
Access to Specialized Threat Assessment Teams to 

Prevent Mass Shootings

SUMMARY

▪ Many school shootings can be prevented by 
recognizing warning signs and knowing the 
individual (Lankford et al., 2019; Silver et 
al., 2018b). 

▪ In the deadliest shootings, there has been 
an increase in warning signs and higher 
likelihood of being reported to law 
enforcement before the shooting (Lankford 
et al., 2019). 

▪ Policies should be implemented at various 
levels to identify and intercept potential 
school shooters before shootings are 
carried out.

IDENTIFICATION OF RISKS

▪ Key warning signs for targeted violence: 
pathways, fixations, identifications, novel 
aggression, energy burst, leakage, last 
resort, and directly communicated threats 
(Lankford et al., 2019; Meloy et al., 2015; 
Silver et al., 2018a) 

▪ Leakage: displays of emotions or thoughts 
of future violence (Lankford et al., 2019; 
Meloy et al., 2015)

▪ Leakage occurred over 50% of the time 
(Lankford et al., 2019; Silver et al., 2018a; 
Silver et al., 2018b; Vossekuil et al., 2004)

▪ Secret Service study reported in 81% of 
school shootings, one person or more knew 
of the possible attack (Vossekuil et al., 
2004). See Figure.

▪ 2000 to 2013: 41% of U.S. mass shooters 
were reported to law enforcement before 
the shooting because of warning signs 
(Lankford et al., 2019). See Figure.

▪ School shooters have a different profile 
than other offenders, making typical police 
techniques – e.g., examining criminal 
history and associates, and interviewing 
potential shooters – less effective (Lankford 
et al., 2019). 

▪ Law enforcement training is on the 
response to shootings, not on the ability to 
identify them (Lankford et al., 2019). 
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▪ Knowledge of an at-risk individual 
combined with knowledge of the 
psychology of school shooters could 
improve identification of valid threats.

▪ Ensure all schools have access to a threat 
assessment team 
▪ State-level clinical psychologist 
▪ District-level school psychologists
▪ District-level police (ex. resource officer)

▪ The team should be trained specifically on 
school shooters.

▪ Policy should require team investigation: 
Individual’s psychological and social 
background; warning signs; and interviews 
with the individual and their family, friends, 
and teachers (Goodrum et al., 2018; Silver, 
2020).

▪ If sufficient warning signs are found, 
mandatory psychotherapy should be 
required for at-risk individuals by a clinical 
psychologist specialized in school shooters. 

▪ Integrate current and future research on 
best practices for monitoring the individual 
during and after treatment.

Police SWAT team at Columbine High School shooting on 
April 20, 1999. Source: coloradopolitics.com


