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Abstract | Violent extremism risk
assessment tools have become an
important way of understanding and
managing the threat posed by
radicalised offenders in custodial and
community settings. The aim of this
study was to examine the applicability,
interrater reliability and predictive
validity of the Violent Extremism Risk
Assessment—Version 2 Revised
(VERA-2R) against data on individuals
who have radicalised in Australia. Two
trained assessors—the authors—

completed VERA-2R risk assessments for

a sample of 50 extremist offenders.
Results showed differences in risk
profiles between individuals who were
violent and non-violent. It was found
that the VERA-2R had good interrater
reliability but low predictive validity.

Testing the application of
violent extremism risk
assessment to individuals
who have radicalised in
Australia: The case of the
VERA-2R

Emma Belton and Adrian Cherney

Introduction

A key aim of violence risk assessment is to evaluate the
propensity that a person will act in a dangerous way and then

to develop strategies to mitigate or manage those behaviours
(Borum 2015; Hart & Logan 2011). One approach to violence risk
assessment is the use of the structured professional judgement
(SPJ) framework. SPJ is defined as an analytical method used

to understand and mitigate the risk of interpersonal violence
posed by individual people that is discretionary in essence but
relies on evidence-based guidelines (Hart & Logan 2011). SPJ has
been widely adopted for the assessment of terrorist offenders
and extremist violence risk (Logan & Lloyd 2019). One violent
extremism risk assessment tool adopting the SPJ approach is the
Violent Extremism Risk Assessment—\Version 2 Revised (VERA-2R;
Pressman et al. 2018).
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The VERA-2R is used in Australia across correctional and community settings. It is used to inform
assessments of individuals subject to Commonwealth terrorist offender preventative legislation,
such as continuing detention orders (ie High Risk Terrorist Offender scheme, or Division 105A of the
Criminal Code). It is in this context that the use of the VERA-2R has come under intense scrutiny and
debate (Corner & Taylor 2023b; Cubitt & Wolbers 2023; Independent National Security Legislation
Monitor 2023). The general consensus is that more research is needed on the VERA-2R and its
application to violent extremists in Australia (Corner & Taylor 2023b; Cubitt & Wolbers 2022).

Given the influence of violent extremism risk assessment on decisions relating to pre- and
post-detention, the management of extremist offenders and the forms of assistance provided to
them, it is important that any tool provide valid and reliable assessments of risk. Briefly, validity as
it pertains to violence risk assessment relates to whether an instrument (ie a specific tool) measures
what it purports to measure. This includes, for example, whether a risk assessment tool can predict
the risk of offending. Reliability, on the other hand, refers to the consistency of the tool in reaching
risk judgements. This includes if there is consistency between assessors when it comes to their
assessments of risk—termed interrater reliability (for more detail on specific validity and reliably
criteria, see Groth-Marnat & Wright 2016: 117; Singh 2013).

There are debates and disagreements about approaches and methods to measure the validity and
reliably of risk assessment tools (Singh 2013). This research does not set out to conclude whether the
VERA-2R is more or less valid or reliable than other available violent extremism risk assessment tools.
The aims of this project are:

e to examine whether the VERA-2R can help understand the types of factors that characterise
violent extremists in Australia;

e to assess if the VERA-2R can discern between different risk levels in relation to violent and
non-violent individuals; and

e to undertake a series of tests examining the interrater reliability and predictive validity of the
VERA-2R.

In this paper we have provided a summary of the main results. Readers should refer to Cherney
and Belton (2024) for more detail.

Violent Extremism Risk Assessment—Version 2 Revised

The VERA-2R is designed to capture contextual factors and risk indicators relevant to violent
extremism as shown in Table 1 below (Pressman et al. 2018). The VERA-2R framework comprises

34 factors across five domains. Four of these domains reflect indicators of risk: Beliefs, attitudes and
ideology (BA); Social context and intention (SCl); History, action and capacity (HAC); and Commitment
and motivation (CM). A fifth domain, Protective and risk mitigating (P), considers protective factors.
Eleven Additional indicators that capture background characteristics are also included (Pressman

et al. 2018).
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Table 1: VERA-2R domains and indicators
Beliefs, attitudes and ideology (BA)

BA 1 Commitment to ideology that justifies violence

BA 2 Perceived grievance and/or injustice

BA 3 Dehumanisation of designated targets associated with injustice
BA 4 Rejection of democratic society and values

