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Dissertation Abstract

health practitioners, criminal justice actors, and legal decision-makers to predict and manage 
violent or sexual recidivism risk. In part, SRAIs are relied upon to mitigate the potential for 
errors in risk assessment due to cognitive bias, which can occur because of external sources 
or internal characteristics of the evaluator. Chapter 2 of this dissertation reports results from 

N
beliefs about sources of cognitive bias in forensic risk evaluations, and opinions of potential 

N

provide information to legal decision-makers so they can make better-informed decisions. In 

moderated by individual mock juror characteristics. In Chapter 4, an SRAI risk estimate led 
N

N
risk. There was no evidence of asymmetrical skepticism toward the SRAI risk estimate, in that 

impression of the SVP respondent. Finally, in Chapter 6 we examined whether an SRAI sexual 
N

Keywords:
civil commitment, structured risk assessment instruments 
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Chapter 1

General Introduction

This chapter is an extended and more theoretically developed version of the publication: 
 

The Inquisitive Mind, 38. 
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Background

The risk of violent or sexual recidivism is a key consideration in forensic settings and in legal 
decision making in the criminal justice system. Since at least 1928, when Ernest W. Burgess 

Results from an SRAI may be used to decide whether a person should be released from 

forensic treatment in a secure setting can be terminated to begin reintegration into society 

threat to themselves or others is a critical factor in deciding whether they should be subjected 
to involuntary civil commitment for treatment, and SRAIs are often used for evaluating the 

There were two primary aims to this dissertation. Because SRAIs are often viewed 

and risk management information derived from an SRAI is intended to help legal-decision 

Methods of Assessing Violent or Sexual Recidivism 
Risk

The substantial rise in the use of SRAIs in forensic and legal settings is partly attributable 
to the fact that numerous studies indicate that a violent or sexual recidivism risk estimate 
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derived from an SRAI tends to be more reliable and accurate than an estimate based solely 
on unstructured clinical judgment

judgment is a method of estimating the likelihood of violent or sexual recidivism that is based 

widely criticized as an inaccurate and unreliable method of assessing criminal recidivism 

psychologists and psychiatrists were correct in no more than one out of three cases when 
they relied solely upon unstructured clinical judgment to predict whether an individual with 

released to the community. Although earlier studies had provided evidence of the poor 

aimed at developing SRAIs to increase the accuracy and reliability of estimates of violent or 

SRAIs incorporate factors that are statistically predictive of violent or sexual recidivism 
actuarial risk assessment instruments 

recidivism are numerically scored, weighted, and summed to arrive at a risk score. A risk 
score is typically associated with a score-wise risk estimate, or likelihood percentage that is 

static risk factors, which include historical factors 

risk factors among many early ARAIs renders them of little value for measuring changes in 

dynamic risk factors. Dynamic risk factors are 
factors that are associated with the likelihood of recidivism and are therefore viewed as 

A second type of SRAI employs structured professional judgment
contain both static and dynamic risk factors that have been shown to be empirically related 
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SRAIs enable the evaluator to use their expertise to determine the relevance and weight of 

weighted. Generally speaking, both ARAIs and SPJ instruments exhibit similar levels of 

SRAIs in Clinical and Forensic Settings

When conducting a forensic risk evaluation, a forensic mental health professional often uses 

risk of violent or sexual recidivism derived from rating an SRAI is to provide judges and jurors 

decisions.

incorrectly classifying someone as being at a low risk for recidivism who, in fact, is at high 
risk for recidivism—known as a false negative—can be destructive, and even fatal. However, 
the consequences of a false positive

deprivation of liberty for the individual. The gravest result of a false positive is the potential 

While neither a false positive nor a false negative is desirable, the potential damage in 
each scenario is unlikely to carry equal weight in the mind of the decision-maker. On one 
hand, a false negative may leave the evaluator open to civil liability, public censure, or damage 

result in the release of an individual who subsequently commits a violent or sexual crime. 
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poses a risk to potential victims, while also making it more likely that a false negative will be 

personal risk to the decision-maker, whereas a false negative represents a personal threat to 

Error management theory suggests that when decisions are made under conditions of 
uncertainty, and where the costs of a false-positive and a false-negative are not equivalent, 

error, is sometimes referred to as the error management bias. The error management bias 

 Scholars have suggested that inaccurate estimates of violent or sexual recidivism risk 

research indicates that criminal justice actors are inclined to overestimate the likelihood of 
criminal recidivism, or increase the risk level associated with an SRAI through an override, 
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bias would suggest that judges and forensic evaluators may show a preference for incorrectly 
classifying an individual at high risk of recidivism as opposed to incorrectly classifying 
an individual as being at low risk for recidivism. However, overall, there is relatively little 

decision-makers. 

Cognitive Bias and Forensic Evaluations of Risk

judgments based on intuition as heuristics, or a form of mental shortcut. Heuristics are not 
necessarily negative, and in fact are likely an evolutionary adaptation that helps humans 

would quickly become overwhelmed if we had to process every situation as if it were a novel 
event. However, under conditions of uncertainty, automatic and unconscious processing of 
information based on heuristics can lead to cognitive bias, or systematic errors in judgment 

The dual-process model of decision-making indicates two primary systems by which 
information is evaluated. System 1

System 2

of bias that can lead a person to ignore, devalue, or undervalue the importance of available 
evidence that contradicts their preexisting beliefs is 

The term bias, or cognitive bias, is used in this dissertation to refer to the extent to which 
judgments are based upon factors that are irrelevant to the decision at hand. Although some 

making process without changing the ultimate outcome
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that irrelevant contextual information—information that is not necessary to the forensic 
domain or task—can bias how evidence is collected, the meaning and value attributed to the 
evidence, and the conclusions drawn therefrom. The critical point is that information that is 

evaluators, and risk estimates and related outcome decisions among mock jurors.

I refer to external and internal sources of bias, adopting the terminology of Gowensmith and 

representations of a criminal defendant; positive and negative risk-irrelevant characteristics 

the person conducting the analysis and bias that arises from how the human brain processes 

internal sources of bias are explained in more detail in subsequent paragraphs.
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In forensic contexts, the people who must interpret evidence, draw conclusions, and 
make decisions include forensic evaluators, treatment providers, judges, and jurors. 
a forensic expert is exposed to potentially biasing, task-irrelevant contextual information, 
jurors show a tendency to believe an expert who denies that they have been biased by such 

irrelevant contextual information in their decisions 

Therefore, it seems desirable that jurors have access to task-relevant information, where it is 
available, that presents the most objective assessment of the legal issue in question. Therefore, 
forensic mental health practitioners and mock jurors were the samples employed in the studies 
presented in this dissertation. 

External Sources of Evaluator Bias in Recidivism Risk 
Estimates
One well-established example of an external source of evaluator bias is known as adversarial 
allegiance, which is the unconscious tendency to reach conclusions that support the party 

were hired by the prosecution or the defense. Psychopathy is a constellation of traits that is 
strongly related to violent and sexual recidivism and is commonly assessed in forensic risk 

higher among evaluators hired by the prosecution than among those hired by the defense, 

per se, 

In addition, there are a several types of irrelevant contextual information that have been 
shown to bias evaluators when assessing recidivism risk. Such information includes a victim 
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 Collateral Information. Although an interview of the examinee is important to a 
forensic risk evaluation, a forensic mental health evaluator cannot properly rely solely upon the 
examinee to provide the information necessary to conduct a forensic risk evaluation because 

forensic evaluator is expected to obtain collateral information from a variety of sources before 

to irrelevant information that can bias the forensic risk evaluation. However, what constitutes 
irrelevant, potentially biasing information in a forensic risk evaluation is not always clear. 

For example, increasingly, forensic evaluators often seek information from the Internet 

the examinee and the crime the examinee committed is likely to be encountered in an Internet 

professional guidance about how the information should be incorporated into a forensic risk 

Relatedly, it is possible that negative depictions of a forensic examinee in the media will 

substantial body of literature indicates that negative pretrial media exposure tends to increase 

However, there appear to be no published empirical studies that examine the potentially biasing 
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Internal Sources of Evaluator Bias in Recidivism Risk 
Estimates

members in a clinical psychology program using the NEO Personality Inventory-Revised 

variability in scores for the same examinee. As possible explanations for why variations occur 

no examination of characteristics of the evaluators that could have explained the observed 
variability. Overall, published studies that examine how individual evaluator characteristics 

variability in recidivism risk ratings.
Studies examining whether evaluator 
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toward the patient, these were correlated with lower ratings of violence recidivism risk on the 

among evaluators who do not have a clinical relationship with the examinee may provide 

recidivism risk. Hence, empirical testing of this question was undertaken in this dissertation 
in the experimental study involving evaluators who have been trained to complete the HCR-

Cognitive Bias and Jurors’ Perceptions of Sexual 
Recidivism Risk

risk. In fact, forensic evaluators and forensic experts who provide testimony about an 
inform legal decision-

to date, such studies appear absent from the literature. Employing an SRAI to objectively 
measure recidivism risk is of limited value if the resulting risk estimate does not have the 

An example helps illustrate the point: SVP statutes require that SVP civil commitment 

disorder or abnormality that renders it more likely than not that they will engage in future 
Kansas v. 

Crane, 2002; Kansas v. Hendricks
estimate based on an SRAI is particularly important for establishing one of the legal criteria 
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cases tend to give relatively little weight to expert testimony about recidivism risk relative to 

External Sources of Juror Bias in Recidivism Risk Estimates

to which an SVP respondent—the person whom the government seeks to remand to a secure 

sexual recidivism. 
Characteristics, such as 

social attractiveness

empirically associated with, the risk of sexual recidivism. For example, good deeds or special 

such facts can be considered risk-irrelevant contextual information in that they are not 
empirically associated with sexual recidivism risk. However, factors that may increase an 

Moreover, bias created by risk-irrelevant contextual information may cause some jurors 
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so that civil commitment decisions are based on what is presumably the most accurate, risk-
relevant information available—that is, information derived from an SRAI.

Internal Sources of Juror Bias in Recidivism Risk Estimates

recidivism. In fact, the public tends to grossly overestimate sexual recidivism rates compared 

sexual recidivism risk and civil commitment recommendations. 
 Harper and 

contains 20 items that measure three facets of perceptions of PCSOs, including support for 

endorsement, and risk perception. Higher scores indicate more negative perceptions of 

and civil commitment decisions. 
Although states disavow any punitive intent with respect to SVP civil commitment 
Kansas v. Hendricks
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irrelevant to evaluating whether the legal criteria for SVP civil commitment are met—could 

sexual recidivism risk and decision-making in civil commitment cases.
There may be other individual 

estimate derived from an SRAI. Previous researchers have suggested that a lack of knowledge 

may contribute to how information is perceived and integrated in the context of legal decision-

SRAI compared to other factors present in an SVP case. One information processing construct 
that may be relevant in this contact is the need for cognition.

Need for Cognition.

need for cognition

which means they engage in rapid decision-making that is largely unconscious, emotion-driven 

On one hand, when jurors think analytically and rationally, a sexual recidivism risk 
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other hand, when jurors engage in decision-making that is based on emotion, they tend to be 

information as compared to a sexual recidivism risk estimate derived from an SRAI. This 

Asymmetrical Skepticism. A substantial body of research suggests that people 

preference-inconsistent information as faulty is known as asymmetrical skepticism

indicates that asymmetrical skepticism is implicated in interpretation of criminal evidence 

their sexual recidivism risk perceptions based on other factors. This hypothesis was tested in 

Risk Evaluations

Given the research suggesting that SRAIs may be vulnerable to external or internal sources 

the reliability and accuracy of forensic risk evaluations, these conclusions may be premature 

on the overall risk evaluation, or on subsequent risk management-related recommendations 

Recently, there has been increasing attention to the issue of bias awareness among 

N
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more than half of their respondents agreed about the nature of bias in forensic evaluations 

respondents also agreed to some extent that an evaluator who consciously tries to set aside 

that a substantial number of forensic evaluators agreed that the potential for bias in forensic 
evaluations exists, combined with the fact that a substantial majority also agreed that 

In fact, although many strategies have been suggested in the literature as potentially 

has been suggested that evaluators should examine their own patterns of decision-making to 

there appears to be no empirical research that tests this hypothesis. Numerous other strategies 

bias in forensic evaluations, yet almost none have been empirically tested in this context. 

identify strategies that should be empirically tested in the future. In line with the potential 

about sources of bias and debiasing strategies are presented in Chapter 2 of this dissertation.

Aims and Outline of the Dissertation

growing body of research indicating that simply using an SRAI does not necessarily mean 
that an evaluator has arrived at an unbiased recidivism risk estimate, nor that they have 
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outcome of an SRAI that has been completed by a trained clinical evaluator. 
In addition, when jurors must make decisions related to sentencing or treatment, the 

risk estimate derived from an SRAI is only one piece of information they consider. Therefore, 

bias and strategies to mitigate bias in forensic risk evaluations may help prompt empirical 
research that can improve the objectivity of forensic risk evaluations. Therefore, mental health 

strategies are also examined.
This dissertation consists of seven chapters. Chapter 2 describes a survey of Dutch 

experimental study that examines whether irrelevant contextual information about an SVP 
respondent biases mock jurors, whether sexual recidivism risk information derived from an 

perceptions of PCSOs and an SRAI-derived sexual recidivism risk estimate on their estimates of 

should be civilly committed. Finally, Chapter 7 provides a summary and discussion of the 





Chapter 2

Forensic Mental Health Practitioners’ 
Use of Structured Risk Assessment 

Instruments, Views About Bias in  
Risk Evaluations, and Strategies  

to Counteract It

This chapter is based on the following paper: 
Kamorowski, J., de Ruiter, C., Schreuder, M., Ask, K., & Jelicic, M. (2021). Forensic 
mental health practitioners’ use of structured risk assessment instruments, views 
about bias in risk evaluations, and strategies to counteract it.
 International Journal of Forensic Mental Health. Advance online publication.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/14999013.2021.1895377
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Abstract

over the past decades, with research documenting variation between countries. The use of 
SRAIs, their perceived utility and potential for mitigating bias in forensic risk evaluations 

N
We found generally positive views regarding SRAI utility. Bias in FREs was of concern to 

of bias or debiasing strategies between respondents who had bias training and those who had 

related to bias in FREs.
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2

Introduction

Forensic mental health practitioners play an important role in advising courts about the 

or convicted of a crime. Forensic mental health evaluations are a critical component of legal 
decision making because judges tend to follow the recommendations made by a behavioral 

Use of Structured Risk Assessment Instruments in 
Forensic Risk Evaluations

Research conducted over the past decades indicates that using structured approaches in 

unstructured clinical judgment

Since the early 1980s, an astonishing variety of standardized and evidence-based SRAIs 

N

Actuarial risk assessment instruments are one type of SRAI and contain factors 
empirically related to an increased risk of violent, sexual, or general criminal recidivism 
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score thereby provides a recidivism risk estimate based on the recidivism rates of groups 

structured professional judgment
presence or absence of empirically-based risk factors and risk factors they deem relevant 
based on expertise. The evaluator uses their professional judgment to determine the relative 

Numerous national and international surveys of forensic mental health professionals 
indicate that the use of SRAIs to assess the risk of violent recidivism is increasingly common 

are required to use in practice, which SRAIs they choose to use, and their perceptions about 
 

Use of SRAIs in Forensic Risk Evaluations in the 
Netherlands

has committed a crime and has a mental disorder can be ordered to treatment in a secure 
psychiatric facility, usually after time served in prison, a disposition known as maatregel van 
terbeschikkingstelling

We are unaware of any published surveys of Dutch forensic mental health practitioners 
about the SRAIs they most commonly use and the perceived utility of those instruments. Two 
relatively recent studies published in the Dutch language reported on SRAIs commonly used 
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neither surveyed practitioners about which SRAIs they use in practice, nor the perceived utility 
of the SRAIs. Therefore, in the current study, we survey forensic mental health practitioners 

SRAIs. 

Bias Awareness and Sources of Bias in Forensic 
Risk Evaluations 

Cognitive bias refers to systematic errors in logic or reasoning that occur outside of conscious 

Therefore, cognitive bias represents a threat to the objectivity and validity of a forensic mental 

A number of recently published surveys suggest that forensic mental health practitioners 
are aware of, and concerned about, the potential for bias in forensic mental health evaluations 

bias blind spot 

. 

most forensic evaluators do not receive formal training about how various type of cognitive 

 debiasing strategies that they can employ to increase the objectivity and 
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Debiasing Strategies

Research related to potential debiasing strategies is substantial in medical, business, and 

correction measures. Overall, participants in the second stage of the study rated 22 of the 

The Current Study

In this study, we surveyed Dutch forensic mental health evaluators regarding their use and 

for cognitive bias in FREs. 
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Method

Participants 

We aimed to obtain a representative sample of Dutch mental health practitioners who 
conduct forensic risk evaluations. To be eligible to participate, respondents had to be a mental 
health professional who works in the Netherlands and conducts risk evaluations. Out of 

excluded incomplete surveys from our analyses. Therefore, our sample was comprised of 110 

n

M 
= 18.9, SD = 11.8, Mdn

person indicated working in a hospital setting. Half of respondents selected the option of 

Procedure

This study was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Review Committee for Psychology and 

between late March and early June of 2018. Participants were recruited via advertisements in 
the newsletter of the Nederlands Register Gerechtelijk Deskundigen

Expertisecentrum Forensische Psychiatrie

statute in 2010. Forensic experts who wish to register with the NRGD are evaluated based on 

We also recruited participants via social media with Facebook posts in groups of former 

by e-mail to professional contacts of one of the authors. This same author also shared the 
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KNAPP, which is an online site dedicated to forensic psychiatric care in the Netherlands and 
permits messages to be posted to members to facilitate collaboration and knowledge-sharing 

shopping site. The winner was randomly selected from those who completed the survey and 
provided their e-mail address. 

we reached. There were 489 forensic mental health experts listed on the NRGD website at the 
time we conducted the survey and all of them were sent the NRGD newsletter with the study 
announcement. To NRGD behavioral experts specializing in either adult or juvenile forensic 
psychology or psychiatry whose e-mail addresses were available online, we sent a personal 

n
how many potential respondents may have viewed the EFP newsletter online. We estimate 
approximately 400 people eligible to participate in the survey were reached by Facebook 

although it is unknown how many of them were eligible to participate in the survey. There 
is also overlap between NRGD experts, professionals who receive the EFP newsletter, the 

to determine the number of participants obtained from the individual platforms we used for 
advertisement of the study.

