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Dedicated to reducing 
violence through research 
that is accessible and 
actionable

Committed to generating 
knowledge to enlighten and 
empower the public, guide 
practitioners, and drive 
informed policy decisions.
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Different Problems, Different Solutions
The Many Faces of Gun Violence

Suicides
Most gun deaths occur in private crises

Community Violence
Non-fatal shootings drive retaliation cycles

Mass Shootings
Rare but high-profile events

Type of Gun Violence Share of U.S. Gun Deaths Main Drivers Most Effective Responses Police Role

Suicide / Self-Harm ~60% Crisis, lethal means ERPOs, safe storage, 
crisis intervention

Train officers on ERPO 
petitions & welfare checks; 
link to mental health teams

Community / Street ~35% Retaliation, social networks Focused deterrence, 
NIBIN/CGIC, witness 
support

Prioritize nonfatal shooting 
clearance; use gun-intel & 
group violence intervention

Domestic / Intimate Partner ~4–5% Household access, escalation Firearm removal orders, 
victim safety planning

Enforce DV orders; 
coordinate with advocates; 
manage safe surrender

Mass / Public Attacks <1% Grievance, crisis, 
fame-seeking

Threat assessment, 
ERPOs, storage laws

Build multidisciplinary threat 
teams; train officers to 
recognize leakage

Accidental / Unintentional <1% Unsafe storage, inexperience Child-access prevention, 
education

Promote gun locks / storage 
outreach through community 
programs

Bottom Line: prevention strategies differ across event types
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The Long Reach of 
Mass Shootings

• “Mass shooting” ≠ “mass public 
shooting” ≠ “active shooter” ≠ 
“targeted violence”

• ~7% of American adults report 
being “on the scene” of a mass 
shooting in their lifetime, about 
half of these since 2015

• Among the directly exposed, 1/3 
reported an associated physical 
injury

• 94% reported mental health 
impacts
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Who are the Mass Shooters?
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1. Shooters often insiders

19% of 
mass public 
shootings 
include a 
family 
member or 
romantic 
partner
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2. Shooters in visible crisis
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Is this Mental illness?

20% Prior Hospitalization
25% Mood disorder
24% Psychiatric Medication
27% Thought disorder
23% Indication

Role of Psychotic Symptoms in Mass Shootings
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3. Shooting is a final act

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
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4. Shooters study others
Modern radicalization = social, iterative, addictive

Romanticization
Finding perpetrators "fascinating" or "attractive"

Idolization
Admiring their power, manifestos, or kill counts

Identification
"I'll do it too" — subcultures reward imitation with 
same clothes, slogans, symbols

Watch for "wannabe" talk: mimicry, fascination with shooters.
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***Nihilistic Extremism***

• Root Causes: Loneliness, humiliation, loss of purpose: 
• “nothing matters” becomes a coping style

• Attention and Algorithms: Reward outrage, novelty; financial 
incentives to escalate; mainstream to fringe progression

• “Edgy” or gore content is a pipeline: “Can you handle this?”
• Grooming and extremism in private servers and gaming “secret rooms” 

with no oversight

• Outcomes: Hatred of society at large and a desire to bring about 
its collapse

• Indiscriminate chaos and destruction (“radicalized despair”)
• Doesn’t prescribe to the political left or right = memes not 

manifestos
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5. Shooters leak plans
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Article

During Friday Prayer on 15 March 2019, two consecutive 
mass shootings occurred at mosques in Christchurch, New 
Zealand. A gunman killed 51 people and injured 40 more in 
an attack that he live-streamed on Facebook from a head-
mounted camera. In the highly disturbing video, the gunman 
drives to the first mosque, walks inside, and shoots multiple 
people before leaving the scene in his car and narrating his 
journey to the next mosque. The video was taken down within 
20 min by Facebook, but anything posted online leaves a digi-
tal fingerprint, so versions of it stayed live (Peterson & 
Densley, 2021b). Within 24 hr, Facebook banned 1.5 million 
versions of the video footage—1.2 million of which the com-
pany stopped from being uploaded at all (Peterson & Densley, 
2021b). However, one copy of the video lingered on its plat-
form for 6 hr, and another on YouTube for 3 hr. The quick and 
seemingly unstoppable spread of this video typifies how 
social media has changed mass public shootings: they can be 
watched unedited and go viral.