BA 5 Expressed emotions in response to perceived injustice

BA 6 Hostility to national identity

BA 7 Lack of empathy and understanding for those outside one’s own group
Social context and intention (SCI)

SCI 1 Seeker, user or developer of violent extremist materials

SCI 2 Target for attack identified (person, group, location)

SCI 3 Personal contact with violent extremists (informal or social context)
SCI 4 Expressed intention to commit acts of violent extremism

SCI 5 Expressed willingness and/or preparation to die for a cause or belief
SCI 6 Planning, preparation of acts of violent extremism

SCI 7 Susceptibility to influence, control or indoctrination

History, action and capacity (HAC)

HAC 1 Early exposure to violence-promoting, militant ideology

HAC 2 Network of family and friends involved in violent extremism
HAC 3 Violent criminal history

HAC 4 Strategic, paramilitary and/or explosives training

HAC 5 Training in extremist ideology in own country or abroad

HAC 6 Organisational skills and access to funding and sources of help
Commitment and motivation (CM)

CM 1 Motivated by perceived religious obligation and/or glorification
CM 2 Motivated by criminal opportunism

CM 3 Motivated by camaraderie, group belonging

CM 4 Motivated by moral obligation, moral superiority

CM 5 Motivated by excitement and adventure

CM 6 Forced participation in violent extremism

CM 7 Motivated by acquisition of status

CM 8 Motivated by a search for meaning and significance in life
Protective and risk mitigating (P)

P 1 Reinterpretation of the ideology

P 2 Rejection of violence as a means to achieve goals

P 3 Change in concept of the enemy

P 4 Participant in programmes against violent extremism

P 5 Support from the community for non-violence

P 6 Support from family members, other important persons for non-violence
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Table 1: VERA-2R domains and indicators (cont.)

Additional indicators

CH Criminal history

CH 1 Client of the juvenile system/convicted for non-violent offence(s)
CH 2 Non-compliance with conditions or supervision

PH Personal history

PH 1 Violence in family

PH 2 Problematic upbringing and/or placed in juvenile care
PH 3 Problems with school and work

MD Mental disorder

MD 1 Personality disorder

MD 2 Depressive disorder and/or suicide attempts

MD 3 Psychotic and schizophrenic disorder

MD 4 Autism spectrum disorder

MD 5 Post-traumatic stress disorder

MD 6 Substance use disorder

When applying the VERA-2R, users are required to score each indicator listed in the four main risk
domains (BA, SCI, HAC and CM) according to the ratings of ‘high’, ‘moderate’, and ‘low’. For the
indicators listed in the Protective and risk mitigating domain (P), users are required to score them
in reverse, in that low scores indicate the absence of a protective factor. When it comes to the
Additional indicators, they are rated as either ‘present’ or ‘absent’. The authors of the VERA-2R state
that a range of information sources should be used when applying the VERA-2R. If no information
relating to a particular indicator is present, then it should not be rated. Drawing on this information
and the use of SPJ, VERA-2R users are advised to interpret the weighting of the indicators to arrive
at an overall risk assessment and case formulation. The authors of the VERA-2R state that this does
not comprise a numerical score relating to a risk level. In the VERA-2R manual this overall risk score
is stated as either low, moderate or high, and it is also suggested that an alternative approach can
include low, low-moderate, moderate, moderate-high or high risk ratings. For more detail on the
VERA-2R scoring method, refer to Cherney and Belton (2024); de Bruin et al. (2022); and Pressman
et al. (2018).




Australian Institute of Criminology
Trends & issues in crime and criminal justice

Project methodology

Methods

The research sample for this project was selected from the Profiles of Individual Radicalisation in
Australia (PIRA) database. The PIRA captures data on individuals who have radicalised in Australia
from 1985 to 2022. PIRA draws on a range of open sources and includes individuals who adhere

to Islamist, far-right, far-left and single-issue ideologies. Based on assessments of the reliability of
collected source materials and according to a codebook (see Belton & Cherney 2023), individuals

in PIRA are coded across 122 variables relating to background, demographics, group affiliation and
contextual information. Data are first qualitatively captured and then transferred into quantitative
indicators. It is this mix of data that was used to conduct VERA-2R assessments on the selected
sample. There are limitations in using open-source materials to compile profiles of individuals

who have radicalised to extremism, relating to impartiality, accuracy and completeness. There can
be potentially missing information, for instance, compared with closed sources or psychological
evaluations that may include information related to risk assessment. However, open sources can be
just as detailed as information derived from closed sources—for example, police files (Gill et al. 2019).
For more detail on the PIRA database including inclusion criteria, coding framework and interrater
reliability, see Belton, Cherney and Zahnow (2023).

