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PART III. MASS SHOOTINGS: 
WARNING BEHAVIORS, 
PREVENTION, MEDIA COVERAGE, 
FIREARMS LEGISLATION, 
AND FORECASTING 
Warning Behaviors: Leakage of Shooting Plans 
Public mass shootings are so violent, destructive, and unexpected that they are likely to come as a shock to the public, 
especially to people in targeted communities. In many instances, however, clear warning signs precede the shooting 
incident, which create a window of opportunity to intervene and prevent catastrophic loss. A common warning sign is 
when the individual planning the mass shooting directly leaks the plan to others. 

Exhibit 4. Signs That May Precede a Mass Shooting 

https://nij.ojp.gov/
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More Than Half of Public Mass Shootings Are Leaked 

Many who commit mass shootings leak their plans to others in advance. Research from multiple studies found that younger individuals 
planning mass shootings and individuals targeting K-12 schools were likely to leak plans, whereas those motivated to some degree by 
psychosis were least likely to do so.81 Roughly half of all completed mass shootings are leaked in some form. Out of 194 identified 
averted mass shootings, 99% were preceded by either a verbal (37.5%), online (22.9%), or other form of threat.82 

In Most Cases, Leaks Are a Cry for Help 
Detailed analyses suggest that leaked plans are more strongly associated with cries for help than fame seeking. Media coverage 
following a high-profile mass shooting often gives the misleading impression that one mass shooting triggers another, as potential 
assailants become aware of an opportunity to gain notoriety by committing a mass shooting. In fact, little evidence supports the 
notion that mass shootings are contagious, at least in the short term.83 Individuals who do leak their intentions to commit mass 
shootings in a school setting most commonly disclose their plans through various peer-to-peer networks, in person or online. These 
leaks may occur when the individuals consider the possibility of forgoing the planned shooting in favor of trying to resolve other 
issues in their lives. The leak can be a final cry for help.84 

In general, mass shooting plans were more likely to leak when they involved school mass shootings or were planned by 
younger individuals.85 Those in which psychosis played a role were less likely to be leaked. When mass shooting plans 
that targeted the workplace were leaked, they were more likely to be leaked to persons outside the targeted place 
of work.86 

Importantly, few instances of leaked school mass shooting plans are also reported to authorities, even though reported 
planned shootings appear to have a greater chance of being averted. When plans for a mass shooting in school are leaked, 
peers are often reluctant to report known threats. Additionally, when peers do report a threat, reaction to the report is often 
inadequate to stop the threatened shooting.87 

The Best Opportunity to Intervene 
Regardless of the reluctance of individuals to report leaks to authorities, these types of reports are likely the best opportunity 
for people to intervene against and prevent public mass shooting plans.88 NIJ researchers observed that leakage is a 
“critical moment” for mental health intervention to prevent public mass shootings.89 

And intervention often succeeds. Of mass shooting plans that were leaked and reported to authorities, most were reported 
by individuals outside of law enforcement who received or detected those leaks. Two-thirds of foiled 
mass shooting plots were uncovered through public reports to authorities.90 As another NIJ-sponsored study notes, 
“everyone can prevent” mass shootings.91 

After plans for a public mass shooting leak, peer intervention is often the most effective pathway to prevent the mass 
shooting from occurring. As previously noted, about 70% of those who commit mass shootings knew at least some of 

https://nij.ojp.gov/
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De-escalation 

Prevention and Intervention 

Crisis Intervention and Lockdown Drills 
Crisis intervention protocols are a promising practice for foiling public mass shootings.98 The core elements of crisis 
intervention are the identification of individuals in crisis, de-escalation, and connection to long-term resources 
and intervention. 

