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Mass Shootings and their Asymmetric Effect on Societal Armament 

Abstract 

Mixed evidence has been found for a positive relationship between mass shootings and civilian 

armament. This study suggests that the causal effect of mass shootings on subsequent societal 

gun acquisition is non-linear and asymmetric. Different shootings spur pathways that in turn, 

have variant impacts on civilian armament. Through utilization of directed acyclic graph (DAG) 

software, several causal models featuring pathways and mechanisms are presented. All three 

pathways feature a latent variable of fear, and are endogenous to a historical period marked by a 

discourse of fear that became embedded in U.S. political discourse after the 9/11 attacks. Along 

with an overview of potential confounding factors, analysis of data on background checks from 

the FBI’s National Instant Criminal Background Check System (1999-2016) lends support to the 

argument. 
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Introduction 

More guns are being purchased in the United States (US) than ever before. In 2007, there were 

an estimated 270 million guns in the country [1]. By 2012, a Congressional Research Service 

report projected that this number had grown to 310 million total guns [2]. As of late 2017, there 

were an estimated 393 million guns in the US, representing 47% of all global civilian firearm 

ownership [45]. When viewed over time, there was an average of less than 1 million monthly 

Federal background checks carried out in the early 2000s – a minute proportion when compared 

to the 3 plus million monthly average of background checks that were conducted in 2016. To 

add, stock prices of arm-producers such as Sturm & Ruger as well as Smith & Wesson’s have 

reached new historical peaks. In response to these puzzling empirical occurrences, scholars have 

addressed a hypothesized causal link between mass shootings and gun purchases. Mass shootings 

appear to be causing civilians to arm themselves to record extent. For instance, after the Sandy 

Hook school shooting (2012) national gun sales were nationally averaging around two million 

per month [3], an increase of 500,000 when compared to the prior three months. 

 

Scholarship addressing the relationship between mass shootings and societal armament has 

tended to feature either case studies or linear-based statistical analyses. In an analysis of 93 mass 

shootings spanning from 2009-2013, Gopal and Greenwood [4] found mixed evidence for this 

hypothesized causal association of mass shootings and manufacturer stock prices. Stroebe et al. 

[5] conducted two surveys in Orlando after one of the deadliest mass shootings in U.S. history 

and found no evidence of a post-shooting increase in gun purchases. In contrast, Studdert et al. 

[6] investigated two shooting events in California and discovered that mass shootings did indeed 

cause a short-lived spike in handgun acquisitions. Wallace [44] also found a positive, but short 
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term connection between mass shootings and background checks in an investigation of six 

incidents that occurred throughout the years of 2000-2010. The impact of a mass shooting on 

background checks peaked then faded 3-4 months post-shooting. 

 

The present study argues that the effect of mass shootings on civilian armament is one that is not 

short lived, but is prolonged and contingent upon the qualitative characteristics of a given 

shooting incident. The relationship between mass shootings and civilian armament is non-linear 

and asymmetric. Different mass shootings may have different causal impacts. Not all shooting 

events are created equal, and only some types of mass shootings are apt to bring about increased 

armament. Over the last two decades, mass shootings have triggered different processes and 

mechanisms which in turn, have brought about significant increases in civilian armament. This 

occurred and continues to occur in a historical time period that has been marked by what 

Altheide [7] labels as a discourse of fear ([7],1355). Empirically, mass shootings bring about 

pathways according to 1) the severity of the shooting (total number of fatalities and injured), 2) 

the cultural characteristics of the location of the shooting, and 3) the ideological intent of the 

shooter.  

 

In subsequent sections of this study, these pathways are illustrated through aid of directed acyclic 

graph (DAG) software. Afterwards, data on background checks (1999-2016) drawn from the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) National Instant Criminal Background Check System 

(NICS) is analyzed. The analysis features a number of high-profile mass shootings (explanatory 

of causal pathways) which are linked to a temporally based scale featuring the noted data.  
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Mass shootings and Attempted Mass Shootings 

The United States experiences over 33,000 firearm-related deaths per year [8]. Although only a 

small portion of deaths are from mass shootings, overtime, casualties from these gruesome 

events have accumulated. Over the last four decades, mass shootings and attempted mass 

shootings resulted in 932 casualties and 1,138 injuries [9]. This form of violence has been carried 

out due to jealousy, anger, school fist fights, academic failure, workplace grievances, severe 

mental illness, ideological extremism, fame seeking, among other factors. Scholarly research on 

mass shootings has been divided into various strands. While the aim of this section is not to 

overview the literature in its entirety, prominent themes will be highlighted. Mass murder is of 

specific danger to public safety because it tends to be carried out by individuals that seek to kill 

random civilians. This differs from crime or profit motivated episodes of murder. Mass shootings 

have also been notoriously challenging to define. A mass shooting “attempt” has been defined as 

less than three fatalities, whereas a “completed” mass shooting is four or more fatalities. Cases 

involving perpetrators that kill their own family have also been labeled as mass shootings. This 

differs from the “mass public shooting” in which perpetrators only murder civilians. In this 

study, both types of incidents are assumed to be mass shootings as long as the incident takes 

place in a temporally short period of time and results in the death of four or more victims. 

