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I am often asked, “What led you to study mass shootings?” The answer is 
simple: “I am a Virginia Tech Hokie.” With this response, most people instantly 
understand my connection to the topic. I am a psychologist with expertise in 
trauma, who also happens to be a proud graduate of the close‐knit community 
of Virginia Tech located in Blacksburg, Virginia. The university is well known 
for its academic excellence, football team, unique school colors, and beautiful 
campus. In April 2007, it also became known for one of the deadliest shoot-
ings by a single perpetrator on U.S. soil. I, like so many impacted individuals, 
was left asking questions: “Why did this happen? Why did the shooter open 
fire on innocent victims? How do we help those affected by the shooting? 
How do we prevent the next shooting?” It is these questions, and dozens 
more, that drive this line of research.

At the time of publication, this book was the only known psychology refer-
ence work dedicated exclusively to the study of mass shootings. This may 
come as a surprise given the immense media and political attention mass 
shootings have received in the past 15 years. However, one thing that is 
apparent across the chapters in this volume is that mass shootings are an 
underresearched area within the field of psychology. This book contains the 
available empirical evidence, as presented by the foremost authorities in the 
field, to inform the reader on our current knowledge‐base and identify gaps in 
the literature to guide future studies.

The chapters in this book are topically broad, and the contributors represent 
numerous fields (e.g., communication, criminal justice, criminology, psychi-
atry, psychology, sociology) and countries (e.g., Finland, Norway, United 
States). The material is presented in six sections. The first section, “Background 
on Mass Shootings,” introduces the topic by identifying many of the chal-
lenges associated with this area of study, the prevalence and key features of such 
incidents, and explanations for mass shootings. The second section, “The 
Psychology of Perpetrators,” discusses developmental and psychobiological 
features of mass shooters, and issues related to predicting dangerousness. The 
next section, “The Role of Media in the Aftermath of Mass Shootings,” focuses 
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on media as a means of influencing the public, a form of exposure, a medium 
for grief, and potential source of stress for grieving communities. The fourth 
section, “Psychological Considerations for Impacted Individuals,” covers 
the wide range of individuals who are affected by mass shootings and details 
issues related to psychopathology. The fifth section, “Clinical Interventions 
for  Impacted Individuals,” includes information related to individual‐ and 
community‐level clinical response, barriers to care for survivors, and resiliency 
and posttraumatic growth in the aftermath of mass shootings. The final sec-
tion, “Prevention, Ethics, and Future Directions,” covers a range of topics 
related to assessing for and reducing violence, conducting ethical research, and 
considerations for future directions.

There are a few additional comments that are necessary to properly orient 
the reader to this book. First, for the purpose of consistency, a mass shooting 
is defined in this book as an incident in which a gun was used to kill four or 
more victims. This definition was chosen because it is the most commonly used 
in the field and identifies boundaries for the material to be covered within this 
book. I acknowledge that this definition is controversial and flawed, specifically 
because of the restrictions on the number of victims and type of weapon. This 
will be further discussed in the first section of this volume. Second, although 
this book presents a breadth of information from a wide range of perspectives, 
the one thing that will not appear among these pages is the names of the 
shooters who have perpetrated mass shooting incidents. I made this request so 
that this book does not contribute to the notoriety that many shooters seek. 
Third, the contributors and I would like to acknowledge those who have par-
ticipated in the research that made this reference book possible. In the after-
math of tragedy, many members of impacted communities have volunteered to 
share their stories in order to assist us in furthering our understanding of these 
incidents and improving the support we can provide to impacted individuals in 
the future. We thank you!

This book is being published at a time when society is demanding answers 
to how to predict mass killings and there is a heated debate about how to 
reduce gun violence. The violent nature of mass shootings elicits visceral and 
emotional responses from society, and empirically based knowledge and 
 recommendations are often overlooked. In order to identify and enact 
best practices before, during, and after mass shootings, science must play a 
central role. I encourage policy makers to seek consultation from research ers 
who  can offer guidance on science‐driven policies and legislation. I urge 
researchers to conduct high‐quality research (e.g., diverse samples and 
events, longitudinal designs) on this understudied topic, disseminate find-
ings, and advocate for empirically based policy changes. This volume, as a 
compilation of the scientific progress that has been made thus far, is certainly 
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a step in the right direction towards better understanding the nature of mass 
shootings, identifying potential avenues for the prevention of future inci-
dents, and utilizing effective postevent response. I hold great hope that, with 
continued empirical and theoretical work, we will continue to ask robust 
research questions and apply what we have learned with the aim of better 
understanding these incidents.

Laura C. Wilson