Survey 

taking the survey multiple times. We opted not to provide a back button to prevent respondents 
from changing their answers after they completed a page.

Respondents were provided with a brief description of the survey and acknowledged 

Demographics, FRE Experience, General Frequency of SRAI Use, 
Concerns about Errors, and Consulting about FREs

years of experience in mental health settings, and current work environment. We asked 
respondents to specify how many forensic risk evaluations they had performed over the 
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 not at all, 2 = slightly, 
= moderately, 4 = very,  extremely

 never, 2 = sometimes,  about half the time, 4 = most of 
the time,  always

Next, respondents were asked to rate their concerns about the possibility of false 
not at all, 2 = a little

= a moderate amount, 4 = a lot a great deal

 never to  always

colleagues, supervisor, other treatment provider(s) of the evaluee, prison/jail 

select multiple options, and if other was selected, we asked them to specify in free-text. 

In the subsequent section, respondents were asked which SRAIs they were required by 
their employer or jurisdiction to use, and which SRAIs they chose to use. We created a list 

could select multiple SRAIs and provide free-text responses. For the SRAIs that respondents 
indicated they were required or chose to use, they rated the usefulness of each separately on a 

 not at all useful  extremely useful

Cognitive Bias Concerns in FREs 

We asked respondents about their views regarding cognitive bias in forensic risk evaluations 

 not at all, 2 = a little,  a moderate amount, 4 = a lot, 
= a great deal
remembering, or processing information. Respondents then indicated yes or no in response to 
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all 

option to provide a rating of unsure, but rather we used  as the midpoint 
beliefs

unsure would have made it 
impossible to distinguish between a respondent who was unsure about whether the debiasing 

 strongly disagree to  strongly 
agree

and whether evaluators know in advance what conclusion they are expected to reach in a case 

about what type of information should be considered irrelevant contextual information 

not to include items based on this concept. 

Data Analysis
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Results 

Experience Conducting FREs and Consulting about FREs 

Mdn

n
always or most of 

the time

Frequency of SRAI Use and Required and Optional Use of 

Almost all respondents indicated they used an SRAI for risk evaluations always or most 
of the time n
when conducting a risk evaluation, one said they did about half the time, and one said they 
did sometimes. The respondents also mostly agreed that SRAIs are useful in conducting risk 

SRAIs because they used only those that were required. 
Many respondents indicated they were both required and choose to use the same 

SRAIs. In other words, these respondents were in the required and optional users group and 
provided duplicate ratings for the same SRAI. We therefore created two conceptually distinct 
groups: required users and optional users. If respondents indicated they were required, or 
both required and chose to use the SRAI, we considered them required users. If respondents 



Chapter 2

46

HCR-20 is an SPJ tool designed to assess psychosocial functioning as it relates to violence 

.

 = clearly absent, 1 
= somewhat present, 2 = clearly present
integrating information about the protective factors assessed with the SAPROF and the risk 

instruments per se, psychopathic traits are linked with an increased risk of violent recidivism 

Static-99R is an actuarial tool comprised of 10 static, historical risk factors. Although not 

the Sexual Violence Risk-20

A number of participants indicated by free-text response that they used a combination 
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Table 2.1 Risk Assessment Instruments: Required and Optional Users

Risk assessment instrument Instrument 
type

Prescribed 
use

Required 
users
n
(%)

Optional 
users
n
(%)

Static-99
Static-99R

Actuarial -
ing risk

10

Historical Clinical Risk Management-20 SPJ Violence risk 14

Historische, Klinische, Toekomstige-30 

 or HKT-R  

SPJ Violence risk 7

Structured Assessment of PROtective Fac-
tors 

SPJ Protective 
factors

22

Psychopathy Checklist Revised 
Psychopathy Checklist: 

Screening Version

Actuarial Psychopathic 
traits

49 18

Structured Assessment of Violence Risk in 
Youth

SPJ

risk

18

Short-Term Assessment of Risk and 
Treatability

SPJ Violence risk 10 2

None 9
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Risk assessment instrument Instrument 
type

Prescribed 
use

Required 
users
n
(%)

Optional 
users
n
(%)

Brief Spousal Assault Form for the Evalua-
tion of Risk

Actuarial Spousal assault 
risk

8 2

Violence Risk Appraisal Guide Actuarial Violence risk 1 1

Recidive Inschattingsschalen [Recidivism 
Assessment Scales] 
Van Montfoort & Reclassering Nederland, 

 

Actuarial General risk 
of antisocial 

behavior, crimi-
nogenic needs

1 1

Violence Risk Screening-10 Actuarial Violence risk 
screening

0 0

Violence Risk Scale Actuarial Violence risk 0 1

- Actuarial Violence risk in 
community

0 0

Forensic Operationalized Therapy/Risk 
Evaluation System

SPJ Recidivism risk 
and treatment 

progress

0 0

Actuarial -
ing risk

0 0

Note. SRAIs are arranged in descending order of number of required users.

An independent samples t

M 
SD M SD t p = .007, 
g

most commonly used SRAIs for required and optional users are presented in Table 2.2, as are 
the results of the independent samples t-tests. 
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Table 2.2 

Risk assessment 
instrument

Required 
users 

M (SD)

Optional 
users 

M (SD)

 
t

 
p

Hedges’ g
[95% CI]

HCR-20 t
t

SAPROF t 0.24 [-0.26, 0.74]
t .967 0.01 [-0.64, 0.66]

a t .007

Note not at all useful extremely useful.
a t

Concerns about Cognitive Bias and Errors in FREs

Overall, respondents rated cognitive bias as a moderate M = 
SD

respondents who were concerned about bias in an FRE conducted by someone else compared 
to those concerned about bias in an FRE conducted by themselves, p
t

M SD M SD
evaluation, t p gavg

Potential Sources of Bias in FREs

that may have the potential to bias evaluators when they are conducting risk evaluations. 
Mean ratings, response frequencies, and modal responses among our respondents for each 
level of agreement regarding potential sources of bias in forensic evaluations are presented 

is less
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Table 2.3 Mean Ratings and Frequencies of Beliefs about Potential Sources of Cognitive Bias in Forensic 
Risk Evaluations

Item M
(SD)

Strongly 
disagree

n
(%)

Somewhat 
disagree

n
(%)

Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree
n

(%)

Somewhat 
agree

n
(%)

Strongly 
agree

n
(%)

-
ing a forensic case

1 4 67

(60.9%)

about a forensic case

4.12 1 7 70

(63.6%)

29 

An evaluator who makes a 

his or her prior beliefs and 
expectations is less likely to 

4 24 65

(59.1%)

When evaluators know what 

reach

6 11 55

(50.0%)

Evaluators sometimes know 
what conclusion they are 
expected to reach

7 10 48

(43.6%)

An experienced evaluator is 
less likely than a new evalua-

37

(33.6%)

19 2

Cognitive bias is generally 
less of a problem in forensic 
psychology than in other 

-
print analysis; ballistics; hair 

1.69 57 

(51.8%)

1

Note. Items are presented according to mean ratings in descending order. Modal responses are shown in 
bold.



Practitioners’ Use of SRAIs

51   

2

Table 2.4 

Strategy M 
(SD)

n (%)

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely

Using structured evalu-
ation methods

4.00 1 22 47

(42.7%)

Taking personal re-
sponsibility to continue 
learning after complet-
ing formal training and 
education

0 6 28 56

(50.9%)

20

Investigating all 
relevant data before 
forming an opiniona

1 6 56

(50.9%)

17

Basing conclusions and 
opinions on sound datab

0 9 28 56

(50.9%)

17

Consulting with col-
leagues about issues of 
potential bias

1 6 58

(52.7%)

Avoiding advocacy 1 18 41

(37.3%)

17

Fostering a continuing 
commitment to objec-
tivity

1 44

(40.0%)

11

Being an active 

knowledge

4 29 52

(47.3%)

10

Critically examining 
conclusions (e.g., 
considering alternative 
hypotheses)

2 11 47

(42.7%)

7

the inquiry and report 
to the referral question

4 16 40

(36.4%)

12

Receiving explicit 
didactic training about 
objectivity

20 41

(37.3%)

10

Taking time to think 
about evaluation in-
formation rather than 
immediately writing 
the report

40 43

(39.1%)

7

Resisting allegiance 4 18 44

(40.0%)

12
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Strategy M 
(SD)

n (%)

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely

Continuous introspec-
tion about personal 
biases

1 17 49

(44.5%)

Attending to wording 
choice in reports to 
edit out value-laden 
language

4 19 46

(41.8%)

7

Exposure to the im-
portance of objectivity 
through reading pro-
fessional literature

6 40

(36.4%)

7

Taking careful notes 
during an evaluationc

8 21 40

(36.4%)

8

Disengaging emotional-
ly from cases

45

(40.9%)

4

Examining patterns of 
personal decision-mak-

with referral party 
d

8 18 49

(44.5%)

Restricting conclusions 
and opinions to scientif-
ic foundations

2.89 11 24 47

(42.7%)

22 6

Intentionally con-
trolling existing bias

9 26 54

(49.1%)

17 4

Observing others who 
manage their personal 
biases successfully

2.60 18 38

(34.5%)

20 2

Developing a sense of 
-

sional identity

31

(28.2%)

26 31

(28.2%)

16 6

Accepting referrals only 
for cases in which bias 
is unlikely

2.14 10 0

rapport in forensic 
cases

1.87 56

(50.9%)

22 7 2

Note. N = 110. Items are presented according to mean ratings arranged in descending 

 
a, b, c, d
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We calculated the sample mean rating across all six strategies that have been suggested 

examining conclusions, consulting with colleagues, taking time to think about the evaluation 
information rather than immediately writing the report, receiving explicit didactic training 
about objectivity, exposure to the importance of objectivity through reading professional 
literature, and using structured evaluation methods. A paired samples t-test revealed that 

M SD
M SD t

p < gavg

An independent samples t
M SD M SD

with regard to the extent to which they believed cognitive bias is a problem in FREs, t
g

cognitive bias is a moderate problem in FREs, regardless of whether they have had cognitive 
bias training or not. 

t-test revealed that practitioners who had some 
M = 4.10, SD

M
SD t p g

cognitive bias. 
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Discussion

Risk evaluation practices and use of SRAIs may vary by country, by type of legal system 

risk evaluations and potentially useful debiasing strategies may also vary between countries. 

used by forensic mental health evaluators who conduct FREs in the Netherlands and their 

about cognitive bias and their views of potential strategies to diminish bias.

Frequency of Use and Usefulness Ratings of SRAIs

averaged approximately 18 years of experience in mental health settings. The majority of our 
respondents had conducted more than 10 risk assessments in the two years preceding our 
survey, with a small proportion having conducted 100 or more. 

Our respondents reported a very high rate of SRAI use, as nearly all of them indicated 
that they use an SRAI always or most of the time. Further, the vast majority of respondents 

recommendations in the Netherlands that urge the use of SRAIs in forensic assessments 

assessments. 
In addition, in the Netherlands, a strong emphasis is placed on using an SPJ approach to 

commonly used among Dutch forensic evaluators. In fact, most of our respondents reported 
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that they are required to use one of these two tools. Regardless of whether they were required 

useful. About two-thirds of our respondents also used the SAPROF and rated it as moderately 
to very useful. 

It is common practice for forensic evaluators to use a psychopathy measure when 

in psycholegal contexts because of its relationship with risk for general criminal, violent, and 

these required users rated the measure as very or extremely useful. Similarly, in their survey of 

Interestingly, the majority of our respondents indicated they were required or chose to 

. Furthermore, previous surveys have 
reported that actuarial SRAIs are used more often than SPJ SRAIs for evaluating sexual 

measure static and dynamic factors and treatment needs. Some respondents also wrote that 

used SPJ instrument for evaluating sexual recidivism risk. 

Concerns about Bias and Errors in Forensic Risk Evaluations
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likelihood of false positives, the consequence of which is that people are unjustly deprived 
of their freedom and limited mental health and correctional resources are needlessly wasted 

false negative because the crime the person commits is likely to come to the attention of law 
enforcement, and potentially, the media. On the other hand, a false positive is unlikely to be 

We were also interested in how often and with whom our respondents consult regarding 

thereby leaving open the possibility of accounting for collateral interviews. Previous studies 
indicate that risk judgments can be more accurate than individual evaluator ratings by using 

advice from others about an FRE always or most of the time
respondents indicated that they consult with other treatment providers of the evaluee, who is 
the subject of the FRE. 

Beyond consultations with colleagues, we also note that our respondents indicated they 

elicited from our respondents likely include inter-professional consultations and collateral 
interviews. In fact, collateral sources of information appear fairly common in FREs. Neal and 

N

Guidelines from The Netherlands Institute of Forensic Psychiatry and Psychology 
indicate forensic evaluators should include relevant information in their reports, but the 
decision about relevant and irrelevant information is left to the subjective opinion of the 

evaluators with important information needed to conduct a complete FRE. On the other hand, 
there is a concomitant risk that the evaluator will be exposed to potentially biasing, irrelevant 



Practitioners’ Use of SRAIs

57   

2

providing evidence that exposure to task-irrelevant contextual information can bias forensic 

Potential Sources of Bias in Forensic Evaluations

survey who expressed concern about cognitive bias in forensic evaluations as a whole, and 

forensic evaluations.

Furthermore, even when an evaluator is aware of the potential for preexisting motivations 

Perhaps our respondents were not as concerned about bias in FREs because they 

Balusek, 2008; Schmidt et al., 2016; Shepherd & Sullivan, 2017; Storey et al., 2012; Wormith 
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ratings to the six debiasing strategies with some empirical support than they did to the 
remaining 19 strategies. However, we note that the empirical support for several of these 

improving accuracy in clinical and diagnostic decision-making. Therefore, we cannot say with 

the discipline, forensic examinees, and legal decision-makers.

Limitations and Conclusions

N

survey may have done so because they possess more awareness and concern about the potential 
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for bias than evaluators who chose not to participate. Third, several of our respondents had 
not attained a graduate degree, which may have limited the types of risk assessment tools they 

use violence SRAIs more frequently than forensic psychiatrists. However, we did not ask 

regarding the frequency of use and perceived utility of SRAIs. For these reasons, our sample 
may not be representative of all forensic mental health practitioners who conduct FREs in the 
Netherlands. 

In addition, the actual response rate to our survey is unknown, and any conclusions 
about the broader population of forensic mental health practitioners in the Netherlands are 
therefore tentative. Furthermore, we do not know the context in which our respondents are 
performing FREs: for example, are they conducting FREs for the court, for the purpose of 

contexts and purposes for which FREs are conducted. 
Our survey results are also limited with respect to the use of sexual recidivism SRAIs. 

Unfortunately, we failed to include SPJ instruments for sexual violence, such as the SVR-20, 
in our survey list of SRAI options. Still, a number of respondents included the SVR-20 in free 
text, but we cannot exclude the possibility that more respondents would have selected the 
SVR-20 if it had been listed as an option. 

Finally, we cannot rule out the possibility of socially desirable responding. Although 
the survey was completed anonymously, and participants were assured of anonymity, it is 
possible that some people were concerned about negative portrayals of their profession, their 
work, or their employer. Therefore, it is possible that there is a disparity between what our 
respondents say they do in practice and what they actually do.

N
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and colleagues reported that among crime scene investigators, a substantial majority agreed 

confession was essential, whereas greater than half said they would review that information 

Similar to crime scene investigation, the process of a forensic risk evaluation involves 
gathering information and evidence. Information that is deemed to be relevant in that process 
is likely to vary considerably between cases and individual experts. Given the potential for 

is irrelevant to the FRE task seems to be an important avenue for future research. Only within 
the past decade or so have researchers begun to investigate the role that cognitive bias may 

debiasing techniques have not been empirically tested with respect to forensic evaluations, 

shed light on the debiasing potential of these methods. 
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Abstract

judgments of the HCR-20 N
researchers who had all been trained to use the HCR-20. Contrary to expectation, negative 

HCR-20 total scores and lower ratings on the Clinical and Risk Management subscales and 

some types of bias. 
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Introduction

array of criminal justice practices, including decisions related to detention vs. noncustodial 

SRAIs have been demonstrated to be more transparent and accurate than risk 

is a method of risk assessment in which a mental health professional does not utilize an SRAI 

that clinicians who use unstructured clinical judgment in violence risk assessment vary widely 
in terms of the factors they consider important in making a judgment of future violence risk 

Actuarial SRAIs are based on numerical scoring 

Structured professional judgment 

: Douglas, 

The HCR-20
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Hence, the HCR-20 is widely used to inform forensic treatment and legal decisions about 

External and Internal Factors Can Bias Forensic 
Risk Evaluations

fully achieved. However, it is important to acknowledge and investigate how various types 

evaluators use information that is collected during a risk evaluation process to estimate 

judgments of risk when employing SPJ instruments. 

external bias is the adversarial allegiance

. This 

Internal bias
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per se—is a measure for evaluating the 

level of psychopathic traits, which is associated with an increased risk of violent and sexual 

N

Exposure on Perceptions of Risk

External sources of bias may present in the form of irrelevant contextual information, which 
includes collateral information that is not relevant to a forensic evaluation of violent recidivism 

take the form of extensive and mostly negative portrayals of the character of a crime suspect 

employ sensationalized depictions of the crime that use extreme, shocking, or emotional 

The killing of one or both biological parents, so-called parricide, is an exceptionally 
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accounts of it, may evoke negative emotional responses and thereby increase perceptions of 

with the risk of violent recidivism. 

ratings. Attitudes, which are often outside of conscious awareness, imply a predisposition in 
perception that creates a tendency to evaluate the target of the attitude more negatively or 
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The Current Study

bias, to examine their impact on the coding of the HCR-20 . 