Identical to Bonanno and Levenson [10], this study assumes mass shootings encompass an 

individual(s) going on a systematic shooting spree with the objective to commit a mass killing. 

 

In the context of the U.S., upwards of 90% of all mass murders are committed by males [11]. 

Shooters who attack work places, schools and educational institutions rarely do it out of sudden 

impulse, but rather they plan the act in advance. Interestingly enough, even with personal and 
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societal grievances, evidence has been found to support the claim that perpetrators of these 

heinous crimes usually do not directly threaten all of their potential targets beforehand [12]. A 

mass shooting necessarily involves the intent of the perpetrator to kill civilians, but usually 

specific targets are not threatened prior by the shooter. For example, after being discharged from 

the Marines in 1964, Charles Whitman experienced a chain of negative incidents as a young 

engineering student. In 1966, he killed 14 civilians at the University of Texas Austin. In a 

commission that oversaw an autopsy of the shooter, it was found that he had unknowingly 

suffered from brain tumor that contributed to an inability to control emotions. In a suicide note 

left prior to the shooting Whitman said, "I do not really understand myself these days. I am 

supposed to be an average reasonable and intelligent young man. However, lately (I cannot recall 

when it started) I have been a victim of many unusual and irrational thoughts" ([13], 169). James 

Holmes, the Colorado movie theatre shooter – also did not necessarily intend to kill specific 

victims,although he killed 12 and injured over 70 during a midnight screening of the Hollywood 

film, Batman the Dark Night Rises. 

 

A widely adopted distinction exists between what are classified as school shootings and the 

workplace or rampage shooting. School shootings, such as the 2012 Sandy Hook massacre where 

Adam Lanza killed 26 people, including 20 children, usually involve the deaths of youth and 

young adults due to the location in which these shootings took place in. On the other hand, 

workplace and rampage shootings occur in any given public area and involve civilians getting 

shot at in random manner. This is a nationwide security problem. Unfortunately, as Kleck [14] 

notes, gun control prevention attempts since the Columbine shootings have been largely 

ineffective. Scholarly research however, is yielding important insight into the general 
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characteristics of perpetrators that commit these gruesome atrocities. Lankford [15] investigated 

mass shooters that took their life after committing the act and compared them to those that lived. 

Few differences were identified between school shooters, workplace, and rampage shooters who 

committed suicide and those which did not. In contrast, Capellan [9] argues that the lone wolf 

terrorist shooter and the deranged workplace shooter actually share similar profiles. On the other 

hand, researchers have identified differences in the types of strains faced by non-extremist and 

extremist mass shooters [16]. 

 

The utilization of comparative methodology has also yielded new insights into the causal 

determinants of mass shootings. In a study utilizing fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis, 

Anisin [17] analyzed 44 different mass shootings and shooting attempts and detected different 

combinations of variables that could account for why some shootings resulted in more than four 

fatalities. Out of 44 shootings, cases featuring high fatality counts were more likely to be brought 

about when a shooter had severe or multiple mental illnesses and access to a large amount/high-

powered guns. Another combination that explained cases featuring four or more deaths 

comprised the variables of mental illness and radical ideological intent. Similar complex 

methods have been utilized in recent years to address an emerging theme – the contagion effect. 

This effect has been hypothesized to occur after a given mass shooting by bringing about more 

mass shootings after. Towers et al. [18] argued that mass shootings get brought about by similar 

events from the immediate past. Mass shootings were observed to occur every 12.5 days in the 

United States. Lankford and Tomek [19] to contrast, found no evidence of a social contagion 

effect in an analysis of data spanning from 2006-2013.  
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Mass Shootings and Media Circulation 

Mass media encompass newspapers, radio, television, internet outlets, and some forms of social 

media. News is the most significant force that shapes public definitions ([7], 1355). Along these 

lines, mass media has historically served as powerful medium influences social behavior. For 

example, media frames highlighting conflict and violence have been observed to mobilize voters 

during election cycles cross-nationally [20]. In today’s world, most Americans read, watch, and 

listen to news via social media (Facebook; Twitter; Instagram; SnapChat) [21]. More than a 

majority of people get their news about crime from mass media [22]. Nearly two decades ago, 

Burns and Crawford [23] pointed out that mass media possess the necessary forces that enable 

information about mass shootings to go viral.  

 

As Muschert [24] reasons, journalists and media heads are often caught between a dilemma – 

profit needs to be made through advertising and gaining viewership, while the profession must 

also maintain some ethical standard ([24], 65). Historically, reporting mass shootings by media 

organizations has tended to feature sensationalization of the rampant and uncontrollable nature of 

such events [23]. Kaminski et al. [25] analyzed responses to shootings at Virginia Tech and 

Northern Illinois University through administering surveys to college students. Here it was 

discovered that shootings led to modest increases of fear. In a similar study, Schildkraut et al. 

