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Hawai‘i residents have been 
shocked by the recent violence at 
Virginia Tech that left 33 students 
and professors dead. 

While an ocean away, we join 
the nation in feelings of grief and 
anger at this tragic and senseless 
loss of life. The sounds of gun-

shots, images of bleeding victims, 
and interviews with survivors and 
grieving relatives fill our televi-
sion screens and weigh heavily on 

our hearts and minds. 
Statistics show that despite the 

recent highly publicized multiple-
victim homicides in schools, less 
than one percent of child murders 
actually occur at school. Even so, 
in the midst of the aftermath we 
can’t help but wonder whether or 
not our own students and educators 
are safe from this type of targeted, 
premeditated violence. 

The NASA shooting in Texas 
just days after the Virginia Tech 
massacre reminds us that targeted 
violence can occur just as eas-
ily in the workplace. While new 
details regarding the shootings 
and personality and behaviors of 
the shooters emerge each day, so 
grows our sense of fear and trepi-
dation regarding our 
own vulnerability.

We are left to won-
der, what causes such 
violent behavior? 
According to Dr. June 
Ching, an O‘ahu-based 
psychologist and past 
president of the Hawaii 
Psychological Asso-
ciation, there is never a 
simple explanation, nor 
a single reason some-
one commits a violent 
act. Dr. Ching says that 
“violence is typically 
used to express feel-
ings, used to manipulate or control, 
or used to retaliate against others 
for some real or imagined hurts.” 

Dr. Ching warns that those who 
become violent often develop an 
excessive preoccupation with vio-
lence, have difficulty expressing 
or controlling their emotions, and 
may fantasize that violent acts 
will earn them acknowledgment 
or respect.

Recently, the United States 
Secret Service, in collaboration 
with the United States Depart-
ment of Education, studied recent 
school shootings with a focus on 
the shooter’s pre-attack communi-
cations and behaviors. They found 
that while no specific personal-
ity profile can predict who will 
engage in targeted violence, there 
are some common characteristics 
across events that can aid in the 
prevention of future incidents. 

They found that multi-victim 
shootings are rarely impulsive acts 
and are typically planned well in 
advance. While perpetrators usu-
ally do not make direct threats to 
their targeted victims, often one or 
more adults have had significant 
concern regarding the shooter’s 
behaviors and propensity for vio-
lence prior to the incident. In most 

cases, peers were aware of the 
perpetrator’s preoccupation with 
violence and plan to commit vio-
lent acts before he took action. 

The American Psychological 
Association offers additional warn-
ing signs of people who may be at 
risk for perpetrating violent acts: 

• Anger outbursts and trouble 
controlling anger on a daily basis

• Escalating physical fighting or 
being combative and threatening 
others regularly
• Significant vandalism or dam-

age of property
• Increased drug or alcohol usage 

(which serves as a disinhibitor 
of intense anger)

• Engaging in increased risk-tak-
ing behavior

• Detailed plans to 
execute violence (e.g., 
expressed to friends 
or revealed in com-
positions, journals, or 
on web sites) 
• Announcing plans 
or threats to hurt oth-
ers
• Pathological delight 
in hurting animals
• Carrying a weap-
on, fascination with 
weapons, or easy 
accessibility to fire-
arms

If you see these 
warning signs in someone at school 
or in the workplace and worry 
about your safety or the safety of 
others, don’t ignore your concerns. 
Tell someone you trust and ask for 
help. This could be a supervisor, 
law enforcement officer, security 
personnel, teacher, school admin-
istrator, family member, psycholo-
gist, friend, or counselor. 

Protect yourself by not spending 
time alone with people who show 
these warning signs. If you are 
worried about being the victim of 
violence, ask for protection. Do 
not resort to violence yourself. 
While no one can predict with cer-
tainty the future actions of anyone, 
identifying students and workers 
at risk for violence and intervening 
with them early can help reduce 
the risk of violence.

Dr. Brad Klontz is the 2007 Pres-
ident-Elect of the Hawaii Psycho-
logical Association and coauthor of  
The Financial Wisdom of Ebene-
zer Scrooge. He can be reached by 
e-mail at  brad@klontzcoaching.
com. For free, confidential refer-
rals to a psychologist in your area, 
contact the HPA online at www.
hawaiipsych.org or call (808) 521-
8995,

Staying safe at school and work: Knowing the warning signs of potential violence can help

YOU’RE 
NOT ALONE

DR. BRAD KLONTZ

Clinical psychologist
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