Sample and data

VERA-2R risk assessments were completed on a total of 50 cases captured in the PIRA sample,
consisting of individuals who had participated in a range of terrorism-related acts. This sample size
was chosen to limit assessor fatigue. We chose cases with the largest number of data sources and the
most reliable information to enhance the accuracy of the assessments by minimising the possibility
of missing data. To identify PIRA cases, they were first ranked according to the number of sources
used, then by those with available court data (eg sentencing transcripts), which is considered to be
the most reliable form of open-source data. On average, cases were compiled using 29 separate data
sources (SD=13.04), with 88 percent (n=44) having available court data.

The above selection process resulted in a sample comprising 37 violent and 13 non-violent individuals
(N=50). Violent extremists in PIRA are defined as individuals who attempted or actually engaged in
ideologically motivated behaviour intending to cause harm, injury or death. To be considered violent,
there had to be clear evidence of operational plans that were aimed at engaging in violent acts. Those
considered to be non-violent were individuals who came to hold radical views, who did not engage

in violent action but who did undertake non-violent activities motivated by an extremist ideology (eg
financing a terrorist organisation or viewing, compiling and disseminating extremist material). Hence
the categorisation of ‘violent’ includes those conducting violent acts themselves and individuals who
engaged in preparatory acts of violence. Existing studies have made similar definitional distinctions
between violent and non-violent extremists when analysing comparable datasets (see Becker 2019;
Schuurman & Carthy 2023).
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The inclusion of non-violent extremists ensured the sample represented individuals from a range of
backgrounds who participated in ideologically motivated behaviours that are not always characterised
by violence. This sample was selected to ensure the data as closely as possible reflected the variation
and complexity of risk profiles and hence varying levels of risk based on behavioural outcomes.
Islamist and far-right aligned individuals were included to further ensure the data captured a range of
ideological motivations. Most cases, however, were aligned with Islamist or jihadist ideologies (88%),
with only six far-right cases included (12%).

Coding VERA-2R indicators

Qualitative information in the PIRA database was used to measure the VERA-2R risk indicators as
being either low, moderate or high. PIRA data were manually assessed against the VERA-2R risk
domains. Identical to what is stated in the VERA-2R manual, specific indicators for the domains
Beliefs, attitudes and ideology (BA), Social context and intention (SCl), History, action and capacity
(HAC), Commitment and motivation (CM) and Protective and risk mitigating factors (P) were scored—
ie coded—on a rating scale as O=low, 1=moderate, or 2=high. The remaining 11 Additional indicators
were scored on a dichotomous scale as 1=present or O=absent.

Both authors attended a three-day official training course conducted by the Commonwealth
Department of Home Affairs on the practical use and application of the VERA-2R risk assessment tool
and were given copies of the manual authored by Pressman and colleagues, and assessor forms that
are used in the field. Scoring practices were informed by the VERA-2R manual and this training, and
guidelines detailing specific instructions, parameters and explanations for scoring each of the VERA-
2R indicators. To ensure that the assessments closely reflected how the VERA-2R is applied and used
in practice, the authors liaised with VERA-2R trainers and other users to clarify the correct scoring

of indicators. Both the first and second author assessed the sample of 50 extremists separately and
blind. Once the ratings for all indicators for each profile were completed, a final risk judgement rating
was given. Both authors gave either a final rating of low, moderate or high.

Results

Reliability testing of the VERA-2R

The level of consistency among ratings of the VERA-2R was examined through a range of analysis to
test for interrater reliability. This was analysed using four measures: percentage agreement, Cohen’s
kappa, Krippendorff’s alpha and intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC). We only report results