[26] compared media coverage of 90 different mass public shootings that took place from 2000-

2012. Crime was found to be related to varying degrees of panic: concern, hostility, consensus, 

disproportionality, and volatility. Analysis of survey data of student responses revealed that fear 

of crime was significantly correlated with these characteristics of moral panic. Vuori et al. [27] 

evaluated post-school shootings in Jokela and Kauhojoki, Finland and found that even with 
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variance in the communities that these shootings took place in, fear of collective crime was best 

accounted for by perception of low social solidarity.  

 

Generally speaking, media scholars have also found that news organizations excessively cover 

mass shootings compared to other news stories, and even to other forms of violence and crime 

[28]. Riddle et al. [29] argue that media representations of mass shootings feature extensive 

graphicness which has been observed to lead college students to identify with frames of violence. 

In a rich qualitative study, Madfis [30] conducted interviews with school officials and assessed 

their perceptions of fear and risk in relation to security. Fear of school rampage shootings has 

gained traction as a pervasive problem, and through fear, civilians believe that this problem can 

arise anytime and anywhere. Media has heightened public concern over school rampage 

shootings and created a discourse of fear – which in turn, has been used expand methods of 

social control through securitization in schools [30]. 

 

Part of this dynamic has to do with the fact that mass shootings are heavily sensationalized by 

media [31]; [32]; [33]. As part of their sensationalization of atrocities, media do not cover all 

mass shooting events equally. Through analysis of newspaper articles from The New York 

Times, Schildkraut et al. [33] discovered that the race/ethnicity of perpetrators plus 

victim/casualty counts are the most significant factors that drive sensationalist media coverage. 

Specifically, shootings that were carried out by perpetrators of Middle Eastern origin were 

likelier to get more coverage. Geospatially, incidents that occurred in schools received more 

coverage than those which occurred elsewhere. Another relevant dynamic here has to do with 

individuals that commit mass murder in attempt to gain fame. Lankford [34] investigated “fame 
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seeking” rampage shooters who attempt to attain cultural attention through carrying out a public 

killing. Mass shootings brought about by fame-seeking perpetrators were observed to be more 

common in the United States in comparison to other nations. They also tended to be more lethal 

than incidents featuring non-fame seeking shooters. Additionally, fame-seeking offenders tend to 

be younger than other non-fame seeking counterparts.  

 

The Current Study 

This study investigates a diverse multitude of mass shootings. While giving attention to only one 

mass shooting (e.g. Orlando; [5]) can produce insights, it also may lead to selection bias. The 

present study argues that not all mass shootings are created equal. The meanings that get 

attributed by publics to a given shooting are heterogeneous. The effect of a given mass shooting 

on civilian armament is dependent on more than one causal pathway. This entails that single case 

studies likely cannot reveal the full scope of causal operation with relation to mass shootings and 

the outcome.  The same dynamic applies to linear-modeling. To account for the environment in 

which this dramatic increase in gun acquisition has arisen in, this study draws on Altheide [7] 

who argues that a broad discourse of fear emerged after the 1999 Columbine massacre and the 

9/11 attacks. Altheide’s framework is particularly relevant to the context of the US and its 

cultural heterogeneity. It explains how extensive media coverage of the Columbine massacre and 

9/11 helped to legitimate the war on terror and expand social control (Altheide [7], 1355). This 

was accomplished through various media organization’s articulation of a “mega-frame” 

including fear mixed with positive memos about governmental legitimacy (Altheide [7], 1357).  
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Analyzing hundreds of media reports, Altheide found that policy makers and officials had a 

prominent role in articulating statements that combined the Columbine massacre with 9/11 

(Altheide [7], 1360). Political elites, namely those in the George W. Bush administration, 

constructed a rationale that was used to support war and increased state-led securitization of 

society. Mass media were complicit in similar actions through emphasizing the similarities 

between the 9/11 attackers and the Columbine shooters. Both were said to be representative of 

pathological character traits and evil (Altheide [7], 1366). This horrific school massacre and the 

9/11 attacks led to a major socio-political shift. Fear became instilled in discourse. Fear 

functioned not only as an emotion, but as a logic that was constantly rearticulated in order to 

justify policy change. Subsequent Columbine and 9/11, mass shootings (particularly beginning in 

2007), spurred fear and in turn, gun acquisition.  

 

Before getting into the causal dynamics underpinning this phenomenon, it is relevant to point out 

that many firearm owners in the United States own multiple guns [35]. There is also substantial 

variance in U.S. gun ownership. For instance, in some states such as Rhode Island or Delaware, 

less than six percent of the population are registered firearm owners, whereas in other states (e.g. 