   Exhibit 5. Core Elements of Crisis Intervention 

Lockdown drills are another prevention and intervention strategy. These drills train students and educators on how to 
respond in an active-shooter situation. However, some research has questioned the effectiveness of lockdown drills.99 

Threat Assessments 
Schools are increasingly using formal threat assessment protocols to identify, analyze, and appropriately respond to 
threats of violence in or toward the school community. A typical threat assessment team is multi-disciplinary. Members 
can include educators, mental health professionals, law enforcement, and other professionals. The team conducts threat 
assessments as warranted by the circumstances. An appropriate response might include referring a student to mental 
health resources, involving law enforcement, or both.100 

their victims. And individuals who planned shootings in K-12 schools and workplaces tended to be “insiders” — current or 
former students and employees.92 Research suggests that prevention strategies in these locations should focus on detecting 
threats and responding to the underlying crises.93 For example, prior to a high-profile public mass shooting at a department 
store in the American South, employees reported signs of troubling behavior, but those signs were ignored.94 Had workplace-
based crisis intervention strategies been in place, that mass shooting might have been prevented. 

Analyses of leakage of shooting plan details have yielded insights that may improve prospects for prevention. Research has 
found that younger individuals who plan mass shootings — particularly school shootings — have consistently been more likely 
to leak plans to peers, girlfriends, or acquaintances.95 Persons who commit mass shootings in the workplace are more likely 
to leak the plans to someone outside their place of work.96 
A minority (22%) of individuals who engage in mass shootings create and release a legacy document, such as a manifesto. 
However, when attempting to prevent and assess the risk of threats, it’s important to note that leaked plans are often non-
specific. They may present as general threats of violence rather than specific plans.97 

https://nij.ojp.gov/
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Many education and public safety experts agree that threat assessments can be valuable. Some research has 
concluded that a threat assessment appears to be a fair and equitable method in terms of effects on students by 
race.101 Other studies have found that race was not a predictor of either threat severity determination or disciplinary 
outcomes.102 Rather, disciplinary outcomes were predicted by weapon possession and threat severity.103 An ongoing 
challenge, however, is implementing threat assessments in a way that minimizes unintended negative consequences 
for students in specific demographic or age groups.104 

The emergence of threat assessments as a primary response to school violence is part of the movement away from 
both profiling students who may pose threats and reactive practices, such as “zero tolerance” (which relied on 
exclusionary discipline, such as suspension and expulsion). Positive outcomes of threat assessment in NIJ-sponsored 
research included averting all reported threats, reducing aggression and bullying, and reducing the use of exclusionary 
discipline.105 Schools that used the Comprehensive School Threat Assessment Guidelines model had lower rates of 
exclusionary discipline than those that adopted general threat assessment guidelines.106 

Threat assessment focuses on finding and helping students who pose a risk instead of the problematic task 
of improving the accuracy of violence predictions. According to researchers, “Threat assessment represents a 
fundamental shift in the broader risk assessment field away from the pursuit of predictive accuracy toward a broader 
approach to the prevention of violence by helping troubled individuals.”107 

School Resource Officers 
One widely deployed asset intended to prevent crime and oversee safety in schools is the school resource officer (SRO), a police 
officer, typically armed, and stationed on-site at schools. But research suggests that the presence of SROs may not have a 
deterrent effect on school mass shootings.108 

Importantly, school environments differ widely, as do SRO performance standards. However, research suggests that, when used, 
SROs should focus on building trust and communication with students, as most attacks that have been thwarted were reported to 
law enforcement.109 Some school districts provide SRO training specific to supporting a school environment, putting less focus on 
punishing students while focusing more on de-escalating disputes and having SROs serve as positive role models. In these districts, 
students and staff are more receptive to SROs, and the SROs have positive effects on school violence in general. They also 
potentially reduce the risk of a school mass shooting.110 

https://nij.ojp.gov/
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Media Coverage of Mass Shootings: Cause and Effect 

News media reporting on public mass shootings has a powerful impact on public perception of safety.111 But coverage is not 
consistent across mass shooting events. One research report on the mainstream news media’s sense of newsworthiness 
found substantially greater coverage of public mass shootings that: 

• Have a high number of casualties.

• Target government facilities, schools, or houses of worship.

• Are perpetrated by young people, particularly those with indications of mental illness.

• Involve terrorism or hate motivation.

• End in the subject’s arrest rather than death.

• To a lesser extent, include large shares of victims who are white, women, children, and strangers.