In addition to live-streaming their attacks, mass shooters 
in recent years have posted online while perpetrating them. 
The perpetrator of the 2018 mass shooting at the Borderline 

Bar and Grill in Thousand Oaks, California, which killed 11, 
checked his phone and made two posts to social media dur-
ing the incident (Ventura County Sheriff’s Office, 2021). 
During the 2017 attacks at Pulse, a nightclub in Orlando, 
Florida, which killed 49, the shooter checked Facebook and 
Twitter to make sure his massacre was going viral (Peterson 
& Densley, 2021b). In addition, having already stabbed his 
two housemates and another man to death, the 2014 shooter 
in Isla Vista near UC Santa Barbara, filmed himself from 
behind the wheel of his BMW and uploaded to YouTube his 
intent to exact “retribution” on a world he believed had 
wronged him (Garvey, 2014). The video spawned copycats 
and in parts of the internet, the shooter is worshiped as a 
hero.
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How Mass Public Shooters Use Social 
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Abstract
This mixed-methods study examines social media use among public mass shooters in the United States as an extension of 
a comprehensive database of 170 mass shooters from 1966 to 2021. Here, we report findings from a systematic content 
analysis of public data and detailed timelines that were constructed for 44 mass shooters’ social media habits and changes 
to those habits during the period of time leading up to their shooting. The paper also presents as a case study, a sentiment 
analysis, and term-linkage network for one perpetrator’s total 3,000 tweets. Several themes were found in the data—there 
were shooters who changed their posting habits and in some cases, stopped using social media entirely in the lead up to their 
crime; shooters who used hate speech and were “radicalized” to violence online; shooters with a demonstrable interest in 
violence, who referenced past mass shooters in their own communications; shooters who exhibited signs of mental illness 
and suicidality; shooters who were already known to authorities; and shooters who like those described above, actively 
posted while shooting, presumably to boost their own celebrity status. The findings from this study provide insight into 
commonalities among mass shooters in terms of their social media usage, which could lead to new pathways for prevention 
and intervention.
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6. Have access to firearms
Prevalence of Assault Weapons in US Mass Public Shootings, 
1980–present
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Assault Weapons & High-Capacity Magazines
What the Data Show

<5%
Community Violence

• While less than 5% of gun crimes 
involve rifles (most use 

handguns), rifles with high-
capacity magazines significantly 
increase lethality, leading to 
more shots fired and victims 

hit

• Rising trend in AR-style pistols 
and converted auto-sear 

(“switch”) handguns

~26%
Mass Shootings

• ~26% of public mass shooters 
used assault-style rifles; these 
attacks average twice as many 
fatalities and injuries as those 

using handguns alone

• High-capacity magazines are 
present in >60% of mass 

shootings with 4+ fatalities

• AWB/LCM limits reduce harm 
once an event begins

• Performative copycat component 

Higher Risk
Officer Safety

• First responders face higher 
risk when shooters possess 
rifles or converted handguns 
due to increased penetration 

and sustained fire, complicating 
engagement
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Implications for prevention

Insiders: Think beyond doors and drills

Crisis: Know the signs, crisis intervention

Final act: Suicide prevention, not punishment

Study others: Child protection, media and social media focus

Leakage: BTAM, reporting systems, relationships

Firearms: Secure storage, ERPOs, point of sale, lethality
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Political Assassinations

The past five years of 
assassinations and attempts on the 
lives of politicians is the highest on 
records dating back to the 1960s

Offenders
Age: 20 to 72 years old (M=37)
Gender: 90% men
Race: 79% white

83% of perpetrators under age 30 
had a documented mental health 
history and were in crisis at the time 
of the attack

Source: The Violence Project, Bloomberg Economics. Note: the 
assassination of Charlie Kirk is not included in the data because he was 
not a politician.
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www.theviolenceproject.org

violence-prevention@hamline.edu

THANK YOU
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