Arkansas, North Dakota, or New Mexico) upwards of 40 percent of adults are registered as 

firearm owners [36]. Even with this demographic and geographic variance considered, 

quantitative shifts in national gun ownership have occurred. In detail, a rise in background 

checks began to occur around 2002-2003 (see Figure 1, NICS background checks, 1999-2016). 

Once the climate of fear was set in motion, the repeated occurrences of different types of mass 

shootings led to a never-before-seen historical increase in gun acquisition. A 2014 national 

Gallup Poll revealed that 63% of gun owners said having guns in their home makes them feel 
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safer. This is a stark contrast compared to a 35% percentage response to this question in 2000, 

and a 47% response in 2006 [37]. These processes began to occur around 2007 and the Virginia 

Tech massacre, a year that averaged 1.5 million monthly average background checks. This is a 

substantial contrast to the monthly average of 800,000 background checks which had been steady 

(annually) dating back to the earliest point of data – 1999.  

 

In figure 1 below, an illustration of data is provided on the number of firearm background checks 

initiated through the National Instant Criminal Background Check System (NICS) [38]. The 

latter is a comprehensive framework that was created by the FBI in 1998. It offers publicly 

accessible data on the total amount of background checks carried out by licensed gun merchants. 

Once a background check does get under way, security, law, and health databases are used to 

determine whether a potential buyer is prohibited from purchasing the firearm according to 

criteria such as a previous history of imprisonment, drug addiction and clinical withdrawal 

reports, mental institution visits, being dishonorably discharged from the military, among other 

factors. Specific information on confidence levels and coding procedures can be found in the 

online appendix. 

Figure 1. Forecasting Background Checks 

 

In 1999 there were 9,138,123 total background checks initiated. By 2016, there were 27,538,673. 

Although these numbers cannot tell us about the total number of firearms that were bought and 

sold throughout the country during this time period, they do provide rough estimates. At this 

point in time, this is among the only publicly available data on national level statistics on 

background checks, and in turn firearm purchases. Principally, if the effect of mass shootings on 
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gun acquisition is short lived as indicated in the aforementioned studies, what can account for the 

steady increase in background check requests? Utilizing this previous NICS data, a forecast 

reveals that 2021 will see 39,356,762 background checks. With a .95 confidence interval, the 

lower end forecasts a minimum of 29,850,491 annual background checks in 2021 – while the 

upper end forecasts a minimum of 48,863,034 background checks. Mass shootings are bound to 

increase, yet, social science has thus far produced a small number of insights into this interesting 

and complex empirical puzzle. 

 

Asymmetric Causality and Causal Process Theory 

This study utilizes causal process theory. This framework enables researchers to trace 

relationships between conditions and outcomes in the empirical world. Researchers identify 

sequences of events featuring single (or multiple) cases in order to identify any potential causal 

mechanistic activity, as well as any temporally relevant characteristics of the phenomena of 

interest [39]. Importantly, causal process theory is not at odds with any form of statistical 

analysis. It does however, tend to assume that most empirical socio-political outcomes feature 

multiple mechanisms and that causality is generally complex. In addition, in the context under 

attention here, causality is historically contingent in its nature as it is reliant on the presence of a 

discourse of fear. As Seawright [40], notes, “causation in the social world tends to involve a long 

sequence of decisions, actions, institutional patterns, and so forth that connect the treatment to 

the outcome” (Seawright [40], 57). The models introduced in this section capture reoccurring 

dynamics that explain increased gun acquisition in the US. They are reliant on a collection of 

antecedent factors and causal mechanisms, which in turn, lead the outcome (increased civilian 
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armament). More specifically, the models feature a temporal ordering of variables and 

mechanisms. 

 

Much of the literature on mass shootings and their proposed association with increased gun 

acquisition has been centered on linear regression analysis. Here, single-effects are weighed on 

the outcome and causes are treated as symmetric [41]. This present study, in contrast, contends 

that the outcome of civilian armament is asymmetric in its nature. Below are multiple pathways 

that empirically bring about increased civilian armament. Each pathway is reliant on specific 

mechanistic activity. This entails that the potential causal effects which bring about the outcome 

are not able to be observed though linear (symmetric) modeling. Different mass shootings bring 

about varying effects. In other words, causal processes are empirically driven by different 

characteristics. For example, shootings that are carried out by ideologically driven perpetrators 

will trigger the ideological pathway. In contrast, shootings that take place in culturally significant 

and symbolic locations will trigger the symbolic/cultural pathway.  

 

Pathways and Mechanisms 

The three causal pathways are reliant on two different mechanisms – those of the Media Viral 

mechanism and the latent mechanism of Fear. To illustrate these pathways, this study utilizes a 

computational tool called the directed acyclic graph (DAG). The DAG is an analytic 

environment that helps researchers to create, edit, and analyze causal models (acyclic graphs and 

causal Bayesian networks) [42]. It was originally created by epidemiologists to analyze health 

outcomes. Directed acyclic graphs are topologically ordered – meaning they contain a sequence 

of vertices that temporally precede each other. 
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Figure 2. Process Models 

The figure above summarizes all three models. First, the "Fatality / Cultural / Ideological" 

segment is formally defined as the ancestor of exposure. This enables different types of mass 

shootings to be accounted for. It combines the exposure variable (Mass Shooting) with other 

mechanisms that then lead to the outcome. The Media Viral mechanism is multifaceted as it 

captures how mass media (in traditional as well as social form) obtain information, interpret, and 

then circulate news about a given shooting event and its characteristics. This mechanism also 

captures how civilians can facilitate exchanges of information in relation to a given shooter 

event. Media organizations are not the only agents that enable given acts of violence to go viral. 

