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The Big Picture 

Whether we are highly trained, experienced professionals or new to the field 

of risk assessment, evaluating a subject’s risk of violence is challenging.1 This 

is due to a variety of factors, including: professionals differ in their training, 

experiences, and expertise; each case is unique and the circumstances vary 

considerably; and all people are susceptible to a variety of cognitive biases 

that may affect their decisions. Ultimately, however, organizations look to us 

to evaluate an uncertain future and provide actionable guidance to prevent 

violence. Fortunately, structured professional judgment (SPJ) tools are 

designed to help trained evaluators systematize the complicated process and 

maximize the likelihood of prevention. 

The SPJ Approach 

The SPJ approach to risk management is “an analytical method used to 

understand and mitigate the risk for interpersonal violence posed by 

individual people that is discretionary in essence but relies on evidence-based 

guidelines to systematize the exercise of discretion.”2 Unlike the unstructured 

approach that derives assessments from an individual’s impressions and 

professional experience, SPJ is a data-driven, systematic approach designed to 

enable transparency and consistency without any loss of flexibility. 3  

SPJ tools are designed to assist threat assessment teams during the full 

assessment cycle, from identification through management and 

communication.4 They are developed and validated by subject matter experts, 

and are grounded in theory, research, and practice. Each tool includes a set of 

scientifically validated risk factors that together result in a risk category (i.e., 

high/medium/low) rather than a static risk score. As a result, SPJ tools allow 

for a dynamic assessment process in which risk may fluctuate as additional 

information becomes available and/or conditions change. 
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SPJ Tools 

SPJ tools will not overcome incomplete or inaccurate data, but when selected and used appropriately by trained 

personnel, they can be valuable additions to a comprehensive risk management program. There are a variety of SPJ 

tools available that have been designed with specific uses in mind, and the visualization below lists a number of 

validated tools across six types of violence.  
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