. We expected that evaluators who held more negative 

Method

Participant Recruitment

Participation in this study was limited to participants who had been trained to complete the 

mental health professionals who were publicly listed on the Nederlands Register Gerechtelijk 
Deskundigen
working in the area of criminal law. The NRGD was created in 2010 and is the national register 
of forensic science experts in the Netherlands. Experts must apply and may be approved for 

membership newsletter via e-mail in early 2019. The International Association of Forensic 

via e-mail. 
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knapp-efp.nl
the Netherlands. 

Participants

additional six respondents were excluded because they indicated they had not been trained in 

n n 
n

n
n n

Germany. There was one participant from each of the following countries: Australia, Belgium, 

M SD = 11.29; Mdn
M 

SD Mdn

Table 3.1 N 

n
Age group

18-24
42.6

12 22.2
6 11.1
8 14.8
0 0.0

Highest educational level
Bachelor 18
Master 42.6
Post-graduate 24.1

Work environment
Hospital 24.1
Secure forensic psychiatric facility 11 20.4

12 22.2
Private practice 6 11.1
University 9 16.7

Occupational group
Student 14
Practitioner
Researcher 8 14.8
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Power Analysis

F-test of 
linear regression with three predictor variables, N 

f 2

Procedure and Materials

Committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience at Maastricht University [reference 

Data Collection

Participants read general information about the study, which contained a cover story that the 
goal of the research was to examine the inter-rater reliability of the HCR-20 . After giving 

 or a previous 
version. We collected demographic information including age group, gender, education level, 
and country of residence. We also collected information about years of work experience in 
mental health settings, current work setting, primary occupation, as well as numerical data 

violence, presentencing, sexual 

disagree 
strongly agree strongly

more positive attitudes toward prisoners. Split-half reliability was reported by Melvin et al. for 
r = 

r
r
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strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree undecided 
that was in the original ATP scale. Scoring was carried out as described for the ATP scale, with 
the exception that the range of possible scores on the ATO is 0 to 180. We expected a negative 
correlation between ATO scores and HCR-20 scores, such that more negative attitudes toward 

Case File and Media Exposure. The case we used was an actual criminal case 

n n
a violence risk evaluation of Mr. S. as if he was about to be released to the community without 
further supervision or intervention after having served his prison sentence. 

compiled from actual online media reporting about the case. The video portrayed aspects of 

aspects of neutral information in the media clip, including details of the arrest, unsympathetic 
portrayal of the victims, community reactions to the crime, statements regarding motive, 
details of the crime, information about Mr. S. and his family background, and statements by 

committed by Mr. S. and a brief biographical and clinical history about him. Participants 
in the experimental condition read the exact same background information, in addition to 

example, the family history contained information suggesting dysfunctional coping strategies 

HCR-20V3. The HCR-20  contains a total of 20 risk factors that are divided into 
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categorized as low, moderate, or high. 

Participants were provided with access to a refresher on how to complete the HCR-
20  and were reminded to use the omit 
was a two-page document adapted for the purposes of this study from the administration 
overview provided in the user manual for the HCR-20
20
item on presence omit, 0 = not present, 1 = possibly/partially present, 2 = 
present relevance omit, 1 = low, 2 = medium high

ratings, resulting in a total score ranging from 0 to 40, with higher scores indicating higher 
risk of violent recidivism. We note that while numerical scores are often used for statistical 

low, 2 = moderate high
Sentencing Recommendations.

no prison, 1 = less than 
1 year, 2 = 1-5 years 6-10 years, 4 = 11-15 years 16-20 years, 6 = 21-25 years, 7 = 
26-30 years, 8 = life imprisonment

Debiasing Strategies.

strategies were not central to the research questions in the current study, these data will not 
be reported.

Prior Case Knowledge. We asked participants about their level of familiarity with Mr. 
not familiar at all, 2 = somewhat familiar very familiar

verify that most participants were not familiar with the case. 

the true purpose of the study. 
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Data Analysis

Results

Preliminary Analyses 

n

M = 120.17, SD = 20.77, 
Mdn t-test revealed no 

M = 121.82, SD
M SD t p g

The mean HCR-20 subscale and total scores for the media and control groups are reported in 

Failing to support H1, an independent samples t
between the media and control group with respect to scores on the H, C, or R subscales, nor 
the HCR-20 total score.

Table 3.2 Means and Standard Deviations for HCR-20 Subscales and HCR-20 Total Score 

Scale Manipulation 
condition

Mean SD t(52) p Hedges’g 
[95% CI]

Historical Media
Control 4.06

0.09

Clinical Media
Control 4.27 2.20

.979 0.01

Risk Management Media
Control

2.80 0.98 0.26
[-0.27, 0.80]

HCR-20 total Media
Control 18.92

8.91 0.16 0.04

Note. The t-tests pertain to the comparison between the media and control conditions for each of the 
scales and the total score.
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as some cell counts <

Table 3.3 Frequencies and Cross Tabulations of Final Risk Judgments by Media and Control Conditions

Condition Moderate High p

Future violence Media
Control

4
2

20 4
11

.081

Serious physical harm Media
Control

6
0 17

7
9

Imminent violence Media
Control

10
12

17
11

1 .277 .21

Note <

exposure group would rate the examinee as higher risk for violent recidivism as compared to 

Spearman correlational analyses to examine the associations between ATO scores, HCR-20 

Table 3.4

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. ATO scores
2. Historical

[-.49, .02]
.66**
[.48, .79]

4. Risk  
     Management

.91**
[.72, .90]

.78**
[.64, .86]

6. Future 
     Violence

-.22 .42**
[.17, .62] [.18, .62] [.21, .64]

7. Serious 
    Physical Harm

.01
[-.26, .27]

.16
[-.12, .41] [-.12, .40] [-.02, .49]

8. Imminent 
     Violence

-.48** .49*
[.18, .62]

Note  
*p < p < .01.
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ATO scores displayed moderate negative correlations with the Clinical and Risk 

with a higher risk estimate for Imminent Violence, in support of H2.
Finally, we conducted a hierarchical multiple linear regression analysis with the HCR-20 

total score as the outcome variable. In Step 1, the group condition was entered as the predictor. 

an interaction term of mean-centered ATO scores and group condition to examine whether 

In line with our correlational analysis, the regression analysis demonstrated support for 

R2 = .019, F
= 1.19, p = .281.

Table 3.5  
(N = 54)

Predictor b 95% CI SEb t p
R2

Mediaa -0.022
R2

Media 0.188 2.07 0.012 0.091 .928
ATOb -0.402

R2

Media 0.271 2.07 0.017 .896
ATO [-0.242, -0.004] -2.07 .044
Media ´ ATO -0.122 0.112 -1.09 .281

Note
model F p = .018, R2

Adj.  
aMedia exposure condition = 1, control condition = 0.  
b

Exploratory Analyses

recommended sentence length was associated with HCR-20 total scores and ATO total 
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between HCR-20 total scores and recommended sentence length, rs 
p = .020, N
negatively correlated with recommended sentence lengths, rs p = 
.008, N
recommendations for shorter sentence length.

Discussion

of bias on the part of a forensic evaluator. In addition, to our knowledge, it is the only study 

derive from a source both internal and external to a forensic evaluator. Based on previous 

using the HCR-20

nearly all of our participants were unfamiliar with this case before participating in the study. 

exposure and control groups on dimensional HCR-20 scales. In line with this result, we did 
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evaluations as distinct from juror decision-making.
Our second hypothesis was that evaluators who held more negative attitudes toward 

was absent. There is limited research that examines how preexisting attitudes may moderate 

avenue for future research. Although forensic evaluators are not directly involved in sentencing 
decisions, the sentencing recommendation we solicited in this study potentially taps into 
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moderate associations between these three variables suggest future research could examine 
their interaction, as well as their relation to decision making by triers-of-fact. 

Limitations

One limitation of this study is the small sample size, which limited our ability to detect 

a large sample of trained forensic practitioners for participation in an experimental study 

sample size.
A second limitation is that participants in the media exposure condition viewed only a 

were presented multiple times and over a longer time period, similar to what is likely to occur 
in real-life circumstances. Moreover, accessing social media for the purposes of conducting a 

time between exposure to pretrial publicity and the relevant judgment, media appears to have 
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ratings within a matter of minutes after viewing the video, it is possible that this substantially 
diminished the impact of the media exposure. 

is that participants may have guessed the true purpose of the study even though we included a 
cover story that the research question was related to the inter-rater reliability of the HCR-20 . 

was about bias. If participants guessed the true purpose of the study, those who viewed the 

aware of potential factors that may have biased their judgments, they may seek to correct 

control condition. A separate manipulation check would have helped to assess whether the 

would be demonstrated on the HCR-20 coding. 

attributable to weaknesses in the case materials presented to participants. We utilized a real 
case in this study and therefore we wanted to avoid introducing any information that was 

into the real case narrative, thereby creating a false impression of the real people involved. 

the available information with which participants could reasonably evaluate the risk for future 
violence. Relatedly, the observed recidivism rate among people who commit parricide tends 

have known, which may have further restricted the range of risk judgments.

Conclusion

Concerns about the potential for bias in forensic evaluations are appearing with increased 
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3
SRAIs do

question whether forensic risk evaluators should avoid exposure to this type of information.
There is a growing body of research, including the present study, that indicates that 

decision making. Given the high-stakes nature of forensic risk evaluations, research identifying 
potential sources of bias that can lead to errors in recidivism risk assessment could increase 
the accuracy of these assessments. Furthermore, the increasing reliance on SRAIs as an aid 
to decision making in criminal justice systems makes it imperative that when purportedly 

factors. 
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Abstract

Previous research has shown that mock and actual jurors give little weight to actuarial sexual 

N

sexual recidivism risk as higher than mock jurors exposed to positive information about the 

99R actuarial risk estimate information. We found no support for the hypothesis that the 
level of NFC moderates the relationship between risk-irrelevant contextual information and 
risk estimates. Future research could explore additional individual characteristics or attitudes 

to actuarial risk estimates.
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Introduction

an individual who has been charged with,1

Most often, jurors decide whether the individual against whom an SVP petition is 
brought—also known as the respondent—meets the requisite legal criteria for SVP civil 

the respondent is Kansas v. 
Hendricks
an SVP evaluator

.

Actuarial Risk Estimates and Juror Decision Making 
in SVP Cases

consistently found that ARAIs provide more accurate estimates of violent or sexual recidivism 

1 
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Accurate risk-relevant information derived from ARAIs is particularly important in SVP 

recidivism risk. 
SVP evaluators often discuss ARAI results in their testimony at SVP hearings. Despite 

believe forensic evaluators who use actuarial 

actual jurors in SVP civil commitment hearings tend to give little weight to expert testimony 

. 

sources are confounded. For example, participants in Krauss et al.  watched a 1-hour 
video simulation of an SVP trial that included testimony from a psychological expert witness 

risk estimates derived therefrom were not mentioned by the expert—only that the ARAIs had 
been completed as part of the risk evaluation. 

In fact, we are aware of only one previous experimental study that does not employ 
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expected to have a [three-fourths recidivism rate] or [2.91 times higher than the recidivism 

format and the risk level indicated by the Static-99R information. When participants read 

d

they were provided with a recidivism rate rather than a categorical risk estimate.
Still, it remains unclear why

risk estimates, particularly as communicated by forensic evaluators in SVP civil commitment 

we are unaware of any previous experimental study that directly examines whether risk-

circumstances, providing jurors with a risk estimate—particularly a recidivism rate—that 

recidivism risk that are more in line with the results of an ARAI.
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Juror Neglect of Actuarial Risk Estimates

Risk-Irrelevant Contextual Information and Juror Decision 
Making in SVP Cases

not been proven to be empirically associated with sexual recidivism. Examples are: type of 
employment, number of previous marriages, volunteerism, public outrage about the crime, 

to bias psychologists, thereby causing these experts to increase their estimate of an SVP 

social attractiveness or likability 

The psychological phenomenon known as the  could perhaps account for this 

whereas participants who perceived the teacher as cold rated him as less physically attractive 
and his mannerism and accent as more irritating. Therefore, we suspect bias created by risk-
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Need for Cognition and Decision Making

a situation, a characteristic known as need for cognition

People with low NFC scores tend to process information experientially, which means they 
engage in rapid decision-making that is largely unconscious, emotion-driven and leads to 

Conversely, people with higher NFC scores appear more likely to use a rational approach 

They are more likely to evaluate the quality of arguments contained in a message than those 

Previous research has revealed that when people are encouraged to think analytically, 

SVP respondent that aligns with that indicated by an ARAI than jurors who are lower in NFC. 
Although a number of studies about juror decision-making suggest that jurors who 

score lower on NFC may be more persuaded by clinical testimony about sexual recidivism risk 
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predicts their ability to adequately utilize actuarial risk information when also confronted 
with potentially biasing risk-irrelevant information. Such research may provide insights into 

in their judgment of risk. 

The Current Study

of this preregistered experiment is to gauge whether and how potentially biasing contextual 

case when they are provided with both risk-irrelevant and risk-relevant information about 

instrument can counteract such bias among mock jurors, and whether NFC as an individual 

risk-irrelevant. For 
example, in the positive contextual information condition, the respondent is portrayed as 

volunteered at a homeless shelter, and played the organ at church. In contrast, in the negative 
information condition, the respondent is portrayed as less socially attractive because he had 

and he played online games in his free time. We hypothesized that participants who receive 
negative contextual information would provide higher estimates of the likelihood of sexual 

Second, we measured the extent to which mock jurors adjusted their perceptions of 

received risk-irrelevant negative contextual information about the respondent would 

irrelevant positive information, despite the presentation of the same risk-relevant Static-99R 
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of Static-99R information on their T2 estimates of the likelihood of the respondent sexually 

expert testimony 

. 

. 

Method

Participants

compared to people in other countries. Second, the SVP civil commitment system in the U.S. 

on MTurk and must not have participated in the pretesting phase of the study in which we 
evaluated the strength of the manipulation. 

We planned to exclude participants who did not meet the inclusion criteria, who did 
not complete the study, who failed one or more attention checks, or indicated that their data 
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total time spent on the study was more than three times the median absolute deviation below 

In addition, we set an exclusion criterion on a per-analysis basis such that we would 

three times the median absolute deviation above the sample median. This rate of exclusion is 
far above what would be considered as representative of true outliers. Therefore, this group 
of participants was not excluded from the main analyses. Instead, the T2 risk estimates were 

M SD
n n n = 

n
n n

n n
n

case.

Procedure and Materials

Participants self-selected to participate in the study as advertised on MTurk. The study was 

they correctly answered both attention check questions. This study was approved by the ethical 
review committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience at Maastricht University 

Power Analysis

An a priori
R2
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R2 = 

Data were collected from 690 participants. Fifty-eight people did not complete the 
study, and 171 failed at least one attention check. We also excluded data from an additional 

coordinates that did not match the state indicated in the demographic data response, or if the 
geo-coordinate metadata were absent. Our remaining sample size was 427.

Procedure

understanding English, and reside in the United States. Participants read a brief introduction 

with the study. We used several controls for quality assurance. First, participants were not 
allowed to go back to a previous page once they moved on to the next one. Second, a timer was 

Before participants read anything about the case, they provided an estimate of how likely 

contained in the case vignette.
Need for Cognition Scale. 
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lower scores with a lower level of NFC. The NFCS demonstrates strong internal consistency 

In the current study, we asked participants to indicate the extent to which each NFCS 
does not describe me, 2 = 

describes me slightly well describes me moderately well, 4 = describes me very well
= describes me extremely well
a total score by adding all ratings together and subtracting a constant of 18, yielding a lowest 

Case Vignette.

n n

in a prior pilot study. 

study rated the likability of Mr. Smith because we expected the manipulation would have been 

prior non-sexual assault conviction. Therefore, after reading only the initial risk-irrelevant 

very strongly disagree to 7 = very strongly agree

completely disagree, 2 = mostly 
disagree somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree mostly agree, and 6 = completely 
agree neutral

the average rating of the three likability factors to create a composite variable for statistical 
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convictions are relevant to sexual recidivism risk and are accounted for by the Static-99R. 
Furthermore, we did not vary criminal history or Static-99R information between the positive 

negative vignette conditions.
Participants were then instructed to imagine that they had been selected to be a juror 

commitment, including the nature and purpose of civil commitment and the process generally 

attention and comprehension of the explanation of civil commitment, we used a multiple-

while a person is serving their prison sentence
before a person is sentenced to prison after a person has served their prison sentence. 
Participants were also provided with information about the legal criteria that must be met for 

= released to the community with no conditions, 2 = released to the community under 
supervision only,
treatment, 4 = civil commitment
were also informed that they would later receive additional information, after which they 
would be asked to provide a risk estimate and disposition recommendation once again.

Static-99R Information. We operationalized risk-relevant information as Mr. 

communication formats, we informed participants about risk assessment tools and their use 
in estimating recidivism risk, provided information about the development of the Static-99R 
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to Varela et al., we provided all participants with identical Static-99R results for Mr. Smith 

was provided exactly as outlined in the template recommended in the Static-99R and Static-

Table 4.1 Risk Factors of the Static-99R

Items of the Static-99R

4. Prior non-sexual violence

8. Any unrelated victims
9. Any stranger victims
10. Any male victims

Note.

the Static-99R information. In addition, participants rated the importance of several factors 

not at all important, 2 = slightly important moderately important, 4 = very 
important extremely important
of each of the aforementioned factors to their disposition recommendation, as well as one 

the factors were analyzed as exploratory analyses and are reported in Supplemental Materials 
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Demographic Information. Participants were then asked if they had ever served on 
a jury in a legal case and to provide their age, gender, level of education, and state of residence. 
Finally, we asked participants to indicate whether we should use their data in our analyses 
yes/no

the study and the research questions we hoped to answer. 

Data Analysis

transformations were necessary, we have noted these in the respective sections. All analyses 

Results

Manipulation Check

t-test to compare the likability ratings between 
the positive and negative contextual information conditions. On average, participants in the 

M SD
M = 2.22, SD t p < 

g

likability of the SVP respondent, suggesting that the contextual information manipulation was 

M SD

t

estimates, t p g

estimates in the analysis of T1 risk estimates. 
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2 There 
F p < 

.001, 2
p 

M = 40.9, SD
M SD

F p < 
.001, 2

p

r p < .001.