With contemporary technological platforms, civilians also contribute to this mechanistic prism 

by sharing news stories, retweeting stories, and voicing their opinion about a given event. 

Through this mechanism, frames get articulated that enable subjects to make sense of the given 

event under attention, the perpetrators past experiences, community-level characteristics of 

victims, the symbolic/cultural characteristics of where the shooting took place, and the 

ideological intent of the shooter.  

 

The Fear mechanism in contrast, is in light shaded grey in the figure above. To ascertain how 

fear and the emotions associated with fear get processed, theoretically, this study assumes that 

events are interpreted by individuals and then are followed by emotional responses and 

perceptions. Similarly, the earlier noted study by Wallace ([44], 158) utilized appraisal theory to 

suggest that fear drives gun acquisition after mass shootings through victimization. Fear arises 

under certain configurational circumstances that belong to a given mass shooting (i.e. the type of 

mass shooting, fatality counts, location, perpetrator characteristics). This entails that fear is not 
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brought about by all mass shootings because it is contingent on the subjective interpretation of 

individuals and groups with relation to incident type and subsequent mechanistic activity (media 

portrayals). In this sense, not all mass shootings and mass shooting attempts (those missing the 

characteristics of each three different pathways) can trigger the noted causal processes.  

 

Furthermore, the Fear mechanism is categorized as a latent variable, meaning that we cannot 

directly observe fear through observational data or something as simple as say, Google trends or 

newspaper report (storyline) counts. This mechanism varies according to the pathway at hand 

and is heterogeneous. Fear can be experienced individually but it can also be experienced 

collectively by a family, a group of friends, and even a community. Fear also is not 

predetermined as an “irrational” emotion, but rather, fear gets rationalized by individuals in these 

recurring processes. Civilian armament features both rational and emotional dynamics. First, 

through deliberating potential encounters with other/unknown perpetrators in future times, 

individuals address their fear through self-armament. Fear gets rationalized by civilians not 

through pursuing greater defense such as buying bullet proof vests, but via the acquirement of 

more firearms and rifles. This is done in belief that more arms will augment one’s personal 

ability to potentially be able to defend themselves in face of a mass shooter. Given that public 

security is a fundamental public good [52], this rational dynamic can become especially 

prevalent when civilians perceive that public security is decreasing or substandard. 

 

Second, there is an indefinite emotional impact of mass murder on individuals and collective 

groups in a given population. Previously noted research has highlighted how crime is correlated 

with varying emotions and perceptions of fear. For our purposes here, different shootings can 



16 
 

lead to increased societal fear through assorted ways. For instance, ideologically driven 

shootings will trigger certain perceptions of fear (such as fear of an antagonized other or a 

political radical) that are discursively contingent on previously articulated political symbols. This 

differs than say, a non-ideological shooting which takes place in a culturally symbolic location. 

In the latter scenario, an individual may not fear an antagonized other, but may think that the 

state is failing to protect civilians in providing adequate public security, and hence believes 

he/she can take matters into their own hands if a dangerous situation arises. The following 

section highlights the dynamics of these pathways with reference to relevant empirical cases.  

 

Severe Fatality Pathway 

In the first pathway, increased civilian armament is brought about by the sheer severity of a 

given mass shooting. Here the total fatality and injury count drives media responses as well 

citizen fear, which lead to increased gun acquisition. For example, to carry out what was at the 

time turned into the deadliest mass shooting in U.S. history (2007 Virginia Tech), Seung-Hui 

Cho utilized a Walther P22 pistol, a Glock 19 pistol and over 50 rounds of ammunition. This 

enabled him to murder 32 people. Cho was not ideologically motivated, nor did he commit the 

act at a place that can be considered a pastime in the American sense. Other notable mass 

shootings featuring high fatality counts include cases such as the earlier noted Charles Whitman 

University shooting, or the 2013 Washington Navy Yard shooting that claimed 12 lives. In the 

latter, the shooter, Aaron Alexis, was an individual that had previously been observed by 

coworkers and supervisors to have been mentally ill. He was imagining himself being followed 

by in-existent beings. Alexis told others that he frequently heard voices that were coming from 

underneath his bed and ceiling [43]. 
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Cultural Pathway 