from the ICC here because it is considered a more robust measure of interrater reliability (for a full
explanation of all the measures of reliability and results from each measure, see Cherney & Belton
2024). The ICC was examined using a two-way random effects model and absolute agreement type.
The interpretation of ICCs was based on critical values for single measures. Interpretations of the ICC
value follow Koo and Li (2016) based on 95 percent confidence intervals of ICC values, where <0.50 is
considered poor, 0.50 to 0.75 moderate, and 0.75 to 0.90 good, with values >0.90 rated as excellent.
It has been pointed out that an ICC of 0.61 is desirable and commonly reported for established tools
(Douglas & Reeves 2010), but ICC values above 0.75 are preferred (Vincent et al. 2012).
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Across all the VERA-2R domains (including risk and protective domains and additional indicators)
the mean ICC value was 0.86, indicating good interrater reliability. Overall, the average amount of
agreement across these categories can be considered good (Koo & Li 2016). Tables 2 to 5 below
present the mean ICC values for the four major VERA-2R risk domains as well as the ICC values for
each risk indicator. The ICC values for risk judgement ratings between assessors indicated good
reliability (0.83, 95% Cl [0.72, 0.90], p<0.001). Out of the four major risk domains, Beliefs, attitudes
and ideology (BA) received the highest level of overall interrater reliability (ICC=0.87). All indicators
showed good to excellent interrater agreement (see Table 2).

Table 2: ICC values for beliefs, attitudes and ideology VERA-2R indicators

Beliefs, attitudes and ideology (BA) ICC 95% CI
Mean domain BA 0.87

BA 1 Commitment to ideology that justifies violence 0.83*** 0.48,0.83
BA 2 Perceived grievance and/or injustice 0.98*** 0.96, 0.98
BA 3 Dehumanisation of designated targets associated with injustice 0.88*** 0.79, 0.93
BA 4 Rejection of democratic society and values 0.87*** 0.78,0.92
BA 5 Expressed emotions in response to perceived injustice 0.90*** 0.82,0.94
BA 6 Hostility to national identity 0.85%** 0.74,0.90
BA 7 Lack of empathy and understanding for those outside one’s own group 0.78%** 0.64, 0.87

***statistically significant at p<0.001
Note: N=50. 95% Cl=95% confidence interval. ICC=intraclass correlation coefficient

Three of the seven indicators in the Social context and intention (SCI) domain demonstrated

excellent interrater reliability and two had good interrater reliability (Table 3). However, this domain
also demonstrated the poorest levels of interrater agreement for a single indicator. The indicator
Susceptibility to influence, control and indoctrination (SCI 7) showed poor agreement (ICC=0.45). ICC
values for the variable Seeker, user or developer of violent extremist materials (SCl 1) presented as
having moderate interrater agreement. The average amount of agreement across these indicators can
be classified as good (ICC=0.81; Table 3).

Indicators relating to History, action and capacity received the second highest level of overall
interrater agreement (Table 4). The indicator with the lowest agreement between raters, Training

in extremist ideology in own country or abroad (HAC 5), still demonstrated moderate interrater
reliability (ICC=0.71).
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Table 3: ICC values for social context and intention VERA-2R indicators

Social context and intention (SCl) ICC 95% ClI
Mean domain SCI 0.81

SCI 1 Seeker, user or developer of violent extremist materials 0.63*** 0.43,0.78
SCI 2 Target for attack identified (person, group, location) 0.94*** 0.90, 0.97
SCI 3 Personal contact with violent extremists (informal or social context) 0.89%** 0.81,0.94
SCl 4 Expressed intention to commit acts of violent extremism 0.94*** 0.89, 0.96
SCI 5 Expressed willingness and/or preparation to die for a cause or belief 0.83*** 0.72,0.90
SCI 6 Planning, preparation of acts of violent extremism 0.96%** 0.92,0.97
SCI 7 Susceptibility to influence, control, indoctrination 0.45%** 0.08, 0.68

***statistically significant at p<0.001

Note: N=50. 95% Cl=95% confidence interval. ICC=intraclass correlation coefficient

Table 4: ICC values for history, action and capacity VERA-2R indicators

History, action and capacity (HAC) ICC 95% ClI
Mean domain HAC 0.82

HAC 1 Early exposure to pro-violence, militant ideology 0.80*** 0.66, 0.88
HAC 2 Network of family and friends involved in violent extremism 0.92*** 0.86, 0.95
HAC 3 Previous criminal violence 0.84%** 0.72,0.90
HAC 4 Strategic, paramilitary and/or explosives training 0.82%** 0.67, 0.89
HAC 5 Training in extremist ideology in own country or abroad 0.71%*** 0.53, 0.82
HAC 6 Organisational skills, access to funding and sources of help 0.80*** 0.67,0.88

***statistically significant at p<0.001
Note: N=50. 95% Cl=95% confidence interval. ICC=intraclass correlation coefficient

