98
Lone-actor terrorists in the United States and Europe ~ Meloy and Gill (2016) N =111 28
Lone-actor terrorists in North America Meloy et al. (2019) N =33 79
European individual terrorists Meloy, Roshdi, et al. (2015) N=22 100
German jihadist terrorists Bockler et al. (2020) N =20 65
Targeted violence manifestos Kupper and Meloy (2021) N =130 87
U.S. sovereign citizen terrorists Challacombe and Lucas (2019) N =30 29
U.S. Capitol violent attackers January 6 Challacombe and Patrick (2023) N =51 44
Manifestos Slemaker (2023) N =27 50
Sovereign citizens Vargen and Challacombe (2023) N =68 46

Note. N = 536; M = 60%; range = 28%—100%.

national security concern who did not commit a
subsequent attack. Despite the difficulties and
limitations of such a study—most notably access
to a nonattacking sample—the results confirmed
that the TRAP-18 could significantly distinguish
between attackers and nonattackers. Last resort
data indicated that 79% of the attackers versus
21% of the nonattackers evidenced this proximal
warning behavior with a large effect size (¢ =
0.57). Pathway, identification, energy burst, and
directly communicated threat also discriminated
between the groups with medium to large effect
sizes—although directly communicated threat
was inversely related to an attack. This study
further confirmed the robust finding that direct
threats are typically negatively correlated with a
targeted attack (Meloy & Hoffmann, 2021), with
the exception of domestic violence.

A multidimensional scaling analysis of the same
data set (Goodwill & Meloy, 2019) found that the
proximal warning behaviors, including last resort,
generally clustered together among the attackers,
not among the nonattackers. They wrote,

The findings of this MDS study quantitatively support
the theoretical model that there are two superordinate
factors—proximal warning behaviors and distal
characteristics—in the TRAP-18. They also support a
theory of risk for lone actor terrorists: proximal warning
behaviors are present among attackers, and largely
absent among non-attackers, yet distal characteristics are
evident in both attackers and non-attackers; the latter
group are persons of concern to the threat assessor who

should closely monitor them to see if any proximal
warning behaviors appear. (p. 533)

In the nonterrorist domain, a study of 33 German
mass murderers that same year (Allwinn et al.,
2019) found that last resort warning behavior was
present in 100% of the psychotic offenders and
95% of the nonpsychotic offenders. There were no
significant differences between these two sub-
groups. However, another European study found
difficulties in coding the TRAP-18 indicators
when comparing European (n = 38) and the United
States (n = 35) jihadism-inspired lone-actor
terrorists based solely on open-source informa-
tion; the U.S. sample had a higher average number
of TRAP-18 items coded (Brugh et al., 2023). In
another European study of radicalization among
the mentally ill in Spain, TRAP-18 results
indicated high predictive validity (AUC = 1.0,
p = .018) in a small sample (n = 44) of socially
isolated psychiatric patients with a prison history
(Garcia-Andrade et al., 2019).

Meanwhile, an independent research group
investigated sovereign citizens, an antigovernment
nationalist collective in the United States, with the
TRAP-18 in two studies (Challacombe & Lucas,
2019; Vargen & Challacombe, 2023). In the first
study (Challacombe & Lucas, 2019), subjects (n =
30) who planned or committed violent actions
were compared to subjects (n = 28) who
committed nonviolent criminal actions. Cohen’s
k for reliability across all the indicators was
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excellentat0.757. Lastresort was significantly and
positively related to violence and had the strongest
effect size among the proximal warning behaviors
(p = .70, p = .000, 29% vs. 9% frequency). A
binary regression analysis correctly classified
75.9% of the overall sample. This was the first
postdictive study of a U.S. domestic terrorism
group. In the second study (Vargen &
Challacombe, 2023), the sovereign citizen sample
was increased to 107 cases, and the TRAP-18 was
coded alongside the HCR-20 V3 Historical scale.
Higher coding on both instruments was associated
with greater odds of being violent. Most compel-
ling was the coding of the indicators in both
instruments prior to (a pseudo-prospective design)
and after the index offense—although limitations
of this design are noted by the authors. For last
resort proximal warning behavior, the preindex
offense coding was significantly different (18%
violent vs. 3% nonviolent, p < .05); as well as the
postindex offense coding (46% vs. 9.1%, p < .05).
They wrote, “a significantly greater proportion of
violent cases demonstrated pathway behaviors,
fixation, perceiving themselves to be in a position
of last resort, and personal grievance and moral
outrage than did non-violent cases” (p. 14). In
terms of relative performance, the proximal
warning behaviors “yielded the largest increase
in the odds of the case being violent” (p. 16) when
compared to the overall TRAP indicators, the
TRAP distal characteristics, and the HCR-20 V3
Historical scale. Preindex TRAP-18 total scores
were also significantly associated with increased
odds of a case being categorized as violent
(sensitivity = 74%, specificity = 63.6%,
Positive Predictive Value, PPV = 75.5%,
Negative Predictive Value, NPV = 61.8%).