The researchers in that study found that disproportionate coverage contributes to distorted public perceptions of risk 
and reinforces inaccurate stereotypes.112 

There is no evidence that any news media coverage of public mass shootings causes another person to commit a 
mass shooting in the short term (in other words, a contagion of public mass shootings).113 Whether there is a long-term 
contagion effect is an open question. Research shows that some individuals who go on to engage in mass shootings 
are fixated on violence in general, as well as other incidents of mass violence, and that they study mass shootings.114 

Firearms Research and Legislation 
Building better solutions to the mass shootings crisis will require new policies and practices. Research suggests that 
firearm restrictions may have a role to play, keeping in mind that firearms are widely available in the United States. Nearly 
40% of civilians own or have access to a firearm in the home.115 

Research findings justify public concern with assault weapon use in mass shootings, but the policy implications of those 
findings are unclear. NIJ-funded studies have found that assault weapons are overrepresented in mass shootings (12%) 
as compared to general homicides (1%), and that victimization is greater when assault weapons are used.116 Recognizing 
their destructive potential, policymakers at various levels are considering assault weapon bans. However, an NIJ-
supported study on policy solutions to mass shootings reported there was no evidence that assault weapon bans at the 
state level prevent mass shootings or reduce fatalities. (Notably, those findings did not address the fact that higher caliber 
ammunition found in most assault weapons cause far more destructive bodily damage than the ammunition found in 
most handguns and other firearms.)117 

Research can help explain why an assault weapon ban might not be effective as policy. NIJ-supported databases 
consistently find that, despite assault weapon over representation in mass shootings, handguns are the most common 
weapon used (72%-77%), and even in mass shootings where assault weapons are used, handguns are typically used as 
well (73%).118 Therefore, it is likely that mass shootings would occur using handguns even if assault weapons were 
unavailable. Furthermore, the authors of the policy analysis suggested that inconsistent, sometimes superficial criteria for 
assault weapon definitions could hinder the effectiveness of assault weapon bans.119 

Still, NIJ-supported research has identified policy changes with stronger evidence bases. Bans on high-capacity 
magazines at the state level are associated with reduced victimization. Magazines may be a more precise target for 
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policy changes based on clearer criteria and more direct intervention as opposed to assault weapon bans. Additionally, 
gun licensing laws at the state level are associated with reduced incidence of public mass shootings, meaning that 
fewer mass shootings take place in states with gun licensing requirements. These two policy options may be promising 
avenues for harm mitigation and prevention.120 

Extreme risk protection orders, which some jurisdictions refer to as gun violence restraining orders or red-flag laws, 
are another legal safeguard against mass shootings. Extreme risk protection orders are judicial measures to help 
prevent gun violence in particular cases. Courts issue these orders when evidence establishes an immediate threat of 
violence. The orders empower law enforcement to quickly confiscate firearms.121 

NIJ-funded researchers have reached mixed conclusions on the effectiveness of these orders. For instance, a survey of 
21 California gun violence restraining orders related to planned mass shootings found that in each of those cases, the 
threat was successfully averted. A separate analysis of firearm laws in multiple states found no association between 
the existence of extreme risk protection orders laws and the incidence or severity of public mass shootings overall.122 
Researchers, however, expressed surprise at the result and called for more research on the effectiveness of these 
orders.123 

Forecasting Public Mass Shootings 

The relative infrequency of public mass shootings makes most of these events extremely difficult to predict and prevent. 

One NIJ-supported research study adapted statistical techniques used to predict other rare occurrences, such as 
catastrophic earthquakes, to project the likelihood of a mass shooting. The researchers measured a 35% probability of 
another mass shooting occurring by the year 2040 that is as deadly as a major 2017 mass shooting that left 60 people 
dead, along with more than 400 injured.124 
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PART IV. MASS SHOOTINGS: 
IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY, 
PRACTICE, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
Recommendations 
NIJ-supported research on public mass shootings has opened new perspectives on who perpetrates these highly 
traumatic crimes and, potentially, why they do it. The body of work also suggests new pathways to capitalize on this 
substantial new knowledge, which will better support victims and ultimately prevent future mass shootings. 