The Commitment and motivation (CM) domain had the lowest average interrater reliability
(1CC=0.80). The indicator Motivated by acquisition of status (CM 7) incurred the lowest ICC value,
indicating moderate agreement, and this was bordering on poor reliability (ICC=0.55). One possible
reason for this result relates to gaps in the data sources used to conduct assessments and that it

is potentially a highly subjective domain given its focus on motivations. Hence it leads to greater

variation in the judged relevance and intensity of certain indicators. Further commentary on this
indicator is provided in the main report (see Cherney & Belton 2024).
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Table 5: ICC values for commitment and motivation VERA-2R indicators

Commitment and motivation (CM) ICC 95% ClI
Mean domain CM 0.80

CM 1 Motivated by perceived religious obligation and/or glorification 0.92%** 0.86, 0.95
CM 2 Motivated by criminal opportunism 0.87*** 0.78,0.92
CM 3 Motivated by camaraderie, group belonging 0.74%** 0.57,0.84
CM 4 Motivated by moral obligation, moral superiority 0.76%** 0.60, 0.85
CM 5 Motivated by excitement and adventure 0.85%** 0.75, 0.91
CM 6 Forced participation in violent extremism 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00
CM 7 Motivated by acquisition of status 0.55%** 0.32,0.71
CM 8 Motivated by a search for meaning and significance in life 0.68*** 0.49, 0.80

***statistically significant at p<0.001

Note: N=50. 95% Cl=95% confidence interval. ICC=intraclass correlation coefficient

Patterns across VERA-2R risk domains

A combined dataset was created to assess risk patterns across the sample. That is, the two VERA-2R
datasets of the same 50 cases that had been rated by both authors were combined into one dataset
to allow for various forms of statistical analysis. This final dataset only included the four major risk
domains (BA, SCI, HAC and CM) and the additional indicators. A defaulting system was created to
minimise bias in the data (see Cherney & Belton 2024 for more detail).

In summary, the sample contained 50 extremists who were mostly male (94%) and between 15

and 50 years old (M=25.96, SD=8.86). A large portion were first or second generation immigrants
(78%, n=39). At the time of their offending, just under half were married (n=22), 42 percent had not
completed their high school education, and 10 percent had enrolled in tertiary education. Individuals
in the sample were suspected of, or convicted for, a variety of ideologically motivated activities.

This included espousing extremist rhetoric online, compiling and disseminating extremist materials,
financing a terrorist organisation, facilitating overseas travel, logistical support such as procuring
weapons, and conspiring or planning a domestic terrorist attack. Seventy percent (n=35) were
formally charged and convicted of a terrorism-related offence.

The most common risk factors among the sample were associated with beliefs, attitudes and
ideology; specifically, indicators that measured grievances (BA 1, BA 2 and BA 5) all received high
ratings in over 66 percent of cases. Risk indicators relating to social networks, which in the VERA-2R
are captured across two domains, were also reported as high (HAC 2: 64%, n=32; SCI 3: 68%, n=34).
Measures of intent such as expressing the intention to commit, or planning, acts of violent extremism
were also high (see Figure 2). This suggests that the Beliefs, attitudes and ideology (BA) and Social
context and intention (SCl) domains appear to dominate risk factors associated with a sample of

Australian extremists.
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Results show some factors were less common and, in some cases, not present. Early exposure to
militant ideologies and motivations relating to criminal opportunism and excitement and adventure
were rare across the sample. There were no instances where individuals were judged as being forced
to participate in extremism (CM 6; see Figure 4). Low prevalence of indicators seemed to cluster

in the Commitment and motivation (CM) domain (see Figures 1 to 5 below). The most common
additional indicators were related to problematic upbringings or being placed in juvenile care and
issues with school or work. Substance abuse and mental disorders were evident. This indicates
unstable personal backgrounds, with mental disorders present in the sample (see Figure 5).