A third study (Challacombe & Patrick, 2023)
applied the TRAP-18 to a large group of
extremists (the January 6 U.S. Capitol attackers)
to see if the instrument could postdict who would
or would not be charged with a violent offense. It
did. Random draws of those charged with
nonviolent (n = 50) versus violent offenses (n =
51) were compared. The average Cohen’s k was
0.80. Last resort proximal warning behavior was
apparent in slightly less than half the subjects, and
there were no significant differences between the
violent and nonviolent samples; however, path-
way was the strongest predictor of violence,
while identification also discriminated between
the violent and nonviolent groups—and fixation

did not. Despite the difficulty of information
access, the TRAP-18 was able to correctly
classify who would or would not be violent
71.3% of the time in a binary regression analysis
(p <.002). This was the first study to explore the
validity of the TRAP-18 among a large group of
extremists rather than its original purpose, the
assessment of risk among lone actors. Such work
suggests the generalizability of the TRAP-18 to
both lone actors and large group-based individuals.

Meloy, Goodwill, et al. (2021) published a time
sequence analysis of 125 lone-actor terrorists in
North America and Europe. Such a methodology,
rarely done in the psychological or criminological
literature, allowed for the sequencing of TRAP-18
proximal warning behaviors and distal character-
istics across time, identifying which indicators
precede, and which indicators follow, other
indicators. The results of the study, using
proximity coefficients, empirically indicated that
distal characteristics generally preceded proximal
warning behaviors—what the TRAP-18 model
originally proposed. Among the proximal warning
behaviors that were in the closest time sequence to
an attack were last resort, pathway, identification,
and leakage warning behaviors.

Bockler et al. (2020) compared German
jihadists imprisoned for violent acts of terrorism
(n = 20) with jihadists imprisoned for nonviolent
acts (n = 60). Last resort warning behavior was
significantly more frequent among the violent
jihadists (65%) when compared to the nonviolent
jihadists (11%), with a large effect size (¢ = 0.55,
p < .001); pathway, novel aggression, and energy
burst were also significantly more frequent.
Bockler et al. (2020) also did several ROC
analyses and produced an ROC-weighted curve
for the proximal warning behaviors. This analysis
yielded a sensitivity = .80, specificity = .93,
positive predictive power = .80, negative predic-
tive power = .93, and AUC = .90. They wrote,

The “last resort” warning behavior in the majority of
violent perpetrators can be explained by the fact that the
decision to commit a violent act functions as a kind of
“exit strategy” in the subjective logic of the perpetrator.
In light of a seemingly hopeless situation, the act enables
the perpetrator to make a glorious exit from life. (pp.
166-167).

An important alternative analysis that contributes
to the management of the threat of targeted violence
is forensic linguistics. In two studies, Kupper
and Meloy (2021) and Kupper, Christensen, et al.
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(2022) applied forensic linguistic analysis to the
writings of lone-actor terrorists, utilizing the
lens of the TRAP-18 in the first study (Kupper &
Meloy, 2021). An analysis of 30 targeted violence
manifestos found last resort was present in 87% of
the subjects’ productions. There were no significant
differences when comparing written versus spoken
manifestos nor ideologically motivated versus
grievance-fueled manifestos (Kupper & Meloy,
2021). Across primary motivations, jihadism had
the least frequent last resort warning behaviors.
Jihadists may less often experience or anticipate
an individual triggering event; they are instead
primarily motivated by the drive to join other
shaheeds and “ascend in the storm” through their
own acts of violence against the unbelievers
(Meloy, 2018; Meloy etal., 2001). In another study
of the manifestos of mass shooters (n =23 subjects;
27 manifestos), half of the subjects evidenced
last resort warning behavior (Slemaker, 2023).