 
Estimates 

Mraw SD

Additional exploratory analyses of the T2 ratings are presented in Supplemental Materials 

and whether NFC moderates the relationship between the type of risk-irrelevant contextual 

non-normally distributed residuals and considerable heteroscedasticity. Hence, we added a 

 

2 To address concerns related to the exclusion of participants who failed one or both of the attention 
checks, we reran the analyses for H1 for the entire sample that completed the study and were not excluded 

 The heavy skew in the data was unanticipated and the log-transformation was not part of the preregistered 
analysis plan. Moreover, we are aware of the problems that can be introduced into hypothesis testing 

estimates substantially altered our conclusions based on the regression analysis, we ran a moderation 
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Figure 4.1 Raincloud Plot and Boxplot of T2 Risk Estimate Distribution

Note

positive, 1 = negative
4 In Step 2, the interaction 

were mean-centered for the regression analysis to avoid multicollinearity and to ease the 

statistics are reported in Table 4.2. 
F

p <

4 In our preregistered analysis plan, we erroneously stated that the T1 risk estimates would be controlled 

the experimental manipulation, it is not appropriate as a covariate. Instead, to control for preexisting 
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Mraw = 
27.9, SD

Mraw SD

associated with their T2 risk estimates, NFC scores were not. Adding the interaction term of 
F

= 0.002, p

Table 4.2 Predictors of T2 Risk Estimates

Predictor b 95% CI SEb p
2

General risk estimate [0.011, 0.019] 0.002 < .001

NFC -0.002 -.041

Contextual information .087
2

General risk estimate [0.011, 0.019] 0.002 < .001

NFC 0.004

Contextual information .087

NFC × Contextual Information 0.000 [-0.009, 0.010] .006

Note. N 
Need for Cognition scale. Final model: F p < .001, R2

Adj = .109.

Exploratory Analysis

Our preregistered exclusion criterion, according to which we excluded participants who 

inadvertently led to participants who were lower in NFC being excluded from analysis. This 
t-test, which showed that excluded participants 

M SD
M = 44.7, SD t p < g
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H2 and H3 Analysis Including Participants Who Failed One or Both 

Attention Checks

Mraw SD

NFC moderates the relationship between the type of risk-irrelevant contextual information 

a constant of one and log-transforming the T2 risk estimates to correct for skewed data and 
non-normally distributed residuals and heteroscedasticity in the raw values before conducting 

positive, 1 = negative

were mean-centered for Step 2 of the regression analysis to avoid multicollinearity and to 

Table 4.3 

Predictor b 95% CI SEb p
2

General risk estimate 0.014 [0.010, 0.017] 0.002 .290 < .001

NFC -0.007 [-0.011, -0.002] 0.002 -.109

Contextual information 0.128 [-0.017, 0.274] 0.074 .067
2

General risk estimate 0.014 [0.010, 0.017] 0.002 .290 < .001

NFC -0.007 [-0.014, 0.000] .041

Contextual information 0.128 [-0.017, 0.274] 0.074 .067 .084

NFC × Contextual Information 0.001 [-0.009, 0.010] .006 .916

Note. N 
Need for Cognition scale. Final model: F p < .001, R2

Adj
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F
p <

Mraw = 
SD

Mraw = 29.9, SD

risk estimates, such that as NFC scores decreased, risk estimates increased. Nevertheless, like 
the previous analysis, adding the interaction term of contextual information and NFC at Step 

F p = .916. Thus, reanalysis of the 
data including participants who failed one or more attention checks again failed to support 

Discussion

negative risk-irrelevant contextual information about the respondent rated his likelihood of 
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recidivism risk estimate among our participants far exceeded observed sexual recidivism rates 

extends to judges in both adversarial and inquisitorial settings. Judges appear to hold some 

McKune v. Lile

Estimates

risk estimate that exceeded the score-wise risk estimate indicated by the Static-99R. This 

Contrary to our expectations, the risk-irrelevant contextual information did not 

estimates of sexual recidivism risk had an intuitive appeal based on research indicating that 
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contexts. Moreover, previous research has suggested that jurors give relatively little weight to 
expert testimony

words, we did not expect that the Static-99R report would successfully mitigate the biasing 

recidivism risk or civil commitment decisions. 

but we also communicated the risk estimate to mock jurors in several formats. In particular, 
previous violence risk assessment research suggests that when jurors are presented with 

may account for the substantial shift in recidivism risk estimates toward that indicated by 

because it runs counter to previous studies that suggest oral or written expert testimony 

Also contrary to previous research, indicating that participants greatly overestimate 

the Static-99R information. However, despite the fact that there are some similarities between 

reasons. First, our participants provided a numerical risk estimate, whereas in the Varela et al. 

had been convicted of two previous rapes, whereas the individual portrayed in our study had 
been convicted for one previous sexual assault. Moreover, participants in the Varela et al. 
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study were exposed to only one risk communication format, whereas our participants read 
a Static-99R report based on the template provided in the Static-99R Evaluator Workbook 

whether participants would vote for civil commitment regardless of whether all four legal 
criteria were met. In their study, participants who received expert testimony in the form of a 

Scurich and Krauss study and the current study may be explained by several factors. First, 
Scurich and Krauss presented only a categorical risk estimate communicated through expert 
testimony. In addition, participants read expert testimony about recidivism risk only after 

convictions and a clinical diagnosis of pedophilia. In combination, the presentation of a 
categorical risk estimate and other risk-relevant information in the Scurich and Krauss study 

average risk estimates at T2 in our study.

estimates and the relatively low risk estimates at T2 in the current study appear to contradict 

through 
expert testimony
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encouraging. Although future researchers should attempt to examine this question, we expect 

judges. 

Mock Jurors’ Level of Need for Cognition and Decision-
Making

actuarial information. It should be noted, however, that NFC and education level appear to 

who have higher levels of NFC may be more inclined to adjust their initial judgments in light 

excluded for a failed attention check and those who were not, we conducted an exploratory 

note that it is in line with previous research suggesting that those who are lower in NFC may 

information that is risk-irrelevant and that which is risk-relevant and thereby legally relevant. 
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Limitations

realities in SVP hearings. First, we presented very limited background information about the 
SVP respondent. In actual cases, jurors are likely to learn much more about the respondent 

are likely to hear expert testimony about mental health diagnoses, because the presence of a 
mental abnormality is one of the legal criteria that must be met to justify civil commitment. 
We did not present any diagnosis to our participants. 

may be relevant in the context of a forensic sexual risk evaluation. For example, the type of 
employment a person has may be an indicator of their intelligence level and poor relationships 
with others may be indicative of psychopathy or a personality disorder, which are factors that 

additional context, concluding that there is evidence of low intelligence or a personality 

We also note that there are several limitations inherent to the mock jury paradigm. For 
example, decisions are rendered without jury deliberation, and deliberation has been shown 

be a fruitful area of further study. Finally, we utilized MTurk workers as mock jurors in this 

example, there are a few criteria that may prevent someone from serving on a jury that are 
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Conclusion

The current study has shown the potential for jurors to be biased by risk-irrelevant factors 

recidivism risk are likely to undermine the intent of the legal statute that civil commitment 

Knighton et al., 2014; Krauss & Scurich, 2014; Scurich & Krauss, 2014; Sreenivasan et al., 

We have provided preliminary evidence suggesting that permitting jurors to review the 
actuarial risk estimate information directly in writing, may encourage them to rely more on 

from the reported exploratory analysis related to juror level of need for cognition also suggests 
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Chapter 5

Asymmetrical Skepticism Toward 
Actuarial Risk Information and 

Mock Jurors’ Estimates of 
Sexual Recidivism Risk 

This chapter is based on the following paper:
Kamorowski, J., Ask, K., Schreuder, M., Jelicic, M., & de Ruiter, C. (2020). 
Asymmetrical Skepticism Toward Actuarial Risk Information and Mock Jurors’ 
Estimates of Sexual Recidivism Risk. Manuscript in preparation.
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Abstract

Jurors often make the decision about civil commitment based on expert testimony about the 

N

asymmetrical 
skepticism
estimate. In fact, presenting mock jurors with a written actuarial risk estimate mitigated the 

facilitates juror responsiveness to the estimate. 
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Introduction

Kansas v. Hendricks
when the State of Kansas sought to have him involuntarily committed as a Sexually Violent 

likely to engage 
Kansas v. Hendricks

that, beyond a reasonable doubt, Hendricks met the legal criteria within the SVP Act and 

served his prison sentence. The case made it to the U.S. Supreme Court, which decided that 
SVP statutes are constitutional as long as they are non-punitive and narrowly restricted to a 
class of people who are more likely than not Kansas v. Hendricks

Kansas v. Hendricks

commit a person as an SVP has grave consequences, because most who are committed will 

Baker v. DesLauriers
However, people whom the government seeks to commit as SVPs often do not evince the 

recidivate from those who are not. In the current study, we examine whether mock jurors 
exhibit disparate levels of skepticism toward a sexual recidivism risk estimate that depends 
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Expert Estimates of Sexual Recidivism Risk in SVP 
Cases

It is typically left to a jury to decide whether a person against whom an SVP civil commitment 
petition is brought —also known as the respondent—meets the requisite legal criteria for SVP 

In fact, risk estimates derived from an SRAI have been shown to be more accurate 

2007; Hanson et al., 2004; Hanson & Bussière, 1998; Jackson et al., 2004; Janus & Meehl, 

item scores and is associated with a recidivism risk estimate, usually in terms of low-moderate-
high. In the United States, the most commonly used ARAI for estimating sexual recidivism 

contains 10 risk factors that are empirically associated with sexual recidivism. Scoring each 
of these factors leads to a total score, for which the Static-99R developers provide a score-
wise risk estimate based on observed recidivism rates among individuals with the same score 

Ideally, jurors in SVP cases would make use of a sexual recidivism risk estimate based on 

indicate that they tend to give little weight to expert testimony about sexual recidivism risk 

done so using expert testimony about the risk estimate. Because factors such as the likability 

important to disentangle the qualities of the messenger from the content of the message in 
SVP civil commitment cases. 
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Cognitive Bias and Jurors Estimates of Sexual 
Recidivism Risk

Public perceptions of sexual recidivism risk are particularly relevant to SVP civil commitment 
proceedings because lay juries decide whether the legal criteria for commitment are met. 

Moreover, media coverage of particularly heinous sexual crimes, such as those 

their victims, who repeatedly prey on the most vulnerable victims, and are not amenable to 

expectations for decision-making, particularly when estimating the likelihood of an uncertain 

representativeness 
heuristic

Risk-Irrelevant Contextual Information and Jurors’ 
Estimates of Sexual Recidivism Risk
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estimates in an SVP civil commitment context. They found that although a Static-99R risk 

completely.
In fact, cognitive bias can diminish the ability of people to exercise reasoning and judgment 

of actuarial risk assessment testimony may help clarify why they seem relatively insensitive 

asymmetrical skepticism toward the results of an SRAI may be an explanatory mechanism for 

Asymmetrical Skepticism

Asymmetrical skepticism is the tendency to interpret preference-consistent information as 

weight jurors give to an actuarial estimate of sexual recidivism risk. People have a tendency 

encounter information that is not consistent with their preferences, they tend to engage in 
more critical analysis of the content of that information, whereas they tend to uncritically 

when engaging in critical analysis of information that contradicts their preference, people 

N
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the witness who provided information that appeared to exonerate the suspect, even though 

in an SVP case. In fact, relatively few studies related to SVP civil commitment and sexual 
recidivism risk perceptions have contemplated that jurors must process risk-relevant 

that estimate is interpreted. Therefore, in this study, we examined whether there is evidence 
of asymmetrical skepticism toward a Static-99R risk estimate among mock jurors in an SVP 

The Current Study

Because research has yet to clearly identify why jurors in SVP cases seem relatively 
insensitive to actuarial risk estimates, we sought to examine whether mock jurors would 
exhibit asymmetrical skepticism toward a Static-99R risk estimate. To test this, we analyzed 

were lower when it contradicted previous information they had received about the SVP 
respondent, this would be evidence supportive of the operation of asymmetrical skepticism.

information about the respondent. We hypothesized that participants who received negative 
risk-irrelevant contextual information about the respondent, as contrasted with positive 
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 Second, we wanted to determine whether asymmetrical skepticism toward the 

of sexual recidivism at Time 2. We predicted that participants would exhibit asymmetrical 

accuracy ratings of the Static-99R risk estimate as applied to the SVP respondent, such that 

participants in the positive information condition would exhibit a preference for the Static-

 Finally, we sought to assess whether asymmetrical skepticism was related to 

 The preregistration for this study can be viewed at the following link: 
. 

Method

Participant Recruitment 

participation to U.S. residents for two reasons. First, we expected that Americans may 

managed, compared to people in other countries. Second, the SVP civil commitment system 

pretesting phase of this study, in which we evaluated the strength of the manipulation, or in a 
previous study we conducted using a comparable design and stimulus materials. 

We planned to exclude participants who did not meet the inclusion criteria, who did 
not complete the study, who failed one or more attention checks, or indicated that their data 
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total time spent on the study was more than three times the median absolute deviation below 

estimates indicated we should exclude data from participants whose T2 risk estimate was 

true outliers. Therefore, we did not exclude this group of participants from the main analyses. 
Instead, we used a rank transformation with the average for ties to correct for skewness in T2 
risk estimates.

Power Analysis

An a priori
f

the study, 99 were excluded for failing one or both attention checks and one was excluded for 
nonresponsive answers to free-text questions. We excluded an additional 28 participants for 
metadata that indicated geo-coordinate locations outside the United States. Additionally, two 

Participant Demographics

M SD
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n
n

juror in a legal case.

Procedure and Materials

Participants self-selected to participate in the study as advertised on MTurk. The study was 

USD if they correctly answered both attention check questions. This study was approved by 
the ethical review committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience of Maastricht 

Data Collection

yes/no
who indicated they did not meet one of the criteria. Participants then read a brief introduction 

We used several controls for quality assurance. First, participants were not allowed to go 
back to a previous page once they moved on to the next one. Second, a timer was used to track 

General Risk Estimate. Before participants read the case vignette, they provided an 
estimate of how likely they thought it was that a person who has been convicted for a sexual 

Case Vignette. Participants were randomly assigned to read a case vignette containing 
n n

contextual information as information that has not been shown to be empirically related 
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case vignettes varied with respect to the previously mentioned risk-irrelevant contextual 

Likability Ratings.

only risk-irrelevant information about Mr. Smith and made no mention that he had been 

very strongly disagree to 7 = very strongly agree
likable, and higher ratings indicate the target is more likable. For this study, we used a 6-point 

completely disagree, 2 = mostly disagree somewhat disagree, 4 = 
somewhat agree mostly agree, and 6 = completely agree neutral option. 

three items measured was .98. We calculated the average rating of the three likability factors 

Case Background and Crime Information. Participants then read the remainder 

yet the contribution of the criminal history to sexual recidivism risk is accounted for by the 
Static-99R and did not vary between the positive and negative case vignettes. 

In the positive vignette, public opinion and that of the victim was that the prison sentence was 
a fair punishment. In the negative vignette, public opinion and that of the victim was that the 

SVP Civil Commitment Information. Participants were then instructed to 
imagine that they had been selected to be a juror in a civil commitment hearing. We provided 

purpose of civil commitment and the process generally followed to determine whether an 
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of the explanation of civil commitment, we used a multiple-choice attention check question 
while a person is 

serving their prison sentence before a person is sentenced to prison after a person 
has served their prison sentence

Time 1 (T1) Sexual Recidivism Risk Estimate and Disposition 

Recommendation. Subsequently, participants were instructed to provide an initial risk 
estimate, based on the information they considered relevant, of how likely they though it 

released to the community with no conditions, 2 = released to the community 
under supervision only, release to the community under supervision and mandated sex 

, 4 = civil commitment
receive additional information, after which they would be asked to make a second estimate 

Static-99R Information. The Static-99R comprises 10 risk factors that are 

risk estimate. 

communication formats, we informed participants about risk assessment tools and their 
use in estimating recidivism risk and we provided information about the development of 

The format of the risk score information was provided exactly as outlined in the template 
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Table 5.1 Risk Factors of the Static-99R 

4. Prior non-sexual violence

8. Any unrelated victims
9. Any stranger victims
10. Any male victims

Note.

the information in a frequency format presented both with the number of people with the 

score. 
Time 2 (T2) Sexual Recidivism Risk Estimate and Disposition 

Recommendation.

obtained after they had reviewed the Static-99R risk estimate. In addition, participants rated 

not at all important, 2 = slightly 
important moderately important, 4 = very important extremely important
the same scale, participants rated the importance of each of the aforementioned factors to 



Chapter 5

124

Accuracy and Reliability Ratings of the Static-99R. 

perceptions of the reliability and accuracy of the Static-99R with respect to Mr. Smith, we 
completely 

unreliable, 6 = completely reliable and 1 = completely inaccurate, 6 = completely accurate

an open-ended explanation for the reliability and accuracy ratings they gave.
Demographic Characteristics of the Sample. Participants were then asked if they 

had ever served on a jury in a legal case and to provide their age, gender, level of education, 
and state of residence. 

 Participants read the following statement and 
responded with yes or no

the research questions we hoped to answer. 

Data Analysis

transformations were necessary, we have noted these in the respective sections. Data analyses 
were conducted using SPSS version 26 and jamovi version 1.2. We used an alpha level of 

Results

Manipulation Check

An independent samples t-test indicated that, participants in the positive condition rated the 
M SD
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M = 2.10, SD t p < g

General Risk Estimates

M SD

t

information condition compared to those in the negative contextual information condition, 
t p g

Risk Estimates 

information on T1 risk estimates, F p < .001, 2
p

In support of H1a, participants in the negative contextual information condition rated the 
Mraw SD

Mraw = 40.1, SD t p < 
g 6

variance in T1 risk estimates, F p < .001, 2
p

Risk Estimates 

6
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T2 risk estimates were positively skewed in a visual inspection of the data. Furthermore, a 
regression analysis using the raw values resulted in non-normally distributed residuals and 
considerable heteroscedasticity. Therefore, before carrying out the ANCOVA, we used a rank 

7

Table 5.2
Change in Risk Estimates

Positive contextual info Negative contextual info

Variable Low risk 
(n = 92)

High risk 
(n = 83)

Low risk 
(n = 106)

High risk 
(n = 95)

T1 risk estimate     

T2 risk estimate 12.80    40.84  

Accuracy-reliability
composite rating

 4.17    

Change in risk estimate 
between T1 and T2

    

Note

on T2 risk estimates, F p = .062, 2
p

F
p < .001, 2

p

Mraw SD
Mraw SD

F p = .612, 2
p

estimates, whereas the Static-99R risk estimate did. 