Findings from the NIJ-sponsored studies have important implications for policy and practice. But in order for these new 
strategies to effectively reduce the incidence and severity of mass shootings, sufficient new resources and policies 
must emerge. Additionally, strong collaboration and information-sharing may make a meaningful difference.125 

Assess Insider Threat and Identify Leakage 
Most individuals who commit mass shootings are already familiar with the target location. They may also have 
knowledge of on-site security measures and drill procedures. That awareness challenges mass shooting prevention 
and response. 

To counter an individual’s potentially expansive knowledge of target details when planning a mass shooting, 
researchers call for a holistic approach to mass shooting prevention that focuses on understanding the overall 
characteristics and background of individuals with the potential to commit a mass shooting, along with any bystander 
reports of leaked shooting plans. A holistic approach would also engage community organizations while investing in 
schools to enhance counseling and mentoring initiatives.126 

A common theme across the synthesized studies on mass shootings is the need for greater emphasis on reporting 
mass shooting threats, whether they initially leak verbally or via electronic media. Research shows that when a mass 
shooter leaks their plans, they commonly127 share them with peers, family, coworkers, bystanders, and others. Those 
recipients, however, may be unfamiliar with reporting systems or unaware of the importance of reporting such plans. 
Additionally, they may follow a code of silence or mistrust authority figures.128 

Studies propose potential solutions to those shortcomings and help to avert mass shootings. One strategy calls for 
teaching people how to detect behaviors that may precede a mass shooting. Behaviors to flag can include struggles at 
school, work, or home, combined with: 

• Mental wellness issues, such as trauma or suicidality.

• A personal crisis, such as the death of a loved one, a relationship breakup, or disciplinary action at school or
work.

• A fascination with firearms.

https://nij.ojp.gov/
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Such behaviors should be addressed through counseling and mentoring initiatives and, when appropriate, be reported to law 
enforcement and other authorities.129 

Leaked mass shooting plans are only helpful when the recipient of the leak makes a report to authorities. Emphasizing the 
importance of reporting, establishing anonymous reporting systems, and helping potential leak recipients build 
trust with authority figures may lead to early intervention and avert a mass shooting.130 Such holistic approaches should be 
carried out by, for example, workplaces, schools, law enforcement, and public health systems in partnership with various 
community stakeholders and technology partners. 

Another research-based strategy calls for authorized officials to persistently and systematically follow up on a report of a 
leaked mass shooting threat.131 A coordinated response to threats and other warning signs should include treating the 
potential shooter’s mental health needs to help prevent a mass shooting. 

It’s imperative that authorities act swiftly when they learn of leaked mass shooting plans. Behaviors and other potential 
precursors that signal an intended mass shooting often occur close to the attempt of the planned shooting.132 In that 
circumstance, appropriate preventive actions may involve threat assessment teams, care teams, law enforcement, and other 
professionals who may have a positive influence on an individual who threatens an attack. 

A better way to prevent a mass shooting in schools is to identify and act on a threat before it becomes an emergency. For 
example, psychologists could help schools integrate threat assessment into their safety program but distinguish 
it from school discipline processes.133 Those professionals are qualified to assess a student’s misbehavior, recognize 
underlying educational and social-emotional needs, and identify appropriate interventions. They should be 
encouraged to take a problem-solving approach to help the individual understand that the threatened violent action is 
unnecessary.134 

Another possible way to respond to an individual’s observed behavior that may lead to a mass shooting is by establishing 
care teams at the institutional level. These care teams should consist of professionals such as psychologists, social workers, 
and law enforcement, all trained to mitigate personal crises and trauma. These teams can de-escalate a perceived threat 
while also helping the threatening individual avoid arrest or punishment. Such behavioral intervention teams in schools and 
workplaces may also help identify individuals at risk for committing violence against themselves or others and help determine 
appropriate, nonpunitive intervention strategies. That approach, when effective, may avoid the need to seek punitive actions 
involving law enforcement.135 

Research shows that mental health-based profiles are not useful or reliable at proactively identifying individuals 
who are at risk of committing mass shootings. Still, it is important to understand how common mental well-being challenges 
interact with other warning signs to lay the foundation for preventing and proactively following up on mass shooting 
threats.136 The fact that no particular mental health diagnosis applies to the majority of individuals who commit mass 
shootings underscores the importance of addressing mental health struggles as part of a larger strategy to prevent mass 
shootings. At the same time, it highlights the need to avoid profiling individuals based on specific mental health conditions 
or diagnoses.137 