The results of this review of all comparative and
postdictive studies to date indicate that the
majority have found that last resort postdicts
violence with a large effect size, although the
sample sizes are relatively small, thus expanding
the confidence intervals for the findings. Some
studies showed no difference between attackers
and nonattackers for last resort; however, all
studies showed the presence of last resort among
the attacker group, with frequencies varying as
indicated in Table 2 and averaging 60% with a
large variance. The three most validated, proximal
warning behaviors for postdiction of a targeted
attack are pathway, identification, and last resort.
These results are promising, but more research
needs to be done, especially prospective studies.

Individual case studies of the proximal warning
behaviors among lone-actor terrorists have also
been conducted and are listed in Table 3.

The case study findings indicate that among the
11 publications, nine of the individuals evidenced
last resort warning behavior, for a frequency of
82%. This frequency is noticeably greater than the
average large group datain Table 1 and may be due
to the deeper analysis done for each of these cases.
However, this sample size is very small, and
conclusions must be drawn with great care.

Triggers or Precipitants of Last Resort

Last resort warning behavior is often preceded
by a triggering or precipitating event (Amman &
Meloy, 2021). Such events may include those in

Table 3
Published Case Studies of Targeted Attackers and
Last Resort Behavior

Case studies Last resort

Jihadism
Fort Hood shooting in 2009, Malik Nidal X
Hasan (Meloy & Genzman, 2016)
Frankfurt Airport attack in 2011, Arid Uka X
(Bockler et al., 2015)
Berlin Christmas market attack in 2016, X
Anis Amri (Bockler et al., 2017)
Little Rock recruiting office shooting in
2009, Abdulhakim Muhammad (Tassin
& Allely, 2022)
Race and/or ethnicity
Norway attacks in 2011, Anders Breivik X
(Meloy, Habermeyer, et al., 2015)
Trollhittan school attack in 2015, Anton X
Pettersson (Erlandsson & Meloy, 2018)
Foiled U.S. Coast Guard attack, Christopher
Hasson (Dmitrieva & Meloy, 2022)
Involuntarily celibates (incel)
Tallahassee yoga studio attack in 2018, X
Scott Beierle (Collins & Clark, 2021)
Mental illness
Hanau terrorism attack in 2020, Tobias X
Rathjen (Kupper, Cotti, et al., 2023)
Antigovernment/law enforcement

Oklahoma City bombing in 1995, Timothy X
McVeigh (Meloy & Holzer, 2022)
Spree killings in Southern California in X

2013, Christopher Dorner (Joint Regional
Intelligence Center Bulletin, 2013)

the personal realm, such as significant material,
relational, or status losses in the domains of
family, intimate/peer, social or occupational, or
self-image (Amman et al., 2017; Silver et al.,
2018); or in the ideological realm, such as
demagogic or inciting rhetoric (Amman &
Meloy, 2021), a call to jihadist violence by a
terrorist group, an intolerable act or perceived
victory by an out-group in the eyes of an extremist
group or single adherent (Berger, 2018); or an
idiosyncratic event the significance of which is
known or understood only to the individual.

But are there events—either intrapsychic or
interpersonal—that specifically trigger last resort
thinking? Case experience has led to the
formulation in Figure 1.