7

others have expressed concern that it complicates the interpretation of the results in complex designs 

conducted parallel analyses using untransformed data, rank-transformed data, log-transformed data, as 
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of the variance in T2 risk estimates, F < .001, 2
p

less variance in T2 risk estimates than did the Static-99R risk estimate.

Asymmetrical Skepticism Regarding Static-99R Information

We expected that participants in the negative information condition would assign higher 
reliability and accuracy ratings for the Static-99R estimate indicating high risk relative 

participants in the positive information condition would exhibit a stronger relative preference 
for Static-99R risk estimate indicating low risk. A correlational analysis revealed that accuracy 
and reliability were strongly correlated with one another, r = .847, p < .001. Therefore, to 

The predicted interaction between the contextual information condition and the type 
F p 2

p

contextual information on accuracy and reliability ratings of the Static-99R risk estimate, F
p 2

p

F p = .002, 2
p

Mraw = 4.44, SD
Mraw = 4.16, SD

Adjustments in Estimates of Sexual Recidivism Risk 

the direction of the Static-99R risk estimate. We calculated the change in risk estimates by 
subtracting the T1 risk estimate from the T2 risk estimate. Hence, a negative number indicated 
a decrease in the risk estimate between T1 and T2, whereas a positive number indicated an 
increase in risk estimate between T1 and T2, which was the outcome variable for the analysis. 



Chapter 5

128

We conducted a multiple regression analysis that included the accuracy-reliability rating, 
the Static-99R risk estimate, and the interaction term. However, in a slight change from our 
preregistered analysis plan, we also included contextual information and an interaction term 
of the Static-99R Risk Estimate × Contextual Information.8 The results are presented in Table 

Table 5.3
Predictors of Change in Risk Estimates between T1 and T2

Predictor b 95% CI SEb p
-0.82 1.88 -0.029

Static-99R risk estimate 16.10 < .001
Contextual information < .001

0.009 .888
Contextual info × Static-99R 9.78 [0.28, 19.29] 4.84 0.164 .044

Note. N = 376. Static-99R information was dummy-coded (0 = low risk, 1 = high risk). 
Contextual information was dummy-coded (0 = positive, 1 = negative).    
Model F < .001, R2

Adj.

Contrary to our hypothesis, the interaction between the accuracy and reliability factor 

indicates that the type of contextual information combined with the Static-99R risk estimate 
predicted the extent to which participants adjusted their estimate of sexual recidivism risk 

when the negative contextual information condition was paired with a low Statitc-99R risk 
estimate. 

Overall, when participants received a high-risk Static-99R estimate, they made 

M  = -11.48, SD
M SD

M  
= -27.04, SD M SD = 

8 In the preregistered analysis plan, we did not include the contextual information or an interaction term 
between the contextual information and the Static-99R risk estimate as predictors in the regression 
analysis. The omission of those predictors was an error because the contextual information and the 
interaction term need to be included to test for the presence of asymmetrical skepticism.



Asymmetrical Skepticism

129   

5

SD
SD

Discussion

Mock Jurors’ Risk Estimates

that mock jurors who received negative contextual information about the SVP respondent 

risk estimates before receiving the Static-99R report. 

In the absence of risk-relevant information, the jurors may have relied upon factors that 

estimates about the general risk of sexual recidivism among PCSOs. One possible explanation 
is that because the case vignette depicted the sexual assault of a female acquaintance, it did not 

After mock jurors had been presented with the risk-relevant Static-99-R report, 

studies, which showed actual and mock jurors to be relatively insensitive to actuarial risk 
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and suggests that actuarial risk estimates, when presented in an accessible way, may serve to 

 is a form of cognitive bias in which an initial value has a disproportionate 

a relative insensitivity to actuarial risk estimates among both mock jurors and actual jurors 

actuarial risk estimates. 

Perceived Accuracy and Reliability of the Static-99R

a Static-99R risk estimate indicating high risk, and mock jurors who had received positive 
contextual information would exhibit a preference for a Static-99R risk estimate indicating 
low risk. However, our results did not support this hypothesis. 

was somewhat unexpected and contrasts with a number of previous studies that found that 
judges and jurors tend to prefer risk estimates that indicate high risk rather than low risk 

A possible explanation for this result is that mock jurors may have believed the SVP 
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Adjustments in Mock Jurors’ Estimates of Sexual Recidivism 
Risk

and the risk level indicated by the Static-99R. While participants in all conditions lowered 
their risk estimates after having received the Static-99R, the greatest reduction was observed 
for participants who had received negative contextual information and a Static-99R indicating 
low risk. Conversely, the smallest reduction was observed for participants who had received 
positive contextual information and a Static-99R indicating high risk. In other words, the 

the risk-irrelevant contextual information.
However, we note that even after having received the Static-99R risk estimate, mock 

jurors overestimated the risk in relation to the Static-99R risk estimate in both the low-risk 

risk estimate reported by an expert. Although the Static-99R risk estimate was apparently 

estimates to match the risk level that was indicated by the Static-99R estimate.

Limitations and Future Research
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report, we also note that our case vignette involved an SVP respondent who had a history of 

factors measured by the Static-99R were present in the vignette, thereby prompting the mock 
jurors who received the high-risk Static-99R estimate to be skeptical of the results. Given the 
lower accuracy and reliability ratings of the high-risk Static-99R estimate, we cannot rule out 
this possibility.

As mentioned previously, it is also possible that some mock jurors did not view the 

Therefore, the Static-99R information may have been rated more favorably in our study when 

crime against a child is viewed by the public as inherently more dangerous than one who 

perhaps made them more inclined to pay attention to the Static-99R information than would 
occur in actual SVP cases. Furthermore, asymmetrical skepticism assumes an underlying 
motivation that information that is inconsistent with prior beliefs will be scrutinized more 
carefully because the recipient does not want to believe it. In actual SVP cases, as opposed to 

particularly if the victim is a child. 
Finally, the risk estimate provided in the Static-99R report in both the low-risk and 

consistent versus inconsistent information, because both Static-99R risk estimates were in a 
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estimates both before and after reviewing the Static-99R report. 

positive or negative risk-irrelevant information. The observed sexual recidivism rates could 

sexual recidivism estimates among PCSOs. Mock jurors could then be provided with a case-

Static-99R risk estimate in accordance with the level of risk they believe is accurate for the 

Conclusions

would give them an informed starting point from which they can subsequently incorporate an 

the importance of ensuring that jurors pay attention to a risk estimate derived from a 
structured risk assessment instrument, particularly because it appears to help mitigate the 

The fact that jurors typically hear sexual recidivism risk information via expert testimony 
may confound the impact of a risk estimate based on a structured risk assessment instrument, 

whether actual jurors would be more sensitive to expert testimony about an actuarial risk 
estimate if they were provided with written actuarial risk information, including relevant risk 
factors. This written information may increase their understanding of how an actuarial risk 

chances of being released from this type of detention, it is of great importance that jurors are 
making decisions based on the most accurate information about sexual recidivism risk that is 
available.





Chapter 6

Who’s the Most Dangerous of Them 
All? Risk-Irrelevant Information 

and Mock Jurors’ Beliefs Bias Sexual 
Recidivism Risk Estimates

This chapter is based on the following paper:
Kamorowski, J., Ask, K., Schreuder, M., Jelicic, M., & de Ruiter, C. (2020). Who’s the 
most dangerous of them all? Risk-irrelevant information and mock jurors’ beliefs bias 
sexual recidivism risk estimates. Manuscript in preparation.
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Abstract

Objectives:

estimates of sexual recidivism risk and commitment decisions in a Sexually Violent Predator 

Hypotheses: We predicted higher risk estimates and greater likelihood of recommending 

mock jurors who received negative risk-irrelevant contextual information about the SVP 
respondent, relative to those who received positive information. Similarly, we predicted higher 
risk estimates and a greater likelihood of a commitment recommendation among mock jurors 

and at T2. Methods: N
vignette, general information about the Static-99R, and a Static-99R report on the case and 
were asked to provide sexual recidivism risk estimates and commitment recommendations. 
Results:

Furthermore, mock jurors who held more negative preexisting attitudes toward PCSOs, 
and those who endorsed harsher punishment and more restrictive management of PCSOs, 

irrespective of Static-99R report. Conclusions:

the objective likelihood that an SVP respondent will engage in sexual recidivism. Implications 
for juror selection and potential strategies to minimize risk-irrelevant information in SVP civil 
commitment hearings are discussed. 
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Introduction

a violent sexual assault on a 7-year-old boy and left him for dead in the woods of Tacoma, 
Washington. Shriner had been released two years earlier after serving a 21-year prison 
sentence for killing a young girl and he had been arrested for several other crimes involving 

of both the criminal justice system and the laws permitting civil commitment of people with 

 

The SVP Civil Commitment Process 

SVP statutes permit individuals who have been charged with, or convicted for, a sexually 

Kansas v. Hendricks

respondent. A hearing is required to determine whether the respondent meets the statutory 
criteria to be deemed an SVP and whether they should be civilly committed, based on either 

for an indeterminate period of time, but they vary with respect to how frequently a review of 

All state and federal laws must comply with the criteria set out by the United States 
Supreme Court before imposing SVP civil commitment, which are that the respondent must: 

Kansas v. Hendricks
respondent meets the legal criteria to be deemed an SVP and should be civilly committed 
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Actuarial Estimates of Sexual Recidivism Risk

Although recidivism risk is not the only legal criterion that must be met for SVP civil 
commitment, we limit our discussion to this issue as it is the focus of the present study. The 

reliability and accuracy in estimating sexual recidivism compared to unstructured clinical 

factors, which are coded and summed to obtain a risk score and a score-wise risk estimate 

mock and actual jurors appear relatively insensitive to testimony about SRAI-based recidivism 

. 

itself is not especially important to some SVP jurors, who appear to make civil commitment 
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accurately predict sexual recidivism, and therefore rely on their own beliefs about what factors 

an SRAI in SVP hearings.

Public Perceptions of People Who Committed a 

Public perceptions of PCSOs are often informed by extreme, but rare cases of sexual violence 
perpetrated by strangers against children, such as the crimes committed by Earl Shriner 

Media coverage of such crimes tends to evoke powerful negative emotions of fear, 
disgust, and moral outrage among the public 

Moreover, the emotional valence of these cases 
appears to contribute to beliefs among the public that PCSOs are a homogeneous group with a 
high rate of sexual recidivism 

Public Perceptions of Sexual Recidivism Rates and 
Knowledge of Risk Factors

necessarily mean they lack insight into factors that increase the likelihood of sexual recidivism. 
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recidivism risk factors, all of which are risk-irrelevant and not predictive of sexual recidivism 

endorsed these risk-irrelevant factors as important to sexual recidivism risk suggests such 

sexual recidivism risk.

reinforce stereotypical views of PCSOs more than others. For example, PCSOs in the public 

prior good deeds, type of employment, or relationships with others may be perceived as less 

Furthermore, there may be case-related information that has no bearing on the legal 

is not legally relevant to establishing the SVP criteria. Nevertheless, jurors may be exposed to 
such information through the media or directly from the victim, as some jurisdictions permit 

Ellison v. Commonwealth, 

People v. Otto

whether certain personal characteristics of an SVP respondent are relevant to recidivism risk 

skewed by emotional victim statements, this bias may diminish the weight jurors give to risk-
relevant information, such as a risk estimate derived from an SRAI. Furthermore, this bias 
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Public Endorsement of Harsh Sentencing and 
Restrictive Management 

to be substantial public support for harsh sentencing and restrictive measures for managing 

We are aware of one previous study that has examined how general punitive attitudes 

the probability of sexual recidivism and civil commitment recommendations. Krauss et al. 

toward vengeance and justice. Whereas the concept of justice tends to be related to a sense 
of fairness and equity in punishment that is rationally-based, vengeance is associated with 
an emotion-based response to crime and an increase in harsh sentencing. Krauss et al. found 

decisions, such that a 1-point increase on the vengeance-sentence factor made it 1.88 times 

beliefs about the acceptability of emotion in deciding criminal cases, nor their views about 

format on commitment decisions in that mock jurors who received a categorical risk estimate 

There exists ample research suggesting widespread public support for harsh sentencing 
and substantial restrictions post-prison release for PCSOs, yet studies also indicate that support 
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risk estimates or civil commitment decisions. Therefore, in the current study, we examine the 
extent to which an actuarial risk estimate and variations in support for sentencing and risk 

civil commitment case. In addition, we examine whether attitudes toward PCSOs moderate 

civil commitment decisions. 

The Current Study

recidivism risk and decisions about civil commitment. We also examined how attitudes toward 
sentencing and management of PCSOs, as measured by the Sentencing and Management 

relative to actuarial estimates of sexual recidivism risk, may shed light on the factors that 
jurors consider important when determining whether an SVP respondent should be civilly 
committed.

 

recommendations for how the SVP respondent should be managed. Finally, we tested for the 

an SVP respondent. The preregistration of this study can be accessed using the following link: 
. 
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Hypotheses

Risk Estimates. We predicted that mock jurors who received negative contextual 
information about the respondent would provide higher estimates of his likelihood of 

contextual information about the respondent. Moreover, we expected that mock jurors who 

at T2. In other words, we examined whether contextual information had a stronger or weaker 

Disposition Recommendations. We predicted that mock jurors who have received 

Method

Power analysis

An a priori
hierarchical multiple regression analysis with the following parameters for an F-test of the 

2

multiple regression analyses: R2
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Participant Recruitment

these inclusion criteria to obtain a representative sample of potentially jury-eligible adults. 

MTurk. MTurk workers who had participated in the pretesting phase of this study or who had 
participated in one of two similar studies were prevented from participating in the current 
study.

Participants who indicated that they did not meet one of the three inclusion criteria were 
automatically screened out from further participation. We also planned to exclude participants 
whose total time spent on the study was more than three times the median absolute deviation 

participants whether they devoted their full attention to the study and whether we should use 
no.

Participant Characteristics

N M SD

n = 
n n

n n

n n = 

legal case.
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Procedure and Materials

This study was approved by the ethical review committee the Faculty of Psychology and 

Data Collection

requirements, participants read a brief introduction to the study and were provided with 

 General Risk Estimate. Participants were asked, to the best of their knowledge, 

This estimate will be referred to as the general risk estimate hereafter.

about PCSOs and how PCSOs should be punished and managed post-conviction. Participants 

strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree
was obtained by subtracting a constant of 1 from each item and adding up the item scores. 
Therefore, the total score ranged from 0 to 100, with higher scores indicating more negative 
perceptions of PCSOs. 

The PSO contains three subscales: Sentencing and Management, Risk Perception, 

risk perceptions and stereotype endorsement items, whereas the sentencing and management 
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was .67.
Demographic information. Participants provided their demographic information 

also asked participants whether they had ever served on a jury in a legal case.
Case vignette. 

information related to social attractiveness to provide background about an SVP respondent, 

and his marital history and relationship with children and ex-wife were varied in the vignette 
to evoke either a positive or negative perception of him, and participants were randomly 
assigned to one of the two conditions. These risk-irrelevant factors were selected based on the 

manipulation check. 
Likability Ratings. After reviewing the background information, participants rated 

very strongly 
disagree, 7 = very strongly agree neutral option, and therefore used 

completely disagree, 6 = completely agree
three likability items was .97 in this sample. We calculated the average rating of the three 
items to create a composite variable for statistical analysis. 

Crime Information and Ratings of Prison Sentence.

too long, too short, or adequate
Next, participants were asked to imagine that they had been selected as a juror in an SVP 

civil commitment hearing and read an explanation of civil commitment, the legal criteria that 

then responded to a multiple-choice attention check question about what they had just read 
while a person is serving their prison 

sentence before a person is sentenced to prison after a person has served their prison 
sentence. 
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Time 1 (T1) Sexual Recidivism Risk Estimate and Disposition 

Recommendation. Participants were then asked to provide an estimate of the likelihood 

community release with no conditions, 2 = community 
release on probation only
treatment, 4 = civil commitment
will be referred to as the T1 ratings. Participants were also informed that they would receive 
additional information and have an opportunity to make any adjustment to the risk estimate 
and disposition recommendation. 

Static-99R information. Participants read a brief description of the Static-99R, 

Static-99R score contained in the report from a 6-option multiple choice list, which served as 
the second attention check in the study.

Table 6.1 Risk Factors of the Static-99R

4. Prior non-sexual violence

8. Any unrelated victims
9. Any stranger victims
10. Any male victims

Note.

Time 2 (T2) Sexual Recidivism Risk Estimate and Disposition 

Recommendation. Once again, participants provided an estimate of the likelihood that 

a disposition recommendation from among the previously described options. Furthermore, 
we asked participants to rate how important several factors were to their T2 risk estimate 

not at all important extremely important
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the same scale, participants then rated the importance of each of the previous factors to their 

 

Accuracy and Reliability Ratings of the Static-99R. 

perceptions of the reliability and accuracy of the Static-99R with respect to Mr. Smith, they 
completely unreliable, 6 = 

completely reliable and 1 = completely inaccurate, 6 = completely accurate

explanation for the reliability and accuracy ratings they gave.
 Participants read the following statement and 

We used several controls for quality assurance in this study to discourage inattentive 
or random responding. A timer was used to track how much time participants spent on each 

subsequent page, participants could not go back and change their responses.

