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Effective Interventions and Individualized Interactions

BYSTANDERS, THIRD-PARTY INTERMEDIARIES,
AND THIRD-PARTY MONITORS IN COUNTERTERRORISM CASES

Bystanders, third-party intermediaries, and third-party monitors play a critical role in
proactive counterterrorism and violence prevention efforts. These individuals are best
positioned to identify and report concerning behaviors indicating a person may be mobilizing or

otherwise planning violent extremist action.

Bystanders

Bystanders are individuals whose relationship and/or level of interaction with a violent
extremist enables them to witness or become aware of activities or behaviors that may indicate
the individual is moving toward extremist violence (Borum & Rowe, 2021). Some bystanders
may try to counter a person’s concerning behavior and, therefore, are not simply onlookers or
spectators as the term traditionally applies. Bystanders can be peers, family members,
community leaders (e.g., religious figures, teachers, coaches, work supervisors) or strangers.
When exposed to concerning behaviors, bystanders must recognize that the behavior is
concerning or problematic and then report the concerns to others and/or to law enforcement for
further investigative action (Borum & Rowe, 2021). Due to this role, bystanders are a key piece
of terrorism and violence prevention, serving as force multipliers for counterterrorism

stakeholders.

According to research by the BAU, 62% of lone offender terrorism cases in the United
States had at least one bystander aware of the offender’s support for violence in furtherance of
an extremist ideology (Richards et al., 2019). In addition, the BAU found that in 25% of lone
offender terrorism cases, at least one person knew of the offender’s research, planning, or
preparation for their attack; and in 18% of cases, at least one bystander was aware of the
offender’s specific attack plans. In cases where bystanders were known to have been exposed to
concerning behavior, the same study by the BAU found that 69% took some sort of action to
address the behavior, while 23% took no action. Richards et al., (2019) found that bystanders in

lone offender terrorism cases communicated their concerns in the following ways:

PERCENTAGE ACTION
54% of Cases  Directly to Offender
40% of Cases  To Family Members
19% of Cases  To Friends (Peers)

2% of Cases  Anonymous Tip

Note: some bystanders addressed concerns in multiple ways so percentages
sum to more than 100%.
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Appendix C: Conceptualizing Violent Extremism and TATM

Fantasies: Both constructive and destructive fantasies are a normal part of the human
condition. While constructive fantasies are balanced and shaped by charitable values,
destructive fantasies emerge from repeatedly unsatisfied needs (Depue and Depue, 1999). A
working theory by the BAU posits that destructive fantasies can lead towards fixation if they
are reinforced by constant stressors in one’s life. Similarly, Meloy et al. (2015) believe fixation is
typically pathological when it is accompanied by a deterioration in social and occupational
functioning. Both the BAU and Meloy have observed the movement from fixation to
identification often increases the degree of threat posed by an individual. This is known as
fixation and identification warning behavior within the field of behavioral threat assessment. It
is important to note, identification warning behavior pertains to the adoption of a “pseudo-
commando” identity or warrior mindset (Meloy, 2015).

Stressors Fantasies Fixation : Identification
(Destructive)

Affective and Predatory: The stressed versus calm state of an individual is a relevant distinction
in the field of behavioral threat assessment and is grounded in Meloy’s (2006) bimodal theory of
violence. It is often applied when distinguishing emotional or affective violence (which can be
unpredictable) with predatory or targeted violence (which can be preventable). The adaptation
of Meloy’s theory as a continuum, when juxtaposed along the pathway to intended violence,
reminds practitioners that sometimes violence can be an amalgamation of both affective and
predatory drivers. This can be especially relevant when a noticeable shift along this continuum
is observed during an investigation.
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Appendix C: Conceptualizing Violent Extremisin and TATM

Group Identity: An identity movement does not become extreme until the in-group adopts
hostile attitudes towards the out-group or groups (Berger, 2018). In this progression, group
dynamics can play an important role in lowering the barriers towards committing violence.
Despite such dangers, the BAU’s observations have shown that groups are not necessarily as
“tight” as others perceive them to be. The level of commitment to the group identity often
varies among its members. Moreover, the BAU has found that some violent extremists do not
thrive in group settings and may perceive a group’s commitment to their chosen cause to be

inadequate.

Top-Down Radicalization

Bottom- Up Radicalization
Group Dynamics Individual Agency
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