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Prediction

”Half of my patients would go straight out in the community and

commit a major violent crime. The problem is that I do not know

what half….”

//	Unknown clinician at	Maudsley Special	Hospital



Theoretical aspects

According	to	Paul	Falzer (2013)	there	are	three	aspects	of	interest:

§ The	practical	aspect	(are	they	better	than	chance?)

§ The	differential	aspect	(is	one	method	superior	to	others?)

§ The	epistemological	aspect	(how	accurate	is	accurate	enough?)



What	can	recent	meta-analytical	work	tell	us?



Are	risk	
assessments	better	

than	chance?

”Overall,	our results showed that all	of the	nine tools predicted
violence at	above-chance levels,	with medium	effect sizes…thus	the	
instruments	included in	this study demonstrated medium	effects for	

predicting violence risk.” Yang	et	al	(2010)	p.	754	&	757



Is	one	method	
superior	to	others?

”Our study found no	evidence that,	compared with SCJ	tools,	actuarial
instruments	produced better levels of predictive validity.”	Singh	et	al.	2011

” …and	no	tool predicted violence significantly better than any other.	In	
sum,	all	did well,	but none came first.”	Yang	et	al	p.	757



Author	bias?

”Having explored this issue in	the	growing violence risk	assessment
literature,	we have	found evidence of both an	authorship effect as	

well as	lack	of disclosure by	tool designers	and	translators.”	
Singh	et	al.	(2013)



An	example	from	
the	real	world



Other	biases…
There	are	a	number	of	biases	that	influence	our	assessments:
§ Anchoring	bias
§ Confirmation	bias
§ Overconfidence
§ Recency bias
§ Etc.



So,	where	are	we?

All	in	all	median	AUC	is	.75
=

25%	better	than	chance	or
25%	less	than	perfect	prediction?



Theoretical aspects revisited…

Falzers (2013)	three	aspects	of	interest:

§ Are	risk	assessments	better	than	chance?	Yes

§ Is	one	risk	assessment	method	superior	to	others?	No

§ How	accurate	is	accurate	enough?	Not	only	a	scientific	question!



What	is	practice/science/politics?
Within the field of  risk assessments it is extra important to part 
the areas of  science and moral:

Ø Science can tell us what is true!

ØMoral (or politics) can tell us what is right!



A	possible	solution?
§ With	the	current	status	of	risk	assessments	should	clinicians	avoid	

situations	where	the	individual	assessed	is	at	risk	to	be	incarcerated	due	
to	what	he	or	she	is	likely	to	do

§ I	argue	that	it	is	more	acceptable	and	justifiable	to	conduct	risk	
assessments	when:	I)	they	can	lead	to	something	positive (e.g.	time	
determined	life	sentence,	previously	laid	conditional	release,	etc),	II)
standardized,	valid	and	reliable	(as	reliable	as	possible)	methods are	used,	
and	III)	that	the	assessor	is	well	aware	of	the	recent	scientific	literature…
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