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Although there has been long-standing interest in identifying those factors that have the potential to increase the
likelihood of violence, it is only relatively recently that attention has been given to those factors that act in the
opposite way, or what are commonly referred to as protective factors. This paper considers the meaning of the
term protective factor and how this and similarly termed constructs have been conceptualized and operational-
ized in violent offender assessment instruments.We discuss the relationship between risk and protective factors
and identify a number of conceptual and definitional issues that arise. Finally, we consider the measurement of
protective factors as they pertain to their inclusion in contemporary violent offender assessment instruments.
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1. Introduction

Recent years have seen the identification of a number of personal,
situational, and offense-related characteristics that are commonly asso-
ciated with an increased risk of future violence (e.g., Klepfisz, Daffern, &
Day, 2016). These are now routinely assessed by professionals who
work in forensic settings who use structured assessment instruments
to inform a range of decisions; including those related to risk manage-
ment, selection into treatment, and the extent to which change over
time has occurred. The focus of this paper, however, is not on under-
standing those factors that increase risk, but on those that have the po-
tential to mitigate risk. These are increasingly being referred to as
‘protective’ factors, but are denoted by various other terms including
‘strengths’, ‘promotive factors’, ‘stabilizers’, and ‘desistance factors’
(Serin, Chadwick, & Lloyd, 2015). Although these terms are sometimes
used interchangeably, there appears to be a lack of agreement regarding

what they refer to and, indeed, whether this different terminology sim-
ply reflects semantic differences. For Polaschek (2015), one of the obvi-
ous causes of this confusion is the failure to distinguish between causal
factors in the onset of offending and those that maintain the propensity
to offend. It is understanding this latter set of factors, those that ‘protect’
against violent reoffending, that is the aim of this review.

The idea that certain characteristics can protect against, or reduce
the likelihood of, offending can be traced back to the 1980s (see
Garmezy, Masten, & Tellegen, 1984; Rutter, 1987), although there is
still no accepted definition of what a protective factor is. Afifi and
MacMillan (2011), for example, contend that “a protective factor may
influence, modify, ameliorate, or alter how a person responds to the ad-
versity that places them at risk for maladaptive outcomes” (p. 268). For
de Vries Robbé, Mann, Maruna, and Thornton (2015), however, protec-
tive factors are those “that enable or assist desistance from (sexual)
offending among those that have already offended” (p. 17), while de
Vogel, de Ruiter, Bouman, and de Vries Robbé (2012) define them as
“any characteristic of a person, his/her environment or situation
which reduces the risk of future violent behavior” (p. 23). These
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definitions invoke distinct, but potentially related, phenomena. The first
links to the concept of resilience and applies to those factors that have
the potential to help the individual to improve the ability to overcome
stress or adversity, and therefore to avoid engaging in violence despite
the presence of risk (Rutter, 2006). In this context, protective factors
moderate pre-existing risk to reduce the likelihood of a negative out-
come (see Lösel & Farrington, 2012). Conversely, the second and third
definitions suggest that protective factors are relevant to the process
of abstaining from crime among those who previously engaged in
offending (e.g., Maruna, 2010). From this perspective, protective factors
can only exist when an offense has occurred and are most relevant to
the assessment of risk of violent reoffending in adults. They can either
mediate risk directly (through what de Vries Robbé, 2014 refers to as
‘promotive’ factors), or reduce risk by moderating the impact of risk
factors.

It is important to note from the outset that the presence of a protec-
tive factor does not guarantee a protective effect (Heffernan, 2015) and
individuals must exercise agency for protective factors to influence be-
havior. Thus, when opportunities for crime arise the individual must
still actively choose an adaptive, functional, and non-criminal response
even when protective factors are present (Serin et al., 2015). For in-
stance, an individual may have a significant supportive relationship in
which prosocial attitudes are modelled and encouraged; however, if
the individual is either unwilling or unable to draw on this support,
then the presence of this relationship alone will not mitigate risk. Ac-
cordingly, we argue that protective factors should only be regarded as
‘strengths’ or ‘capabilities’ when the individual demonstrates an ability
and preparedness to utilize them. As such, instruments that seek to as-
sess the likelihood of future violence should consider not only the pres-
ence of protective factors, but also their impact. The inclusion of
‘relevance’ ratings for risk factors in theHistorical-Clinical-RiskManage-
ment-20 version 3 (HCR-20v3; Douglas, Hart,Webster, & Belfrage, 2013)
illustrates how this might occur. For the purpose of simplicity, the dis-
cussion that followswill regard a protective factor simply as any individ-
ual or contextual factor that has the potential to have a positive impact on
reducing violent reoffending. Although this inevitably oversimplifiesmat-
ters, our focus in this paper is practical, particularly with regard to en-
couraging a consideration of protective factors in forensic practice, as
well as orienting professionals toward the development of specialized
assessment tools.