Secure Firearms 

A key element of researchers’ proposed solutions for individuals at risk of committing mass 
shootings relates to safe firearm storage, identification of potential gun violence threats, and 
legal constraints on firearm access.138 However, those recommendations must balance against 
a citizen’s right to bear arms under the Second Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.139 
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 As reported above in the Choice of Firearms section,  the majority of individuals who commit school shootings use firearms 
taken from family members. Secure firearm storage in homes, especially where children or young adults are present, is an 
obvious and strong defense against shooting tragedies. Educating firearm-owning parents is a vital first step toward 
normalizing safe gun storage practices at home. An example of successful education outreach would be a messaging 
campaign conducted by various community stakeholders, federal or local government, or others. 

On the other hand, individuals who commit public mass shootings at workplaces or other venues often acquire firearms 
lawfully. Potential responses to lawful acquisition of weapons by individuals who may pose a threat to society include 
advancements in background checks for firearm purchasers. NIJ-funded studies also proposed, as another possible solution, 
temporarily removing a firearm from the possession of a person on a path toward committing a mass shooting. 

An unusual obsession with firearms, in tandem with other concerning behaviors discussed in preceding sections, often 
accompanies an individual’s leakage of their mass shooting plans. Together, these elements could inform a decision on 
issuing an extreme risk protection order by a court.140 By preventing a person in crisis from accessing firearms,141 extreme 
risk protection orders effectively reduce suicides and domestic violence. They could also help keep firearms away from 
persons who are displaying troubling behaviors that may lead to a mass shooting. Given the mixed results of research on the 
effectiveness of extreme risk protection orders in preventing mass shootings, further studies are needed.142 

It’s important to note that universal background checks are often incomplete. In several cases, a person who committed a 
mass shooting had “slipped through cracks” and purchased one or more firearms through lawful channels when that person 
should not have passed a background check.143 As an alternative to background checks, legal permits to purchase or 
possess a firearm may more effectively limit a potential shooter’s access to firearms because laws requiring permits engage 
state or local officials in the permit process. Those officials have access to criminal, mental health, and drug- and alcohol-
related records.144 A study investigating the psycho-social life histories of persons who engage in mass shootings 
examined the impact of background checks on gun purchasers and concluded, “[B]ackground checks on all gun sales or 
transfers may have prevented at least 16 mass shootings, saving over 100 lives.”145 

Finally, studies show that most individuals who commit mass shootings use handguns, and there is no evidence to 
suggest that an assault weapons ban would reduce public mass shooting incidence or severity (that is, the number of 
victims killed). Instead, it may be more effective to restrict magazine capacity, studies suggest.146 That evidence, 
however, does not address the association between the use of assault weapons and the severity of nonfatal injuries 
sustained during mass shootings. The extraordinarily destructive impact of most assault weapons on the human body, 
compared to that of most handguns, is a focal point of much public and law enforcement discourse on mass shootings. 

Support Victims 
Mass shooting survivors and victims’ families experience trauma individually, whereas communities that experience mass 
shootings undergo collective trauma. In all cases, trauma requires treatment. In general, many researchers agree that 
additional mental health services are needed for survivors and their families in the aftermath of violence. But not every 
community has enough qualified service providers, such as school psychologists, counselors, social workers, and therapists. 
Programs should be developed that encourage mental health professionals at all levels of education and experience to 
specialize in trauma and grief interventions.147 
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Victim needs can vary across affected populations. Thus, services should be tailored to the needs of both direct 
victims (for example, families and injured individuals) as well as indirect victims (for example, surviving coworkers 
and students, bystanders, and first responders).148 The key to meaningful assistance is not only providing it in the 
immediate aftermath of the mass shooting but also continuing to monitor those groups over time. A cost-efficient 
approach to such interventions is grounded in enhanced interagency collaboration, improved community cohesion, and 
enhanced safety awareness among community members.149 

Another insight relates to mass shootings that occur at home, known as domestic mass shootings. One NIJ-sponsored 
study found that, out of all children killed during mass shootings, the number of children killed as a result of domestic mass 
shootings was the highest (91%).150 Policies intended to protect children from mass shootings should be inclusive, 
encompassing private as well as public settings. Those policies might not be all-inclusive, but rather require solutions 
tailored to protecting children in private and public settings. Research can help shed light on similarities and differences 
between mass shootings in each of those settings, which can also help inform solutions. 