It appears that triggers for last resort are best
conceptualized along two dimensions: internal—
external and past—future. For example, Malik
Nidal Hasan, the Ft. Hood mass murderer (Meloy
& Genzman, 2016), had an external and future
event that appears to have triggered his last
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Figure 1
Analysis of Precipitants or Triggers of Last Resort
Warning Behavior

External

Past Future

A,
Internal

resort thinking and behavior: He was about to be
deployed to Afghanistan despite every nonvio-
lent effort on his part to not be sent as a
psychiatrist to care for U.S. military personnel
who were waging war against his “brothers,” the
Taliban. On the other hand, Timothy McVeigh,
the Oklahoma City bomber, was motivated to his
last resort thinking by his witnessing of the
catastrophic interventions of the U.S. government
at Ruby Ridge, Idaho, and Waco, Texas, in 1992—
1993 (past and external), as well as his grandiose
belief that he would be the first hero of the Second
American Revolution (future and internal; first
author’s files; Toobin, 2023). This conceptuali-
zation can be used by threat assessors to search for
any internal, often psychological triggers, as well
as any actual events in the person’s life, that may
lead to last resort thinking; as well as whether
these triggers have already happened, or are
being anticipated, by the subject of concern. This
may result in a lengthy list of “potentials,” as is
often the case in threat assessment. It is standard
practice for threat assessment professionals to try
to project both triggering events and the what/
where/when/how of violent attacks which may
occur. This conceptualization may further assist in
such scenario planning. It may also be possible to
craft management strategies around anticipated
triggers in order to stabilize the person of concern’s
attitudes and/or identify potential off-ramps.

The anticipation of a triggering event can also
be manipulated by political leaders and other

people of influence, such as celebrities with a
large online following; they can paint an
imminent, existential threat and its rapid, dark
descent onto their followers, necessitating imme-
diate hostile action against the threat. Among the
narrow exceptions to the First Amendment
protection of speech in the U.S. Constitution,
such rhetoric may be considered incitement to
violence and may provoke stochastic terrorism by
members of the group (Amman & Meloy, 2021,
2022). Last resort thinking frames a call to action.
The victims become the soldiers.

Last Resort and Apocalypticism

Apocalypticism is the belief that the end of the
world is imminent and holds within it the time
compression and urgency—and often mandated
violence—we see within the warning behavior
of last resort. Rather than focusing on life
after death beyond this world, such beliefs center
on the intervention of a cataclysmic force into
the world that will define the ultimate destiny
of humankind. Apocalypticism is found in the
writings concerning eschatology—the part of
theology focused upon death and judgment,
and the final destiny of the soul—, as well
as the concepts of the ‘“end times” and
“millenarianism,” a belief in the imminency of
a 1000-year reign of blessedness; for example, in
Christianity, such a period is believed to
eventually herald the second coming of Christ
and the apocalypse. It is not always religious,
however, and the term can be utilized to describe
sudden and often catastrophic global scenarios
involving science, disease, technology, political
discourse, and conspiracy theories. The contem-
porary belief in the Great Replacement—there is
a conspiracy afoot, engineered by Jews and
evident in global birth rates, to replace all White
individuals with people of color—, is an example
of the latter.

Apocalyptic beliefs can be found in all three of
the Abrahamic religions, including Christianity
(Seventh-day Adventism, Mormonism, Jehovah’s
Witnesses, Evangelical Christianity; the Biblical
New Testament Book of Revelations), Islam
(The Day of Judgment, Yawm al-Qiyamah), and
Judaism (“end of days,” the prophets Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel). Ancient Norse religion
speaks to the Ragnarok (“doom of the gods”), the
end of the world of gods and men (Greisiger, 2015).
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Giants and demons approaching from all points of the
compass will attack the gods, who will meet them and
face death like heroes. The sun will be darkened, the
stars will vanish, and the earth will sink into the sea.
Afterward, the earth will rise again, the innocent Balder
will return from the dead and the hosts of the just will
live in a hall roofed with gold. (https://www .Britannica
.com/event/Ragnarok)

