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Abstract 

Scope 

A literature review that examines the history of risk assessment, descriptive 

process models of crime, theory development in general and the applicability and 

utility of a theory development approach known as Grounded Theory (GT) begins this 

thesis. Findings suggest that a body of research predicting risk factors relevant to 

mentally ill offenders already exists. So too does a theory to explain the offence 

pathways of mainstream criminals. However, a theory of risk relevant to the forensic 

mental health system has yet to be developed.  

The current study, reported in the manuscript portion of this thesis, 

specifically examines risk assessment factors relevant to mentally ill offenders and 

assesses how these factors may be integrated into a theory. The study is limited to 

men who have been found not guilty by reason of mental illness and specifically 

relates to those who have committed violent offences. Whilst it uses a method similar 

to GT, it was beyond the scope of current research to adhere strictly to its procedures.  

Purpose 

The current study aimed to establish a theory and accompanying model to 

explain the relationship between risk assessment factors from well-established, 

actuarial risk assessment tools. The model aimed to provide a description of how the 

historical clinical and contextual factors in an offender’s life interact to result in the 

commission of an offence.  

Methodology 

A qualitative methodology based on Grounded Theory was used to examine 

29 reports written from detailed interviews with each participant. Four standardised 

risk-assessment tools formed the basis of questions that were asked during interviews, 
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utilising a Structured Professional Judgement approach. The information gained 

during interview was coded and categorised using a method devised from previous 

research. A theory and model describing the offence trajectory was developed from 

this analysis.   

Results 

Out of the model emerged four phases that include an individual’s genetic 

predisposition, childhood and adolescence, adulthood and index offence. The 

interaction between these factors over time was mapped with clinical and contextual 

factors as well as stressors all being included in the final model. Phase one of the 

model was termed genetic predisposition and contained information regarding 

whether or not there was a family history of mental illness. Phase two represented 

childhood and adolescence and included the clinical factors of school conduct and 

juvenile behaviour. Phase three represented adulthood and plotted the interaction of 

major mental illness, social attitudes, treatment and supervision failures, and violence. 

The final phase represented the index offence and mapped information regarding 

coping, psychosis, executive dyscontrol and impulsivity. Contextual factors, 

particularly those relating to relationships, supports and involvement with pro-social 

activities were included in the final violent offence process model. Important stressors 

included abuse, neglect, relationship breakdowns and difficulties, neurological 

deficits, substance abuse, bullying, and employment and financial pressures.  

General Conclusions 

The final Violent Offence Process Model provides a qualitative explanation of 

the numerous different pathways or trajectories possible in the commission of a 

violent offence by an acquitted mentally ill offender. With further quantitative 

analysis of the findings, this model may be used to guide interviews with mentally ill 



AN OFFENCE PROCESS THEORY OF VIOLENCE 

 

9 

offenders to understand the unique pathways that culminate in any given offence and 

therefore predict future patterns of offending. This allows for the development of 

interventions and treatments that specifically target individuals’ unique offence 

processes. 

  


