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What is “gun violence”?



What is a mass shooting?

• “…four or more victims are murdered with 
firearms—not including the offender(s)—within one 
event, and at least some of the murders occurred in a 
public location or locations in close geographical 
proximity … and the murders are not attributable to 
any other underlying criminal activity or commonplace 
circumstance.” 

(Congressional Research Service, 2015)





160+
Variables



Database: Sources
Primary Sources:
• Written journals / “manifestos” / suicide notes
• Social media and blog posts
• Audio and video recordings
• Interview transcripts
• Personal correspondence with perpetrators

Community Variables:
• Data for closest census tract year
• U.S. Census
• FBI UCR
• Google Maps

Secondary Sources (all publicly available):
• Media (television, newspapers, magazines)
• Documentary films
• Biographies
• Monographs
• Peer-reviewed journal articles
• Court transcripts
• Law Enforcement records
• Medical records
• School records
• Autopsy reports



150 mass shooters 
(from 1966 to 2017 – The Washington Post)

31
Alive and currently incarcerated

29 
-2 not “not guilty by reason of insanity” or 

hospitalized
26

Not pending litigation or appeals 
(3 letters from attorneys)

9
responses (2 declined, 

2 denied)

5
interviewed



Community Stakeholder Interviews

• Perpetrators (n=5)

• Perpetrator Perspective
• Spouse
• Parents
• Siblings
• Extended family
• Childhood friends
• School personnel
• Social workers
• Work colleagues/supervisors 
• Shooting survivors

• Averted shootings
• Perpetrator
• Parents
• School personnel

• Victim Perspective
• Parents and family members

• First Responders, 
Stakeholders
• FBI Investigators
• Security consultants
• Mental health practitioners

Recruitment – publicly available data (emails), snowball sample



Mass Shooting Trends



70s Average = 1.4 per 
year

80s Average = 2.3 per 
year

90s & 00s Average = 3.7 per year

2010s Average = 5.6 per year



70s Average = 7 deaths per year

80s Average = 15 per year

90s Average = 21 per year

10s Average = 51 per year

00s Average = 24 per year





31.5% 
(N=53)

16.7% 
(N=28) 13.7% 

(N=23)
8.3% 
(N=14)

7.7% 
(N=13)

6.5% 
(N=11)

6.5% 
(N=11)

5.4% 
(N=9)

3.4% 
(N=6)

Mass Shootings by Location, 1966–2020 (N=168)
Note: there was an armed person on scene in 14.5% of cases
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Who are the Mass Shooters?







In Crisis 80.2%

Days 13.8%
Weeks 15.9%
Months 29.7%
Years 40.6%

Increased agitation 66.9%
Abusive behavior 41.9%
Isolation 39.5%
Losing reality 33.1%
Depressed mood 29.7%
Mood swings 27.3%
Inability Daily Task 24.4%
Paranoia 23.8%

0 18.8%
1-4 43.15%
5+ 37.7%



Behavioral Signs of a Crisis
Disruptive

Behaviors that 
interfere with the 

environment. 

Distressed
Behaviors that cause 

concern for the 
person’s well-being. 

Dysregulated
Behaviors that cause 

others to feel 
uncomfortable or 

scared. 

Dangerous 
Behaviors that 

threaten safety or 
well-being. 



Role of 
Psychosis

0. Psychotic symptoms played no 
role in the crime - 69.8%

1. Psychotic symptoms played a 
minor role in the crime - 11.0%

2. Psychotic symptoms played a 
moderate role in the crime, but 
were not the only motivation -
8.7%

3. Psychotic symptoms played a 
major role in the crime - 10.5%



31% of mass shooters 
were suicidal prior to their 

attacks, 40% were 
suicidal during, and 59%

died on the scene



45.3% of mass shooters leaked their plans ahead of time. 
30.2% did so in person

26.7% of mass shooters planned significantly in advance. 
23.8% showed interest in past mass shootings and studied other 
mass shooters 

24.4% of mass shooters left behind a “legacy token” like a 
video or “manifesto” to be discovered. 
8.7% had a connection to popular culture. 
9.9% added a performative element like a costume to their 
shooting. 



Violent Extremism
What’s social media got to do with it?



Differential 
association
The internet 

increases 
exposure to 
online-only 
associations and 
the frequency, 
duration, intensity 
of face-to-face 
communications



Inadequacy 

social media 
can 
negatively 
impact on 
people’s self 
image



Moral outrage  

exacerbated 
by social 
media use



Deindividuation

Social media 
facilitates 
anonymity



Fixation

Social media 
facilitates 
preoccupation 
with a 
potential 
target



Planning

The internet 
makes 
planning 
easier



Performance

Social media 
provide 
incentives to 
perform – to 
“win the 
internet” or to 
save face



% of guns used in mass 
shootings by type





So… this is a study about mass 
shooters? People like me. What 
makes people like me do such 
awful things? Sounds like a pretty 
important study. It sure seems like 
it’s happening a lot more often 
these days doesn’t it?



Trauma



I was shown pornography as a 
child and it disgusted me. My 
father would sometimes hit or 
grab my mother.

My father was a bitter, angry, abuse [sic] man. … 
I know he was abused physically and I suspect 
sexually. … He verbally abused all of us on a 
daily basis, beat my mom and I when we 
displeased him in any way, sexually abused my 
sister … I lived in fear of my dad. Many times he 
beat me as if I were a grown man (fists and 
boots). 

My father killed 
himself

The abuse by my friend’s stepdad 
was a huge impact. I thought it 
was my fault he abused me and 
that because I didn’t stop it I was 
gay. I hated him for doing it and 
myself for thinking I allowed it. 



Crisis



I was depressed, I hated 
myself and needed to escape. 
I wanted to hurt others like 
I’d been hurt. I hoped to die, 
and [first] prove I wasn’t all 
the names people called me.

I was a functional alcoholic and 
drank nearly every day. … I 
normally kept a ½ pint or pint of 
Jack Daniels in my truck and 
would take a few swallows on 
the way home…

I was set on fire at the skate park 
about 2 months before my crime. 
Someone had sprayed lighter fluid 
on my legs from under a bench and 
soaked my legs and threw a match 
on me and caught my pants on fire.



The Grover Cleveland Elementary School shooting, San Diego, CA
January 29, 1979
The principal and a custodian were killed
8 children and a police officer were injured



I tried to shoot myself with 
a shotgun. … I tried to 
strangle myself with a 

seatbelt. I had a lot of suicide ideation. I 
put a loaded pistol in my 

mouth, I tried to buy heroin to 
OD when I was 14 



Script



I was curious. After researching the 
Columbine massacre, I found a link to 
other school shootings and decided to 
read on them. I related a lot to [Name] 
and [Name]. [Name] was about my age 
and suffered from depression like I was.



Opportunity



I stole the pistol 
from my Dad

I was suicidal. I did some dry runs with my 
Grandpa’s shotgun. I would put it my mouth or 
under my chin to practice… I was afraid I would 
flinch. … I took my Grandpa’s pistol, a revolver, 
and a box of ammo, and put it in my bag. It was 
like, the best day. It didn’t matter what anyone 
said or did, I held power over life and death in my 
backpack.

[I was] scared he was going to 
find me… super freaked out 
because [he] knew my 
address and where my sister 
and mom lived



80%
Of school mass shooters

got their guns from family members



Implications



Helping or hurting?

• Active shooter drills
• Armed guards
• Punitive responses 



Insiders not outsiders
In crisis and suicidal
Leakage beyond “threats”





Trauma
Crisis
Social Proof
Opportunity
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