Figure 1: Distribution of indicators across low, moderate and high risk ratings for beliefs, attitudes

and ideology VERA-2R domain (N=50)

M low M Moderate M High

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
BA1 BA 2 BA3 BA4 BAS BA6 BA7
Commitment Perceived Dehumanisation  Rejection of Expressed Hostility to Lack of
to ideology grievance of designated democratic emotions in national empathy and
that justifies and/or injustice targets society and response to identity understanding
violence associated values perceived for those
with injustice injustice outside group

Figure 2: Distribution of indicators across low, moderate and high risk ratings for social context
and intention VERA-2R domain (N=50)

M low M Moderate M High
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10%
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SCl'1 SCI 2 SCI 3 SCl 4 SCI'5 SCl 6 SCI'7
Seeker, user or Target for Personal contact Expressed Expressed Planning, Susceptibility
developer of attack with violent intentionto  willingness and/or  preparation to influence,
violent extremist identified extremists commit acts preparation to of acts of control or
materials of violent die for a cause violent indoctrination
extremism or belief extremism
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Figure 3: Distribution of indicators across low, moderate and high risk ratings for history, action

and capacity VERA-2R domain (N=50)

B low M Moderate M High

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
HAC 1 HAC 2 HAC 3 HAC 4 HAC 5 HAC 6

Early exposure to Network of family Violent criminal Strategic, Training in Organisational
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militant ideology involved in and/or explosives in own country to funding and

violent extremism training or abroad sources of help

Figure 4: Distribution of indicators across low, moderate and high risk ratings for commitment and
motivation VERA-2R domain (N=50)
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Figure 5: Prevalence of additional indicators (N=50)

CH 1 Client of the juvenile system/convicted
non-violent offences

CH 2 Non-compliance with
conditions or supervision

PH 1 Violence in family

PH 2 Problematic upbringing and/or
placed in juvenile care

PH 3 Problems with school and work

MD 1 Personality disorder

MD 2 Depressive disorder and/or
suicide attempts

MD 3 Psychotic and schizophrenic disorder
MD 4 Autism spectrum disorder
MD 5 Post-traumatic stress disorder

MD 6 Substance use disorder
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VERA-2R indicators across violent compared with non-violent extremists

A chi-square test was used to determine the association between risk indicators for the four major
VERA-2R domains and the two groups of extremists. For cell frequencies fewer than five, Fisher’s
exact test was reported instead of chi-square. Phi coefficients were calculated as a measure of effect
size and were interpreted as 0.10=small, 0.30=medium and 0.50=large. Results from analysis (Table
6) show four indicators to be associated with violent extremists, all of which were part of the Beliefs,
attitudes and ideology domain. Violent extremists were more likely to have a perceived grievance
(p=0.033, =0.342) and express emotions in response to these grievances (p=0.033, ¢=0.342),
compared with those who were classified as non-violent. Violent extremists were also more likely

to dehumanise designated targets associated with perceived injustice compared with non-violent
individuals (p=0.050, ¢=0.296). Compared with non-violent extremists, individuals who were
categorised as violent demonstrated hostility towards a national identity (p=0.050, ¢=0.278).

Non-violent extremists were significantly more likely to have received paramilitary or explosives
training (p=0.023, @=-0.346) than those who were classified as violent. Upon closer inspection of the
data, it was found that those who received training were involved in facilitating overseas travel, and
producing and disseminating terrorist manuals, and were leaders of terrorist organisations.
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Table 6: Major risk VERA-2R indicators association with violent and non-violent extremists

Violent (n=37) Non-violent (n=13) sjg
n % n % (p)

VERA-2R domain risk indicators

Beliefs, attitudes and ideology indicators (BA)

BA 1 Commitment to ideology that justifies violence 37 100.0 13 100.0

BA 2 Perceived grievance and/or injustice 35 94.6 9 69.2 "
BA 3 Dehumanisation of designated targets associated with 21 56.8 3 23.1 *
injustice

BA 4 Rejection of democratic society and values 25 67.6 8 61.5

BA 5 Expressed emotions in response to perceived injustice 35 94.6 9 69.2 "
BA 6 Hostility to national identity 28 75.7 6 46.2 *
BA 7 Lack of empathy and understanding for those outside 22 59.5 6 46.2

one’s own group

Social context and intention indicators (SCI)

SCI 1 Seeker, user or developer of violent extremist materials 30 81.1 12 92.3
SCI 2 Target for attack identified 28 75.7 8 61.5
SCI 3 Personal contact with violent extremists 34 91.9 12 92.3
SCI 4 Expressed intention to commit acts of violent 30 81.1 9 69.2
extremism

SCI 5 Expressed willingness and/or preparation to die for a 12 324 4 30.8
cause or belief

SCI 6 Planning, preparation of acts of violent extremism 29 78.4 9 69.2
SCI 7 Susceptibility to influence, control or indoctrination 29 78.4 7 53.8
History, action and capacity indicators (HAC)

HAC 1 Early exposure to violence-promoting, militant 5 13.5 1 7.7
ideology

HAC 2 Network of family and friends involved in violent 33 89.2 11 84.6
extremism

HAC 3 Violent criminal history 29 78.4 10 76.9
HAC 4 Strategic, paramilitary and/or explosives training 5 13.5 6 46.2 *
HAC 5 Training in extremist ideology in own country or 32 86.5 11 84.6
abroad

HAC 6 Organisational skills and access to funding and sources 32 86.5 12 92.3

of help
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Table 6: Major risk VERA-2R indicators association with violent and non-violent extremists (cont.)