Data Analysis

n n

preregistration. Any deviations from the analysis plan or unplanned data transformations are 
noted below.
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Results

Preliminary Analyses

t-test to compare the likability ratings between 
the positive and negative contextual information conditions. On average, participants in the 

M SD
M SD t

p < g

Prior to completing the PSO scale and reading any case information, participants provided 
an estimate of sexual recidivism risk based on their own beliefs about sexual recidivism rates 
among PCSOs, which we refer to as the general risk estimate. Before hypothesis testing, we 

M = 69.47, SD = 
M SD t p g = 0.01, 

M SD M = 49.61, SD
t p g

H1a and H2a: T1 Risk Estimates

scores and contextual information was entered in Step 2. As planned, we mean-centered 

of the regression analysis are presented in Table 6.2. 

F
p < .001, R2

M SD
M = 42.00, SD t  
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p < g 9 In support of H2a, the total PSO score was 

risk estimates, r 10

Table 6.2
Estimates

Predictor b 95% CI SEb p
R2

General risk estimate 0.418 < .001
PSO score 0.080 < .001
Contextual information [9.40, 16.80] < .001

R2

General risk estimate 0.418 < .001
PSO score 0.691 0.108 < .001
Contextual information [9.40, 16.80] 1.884 0.271 < .001
PSO × Contextual Information -0.080 -0.088

Note. N positive, 1 = negative
model F R2

Adj. p < .001.        
*** p < .001.

centered PSO total scores was entered in Step 2 of the analysis. The interaction term did 

H1b and H2b: T2 Risk Estimates

positively skewed. Therefore, to address issues with non-normally distributed residuals, we 

9

10
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 Table 6.3 
Transformed T2 Risk Estimates

Predictor b 95% CI SEb p

R2

General risk estimate 0.011 0.002 < .001
PSO score < .001
Contextual information 0.208 0.082 .011

R2

General risk estimate 0.011 0.002 0.216 < .001
PSO score < .001
Contextual information 0.208 0.082 .011
PSO × Contextual Information [-0.017, 0.007] 0.006 .421

Note. N positive, 1 = negative  
Final model F R2

Adj. = .216 p < .001.   
*** p < .001.

F
p < .001, R2

M SD
M = 27.01, SD t p 

< g 11 In support of H2b, the total PSO score was 

higher T2 risk estimates, r 12

When the contextual information and mean-centered PSO total score interaction term 
 

H3a and H4a: T1 Civil Commitment Decisions

We conducted a hierarchical binary logistic regression analysis to analyze the extent to which 

PSO scale, and contextual information were associated with the likelihood of recommending 

11

12
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Sentencing and Management factor and the contextual information factor was added in Step 
2. Results of the logistic regression analysis are presented in Table 6.4. 

Table 6.4 

Predictor b OR 95% CI p
Step 1 a

General risk estimate 0.006 1.01 [0.99, 1.02]
Contextual information 0.709 .007
PSO Sentencing and Management 1.10 < .001

Step 2 b

General risk estimate 0.006 1.01 [0.99, 1.02] .466
Contextual information 0.789 2.20 .007
PSO Sentencing and Management 0.104 1.11 [1.06, 1.16] < .001
PSO Sentencing and 
Management × Contextual 
Information

-0.019 0.98

Note. OR recommendation other than 
civil commitment and 1 = civil commitment  
a 2 p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .216. b 2 p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .218.  

participants who were exposed to negative contextual information about the SVP respondent 
were twice as likely as participants in the positive information condition to recommend civil 

a recommendation for civil commitment at T1, such that higher scores increased the likelihood 
of voting for civil commitment.

on their civil commitment decisions.

H3b and H4b: T2 Civil Commitment Decisions

We conducted a second hierarchical logistic regression analysis that mirrored the model 
predicting civil commitment decisions at T1, except we used civil commitment decisions at T2 
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Table 6.5
at T2

Predictor b OR 95% CI p
Step 1a

General risk estimate 0.001 1.00 [0.98, 1.02] .920
Contextual information [0.76, 2.49] .298
PSO Sentencing and Management 0.102 1.11 < .001

Step 2b

General risk estimate 0.000 1.00 [0.98, 1.02] .997
Contextual information 1.70 .148
PSO Sentencing and Management 0.122 [1.07, 1.19] < .001
PSO Sentencing and 
Management × Contextual 
Information

0.96 .271

Note. OR recommendation 
other than civil commitment and 1 = civil commitment  
a 2 p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .198. b 2 p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .202.

had been exposed to negative contextual information about the SVP respondent were not 

supported in that participants scoring higher on the Sentencing and Management factor of the 

contextual information on the decision to vote for civil commitment at T2.

Discussion

they reviewed risk-relevant Static-99R information. Furthermore, we examined if there was 

management in the community for PCSOs and civil commitment recommendations. 
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Mock Jurors’ Estimates of Sexual Recidivism Risk 

As predicted, before receiving the Static-99R risk estimate, mock jurors who were exposed to 
negative risk-irrelevant contextual information about the SVP respondent perceived his risk 

As suggested in the Introduction, it may be that the less socially attractive SVP respondent 

socially attractive. A possible alternative explanation, however, is related to attributions of 
blameworthiness, which may act as a mediator between likability and perceptions of sexual 
recidivism risk. For example, previous research has shown that less socially attractive criminal 

blameworthiness is not legally relevant in an SVP civil commitment hearing, it would thus 

relates to recidivism risk in SVP civil commitment cases would be an interesting topic for 
future research.

99R report mock jurors in the negative contextual information condition again provided 
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of the risk-irrelevant contextual information. Other researchers have similarly reported that 

than the numerical estimate provided.

a list of the risk factors related to violent recidivism risk particularly helped less numerate 
participants apply an actuarial risk estimate and decreased the likelihood that they would vote 
to civilly commit a low-risk individual. In the current study, we provided participants with a 
list of the sexual recidivism risk factors included in the Static-99R as well as the risk estimate, 
which may have helped them understand how the Static-99R information applied to the SVP 
respondent. 

after reviewing the Static-99R information. Mock jurors who had more negative perceptions 

of the juror may moderate the relative weight jurors give to actuarial estimates of recidivism 
risk. 

Mock Jurors’ Civil Commitment Recommendations

We found support for our hypothesis that negative risk-irrelevant contextual information 

Static-99R report. However, contrary to our hypothesis, negative risk-irrelevant information 

on disposition recommendations. Furthermore, as predicted, we found that both before 
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that mock jurors who endorsed more punitive sentencing and more restrictive management 

the risk of recidivism indicated by the Static-99R information. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

A few limitations to our study should be noted. First, although we asked our participants to 
imagine themselves as a juror in an SVP hearing, there was no deliberation component as 

were exposed to the viewpoints of other jurors. 
We also note that the rate of recommendations for civil commitment in this study was 

civil commitment rates may vary as a function of victim type, whereby people appear more 

the current study, the adult victim in the case vignette may partially explain the relatively low 
civil commitment rates as compared to previous studies. 

know the victim. The victim in our vignette was an adult who knew the respondent, which may 
explain the relatively low rates of recommendations for civil commitment. Future researchers 

civil commitment recommendations.
Finally, this study was conducted online with MTurk mock jurors, which may lessen 

participating in an actual SVP hearing. However, for the purposes of our study, we needed 
access to a diverse group of potentially jury-eligible people who live in the United States. In 
this sense, MTurk provided a more representative sample as compared to mock juror studies 
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workers tend to be younger, more liberal, and more educated than the general population, 

The authors of the PSO scale suggested using additional attitudinal measures in conjunction 

participants. However, future research may incorporate the PSO scale with other measures to 

Implications and Conclusions

why reliable and valid measures of sexual recidivism risk have relatively little impact in SVP 
civil commitment hearings. However, the results of our study also suggest that when given 
access to the list of risk factors and a written summary of the SRAI-derived sexual recidivism 
risk estimate, jurors may be inclined to adjust their own preexisting ideas about sexual 
recidivism risk to align more closely with that indicated by the SRAI. Perhaps when jurors 
read the information themselves, they make judgments based on the content of the message 
rather than the likability or perceived credibility of the messenger-expert who delivers it 

objective decision in an SVP case could be implemented through voir dire. In addition, 

prejudicial information during the hearing. Finally, providing jurors with a list of the risk 
factors relevant to sexual recidivism risk may help them to understand how an actuarial risk 
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estimate applies to the individual SVP respondent. To ensure that civil commitment is legally 

Kansas v. Hendricks
only, using the most reliable and valid methods of sexual recidivism risk estimation.
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Introduction

justice settings and in forensic mental health settings as a presumably objective and evidence-
based approach to assessing recidivism risk, although the extent to which this presumption 

The risk of criminal recidivism is a key factor in decisions about how to manage people in 

is important in forensic mental health settings for decisions related to treatment and 

presented the results of a survey of Dutch forensic mental health practitioners about their use 
and perceived utility of SRAIs.

In part, SRAIs have been widely adopted to improve the accuracy of recidivism risk 
predictions and reduce errors in prediction due to cognitive bias. Recently, a number of 

about bias in forensic risk evaluations, their beliefs about sources of bias, and their ratings of 

One primary aim of the experimental research in this dissertation was to examine 
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recidivism risk is but one concern related to forensic risk assessment. Heilbrun, a preeminent 

current dissertation was to examine whether a sexual recidivism risk estimate derived from 

and after reviewing an SRAI risk estimate. 

Next, I suggest some of the theoretical and practical implications of the research in this 
dissertation. Subsequently, I discuss some limitations of the current research, propose 
potential areas for future research, and provide concluding thoughts.

Empirical Findings

Forensic Practitioners’ Use of Structured Risk Assessment 
Instruments 

Although SRAIs are widely used in forensic mental health settings, recent studies indicate 

2, Dutch forensic mental health professionals indicated that they used an SRAI most of the 
time or all of the time when they conducted a forensic risk evaluation. The most commonly 

is an actuarial SRAI and is the most frequently used sexual recidivism SRAI in the world 

used SRAIs among Dutch practitioners were rated as very useful in conducting forensic risk 

Forensic Practitioners’ Views on Bias in Forensic Risk 
Evaluations

The potential for bias to threaten the accuracy and objectivity of forensic evaluations has long 
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as a moderate problem in forensic risk evaluations. Further, a substantial majority of the 
respondents agreed that cognitive bias is no less of a problem in forensic psychology than it is 
in other forensic sciences. 

in a forensic risk evaluation, indicating a potential tendency toward overestimating an 

error management bias in forensic risk evaluations, whereby a false positive may be perceived 

on related risk management decisions. 

Evaluator Bias and Structured Risk Assessment Instruments

As mentioned above, one of the main aims of the research in this dissertation was to examine 

forensic examinee.
We found no evidence to suggest that exposure to negative media about the examinee 

in our study could indicate that the HCR-20
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explanation is more likely. 

evaluator attitudes and scoring of the Clinical and Risk Management subscales, the HCR-20 

evaluator attitudes, the judgment was about the risk of imminent violence. The risk of 
imminent violence is a key consideration in decisions about involuntary civil commitment 

the extent to which a risk estimate derived from an actuarial SRAI helps mitigate bias among 

Civil Commitment of Sexually Violent Predators

Twenty U.S. states and the federal government have enacted Sexually Violent Predator 

the person whom the government seeks to civilly commit—known as the respondent—meets 

likely 
Kansas v. Hendricks

Most often, a jury decides whether the legal criteria are met and whether the respondent 
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sometimes only—evidence in these cases is the testimony of a mental health professional 

One of the most commonly used sexual recidivism SRAIs in SVP cases is the Static-99R 

SVP case. By presenting the Static-99R risk estimate directly to mock jurors, we were able to 

estimate itself. 

of sexual recidivism risk after they have been provided with an actuarial risk estimate. These 

Need for cognition 

who are low in NFC tend to rely upon emotions and generalizations in decisions, whereas 

99R risk estimate. Asymmetrical skepticism is a tendency to interpret preference-consistent 

the PSO study, and the asymmetrical skepticism study, respectively. Collectively, I will refer to 
these three studies as the SVP studies.

Cognitive Bias, Mock Jurors’ Estimates of Sexual Recidivism 
Risk, and the Static-99R  

In the SVP studies, mock jurors were initially asked to provide a general sexual recidivism risk 
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in the SVP studies presented in this dissertation greatly overestimated sexual recidivism rates 

preexisting general beliefs about sexual recidivism rates may carry substantial weight in their 

misconceptions about sexual recidivism rates and negative perceptions of PCSOs can be 

Mock Jurors’ Estimates of Sexual Recidivism Risk without the Static-99R

In each of the SVP studies, mock jurors were randomly assigned to read background 
information about the SVP respondent that was intended to create either a positive or negative 

to sexual recidivism risk, and I will hereafter refer to them as risk-irrelevant contextual 
information. 

We expected that mock jurors who received negative risk-irrelevant contextual 

higher than would mock jurors in the positive information condition. As expected, when 
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controlling for the general sexual recidivism risk estimates discussed previously, the risk-

three SVP studies. Mock jurors who received negative risk-irrelevant contextual information 

than mock jurors who received positive risk-irrelevant contextual information. 

contextual information corresponded with higher risk estimates and positive contextual 

perceptions of PCSOs. 

of sexual recidivism when the risk-irrelevant contextual information has a negative valence 
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Mitigating Bias with an Actuarial Risk Estimate

receiving the Static-99R report. Moreover, in the asymmetrical skepticism study, there was 

Asymmetrical skepticism was analyzed directly by examining whether the accuracy and 
reliability ratings of the Static-99R report were dependent upon the congruency between the 
risk-irrelevant contextual information and the Static-99R report indicating above-average 

reliability ratings of the Static-99R report. However, mock jurors who received the Static-99R 

jurors who received the Static-99R above-average risk estimate. The fact that mock jurors 
believed that the below-average risk estimate was more accurate and reliable than the above-
average risk estimate may indicate that when they recalled the case vignette, they realized 
that few of the risk factors measured by the Static-99R were present. If true, such an outcome 

factors measured by the Static-99R to evaluate the extent to which mock jurors are sensitive 
to recognizing and weighing risk-relevant factors in combination with potentially biasing risk-
irrelevant information about the SVP respondent. 

sexual recidivism as compared to mock jurors in the positive information condition. However, 
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r 

sexual recidivism risk after receiving the Static-99R risk estimate. Most of the variance 

jurors place on a sexual recidivism risk estimate derived from an SRAI. 

sole point of interest with respect to decision-making in SVP cases. The second, and perhaps 
more important consideration, is how risk-irrelevant contextual information about the SVP 

are discussed next.

Bias, the Static-99R, and Civil Commitment Recommendations 

reviewing the Static-99R report, nearly one-quarter of mock jurors recommended civil 

condition recommending civil commitment than those in the positive information condition. 
After reviewing the Static-99R report, the number of mock jurors who recommended civil 

jurors who recommended civil commitment between the positive and negative condition. 

proportion of mock jurors in the negative contextual information condition recommended 
civil commitment than did mock jurors in the positive contextual information condition 
before reviewing the Static-99R report. However, after reviewing the Static-99R report, 



General Discussion

171   

7

99R risk estimate indicating above-average risk recommended civil commitment than mock 
jurors who received a Static-99R risk estimate indicating below-average sexual recidivism 
risk. 

predicted a vote for civil commitment before reviewing the Static-99R report, such that 
negative contextual information doubled the odds of a mock juror voting for civil commitment. 

predicted a civil commitment recommendation, although the odds were only slightly greater 
than one. After mock jurors reviewed the Static-99R report, contextual information no longer 
predicted a vote for civil commitment, but PSO Sentencing and Management scale scores did, 
again with an odds ratio only slightly greater than one. 

contextual information on votes for civil commitment before mock jurors received the Static-
99R report. Consistently, mock jurors who received negative risk-irrelevant information were 

civil commitment recommendations. Encouragingly, there was also a clear pattern that after 

for civil commitment between mock jurors based on risk-irrelevant contextual information. 

Factors Important to Mock Jurors who Recommended Civil Commitment 

After reviewing the Static-99R report and providing sexual recidivism risk estimates and 

they thought various factors were in making their disposition recommendations. These 
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ratings of the Static-99R increased, the likelihood of recommending civil commitment 
decreased. Given that the Static-99R reduced the likelihood of civil commitment in each of 

total number of people who recommended civil commitment, it is concerning that among 
mock jurors who did recommend civil commitment, their importance ratings of the Static-
99R to their decision had 
support to previous research indicating that an actuarial risk estimate was not important to 

the generally accepted belief is that SRAIs provide the most accurate and reliable recidivism 

researchers, judges, and policy makers. 
Of additional concern in the SVP civil commitment context is that in each of the three 

civil commitment after reviewing the Static-99R report was the impact of the crime on the 

importance of the impact of the crime on the victim increased the odds of recommending civil 

jurors who voted for civil commitment after reviewing the Static-99R report may have been 
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motivated to do so based on their perception of the impact of the crime on the victim. The 
impact of the crime on the victim is, in fact, irrelevant to the legal criteria that must be met to 
justify civilly committing an SVP respondent. 

Summary of SVP Study Findings

reviewing the Static-99R report. 

higher in the negative risk-irrelevant information condition before receiving the Static-
99R report in all three SVP studies. Moreover, mock jurors in the negative risk-irrelevant 

mock jurors in the positive information group. 

the SVP studies after mock jurors received the Static-99R report.

about various bias correction strategies.
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Respondents to the survey of Dutch forensic mental health practitioners rated using 

sources of evaluator bias. Therefore, it is important to consider additional strategies that may 

The next four highest-rated bias correction strategies among our survey respondents 

about potential issues of bias. While each of these practices are aligned with professional 

forensic evaluations. 