Minimize Notoriety 
NIJ-funded research on media coverage of mass shootings found that news media coverage of attempted or completed 
mass shootings can have harmful effects when the station or publication uses sensationalistic headlines, includes 
gratuitous details of the background and planning process of an individual who attempts or commits a mass shooting, or 
frequently displays that person’s photo. Avoiding such dramatizing coverage can help downplay the audience’s perception 
that the individual is powerful. Instead, news coverage could help prevent similar catastrophic events by steering others 
who might be inspired to commit a mass shooting toward preventive resources, such as telling readers or listeners how 
to get help during a personal crisis or for suicidal impulses.151 

Future Research Directions 
The NIJ-sponsored studies on public mass shootings have generated a series of recommendations for future research. 
The research focus needs to expand beyond mass shootings that occur in public places. Studies of mass shootings 
should be more inclusive of incidents that occur in the home or in the context of other crimes. A wider lens that 
captures domestic settings can help keep more people safe from mass gun violence in the long run, particularly women 
and children as they are more likely to be killed in a shooting in the home.152 

At the same time, research on public mass shootings in schools, workplaces, places of worship, and other public places is 
lacking on many fronts. Areas ripe for further study include insider threat and leakage, access to firearms, the news 
media and social media platforms, and mass shooting prevention. Below are relevant research recommendations from 
various NIJ-funded studies of mass shootings. 
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Insider Threat and Leakage 
• Motivations and leakage: Future research should examine in more depth the motivations of people who leak their

plans or threaten a shooting, using interviews or case studies to determine the relationships between seeking
mental health services and a cry-for-help motive and between social media use and a fame-seeking motive.153

• Insider threats: Researchers should consider further study on the reporting of threats and the effects that
reporting has on averting mass shootings.154

• Detection of warning behaviors: Future research should examine the time interval between when an individual
first decides to commit a shooting and when the shooting occurs, as well as where warning behaviors fall
within that timeframe. Research should also explore strategies to better detect warning behaviors in that limited
timeframe.155

Firearms 
• Extreme risk protection orders: Future studies should examine not only the terms of these orders, as issued by

a court, but also how they are enforced.156 In cases where prior communications and behavior signal danger,
researchers advocate exploring how to optimize these laws.157

• Safe firearm storage: The outcome and impact of safe storage practices, in the context of preventing mass
shootings, requires further research.158

• Technical firearm details and shooting severity trends: The relationship between weapon features and shooting
severity — including the number of fatalities and the number and nature of injuries — is ripe for research.159

The News Media and Social Media Platforms 
• Social media platforms: Research should study the impact of news stories on mass shootings that are posted

to social media platforms.160 For example, research into the impact of news coverage on social platforms, the
potential for the viral spread of that coverage through the use of such platforms, and the impact of the social
sharing and commenting on those platforms on mass shootings is of pressing importance.

• Copycat shootings: Research should study the impact of news coverage of shootings on the audience and the
potential for copycat crimes.161

• Digital activity of individuals who plan shootings: Research suggests that the field needs more robust data to
develop a more complete empirical picture of the digital activity of individuals who contemplate mass violence,
including school shooters. Digital activity can offer an additional point of detection and intervention.162

Mass Shooting Prevention 
• Situational crime prevention and intervention: Studies should examine “attacked” versus “nonattacked” schools

and compare the use of such tools as cameras, metal detectors, guards, and officers. Examining foiled plots to
see if situational interventions identified the weapon or the potential shooter could advance our understanding of
the importance of situational crime prevention and intervention.163

• Averted attacks: Detailed, comparative case studies of completed and averted attacks should be undertaken, as
well as studies to differentiate aspects of mass shooting events, such as targets and motivations.164
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