Violent (n=37) Non-violent (n=13) sjg
n % n % (p)

VERA-2R domain risk indicators

Commitment and motivation indicators (CM)

CM 1 Motivated by perceived religious obligation and/or 30 81.1 10 76.9
glorification

CM 2 Motivated by criminal opportunism 8 21.6 4 30.8
CM 3 Motivated by camaraderie, group belonging 28 75.7 8 61.5
CM 4 Motivated by moral obligation, moral superiority 32 86.5 11 84.6
CM 5 Motivated by excitement and adventure 7 18.9 0 0.0
CM 6 Forced participation in violent extremism 0 0.0 0 0.0
CM 7 Motivated by acquisition of status 20 54.1 5 38.5
CM 8 Motivated by a search for meaning and significance 20 54.1 4 30.8

*statistically significant at p<0.05

Note: Due to the small sample size the original 3-point scores for risk indicators (0O=low, 1=moderate, 2=high) were converted into a single dichotomous variable
measuring the presence or absence of a risk indicator variable (0=absence, 1=presence), where presence equates to moderate (1) and high ratings (2), and
absence equals low (0) ratings

Predictive validity of the VERA-2R

As recommended in the literature, the validity of the VERA-2R was tested using a range of
performance indicators: sensitivity and specificity, positive predictive values (PPV), negative predictive
values (NPV) and receiver operating characteristic area under the curve (AUC) (Singh 2013).

To perform the four validity tests—sensitivity and specificity, positive predictive values, and negative
predictive values—the final risk judgement ratings (low, moderate and high) were converted into a
dichotomous outcome variable (high risk vs low risk). This was because these types of tests require
a dichotomous indicator (Singh 2013). To meet this requirement we converted what was a 3-point
judgement into a dichotomous measure, where O=low risk and 1=high risk. We decided to combine

low and moderate ratings into a low-risk category, and high ratings would represent the high-risk
category. This allowed a base threshold for predictive validity to be produced. While categorising
individuals who had moderate risk ratings as low (rather than moderate and high being combined),
this possibly underestimates the level of risk for some offenders. However, it was decided this was
more appropriate than combining moderate and high-risk categories to ensure our approach was
conservative. There was an equal distribution between the categories of high risk (n=25, 50%) and
low risk (n=25, 50%).
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Sensitivity and specificity

Sensitivity and specificity tests are regarded as the simplest indicator to measure the predictive
validity of an instrument (Singh et al. 2013). Scores calculate the proportion of individuals who
engaged in violent acts and who were judged to be at high risk (sensitivity) and the proportion of
individuals who engaged in non-violent acts who were judged to be at low risk (specificity). The
results of tests of sensitivity showed that the VERA-2R had a sensitivity value of 57 percent. That is,
57 percent of violent extremists were judged as high risk. The tests for specificity found a value of
69 percent, indicating that 69 percent of non-violent extremists were correctly identified as low risk
during assessments.

Positive and negative predictive values

Two additional performance indicators are positive predictive values (PPV) and negative predictive
values (NPV), which measure high and low risk calibration (Singh 2013). These estimate the likelihood
of the VERA-2R tool correctly predicting an outcome—in this instance, that someone who was
assessed as high risk was violent (PPV), and that someone who was assessed as low risk did not
offend violently (NPV). In this study, the former includes preparatory acts of violence (see above
distinction between violent and non-violent extremists as captured in the sample). A PPV of 84
percent showed that, of the extremists classified as high risk using the VERA-2R, 84 percent were
violent. The NPV showed that, among those assessed as low risk, 36 percent of cases were non-
violent. That is, of the individuals who were categorised as low risk, 36 percent did not commit an act
of violent extremism. It should be noted that these values are influenced by base rates. PPV and NPV
rely heavily on the distribution of the outcome variable, which in this study was whether extremists
were violent or non-violent. In our study, violent offending base rates were higher than non-violent
offending base rates.