Theoretical Implications

Forensic Mental Health Practice 

In the survey in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, most forensic mental health practitioners 

a 
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bias cascade 
, in which a bias that arises early in a forensic investigation as a result of contextual 

no empirical research aimed at describing how the aforementioned complexities of clinical 

forensic mental health clinicians identify, evaluate, and integrate information to formulate 
their conception of the case and their judgments of violent or sexual recidivism risk 

of the forensic risk evaluation process.

are concerned about bias in forensic evaluations. In addition, numerous scholars have written 
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professionals. 
However, there are two limitations to the strategies proposed by Neal and Brodsky 

the context of forensic risk evaluations. This type of research is important because debiasing 

make clinical ratings of various behavioral cues as being diagnostic of bipolar disorder to test 

on the ultimate judgment, as compared to the same information presented at a later stage 

include: investigating all relevant data before forming an opinion and basing conclusions on 
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of forensic risk evaluations. An objective forensic risk evaluation can help improve accuracy 
of recidivism risk predictions. Moreover, it improves the likelihood of accurately identifying 

Legal Decision-Making

Numerous studies have examined how expert testimony about estimates of violent or sexual 

related to recidivism risk 

sensitivity to expert testimony about risk estimates derived from SRAIs have tended to focus 

about the gap in research that examines how external and internal factors may bias forensic 

making about SVP civil commitment. The impetus for this research was the idea that there is 
complexity in juror decision-making in SVP cases and they apparently do not make decisions 

and civil commitment decisions, but that for most, an actuarial risk estimate appears to 
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individual characteristics and contextual information about the case can help clarify how 
jurors in SVP cases make their decisions. Relatedly, SRAIs are increasingly being used in a 

analogous research on how judges and jurors process risk estimates derived from SRAIs in the 
context of other criminal case factors is an important gap to be addressed.

Practical Implications

Forensic Mental Health Practice

Second, there are limited resources to provide community-based treatment and 

N
availability of outpatient drug or mental health programs in their jurisdiction was either less 
than adequate or virtually non-existent
space when it is unwarranted is costly, wasteful, and can result in other individuals who exhibit 

some studies suggest it is common for practitioners to seek more restrictive supervision 

factors that may lead to bias and errors in forensic risk evaluations and decisions related to 
recidivism risk should be a research priority.

The second practical implication of the studies in this dissertation are that bias has the 
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be helpful in avoiding bias.
For example, although collateral sources of information can be important to a forensic 

evaluation, evaluators might take steps to avoid being exposed to information that has likely 

Another suggestion is to consider alternative hypotheses or engaging in hypothesis testing 

Finally, a consensus approach to violence risk assessment has been shown to lead to improved 

Some bias correction or bias avoidance strategies may be easier to incorporate in forensic 

to improve their awareness of bias. Therefore, future research should be aimed at identifying 

Furthermore, the results of the SVP studies in this dissertation suggest that a risk 
estimate derived from an SRAI can mitigate some bias on the part of mock jurors. It is essential 

bias on the part of the forensic evaluator, then all that will be accomplished is substituting 
evaluator bias for juror bias. I next discuss some of the implications of our research for legal 
decision-making, and possible strategies to help legal decision-makers make better-informed 
decisions. 

Legal Decision-Making

Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals
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recidivism risk is not a guarantee of objectivity. The HCR-20 has been entered as evidence in 
parole hearings, SVP civil commitment hearings, capital sentencing hearings, and hearings 

N 

challenged—unsuccessfully—in only 11 cases. In fact, at least 19 state courts have concluded 
that evidentiary standards such as those outlined in Daubert do not apply to expert testimony 

It should be of concern to legal professionals that studies indicate that experts who use 

Judges might consider that the question of whether expert testimony based on an SRAI 

the evaluator to complete the SRAI. It should constitute no additional burden on the evaluator 
to answer questions about the process they undertook to collect information, their approach 
to integrating the information, and the reasoning upon which they ultimately based their 
conclusions . I do not suggest judges should be able to detect 
an underlying bias in the SRAI results, but rather, that they should at least inquire about the 
process. In furtherance of this suggestion, I note that a number of recommendations about 

Some additional implications of the studies in this dissertation apply to juror decision-
making and risk estimates derived from an SRAI. First, SVP statutes depend upon the accurate 

Kansas v. Crane, 2002; Kansas v. Hendricks
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valid approach currently known to identifying who is at high risk for sexual recidivism are 

risk-irrelevant factors about the SVP respondent and other case-related factors. 

that providing less numerate jurors with a list of relevant risk factors helped them apply an 

this dissertation suggest that a written version of an SRAI report may be a useful supplement 

Nevertheless, I would also note that the risk estimates provided by the mock jurors after 

jurors reviewed expert testimony based on an average-risk Static-99R estimate, their average 

was an adult female. It seems plausible that the mock jurors in our SVP studies were more 

have the same negative emotional impact as a child victim of sexual abuse. Furthermore, 

reproduce in a case that involved a child victim. 
The second practical implication from the SVP studies is that it may be useful to provide 

jurors in SVP civil commitment cases with the observed base rate of sexual recidivism before 
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any evidence is presented. The general public tends to overestimate the risk of sexual recidivism 

of the SVP studies we conducted. Moreover, in each of the three SVP studies, a substantial 

general risk estimates may have had an , a form of cognitive bias in which 

of the SRAI report, it may be useful to provide jurors with an initial value, or base rate of 

However, this approach should be empirically tested because some studies have found 
that mock jurors tend to ignore base rate information 

Moreover, the public 
tends to be misinformed about a number of aspects related to sexual abuse and perpetrators 
of this abuse 

In fact, misconceptions about PCSOs, including about sexual recidivism rates, have been 

beliefs about sexual recidivism rates among PCSOs.

decisions and the basis upon which jurors vote for civil commitment. Although most state 
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legal likelihood standard. 
In the three SVP studies in this dissertation, despite the Static-99R report in the NFC 

probability to justify civil commitment. This decision is largely left to jurors in these cases.
Furthermore, some researchers have suggested that a sexual recidivism risk estimate is 

vote for civil commitment after receiving the Static-99R report. 
Moreover, previous research has also found that punitiveness seems to underlie some 

from the three SVP studies in this dissertation add to previous research that suggests that 
decisions about SVP civil commitment are likely motivated by factors other than an objective 

factors that have the potential to bias SVP jurors with the constitutional directive that SVP 
civil commitment be applied only to those who meet the requisite legal criteria, including 
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civil commitment is imposed for non-punitive purposes and only for those few who are at the 
Kansas v. Crane, 2002; Kansas v. Hendricks

Limitations and Directions for Future Studies

replicate the study with a larger sample size. One way to obtain a larger sample size would be 
to replicate the study through a multi-lab collaboration. 

In addition, the HCR-20 study does not account for expected variability between 

reliability 
and biasability

and biasability are important in explaining variations in expert decision making in terms of 

when variations are obtained between forensic experts related to a forensic risk evaluation, 
these are likely attributable to both reliability and biasability issues. Additional experimental 

variations in SRAI scoring that are attributable to problems in reliability from variations that 

in experts regarding their conclusions in forensic evaluations. We attempted to address this 
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 has demonstrated good-to-excellent interrater 

the possibility that the variations in completion of the HCR-20 in our study may have been 

the standard error of measurement or inter-rater reliability of the HCR-20  in our statistical 
model. Future researchers should undertake experimental research that enables them to 

and outcomes. 

which may have implications for ecological validity. While some studies have found that 

Relatedly, in the three SVP studies, there was quite literally no risk of sexual 

civil commitment or not. Therefore, the extent to which a written version of the SRAI risk 

However, conducting a study in which jurors in actual SVP cases are or are not provided with 
a written version of the SRAI risk estimate seems quite feasible. Such a study would obviously 
have much higher ecological validity.

It may also be possible to carry out an experimental study in actual SVP trials in which 
cases are randomly assigned to determine whether jurors will or will not receive a text version 



Chapter 7

186

Finally, I note what is a limitation of not only the SVP studies we conducted—but also those 

jurors to estimate the SVP respondent’s risk of sexual recidivism based on group information. 

among individuals with the same score as the SVP respondent. Therefore, asking mock jurors 

from a Static-99R score in a normative sample, although it essentially mimics what occurs in 
actual SVP cases, is problematic. An illustration can help explain: a Static-99R score of four is 

What the Static-99R does not provide is information to help professionals or legal 

10-12 who sexually recidivate or one of the 88 to 90 people who do not. For example, one 

charge or conviction. 
Comparatively, among the 19 men the evaluator estimated as unlikely to engage in sexual 

This example demonstrates the inherent limitations of attempting to predict an 

make a dichotomous decision to vote for civil commitment or release, it is still preferable for 
those decisions to be based on an SRAI rather than not.
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Conclusion

evaluator. While SRAIs may be useful in correcting some types of bias, they should not be 

been suggested in the literature.

and decisions about SVP civil commitment. The SRAI risk estimate was somewhat successful 

among PCSOs, nor their preexisting perceptions of PCSOs.

crucial to decisions about how to manage and reduce risk in forensic and justice applications. 
As recidivism risk and SRAIs are playing an increasingly important role in forensic mental 
health and legal settings, there is a need to examine the extent to which SRAIs can be relied 
upon to produce an objective estimate of recidivism risk. Forensic risk assessment cannot 

making; justice and fairness depend on it.
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Impact Statement

The human brain has an incredible capacity to make quick and often accurate judgments in 

judgments based on intuition and automatic processing can be less than optimal, or even 
incorrect. When decisions have far reaching consequences, such as in legal decision making, 
intuitive judgments are often not desirable. It is precisely the circumstances of high stakes 
and complex information in which decisions are made by judges, jurors, and mental health 

recidivism. Furthermore, research about cognitive bias and heuristics has demonstrated that 
adjusting initial intuitive impressions when new information becomes available takes focused 

charged situations. 

implications for forensic mental health evaluators. First, forensic mental health professionals 

their perceptions of recidivism risk, including when they are relying upon a structured risk 

to bias include avoiding exposure to task-irrelevant information and employing a consensus-
based approach to risk evaluations. Second, the use of a structured risk assessment instrument 
may provide a guide for focusing on relevant risk factors but should not be viewed as proof 

and guidelines, the use of a structured instrument to assess recidivism risk is preferred to 
relying upon unstructured clinical judgment. Finally, where a forensic evaluator is called upon 
to provide a report or testimony to legal decision-makers, transparency about the information 
obtained and the process employed to arrive at a risk judgment may help inform decisions in 
a way that making only conclusory statements does not.

to the results from comparable previous studies, suggest that providing lay jurors with factual 

studies that have typically used expert testimony about the results of a risk assessment 

the weight jurors give the testimony, we provided mock jurors with a list of the risk factors 
contained in the Static-99R, the total score, and the observed recidivism rates derived from 
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recidivism, regardless of their initial impressions of his likability. Furthermore, the actuarial 

recommendations, wherein mock jurors who initially read negative risk-irrelevant contextual 

commitment than those who read initial positive risk-irrelevant information about the SVP 

jurors directly with the list of risk factors and associated recidivism rates may decrease the 
likelihood of jurors making civil commitment decisions based on their initial emotionally laden 

in SVP civil commitment cases indicate that jurors are unlikely to base their judgments solely 

jurors ultimately rendered an estimate of sexual recidivism risk that was within the range of 

estimates of sexual recidivism risk in the individual case, both before and after receiving 
information about actual, observed sexual recidivism rates provided in the Static-99R. 
Moreover, mock jurors who endorsed harsh sentencing and restrictive management strategies 

civil commitment, irrespective of the Static-99R information or their own estimates of the 

civil commitment, we found that their own ratings of the importance of the Static-99R to their 

mock jurors assigned to the impact of the crime on the victim in their decision making, the 
more likely they were to vote for civil commitment.

sexual recidivism risk factors and the risk estimate derived from a structured risk assessment 

jurors who are likely to be unwilling or unable to objectively weigh the evidence as it relates 
to the legal criteria required for civil commitment decisions. Finally, whereas the impact of 
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seriously consider emphasizing that SVP civil commitment is not intended as punishment, 

More broadly, there are several implications for legal systems employing structured risk 
assessment instruments to inform legal decision-making. First, the extent to which estimated 

more salient factors, even if the decision-maker is not consciously aware of how such factors 

necessarily result in less biased and more objective decision-making should be tempered by 
the realities of how the human mind processes information. In fact, it is more likely that a risk 
estimate derived from a structured risk assessment instrument, like other pieces of evidence, 
will be weighed according to the judgment of the decision-maker about the weight it deserves. 
Structured risk assessment instruments can inform human judgment; they do not replace it.

Finally, as risk assessment instruments are lauded and implemented in various decision-
making tasks in the forensic mental health and legal arena, researchers should conduct 
research that focuses on how structured measures of risk and resulting risk assessment 

of treatment indicated, the level of supervision to which an individual should be subjected, 
or whether an individual can be released to the community with low risk to the public, the 
likelihood of recidivism indicated by a structured risk assessment instrument will always be 
viewed from the perspective of the decision-maker.
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Summary

There were two primary aims of this dissertation. First, was to investigate whether external 

second aim of the research in this dissertation was to investigate empirically whether bias 

for civil commitment. A risk estimate derived from an SRAI was mostly, but not completely, 

strategies to mitigate bias in forensic evaluations. 

the past several decades as a valid method for discriminating between people who are at high 
risk of criminal, violent, or sexual recidivism from those who are at low risk of recidivism. In 

and sexual recidivism risk estimates to forensic mental health clinicians and legal decision-

indicate that cognitive bias resulting from factors external or internal to a forensic evaluator 

an SRAI risk estimate. Finally, I discussed a few strategies that are potentially promising to 

Forensic mental health practitioners often use SRAIs to estimate recidivism risk, as well 

in Chapter 2 of this dissertation indicate that Dutch forensic mental health practitioners use 
an SRAI always or most of the time when conducting a forensic risk evaluation and they rate 
SRAIs as very useful for this task. Despite the high rate at which SRAIs were used among 
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a forensic risk evaluation they performed themselves, as well as those performed by their 
colleagues. 

Regarding bias correction strategies, survey respondents endorsed using structured 

risk evaluation. They also provided high ratings to several other debiasing strategies including 
continuing to learn after completing formal education and training, investigating all relevant 
data before forming an opinion and basing conclusions and opinions on sound data, and being 

potential debiasing strategies with respect to forensic evaluations is notably limited. 

cognitive bias that results from factors external to the evaluator or individual evaluator 

the HCR-20 . Contrary to expectations, negative media about a forensic examinee resulted in 

 The second aim of this dissertation was to examine the extent to which a sexual recidivism 

a person under a so-called SVP statute is that the SVP respondent—the person whom the 

risk based on an actuarial risk estimate, although they appear relatively insensitive to this 
estimate compared to other factors. 

Because previous research has found that mock and actual jurors give little weight to 
expert testimony about sexual recidivism risk estimates, I also investigated whether some 
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created by risk-irrelevant contextual information in the studies presented in Chapters 4 and 

of need for cognition on risk-irrelevant contextual information about the SVP respondent and 

level of need for cognition was relatively high among the mock jurors in the sample, I could 
not exclude the possibility that mock jurors who are lower in need for cognition would have 
showed relatively less sensitivity to the SRAI risk estimate. 

an SRAI risk estimate, such that mock jurors would give lower ratings of the accuracy and 

more weight to an SRAI risk estimate because they did not perceive the SVP respondent as a 

recidivism. However, the SRAI risk estimate did mitigate the bias with respect to civil 

information groups with respect to votes for civil commitment. 

negative attitudes predicted higher risk estimates both before and after receiving the SRAI 

both before and after receiving the SRAI risk estimate. Taken together, these results 

perceptions of PCSOs.
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indicates that variations in SRAI ratings can be attributed to factors that are unrelated to the 

in this dissertation for forensic mental health practice and legal decision-making. Finally, I 
discussed the limitations of the studies and directions for future research that examines the 

from an SRAI.

importance of developing other reliable methods of debiasing in forensic risk evaluations. 
Although SRAIs can help organize risk-relevant information, ultimately, perceptions of 
recidivism risk appear to be in the eye of the beholder. 
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Sammanfattning (Swedish Summary) 

strukturerat riskbedömningsinstrument 
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sexualbrottsförövare med hög 
återfallsrisk

svarande
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bland annat deras kognitionsbehov, asymmetrisk skepsis mot en SRAI-riskuppskattning samt 

irrelevant kontextuell information om den svarande SVP-personen, vid deras uppskattning av 

I den sista studien, som presenteras i kapitel 6 och har samma utformning som studien 
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Avhandlingen avslutas med sammanfattande kommentarer.
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Appendix A

Case Vignette – Chapter 3: HCR-20 Study

Case Background of Mr. S.

In the summer of 2016, you are asked to perform a violence risk assessment on Mr. S., 

into the community after serving his sentence, without further supervision or intervention. 
Please read the case material provided for more information.

Mr. S. was 19 and a college student when he drove 18 hours straight from [City A] to his 

old F., who was sleeping in her room with three dogs, was spared an attack. Older brother G., 
then 21, was not home. Despite his supposed plan to kill himself, Mr. S. made no attempt to 
do so. He returned to his car out front, and drove back to the parking lot, where he called a cab 

drive to the airport. He was back in Seattle by 10 a.m.
In the weeks following the attack, Mr. S. acted shocked and hysterical, and spent each 

of their adopted siblings, D. and F.
Mr. S., who had no previous run-ins with the law, was arrested on March 6, 2014 after 

weapon in his car and phone records placed him in the area of the killings around the time.
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he wanted to speak, he shook his head no. To those who knew the young man, his motive also 

Biography:

not come from a wealthy family but managed to accumulate wealth due to her savvy business 
deals. They say she was a real shark when it came to sales. Within six years, C. and B. had four 

business—C. went to work and left the two youngest in the care of their 28-year-old nanny. 
About 10 a.m., the nanny was cooking in the kitchen when she saw 2-year-old H. outside on 
the deck of the spa. She grabbed 16-month-old E. from her highchair and went out to get the 

The panic-stricken nanny ran to get her husband, who was upstairs. He attempted made 
attempts at CPR as the nanny called C. at work. C., in hysterics, told her to call 911, but the 
emergency response was delayed because the dispatcher could not understand the nanny, 
who spoke only Spanish. Paramedics tried to revive the child, but she was pronounced dead. 

problem that results in manic sessions that are unpredictable, unfathomable, and incapable 

The marriage further crumbled against the backdrop of a stressful business dispute. 
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In February 2000, a judge issued a divorce judgment after the couple reached a property 
settlement. With a custody trial pending, C. applied for a temporary restraining order against 
B. in March 2000, alleging he had assaulted her in front of their children. But within two 
weeks, they reconciled. 