Such beliefs have defined and magnified the
personal commitments and pronouncements of a
number of contemporary leaders of extremist
groups, as well as the group identities themselves.
David Koresh, the self-proclaimed messiah and
leader of the Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas,
preached the end of days according to the Biblical
revelation of the fifth seal, which contributed to a
conflagration involving the ATF/FBI on April 19,
1993, in which 76 individuals died. Invoking time
compression, he told his followers, “Behold, the
Devil is about to throw some of you into prison,
that you be tested. Be faithful unto death” (Cook,
2023). Jim Jones, proclaiming himself the
messiah of the Peoples’ Temple, convinced his
followers in the jungle of Guyana to participate in
a mass cyanide suicide to uphold communism in
the face of an imminent threat from the U.S.
government; this event claimed the lives of at
least 913 individuals on November 18, 1978,
known historically as the Jonestown massacre.
Marshall Applewhite, cofounder of the cult
Heaven’s Gate, convinced his followers that
the approaching Hale-Bopp comet was the “last
chance to evacuate Earth” (Zeller, 2006, p. 86) in
the face of a government conspiracy against them
and their misanthropy: “we do in all honesty hate
this world” (Partridge, 2006, p. 55). Over 3 days
in March 1997, 39 people, including Applewhite,
committed suicide through a combination of
barbiturates, alcohol, and suffocation. They wore
Nike shoes and black uniforms, with arm patches
that read, “Heaven’s Gate Away Team” (see
Wallenborn & Meloy, 2023, for a detailed
analysis of psychopathy and cults). Various
accelerationist groups, such as the Order of the
Nine Angles, believe that they should advance the
coming apocalypse through their own violence
against the social order. Accelerationism is an
increasingly apparent belief system emerging
from the extreme right ethnostate terrorist groups,
including various Neo-Nazi adherents in the
United States and other groups in Europe
(accresearch.org; Dittrich et al., 2022). In each
case, the narcissism of the leader is burnished by

his belief that he is an agent or a soldier of a higher
power (political doctrine or godhead), and his
behaviors are sanctified (Meloy, 1986; Roy et al.,
2022) by such an authority. The followers are at
once believers in their own specialness and their
own persecution. These misperceptions—
signaling both urgency and often imminency—
typically foretell the deaths of many through
passive acceptance of the end time and their
suicides, or active participation in a violent
apocalyptic event (Meloy, 2018). They must act
and they must act now.

Relationship to Mental Disorder and
Depression

Although last resort is never considered a
mental health diagnosis, the thinking or behaviors
of last resort may be embedded within, or at least
facilitated by, a variety of diagnosable cognitive—
perceptual disorders (such as schizophrenia) or
affective dysregulation disorders (such as major
depression).

Depression is known as an important risk factor
for suicide but is also correlated with violence
toward others. Fazel et al. (2015) reported a two to
three times increased violence risk toward others
among more than 45,000 depressed individuals
compared to healthy controls after controlling for
other factors. Depressed individuals exhibit
(among other symptoms) negative, black-and-
white thinking patterns, reduced cognitive flexi-
bility and problem-solving skills, and diminished
self-worth. They often feel sad, overwhelmed,
without deep connection to other people, and
hopeless. Noteworthy is the concept of “arrested
flight.” It was adopted from evolutionary psychol-
ogy to describe behavioral states observed in
depressed individuals (O’Connor & Kirtley,
2018). Arrested flight describes the experience
of feeling as though one has been brought down
(defeated) and has no prospect of escape or rescue
(entrapment; Gilbert & Allan, 1998). The
Seligman (1972) research on “learned helpless-
ness” was the earliest work to empirically define
and measure such a state of mind. This “tunnel
vision” can make acts like suicide seem like the
only alternative (Shneidman, 1993).

Generally, humans have a strong will for their
own survival. Itis also usually hard for them to kill
someone from their own species (Joiner, 2014).
Last resort—potentially facilitated through
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depressive symptoms and embedded in other
relevant case-specific factors—serves as a bridge
to suicidal, homicidal, or homicidal-suicidal acts.

Joiner (2014) subsumes murder—suicide in the
category of suicide, not murder. He describes the
interrelation between the concepts as follows:
While many people may be able to take someone
else’s life, they may not have the ability to end
their own. Applying the same logic, virtually all
individuals who are capable of killing themselves
can also kill others (Joiner, 2014).