Area under the curve

The receiver operating characteristic analysis is another method of testing for predictive validity
(Singh et al. 2013). It assesses the predictive accuracy of a tool by providing what is termed an
area under the curve (AUC) statistic. It requires a dichotomous outcome (here violent vs non-
violent extremist behaviour) and categorical risk judgements (Singh et al. 2013). Simply put, the
AUC estimates the probability that a randomly selected violent individual received a higher risk
classification on the VERA-2R than a randomly selected non-violent individual.

Consistent with the previous analysis, we converted risk judgements into a dichotomous value where
VERA-2R judgements of low and moderate = 0 and high-risk judgements = 1. AUC values of >0.80 are
considered ‘excellent’, 0.70 to 0.79 are regarded as ‘acceptable’ and 0.60 to 0.69 rated as ‘weak’. For
violence risk assessments, AUC values over 0.70 are considered ‘moderate’ while values over 0.75
are ‘good’ (Geraghty & Woodhams 2015). Risk classifications were measured using a dichotomous
low vs high risk rating (see Figure 6). The AUC value here was 0.630 (95% CI [0.455, 0.805]), and the
outcome was not significant (p>0.1), indicating the VERA-2R had poor predictive validity.
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Caution should be taken when interpreting the AUC as it does not perfectly determine when a risk
assessment tool is accurate enough to make practically useful distinctions between violent and
non-violent subgroups (Mossman 2013). It should be noted that small sample sizes (less than 200)
can impact the accuracy of the result (Singh 2013). Hence, when interpreting the validity test, readers
should keep in mind the low power of small sample sizes such as the one employed in this study.

Figure 6: Area under the curve analysis for VERA-2R risk ratings (low vs high)
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Conclusion

The results from this study show that the VERA-2R had good interrater reliability. The ICC values

for interrater reliability indicated consistency in risk judgements and in the assessment of available
information. This provides evidence that the VERA-2R can lead to consistent judgements, particularly
when undertaken by people trained in administering the tool. However, a different result may have
been achieved with a larger and more varied number of assessors. It should be pointed out that

a minority of specific indicators demonstrated moderate and low interrater reliability. One reason
for this may relate to the ambiguity and overlap surrounding some indicators (see Cherney &

Belton 2024).

When using the VERA-2R domains to map trends across the sample, the results showed that some
indicators do not seem to be associated with an Australian extremist cohort. This included, for
example, early exposure to militant ideologies (HAC 1), motivation related to criminal opportunism
(CM 2) or forced participation in extremism (CM 6). Among the sample, certain indicators were
prevalent pertaining to the presence of grievances and the influence of social networks. Both factors
have been identified in the international and Australian literature as playing a role in radicalisation to
violent extremism (Bright, Whelan & Harris-Hogan 2020; Corner & Taylor 2023a; LaFree et al. 2018).
Based on whether someone is violent or non-violent, particular risk factors can vary according to the
VERA-2R, with violent individuals in the sample having a clustering of factors in the Beliefs, attitudes
and ideology (BA) domain. This related to grievances and a sense of injustice, dehumanisation,
emotional expressions in response to perceived injustice, and hostility to a national identity. It is
perhaps the presence of these risk factors that help these individuals overcome inhibitions relating
to the use of violence and provide justifications for violent action and are hence more pronounced.
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This is relevant to scenario planning in relation to the case management of extremist offenders and
the need to weight particular factors as being more important to violent outcomes and for them to
be the focus of intervention work.

Our analysis indicates the VERA-2R tool has some capacity to delineate between levels of risk but
was not necessarily predictive. That is, our analysis showed differences in VERA-2R risk indicators
associated with violent and non-violent individuals, with violent individuals demonstrating specific
behavioural and motivational traits. However, the predictive validity of the VERA-2R was found to
be low. This result must be interpreted with caution because of our sample size. Also, any debate
and conclusion made about the predictive validity of the VERA-2R needs to be qualified by the
challenges faced in predicting extremist offending and reoffending given its low base rate in Australia
and the absence of data on recidivism. It also needs to be prefaced with a consideration of factors
that influence engagement in, and disengagement from, violent extremism. This requires tools
and approaches that focus not only on risks but also on individual needs and that aim to promote
behavioural change relating to disengagement from violent extremism.
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