Some nine years after those days of tumult and heartbreak, B. and C. celebrated their 
new San Juan Capistrano home with family members and friends. The couple wanted to keep 

According to some collateral informants, B. and C. were absent a lot, and too busy to 
discipline their children. Relatives described Mr. S. as a funny, caring, and happy child. They 
could not believe this sweet and special kid was the perpetrator of this crime. In 2007, his 
parents adopted two children from a Russian orphanage. 

break-up with his girlfriend. His mother was concerned about the amount of time he spent 

from high school.
During the fall semester of college, Mr. S. had some heated exchanges with his mother. 

that Mr. S. was not attending his college classes, playing a lot of videogames and smoking 
weed.
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Appendix B

HCR-20V3 “Refresher” – Chapter 3: HCR-20 Study

This brief guideline is meant for those participants that may need to refresh their knowledge 
about the administration of the HCR-20. Although we recommend reading the guidelines, you 

PRESENCE OF A RISK FACTOR

risk factor in each subscale of the HCR-20. Based on the information you have about the 
No, Possibly or Partially, and Yes

ensure your evaluation is balanced and to make it easier for you to later justify your decision.

under the Omit category. Please, note that this is not the same as the No category. To omit 

observations, whereas to mark a risk factor with No, you simply judge that the absence of 

Omit 

assessment.

accordance with the information you will be provided with.

living situation, and use of risk management strategies.
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RELEVANCE OF RISK FACTORS

contribute equally to general risk in every person. For this task, you should consider the 
PRESENCE of a risk factor as a feature that potentially could elevate the risk for THIS 

extent this particular factor, in your opinion, increases the risk for this particular individual. 
To determine if this factor can elevate the level of risk, you might think about the role it has 
played in past violence or may play in future violence.

For the relevance, you will consider only those factors that you scored as present or 

questions:

Low, Moderate,  
           or High.
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Appendix C

Case Vignette –Chapters 4–6: SVP Studies

Negative condition background information:

himself and they did not know him well. Some co-workers also reported that they sometimes 
had to do extra work because Mr. Smith did not complete his duties. Mr. Smith was not known 

Mr. Smith liked to watch television or go to online chat rooms. He also enjoyed playing games 

and 10. Mr. Smith is not very involved in the lives of his children due to a very bitter divorce 

 John Smith, was convicted for raping a 

assault. He was sentenced to perform 240 hours of community service as a result, which he 
successfully completed. Most of the local news media outlets reported about the rape. Many 
community members were shocked and outraged by the crime, and most people believed Mr. 

Positive condition background information: 

manager of a local bank, where he was employed for 20 years. Mr. Smith was friendly with 
everyone and was known as a good worker. Mr. Smith was known by many people in his 

is also a talented musician, and often played the organ at the church where he was a member. 
Mr. Smith and his ex-wife met in high school and eventually married and lived in the same 
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to the charge of assault. He was sentenced to perform 240 hours of community service as a 
result, which he successfully completed. Most of the local news media outlets reported about 
the rape. Many community members were shocked by the crime, but most people believed 
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Appendix D

Explanation of Civil Commitment – Chapters 4–6: SVP 
Studies

NOTICE: You have been selected to be a juror in a civil commitment hearing. Mr. 

 
 

relevant to these questions.

Twenty American states and the federal government have enacted civil commitment laws 

Civil commitment under SVP or SDP laws permits individuals convicted of a sexual 

During his or her time in civil commitment, an individual is expected to undergo 
 

Several months before the person is scheduled to be released from prison, an evaluation 

A recommendation is made about whether the person should be considered a candidate for 
civil commitment. 

or she is entitled to a court hearing. 

to meet certain legal requirements before a judge can order that a person be held under civil 
commitment laws.
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The legal process of civil commitment

A court hearing - often referred to as a civil commitment hearing - is therefore necessary to 
determine if the person meets the legal requirements for civil commitment. 

commitment. 
Generally, four criteria must be met for civil commitment as an SVP, as follows:
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Appendix E

Static-99R Report – Chapter 4: NFC Study and Chapter 6: 
PSO Study

Background Information on Static-99R Development and Report for 

John Smith

Please read the following background information about the use of risk assessment tools 

evaluators include a variety of risk factors. The Static-99R is the most widely used instrument 

and Australia. 

previous studies. 

How is the score calculated using the Static-99R? 

pictured below. The risk factors contained in the Static-99R are associated with a numerical 

Reminder: The Static-99R is a risk assessment tool that estimates how likely each 
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 Static-99R results for Mr. Smith

2. This score falls in the “average 

risk”

www.static99.org.

*Please note, the Static-99R does not measure all potentially relevant risk factors and Mr. 

on factors not included in this risk assessment tool.
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Appendix F

Static-99R Report – Chapter 5: Asymmetrical Skepticism 
Study

Background Information on Static-99R Development and Report for 

John Smith for “Low Risk” and “High Risk” Conditions

Please read the following background information about the use of risk assessment tools 

evaluators include a variety of risk factors. The Static-99R is the most widely used instrument 

and Australia. 

previous studies. 

How is the score calculated using the Static-99R? 

pictured below. 

Risk Factors Assessed with the Static-99R

Items of the Static-99R

4. Prior non-sexual violence

8. Any unrelated victims
9. Any stranger victims
10. Any male victims

Note.
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The risk factors contained in the Static-99R are associated with a numerical score, and 

Static-99R results for Mr. Smith13

during that time period. 
0 / 4. This score falls in the “below average” / 

“above average risk”

3.3% and 4.7% / 10% and 12.1%. This means 
3 and 5 / 10 and 12 would 

between 95 and 97 / 88 and 90

org.

*Please note, the Static-99R does not measure all potentially relevant risk factors and Mr. 

on factors not included in this risk assessment tool.
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Appendix G

Supplemental Materials - Chapter 4: Need for Cognition 
Study

H1 Analysis Including Participants Who Failed One or Both Attention 

Checks

here we report the results of our analyses that includes the 427 participants included in the 
main analyses and the additional 171 participants who were excluded for failing one or both 

N M SD

t

estimates, t p g

estimates in the analysis of T1 risk estimates. 

F p < .001, 2
p = 

M = 44.8, SD
M SD

F p < .001, 2
p = 

r p < .001.

Results of H2 and H3 Hypothesis Testing with T2 Raw Data Bootstrapped 

We are aware of the problems that can be introduced into hypothesis testing when adding 

the T2 risk estimates substantially altered our conclusions in the regression analysis for H2 
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did not change the nature of the results. Bootstrapped results of the full model are presented 
in Table S1.

Table S1
Raw T2 Risk Estimates

Predictor b 95% CI SEb p
2

General risk estimate 0.406 0.060 < .001
NFC -0.016 0.088 .869
Contextual information .098
NFC × Contextual Information 0.127

Note. N 

Final model: F p < .001, R2
Adj = .122.

Results of H2 and H3 Hypothesis Testing with T2 Raw Data Bootstrapped 

N 

the results. Bootstrapped results of the full model are presented in Table S2.

Table S2

Predictor b 95% CI SEb p
2

General risk estimate 0.441 < .001
NFC -0.221
Contextual information 2.110 .189
NFC × Contextual Information 0.010

Note. N 

Final model: F p < .001, R2
Adj = .122.
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Estimates 

M 
SD M SD t p <

grm

t
Mraw = -17.8, SD

Mraw = -27.2, SD t p 
< g

estimated the risk as substantially higher than the Static-99R information and only about 

Notably, participants in the negative contextual information condition were 
particularly likely to report risk estimates radically higher than the Static-99R. A chi-square 

information conditions of providing a T2 risk estimate that was higher than that indicated by 
the Static-99R, 2 p  V

p <
having access to risk-relevant Static-99R information, participants who were initially exposed 

Contextual Information and Importance Ratings of Factors to T2 Risk 
Estimate

contextual information groups in the mean ratings they assigned to the importance of either 
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Table S3 Positive and Negative Information Mean Group Importance Ratings to T2 Risk Estimate

Factor Positive Negative t(425) p Hedges’g
95% CIM SD M SD

Relationships with others 1.12 0.09
[-0.10, 0.28]

Employment history 2.41 1.27 1.02 0.10
[-0.09, 0.29]

Criminal history 1.01 4.07 0.92 -1.66 .098 0.16

Impact on victim 1.24 1.46 .146 0.14

1.14 -0.148 .882 0.02
[-0.17, 0.21]

Static-99R information 0.96 0.99

Note. Positive n n = 214.

 

n
n

n

n
n n
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Figure S1 Disposition Recommendations by Contextual Information Condition at T1 

Note p <

Figure S2 Disposition Recommendations by Contextual Information Condition at T2

Note p <

recommendations at T1 and T2, two chi-square tests of independence were conducted. The 

information conditions, 2 p <  V

the negative contextual information condition, both ps <
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function of contextual information, 2 p <  V

community with no conditions or with probation only, all ps <

the negative condition would recommend civil commitment at T2 compared to the positive 

the risk-irrelevant contextual information with respect to disposition recommendations, but 

participants in the positive condition.
We did not make a prediction about how risk-irrelevant contextual information would 

indicated that before reviewing the risk-relevant Static-99R information, participants in the 

participants in the positive information condition.

Disposition Recommendation

Participants rated how important the following factors were to their T2 disposition 

samples t

M SD = 1.19 and M = 2.98, SD t
p g

M = 2.74, SD = 1.26 and M = 2.48, SD
t p g

more likely to recommend a less restrictive disposition option of no conditions or probation 
only, viewed previous employment and relationships with others as protective factors against 
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information conditions with respect to their importance ratings of criminal history, impact of 

length of the prison sentence, nor the Static-99R on their T2 disposition recommendation. 

Exploratory Analyses: Responders Versus Overstimators

Static-99R information from mock jurors who did not show this pattern of overestimation. 
responder group comprises participants 

n
overestimator group
99R range; n t
mean T2 risk estimates between the groups, t < grm

Mraw SD = 24.7 and Mraw = 6.6, SD = 1.8, 

Importance of Risk-Irrelevant and Risk-Relevant Factors to 
Overestimating Risk at T2 

A separate independent samples t
responder and overestimator groups with respect to their importance ratings of the SVP 

of the Static-99R was higher for the responder group than the overestimator group, this 

relevant information was rated as approximately equally important, regardless of whether 
participants overestimated the risk or not.

his employment history, the impact of the crime on the victim, and the prison sentence as 

more important to their risk estimate compared to participants who did not overestimate the 
recidivism risk. 
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Table S4 Responder and Overestimator Mean Importance Ratings of Factors to T2 Risk Estimate

Factor Responders Overestimators t p Hedges’g
95% CISD SD

Relationships with others 1.14 1.11
2.14

0.21
[0.02, 0.41]

Employment history 2.26 1.04 1.29
2.94

0.27
[0.08, 0.47]

Criminal history 4.01 0.86 1.02
-0.229

.819 0.02
[-0.18, 0.22]

Impact on victim 1.20
4.40

< .001

1.10 1.21 .001

Static-99R information 0.89
-1.29

.198 0.12

Note. Responders n n = 269.

 

conducted a chi-square test of independence to test whether participants whose T2 risk 

in T2 disposition recommendations as a function of group membership, 2 p < 
 V

probation and treatment than participants whose T2 risk estimate was within or below the 
Static-99R range, all ps <

probation only or no conditions than the overestimator group, all ps <

Responders Versus Overestimators Importance Ratings of Factors to 
T2 Disposition Recommendation

overestimated risk at T2 and those who did not, we conducted an independent samples t-test 

recommendations. Overall, the overestimator group rated the impact of the crime on the 
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M SD = 1.14; M SD
t p < g

M SD = 1.16 and M SD = 1.11, 
t p g

rated the impact of the crime on the victim and the prison sentence of greater importance 
to their T2 risk estimate than those who did not overestimate risk, indicate a potentially 
meaningful relationship between these two factors and SVP decision-making.
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Appendix H

Supplemental Materials - Chapter 5: Asymmetrical 
Skepticism Study

Exploratory Analysis: Post-Release Disposition Recommendations 

post-release disposition recommendations between the positive and negative contextual 
information condition at T1, 2 p V
Results are presented in Figure 2.

Figure S1 T1 Post-Release Disposition Recommendations by Contextual Information Condition

Note p <

contextual information condition who recommended civil commitment at T1 as compared to 
the proportion of participants in the positive information condition who recommended civil 
commitment, z = 2.88, p
with respect to the proportion recommending other dispositions.

We did not have a preregistered hypothesis about how contextual information and 



280

of post-release disposition recommendations between the groups, 2 p < .001, 
V

Figure S2 T2 Post-Release Disposition Recommendations by Group Condition 

Note p <

p <
z p

z p <
z p z p <

high Static-99R risk estimate groups recommended civil commitment than did participants 

low: z p < z p <
between the group proportions that recommended either no conditions or supervision and 

Exploratory Analyses: Importance of Factors to T2 Civil Commitment 

Recommendations

 Participants were asked to rate how important various factors were to their T2 post-
not at all important

extremely important
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predicted a vote for civil commitment. Results are presented in Table S1. 

recommending civil commitment by 1.7 times. 

Table S1 Importance Ratings of Factors Predicting T2 Civil Commitment Recommendations

Factor b OR 95% CI p
Relationships with others -0.08 0.92 [0.70, 1.22]
Employment history -0.18 0.84 .214
Criminal history 1.47 [0.99, 2.18]
Impact of crime on victim 1.71 [1.22, 2.41] .002
Own estimate of sexual recidivism risk 0.21 [0.90, 1.67] .190

0.26 .121
Static-99R information 0.18 1.19 [0.89, 1.60] .244

Note. OR = Odds ratio.  
2 p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .201. 

Parallel Analyses of T2 Risk Estimates

To investigate the robustness of the results reported in the main analysis, parallel analyses 

shown by the table, reported p
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Table S2
Risk Estimates

Model b 95% CI z p
R2

Contextual information [-0.02, 9.02]
Static-99R risk level 9.98 < .001
General risk estimate < .001
Contextual information × Static-99R

R2

Contextual information 16.80 1.87 .062
Static-99R risk level 111.16 < .001
General risk estimate 1.61 < .001
Contextual information × Static-99R -9.12 .612

R2

Contextual information 0.17 1.94
Static-99R risk level 1.07 [0.90, 1.24] < .001
General risk estimate 0.01 [0.01, 0.02] < .001
Contextual information × Static-99R -0.07 [-0.40, 0.27] .701

R2

Contextual information 1.69 .092
Static-99R risk level 0.94 [0.77, 1.12] 10.42 < .001
General risk estimate 0.02 [0.01, 0.02] < .001
Contextual information × Static-99R -0.10

R2

Contextual information 0.16 1.86 .062
Static-99R risk level 0.99 [0.82, 1.16] 11.49 < .001
General risk estimate 0.02 [0.01, 0.02] < .001
Contextual information × Static-99R -0.12 [-0.46, 0.22] -0.68 .499

distribution with the identity link function, which produces identical results as ordinary least squares 

before use in the gamma regression, as neither method accepts zero values. AIC = Akaike information 
positive, 1 = negative low risk, 1 = 

high risk N
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Appendix I

Supplemental Materials – Chapter 6: Perceptions of Sex 

Parallel Analyses of T2 Risk Estimates

To investigate the robustness of the results reported in the main analysis, parallel analyses 

p

Table S1 
Risk Estimates

Model b 95% CI z p
R2

General risk estimate 4.47 < .001
PSO score 0.64 6.66 < .001
Contextual information 4.97 2.19 .029
PSO × Contextual Information -0.19 -1.07 .284

R2

General risk estimate 0.01 [0.01, 0.02] < .001
PSO score 0.02 < .001
Contextual information 0.21 .011
PSO × Contextual Information -0.01 [-0.02, 0.01] -0.81 .421

R2

General risk estimate 0.01 [0.01, 0.02] < .001
PSO score 0.02 7.09 < .001
Contextual information 0.22 2.97
PSO × Contextual Information -0.00 [-0.02, 0.01] .407

R2

General risk estimate 0.01 [0.01, 0.02] < .001
PSO score 0.02 7.21 < .001
Contextual information 0.24 .002
PSO × Contextual Information -0.01 [-0.02, 0.01] -0.89

Note

constant of 1 was added to the T2 Risk estimates before log-transformation and before use in the gamma 
regression, as neither method accepts zero values. AIC = Akaike information criterion. Contextual 

positive, 1 = negative low risk, 1 = high risk
dummy-coded. N = 402.
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Factors Predicting T2 Risk Estimates

These results are presented in Table S2.

Table S2 Self-Reported Factors Predicting T2 Risk Estimates

Predictor b 95% CI  SEb     p
Relationships with others -0.019 [-0.109, 0.071]    0.046
Employment history 0.017 [-0.067, 0.100] 0.042 0.022
Criminal history 0.044 .006
Impact of the crime on the victim < .001

0.090 [-0.001, 0.180] 0.046 0.101
Static-99R information -0.412 < .001

Note. N = 402. Model F R2
Adj. = .209 p < .001.

These supplemental analyses reveal that at T2, after reviewing the Static-99R report, 

and actual jurors rate criminal history as important in SVP civil commitment decision-making 
. In 

As for the impact of the crime on the victim, this factor is not empirically predictive of 
sexual recidivism, but was nevertheless associated with an increased perception of the SVP 
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by factors that are relevant to risk, and less so by risk-irrelevant information.

Self-Reported Factors Predicting Recommendation for Civil Commitment 

at T2

choose civil commitment at T2 could be predicted by ratings of the importance of risk-irrelevant 

with others, employment history, and criminal history; impact of the crime on the victim; 

99R information. As the ratings of the importance of the impact of the crime on the victim 

contrast, as the importance rating of the Static-99R increased, the odds of recommending 

Table S3 
Recommendations at T2 

Predictor b OR 95% CI p

Relationships with others -0.194 0.82 [0.61, 1.11] .197
Employment history 0.081 1.09 [0.80, 1.47] .600
Criminal history -0.047 .770
Impact of crime on victim [1.02, 1.81]

0.248 1.28 .104

0.206 [0.89, 1.71] .218
Static-99R information < .001

Note. OR recommendation other than 
civil commitment and 1 = civil commitment  
Model 2 p < .001, Nagelkerke R2 = .147.
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sexual recidivism and increase the likelihood that the juror will advise civil commitment, even 

Nevertheless, we also note that the importance rating that mock jurors assigned to the 

a recommendation for civil commitment at T2. In other words, as the importance rating for 

that when
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