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MENTALLY DISORDERED OFFENDERS

Question: How dangerous are mentaly
disordered offenders?

Background: Canadiansare
understandably concerned about threats to
their persond safety, and offenders with a
mental disorder are often viewed as
particularly dangerous. The actua extent of
this risk was addressed in an andysis of the
violent recidivism of mentaly disordered
offenders.

Method: A meta-anaytic review of the
offender literature was conducted. Meta-
andydsis aquantitative technique for
summarizing the results from many sudies.
Thereview consisted of 64 studies of the
recidivism of mentaly disordered offenders.
These sudiesinvolved over 15,000
mentally disordered offenders who were
released from prisons and specid hospitals
and subsequently followed into the
community for an average of 4.8 years. In
addition, al of the sudies examined factors
thet increase the risk of violent recidivism
among mentally disordered offenders.

Answer: When compared to offenders
who do not have mgor psychological or
psychiatric disorders, mentaly disordered
offenders are less likely to recidivate
violently. There are two explanations for the
lower violent recidivism rate. First, some
studies compare mentdly disordered
offendersto individuals who have neither a
menta disorder nor acrimina record. With
this comparison, those with a mental
disorder are more likely to be violent.
However, when the comparison group
conggs of crimind offenders without a
mental disorder, it isthe crimind offender
group that ismore likely to act violently.
Second, mentally disordered offenders are
not aways actively psychotic. They may be
in remission or their symptoms are being
managed by medication. Thereis some
evidence to suggest thet the risk for
violence increases when the individud is
psychotic and suffering from symptoms of a
paranoid nature.

The study a0 evauated the rdative
importance of different risk factors. Many
menta hedlth professonds place
condderable emphasison “dinica”
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variables. Examples are length of
hospitaization and type of menta disorder
(e.g., schizophrenia, manic-depression).
The meta-analysis found that these variables
demondtrate very weak associations with
violent re-offending. Much more potent
predictors of violent recidivism are the
factors typically found to predict violence
among non-disordered offenders. Examples
of theserisk factors are crimina history,
unemployment and family problems.

Policy Implications:

1. Police, judges and correctiona staff may
need to modify their perceptions of the
dangerousness of mentdly disordered
offenders and their responses to these
individuals. Compared to non-disordered
offenders, the mentaly disordered offender
poses alower risk to re-offend violently.
Concern for community safety may be
raised in Stuations where the offender is
psychotic with paranoid symptoms.

2. Thegmilaritiesin the risk factors for
mentally disordered and non-disordered
offenders suggests a point where the hedth
and crimind judtice systems could integrate

their approachesfor effectively managing
the mentaly disordered offender.

3. There are two specific areas where the
two systems can cooperate: @) the area of
risk assessment and, b) offender
rehabilitation. The sgnificant overlap in risk
factors for the mentaly disordered and non
disordered offenders indicate that the
development of risk scalesfor the mentdly
disordered offender should build upon risk
assessment technol ogies devel oped for
generd offenders. In addition, treatment
programs that are intended to reduce the
recidiviam of the mentdly disordered
offender may benefit by targeting the same
criminogenic factors that are the focus of
successful offender rehabilitation programs
rather than traditiona clinicd factors.

Source: Bonta, J., Law, M., & Hanson, R. K.
(1998). The prediction of criminal and violent
recidivism among mentally disordered offenders:
A meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 123, 123-
142.
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