The cultural pathway features mass shootings that take place in culturally symbolic areas and 

places of interest. For example, the 2012 Aurora movie theatre shooting occurred in 

entertainment area (Cinemark Century 16) that is not only familiar, but is part of “America’s 

pastime.” Movie theaters are bold symbols of American cultural recreation. Another shooting 

that is explained by this pathway is the Sandy Hook massacre carried out by Adam Lanza. As 

Schultz et al. [46] argue, Sandy Hook galvanized public opinion in ways never seen before. In 

their view, this shooting served as a tipping point that the American public strongly identified 

with an “exemplary community identity” of Newtown, Connecticut ([46], 66). The author’s 

supposition rings true – that “Many Americans live in communities like Newtown; many more 

aspire to do so” ([46], 66). What’s more, the “symbolic value” of children has substantially 

arisen over time in public life, argues Altheide ([7], 1356). When violence (in the form of a mass 

shooting), ascends in a culturally symbolic location or venue (most of which feature children), 

this triggers a conjunctural interaction that has great potential to spur fear, and in turn, increased 

armament. 

 

Ideological Pathway 

The final of three causal pathways captures how civilian armament rises from ideologically 

driven mass shootings. By ideologically driven, this refers to shooters that held extreme political 

beliefs or worldviews and used them as motivation for violence. Specifically, an extremist of this 

sort holds a set of beliefs that substantially diverge from mainstream policy preferences. 

Throughout the last three decades of U.S. mass shooting history, a variety of extremists have 

carried out these gruesome acts of violence including those belonging to the far-right (such as 
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Robert Lewis Dear), Islamic-inspired extremists (Omar Mateen), and racial extremists (Dylann 

Roof). This pathway is arguably the most political in nature in comparison to the others. For 

example, Omar Mateen’s actions resulted in a massacre at Pulse Nightclub in Orlando, Florida, a 

popular night club with Orlando’s LGBT community. Here Mateen’s ideological intent led him 

to strategically coerce part of a civilian population by inflicting violence on "westerners" and 

symbols of western culture (e.g. freedom of sexual expression in a public night venue). Once 

inside, Mateen fired indiscriminately at civilians in a crowded venue. This perpetrator first had 

identified himself as part of the Mujahedeen which were western financed extremist rebels who 

fought against the Soviet supported Afghanistan regime in the 1980s. After the shooting, Federal 

security agencies obtained information about Mateen’s deleted Facebook posts which revealed 

that he had advocated violence on behalf of the Islamic State. 

 

Frequencies of Background Checks 1999-2016 

In this section, the earlier noted temporally sensitive scale containing total frequencies of 

background checks drawn from 17 years of NICS data will be analyzed. Notable mass shootings 

will then be linked to their factual historical occurrences across this scale. In Figure 3 below, all 

NICS background checks initiated from 1999-2016 are illustrated according to month-based 

specifications. 

Figure 3. Mass Shootings matched with trend line 

 

This bullish trend line indicates that there has been a steady increase in the monthly number of 

background checks being carried out since around 2005-2006. As noted, the 2007 Virginia tech 

shooting was a salient turning point – just one year after, the 2008 Nebraska (Omaha) Mall 
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massacre occurred. In this case, a mentally-ill 19-year-old perpetrator killed eight people with 

two semi-automatic assault rifles. The cultural pathway is valid here as Westroads Mall is 

congruently symbolic to an elementary school or a movie theatre. Further, several mass 

shootings that occurred in the year of 2012 were monumental in spurring increased gun 

acquisition. Here both the earlier mentioned movie theatre shooting as well as the Sandy Hook 

massacre occurred. Under a year after, the Navy Yard shooting took place, which was 

subsequently followed by Dylann Roof’s Church rampage. Most importantly, the Sandy Hook 

massacre (December 14, 2012) resulted in what has thus far been the second greatest number of 

historical monthly background checks of around 2.7 million. This was only surpassed by the 3.3 

million that were carried out several years later around the time of the San Bernardino shootings 

(December 2, 2015). Lastly, at the time of writing this study, the Pulse Nightclub shooting (June 

2016) was the final case to go into analysis. This case triggered the ideological pathway.  

 

Confounding Factors 

Background checks are increasing. Civilians are buying more guns, and manufacturers are 

producing a record number of new weapons. There were around 11 million total guns produced 

in 2013, twice as much as in 2010. What’s more, after the Orlando and San Bernardino 

shootings, gun business owners have been documented to claim that their sales increased twofold 

[47]. With these staggering numbers in mind, it is necessary to consider a potential drawback to 

this study that may inhibit its generalizability. A criticism can arise highlighting confounding 

factors that may be driving increases in gun acquisitions after mass shootings. Wallace [44], 

addressed this issue partially through controlling for the Barack Obama presidential victory of 

2008, and for demographic factors such as race and crime.  
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Consider the following six potential confounding factors of phenomena which arose over the 

course of 1999-2016. 

 

1) Financial Crisis 

The 2007-2008 global economic crisis was the largest of its kind since the Great Depression of 

the 1930s. Economic downturns lessen material and financial security across society. A large 

literature in political economy has linked economic downturns with social conflict onset [48]. 