2. How have protective factors been conceptualized and operation-
alized in assessment instruments?

Attempts to operationalize protective factors in current violent of-
fender assessment instruments have been limited by the use of similar
terms to refer to different things and by the use of different terms to
refer to the same psychological process (Fowler, 2016). For example,
in several structured violence risk assessment instruments, protective
factors are considered to simply be the absence (Costa, Jessor, &
Turbin, 1999) or the opposite of risk factors (Harris & Rice, 2015). To il-
lustrate, the protective equivalent of the risk item ‘impulsivity’might be
operationalized in an item designed to assess ‘self-control’; the protec-
tive factor ‘prosocial attitudes’ might be conceptualized as lying at the
positive end of the ‘antisocial attitudes’ domain; and ‘alcohol addiction’
might be regarded as protective when it is reframed as ‘abstinence’. In
many ways, the practice of conceptualizing risk and protective factors
on a continuum (with risk representing the negative extreme and pro-
tection representing the positive extreme) is appealing in terms of its
simplicity (Rutter, 1987). However, if we consider that risk and protec-
tive factors can actually co-exist within a single domain, then the ap-
proach quickly loses coherence. De Vries Robbé (2014) has argued
persuasively that an offender can have both positive and negative social
influences at the same time (for example, a supportive prosocial friend
who encourages employment and abstinence as well as drug using
peers who encourage intoxication and acquisitive offending). Similarly,

Webster, Martin, Brink, Nicholls, and Middleton (2004) offer the exam-
ple of ‘insight’ and describe how an offender may display little under-
standing of the relationship between his or her substance use problem
and violent behavior, but may also readily express the value of family
support and treatment compliance in overcoming his or her substance
use. Relatedly, an individual might, for example, demonstrate excellent
problem-solving skills, but these become compromised when he/she is
intoxicated. These complexities are unlikely to be adequately captured
in any simple conceptualization of risk and protective factors as lying
on a continuum (such as when these are measured on a single scale,
from +2, +1, 0, −1,−2). If, however, the assessment of each item or
domain is first scored for risk and then for its protective value, then it
becomes possible to rate a client as having both risks and strengths si-
multaneously in a single domain (see Webster et al., 2004).

A protective factor can also exist without a corresponding risk factor
being present (Farrington & Loeber, 2000). Thus, for example, although
religiosity is known to have a negative relationship with delinquency
(Pearce, Jones, Schwab-Stone, & Ruchkin, 2003), the absence of religion
is not an established risk factor for violent reoffending (de Vries Robbé,
2014). This means that currently identified risk and protective factors
may apply differentially – while some protective items may be the re-
verse, or inverted, risk factors, others may exist as qualitatively distinct
entities. Furthermore, it is likely that some putative risk factors (for ex-
ample, the absence of recent participation in organized leisure activities
as measured by the LS/RNR; Andrews, Bonta, & Wormith, 2008) might
actually be better conceived as the absence of a protective factor (i.e., in-
volvement in structured leisure activities) rather than as a risk factor.
There have been few attempts, to date, however, to identify those pro-
tective factors thatmight be conceptually independent to risk (although
Woldgabreal, Day, & Ward, 2014 have reported mediating effects of a
range of positive psychology variables on risk in a sample of community
corrections clients).

As with risk factors for violent reoffending, protective factors can be
divided into static and dynamic factors. Static protective factors include
personal historical variables such as intelligence and secure childhood
attachment, which are not presumed to change over time (de Vries
Robbé, 2014), although it is relevant to consider how they manifest in
the future; that is, what are the products of a secure childhood attach-
ment that influence an individual's capacity to desist? Dynamic, or
changeable, protective factors are those endogenous personal charac-
teristics that reduce future violence (e.g., coping style, problem-solving
skills, self-control, participation in work and leisure activities, andmoti-
vation for treatment), in addition to exogenous factors, which offer pro-
tection from outside the individual (e.g., social networks, professional
care, and living circumstances). It is, of course, also possible that a pro-
tective factor for violent recidivism will contain multiple, inter-related
concepts and therefore represent a composite construct, encompassing
both state and trait aspects. Consistent with this, de Vries Robbé et al.
(2015) distinguish between a protective factor as an underlying propen-
sity (psychological or personality characteristics) and the observable
manifestations of that propensity (e.g., an underlying propensity of
‘good social skills’ may be manifest in generally well-functioning inti-
mate relationships; de Vries Robbé et al., 2015).

The different ways in which protective factors have been conceptu-
alized is reflected in contemporary violence risk assessment instru-
ments. The Violence Risk Scale (VRS; Wong & Gordon, 2003), for
example, is a violence risk assessment instrument that requires consid-
eration of six static and 20 dynamic risk factors for violence. Themanual
proposes that risk variables rated as a “0” are the client's areas of
‘strength’, suggesting that protective factors are regarded as the absence
of risk or criminogenic needs. However, elsewhere in the manual a “0”
rating refers to a situation in which “the factor in question has no rela-
tionshipwith violence” (p. 15), creating ambiguity about the role of pro-
tective/strength factor assessment. The Historical-Clinical-Risk
Management-20 version 3 (HCR-20v3; Douglas et al., 2013) does not
consider protective factors in its scoring procedures.
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