Paying attention to depressive symptoms and
suicidality is therefore highly warranted. A final
caution refers to the concept of “male depres-
sion,” which has important implications for last
resort. Depressed males may experience and
exhibit different symptoms and behaviors,
potentially influenced by conformity to mascu-
line norms (Rice et al., 2022). For instance, males
with depression may display higher levels of
anger, irritability, alcohol/drug abuse, somatic
symptoms, risk-taking, and impulse control
problems compared to females with depression
(American Psychiatric Association, 2022; Rice et
al., 2022). These externalized coping strategies
may lead threat assessors and health professionals
to overlook the underlying depressive disorder
(Steinau et al., 2020), resulting in a potential
failure to identify an increased risk of violence.
Consequently, the opportunity for appropriate
treatment may be lost for these individuals.
Suicide prevention is therefore also murder—
suicide prevention (Joiner, 2014). Current vio-
lence risk assessments do include suicidality
(major mental disorders such as depression) as a
violence risk factor (WAVR-21; see White &
Meloy, 2016). The Risk of Suicide Protocol
(Gray etal.,2021) also integrates violent behavior
as a risk factor for suicide.

Like the proximal warning behavior of fixation,
last resort can also be driven by delusions, extreme
overvalued beliefs (Rahman et al., 2021), or rarely,
obsessions. In the context of threat management,
the task of diagnosis and refined understanding of
such cognitive—affective drivers should only be
shouldered by the mental health clinician who is a
member of the multidisciplinary team. However, in
the initial assessment of risk, the presence of last
resort warning behavior should signal immediate
action—the threat may be imminent—and quib-
bling about the correct diagnosis should not be the
priority and should not forestall action. For ongoing
management of the case, the correct diagnosis is

very important since it may involve psychiatric
treatment and medications based on an under-
standing of a person’s individualized internal state.

Limitations

There are a number of limitations to this study.
First, the likely presence of bias on the part of the
authors to advance the concept of last resort since
three of them were the coauthors of the original
article (Meloy et al., 2012). Such biases could
include confirmation bias (the minimization of
negative findings, such as the 40% of targeted
attackers who did not show last resort), allegiance
bias (the desire to advance the concept), and
hindsight bias (the dependence on retrospective
studies). Research is also most trustworthy when
it has been conducted by individuals completely
independent of the original concept or theory
(Neal et al., 2022). The majority of the studies
which measured last resort and are cited in this
article included one of the authors as a researcher.

Validation is also problematic in the sense that
there are many types of validation—construct,
content, face, criterion, predictive, concurrent,
discriminant, convergent, external, internal, eco-
logical, and so forth—and the research to date has
only supported a few of these validation tests and
with a limited number of studies. As in all scientific
research, there is never an absolute outcome or a
final endpoint, only cautious advancements.

And finally, the length of the article is
noteworthy. As President Abraham Lincoln
said, “I could write shorter sermons, but when
I get started I'm too lazy to stop.”

Closing Comments

Last resort behavior centers around the idea of
taking previously unconsidered action to solve an
otherwise unsolvable crisis before it is too late or
impossible. Under the umbrella of a violent action
and time imperative, various manifestations of
thinking, emotion, and/or behaviors may occur.
Rooted in psychology, the last resort appears to
find grounding in a variety of diagnosable
disorders, perhaps most particularly within the
various depressive conditions. It may hold
relevance regardless of the scope of the case—
from one-on-one, interpersonal violence to
apocalypticism and mass suicide. Triggering
events are thought to hasten an actor’s journey
toward last resort and can be conceptualized
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along two dimensions: internal-external and
past—future. Such triggers or precipitating events
in a would-be offender may be a result of events
within his or her intrapsychic or interpersonal life,
or they may be provoked by demagogic leaders or
other malevolent actors leveraging a public
platform to inflame the masses.

This warning behavior in particular has been
found to correlate with, and in some cases,
postdict targeted violence across a number of
studies highlighted in this article, but more
research is always needed. It holds a place among
the three proximal warning behaviors most
indicative of a targeted attack: pathway, identifi-
cation, and last resort.

O light! This is the cry of all the characters of ancient drama
brought face to face with their fate. This last resort was
ours, too, and I knew it now. In the middle of winter I at last
discovered that there was in me an invincible summer.
—Albert Camus
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