Even dating back to classical political economy, Karl Marx was one of the first to highlight the 

transformative power that economic crises have in enabling the working class to organize and 

potentially force concessions out of political rulers and the state. In the context of the 2007-2008 

financial crisis however, the United States did not experience significant increases in conflict. 

Financial crisis likely lessened the purchasing power of civilians to be able to buy new material 

goods. Interestingly enough, the Virginia Tech Shooting took place around the same time period 

as the crisis onset. According to a report put out by the Stanford Center on Poverty and 

Inequality, crime decreased in the U.S. from 2007-2010 [49]. 

 

2) Obama’s 2008 Presidential victory 

Barack Obama’s historic presidential victory over John McCain in 2008 resulted in the nation’s 

first non-white president. For a minority of Republican voters however, this led to discontent and 

a number of sensationalist claims being made along with the formation of a new right-wing 

political faction in the Tea Party. In this segment of the right, criticisms arose that the incumbent 

president does not have an official birth certificate, that he might have been born in Kenya, and 
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that he had links with left-wing radical individuals (e.g. pastor Jeremiah Wright). While a small 

segment of the U.S. population did identify with these views, it is not feasible to assume that this 

would impact gun acquisition. The principal factor to consider here is that the Obama 

administration faced a strongly unified Republican-controlled Congress which made it difficult 

to pass any significant gun reform. Aside from the Assault Weapons Ban (2004) and the 

Protection of Lawful Commerce in Arms Act (2005), no significant Federal-level gun reform has 

been passed in the last decade. In addition, in the aforementioned study by Wallace [44], there 

was no evidence of an Obama effect impacting gun acquisition. 

 

3) European Migration crisis 

Following the Arab Spring of 2011, a number of North African and Middle Eastern nation states 

plunged into civil war (notably Libya and Syria). By late 2014, upwards of 2 million migrants 

left their countries of origin either on boats through the Mediterranean Sea or by land through 

routes passing through Turkey, Bulgaria, and Serbia. Subsequently, a number of heinous acts of 

terrorism were carried out by individuals that had links to organizations such as the Islamic State 

- the Paris shootings; the truck driving Nice, France massacre - or the Berlin Christmas market 

truck driving massacre just to name a few. A debate arose in U.S. politics on whether and how 

many refugees from Syria should be given asylum in the United States. Coupled in with 

sensationalist news, coverage of European terror attacks exacerbated security concerns and 

antagonization of civilians of Middle Eastern origin in society. Around this time, domestically, 

the San Bernardino shootings carried out by two Islamic State sympathizers casted the issue of 

ideologically driven violence (terrorism) back into debate. This confounding factor is likely the 

most salient of all. 
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4) Racial polarization 

In recent years, the United States has experienced not only political polarization between left and 

right, but increasing racial polarization. A number of high profiled police shootings of unarmed 

black civilians (in different geographic locations across the U.S.) led to the 2014 riots in 

Ferguson, Missouri. Ferguson had repercussions for the entire country. It fostered the Black 

Lives Matter social movement, and also brought up a discussion of deeply embedded racial and 

cultural antagonisms. These are important historical shifts; however, it is unclear whether and 

how racial polarization would encourage civilians to arm themselves. It is plausible to assume 

that threatened groups (such as far-right White Nationalists) would likely seek increased 

armament to add to their already large possession of weapons.  

 

Discussion 

Americans are arming themselves to greater extent than in any point in recent history. Whether a 

shooter targets a shopping mall, convenience store, restaurant, tanning salon, school, institution 

of higher education, DMV office, abortion clinic, a religious gathering, or military base, the act 

and intent to kill civilians instills fear in the general population. Fear, in turn, leads the populace 

to arm itself. Throughout this study, directed acyclic graphing has been utilized to illustrate the 

causal processes that bring about increased civilian armament in response to mass shootings. 

Analysis of data on background checks and the pinning of different types of mass shootings and 

pathways to a temporally sensitive scale has yielded specific insight into the causal complexity 

inherent to this phenomenon. Precisely, fear has been conceptualized as a latent variable that is 

contingent on antecedent conditions (mass shooting type) that precede it. With these findings in 
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mind, it is equally important to discuss the potential drawbacks to this study. First, the data 

analyzed does not provide information on who the purchasers of guns are, their backgrounds, 

race, gender, economic class, among other factors such as which state or region the arms are 

being purchased in. The initiation of background checks simply exemplifies that gun purchases 

are being sought by customers and licensed gun dealers are sending requests for checks by law.  

