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ABSTRACT
Sometimes psychiatrists are con-

fronted with questions regarding 
the potential role that media may 
play in influencing mass shootings, 
and they are asked to assess the risk 
for targeted violence in certain per-
sons who exhibit potential warning 
signs of media influence. Addition-
ally, psychiatrists can serve in an 
important role when interfacing with 
news media after mass shootings, 
but they must navigate ethical and 
professional pitfalls, including inad-
vertently increasing the risk for con-

tagion. Therefore, it is prudent for 
psychiatrists to become knowledge-
able about the potential impact of 
media on incidents of mass violence. 
Drawing from the fields of social psy-
chology, media research, and threat 
assessment, the authors review con-
tagion in mass shooting incidents, 
present potential media influence 
warning signs, and discuss consider-
ations for news media reporting of 
mass shootings and considerations 
for psychiatrists interviewed by me-
dia after mass shootings. [Psychiatr 
Ann. 2020;50(9):393-398.]

I n light of the increasing salience 
of mass shooting incidents within 
the public consciousness, questions 

arise regarding the potential role that 
media may play in influencing perpetra-
tors and future incidents. Interviews of 
and consultations with psychiatrists by 
news media in the aftermath of mass 
shootings offer opportunities for public 
education and stigma reduction but pose 
unique challenges. Additionally, psychi-
atrists may be called upon to assess risk 
for mass violence in certain persons who 
exhibit potential warning signs of media 
influence. This article reviews informa-
tion from the fields of social psychology, 
media research, and threat assessment 
relevant to the psychiatrist in consider-
ing the potential impact of media on 
such incidents of mass violence. Of note, 
possible effects of violent entertainment/
media on behavior will not be reviewed 
and is beyond the scope of this article. 

CONTAGION EFFECTS AND 
CLUSTERING OF MASS SHOOTINGS

The term contagion is derived from 
the Latin word contagio meaning “con-
tact or touch,” and therefore refers to a 
process of transmission. Through the 
works of James Mark Baldwin, Jean-
Gabriel Tarde, and Charles-Marie  
Gustave Le Bon, the concept of conta-
gion as a model for social psychological 
phenomenon first became popular in the 
late 19th century.1 Although originally 
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