 

Second, this entails that this study cannot account for the total amount of new guns being 

acquired because third-party sales are not included in the analysis, not to mention black market 

arms sales. When combined, gun shops and chains that sell firearms and rifles, the third-party 

market (gun shows included), along with the black market, likely add a much greater number of 

firearms and rifles into the mixture. The most recent accurate estimate of household burglaries 

(guns stolen) indicates that 1.4 million firearms were stolen over the period from 2005-2010 

[50]. Thirdly, in some point in times ahead, a maximum threshold could potentially be reached 

when background checks remain very high, but do not keep rising. Just as in any forecasting 

model or causal analysis that deals with an outcome that is empirically rare, it is very difficult to 

predict when precise spikes will take place in the future (e.g. in gun acquisitions due to a given 

mass shooting occurrence). This is an issue that pertains to other pertinent adverse socio-political 

outcomes that are empirically reoccurring, but rare (such as severe forms of human rights 

violations or genocide).  

 

There is little gun reform advocates can do to make it significantly costlier for Americans to 

purchase more guns. Recall that the upper forecast estimation of annual background checks is 

projected to reach 48,863,034 by 2021. While it is unlikely this many background checks will be 
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initiated, it is indeed plausible to assume that around 40,000,000 checks will be carried out on 

average annually by 2021. Considering there is a Republican administration currently in office 

and the financial lobby of the National Rifle Association (NRA) in congress remains salient, it is 

unlikely that significant gun reform will be passed in the near future. Funding for border security 

and agencies that deal with anti-terror operations will likely supersede the development of 

programs that can foster new developments in novel heuristics for mass shooting prevention. To 

this end, as of the time of this article’s publication, there are not enough mechanisms in security 

and law enforcement in play to keep potentially violent and dangerous civilians from harming 

the public via mass shootings. The debate on regulation appears to be stagnating on the derisory 

issue of banning certain types of semi-automatic parts on rifles. Startlingly, Dylann Roof did not 

get flagged on the NICS background check system because he had no criminal background and 

also was not mentally ill. More recently, Stephen Paddock snuck an arsenal of weaponry, 

including grenades, into a well-known Las Vegas hotel with hundreds of security cameras before 

he fired over 1,000 rounds of ammunition down into a large crowd attending a concert below – 

killing 58 and injuring over 800.  

 

In terms of media and the viral nature of mass murder, over the last few years, calls for 

censorship have arisen with reference to the problematic dynamic of media organizations 

creating sensational stories. According to some, if media does not reveal who the perpetrators of 

these crimes are, this might limit the desire for others to potentially carry out such actions. For 

example, recently in France, various media organizations have attempted to not publish the 

photographs of terrorists in order to de-sensationalize these acts [51]. While this study does not 

agree with the full censoring of photographs and profiles of mass shooters, it does encourage 
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some type of regulation to be enforced on the amount of time that can be spent covering a story. 

A mandate could potentially limit the time that media can spend reporting on mass shootings and 

especially on the personal history of the perpetrator. The end goal here would be to reduce the 

viral media effect. This indeed, is arguably the most difficult of all factors to consider and should 

be debated in future times by academics and policy makers alike. One possible route to take 

would be to mandate that media organizations (at least on a local or regional level) give equal 

coverage to other types of homicide and crime as they do to mass shootings.   

 

Conclusion 

To date, scholars have investigated increased civilian armament through utilization of single case 

studies, interviews, as well as quantitative methodology. This present study has contributed to 

this literature through unraveling the complexity that is inherent to the positive relationship 

between mass shootings and gun purchases. A harsh reality facing Americans is that attempts at 

mass murder, occur on a weekly, if not daily basis throughout the country. Given the reoccurring 

nature of mass shootings and attempted mass shootings in the US, it is pertinent to further 

investigate the different types of mass shootings that have been categorized in this present study. 

Once again, not all mass shootings will spur civilian armament because this phenomenon is 

contingent on antecedent conditions which then interact with the latent variable of fear and the 

viral media mechanism. In other words, mass shootings do spur fear and in turn, civilian 

armament, but this outcome depends on the type of mass shooting that occurs – the 

characteristics of the perpetrator, the location of the shooting, and the fatality count.  
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In future investigations, scholars that utilize linear modeling to assess the relationship between 

mass shootings and civilian armament are recommended to be cognizant about the qualitative 

characteristics of a given mass shooting. Without being able to account for different types of 

mass shootings and their underlying qualitative characteristics, models will fail to identify 

relevant effects. Specifically, if we assume that repeated empirical occurrences of mass shootings 

are homogeneous in their nature, then relevant causal associations between mass shootings and 

civilian armament will not be detected. The form of social inquiry that is recommended for 

future research must center around either testing terms in non-linear models (such as structural 

equation modeling), or through the necessary utilization of new technological applications and 

relevant methodologies. Depending on data availability, assessing digital trends might be a very 

fruitful route to take in subsequent research endeavors. Potentially gaining access to data of 

online searches for terms such as “gun stores near me” or “how to buy a gun” that occur in the 

wake of a massacre brought about by a mass shooting would be especially fruitful. Finally, in 

qualitative survey research, scholars are encouraged to disaggregate mass shootings, or at the 

very least be mindful of how different characteristics of a given mass shooting may spur 

different emotional responses. 
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