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ABSTRACT 
Mass Shootings have become 

synonymous with the American culture. 

There are more mass shootings in the 

United States than anywhere else in the 

world. Guns, violence, political issues, 

prejudice, racism and fear are a “normal” 

occurrence in the life of the average 

American. The questions of why mass 

shootings occur so frequently does not 

have a simple answer. Elements of gun 

laws, mental health, and prejudice make 

up the scenarios that must be considered 

when attempting to find the solution for 

the epidemic. 
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“OUR CHILDREN HAVE A RIGHT TO LEARN, TO LOVE, TO LIVE! 

SCHOOL SHOOTINGS ARE AN AMERICAN PROBLEM. NOWHERE ELSE IN THE WESTERN WORLD 

MUST STUDENTS FEAR ATTENDING CLASS. THERE IS A SOLUTION, AND THE YOUNG PEOPLE OF 

THIS COUNTRY ARE LEADING THE CHARGE TO SEE IT THROUGH.” 

- #NEVERAGAIN 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The mass shooting epidemic is synonymous with assault rifles, mental health, and 

gangly teenage boys with prejudice issues. One would imagine that with the high occurrence 

rates in the US, it is a global problem, and most countries suffer from this crisis, however, this 

phenomenon is not as globally problematic as is prevalent within the United States. When the 

words “mass shooting” are said, it is easy to pull to mind the images as displayed by the media, 

especially in recent times; heavy police presence, shell casings and evidence markers, family 

members grieving at the site. But what is the cause of these tragedies? When the media moves 

on to covering the next newsworthy event, these families do not get to do so that easily. The 

pain, grief, heartache, and confusing questions remain. After the politicians have given their 

press conference and shared their condolences and criticized the actions of the killers, what 

happens then? Where will the cause for change happen? Unfortunately, the mass shootings 

have become almost routine. A quote posted in the Economist summarizes the issue very well, 

albeit very sadly: “The regularity of mass killings breeds familiarity. The rhythms of grief and 

outrage that accompany them become — for those not directly affected by tragedy — ritualised 

and then blend into the background noise. That normalisation makes it ever less likely that 

America's political system will groan into action to take steps to reduce their frequency or 

deadliness.”  

If this issue was a global epidemic and all countries with access to guns and citizens 

suffering from mental health had mass shooting numbers as high as the United States, then it 

would almost be easier to understand. This is not the case. Statistics show that the US has a 

significantly higher mass shooting rate than anywhere else in the world, with studies showing 

that as much as 73% of the shootings occur in the United States (Issa, 2022).  

While it is true that the gun laws play the biggest role in the context of mass shootings, 

there are multiple other factors worth considering, namely the prevalence of mental health 
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issues and the access to treatment for this, as well as prejudice issues that may be influenced 

by elements such as political climate. 

 

 

2. Defining Mass Shooting 

 

There is no clearly demarcated definition for what a mass shooting is. There are certain 

criteria that contribute to what constitutes a mass murder, such as the classification provided 

by the Federal Bureau of Investigation: “a number of murders (three or more) occurring during 

the same incident, with no distinctive time period between murder” (FBI, 2008). Another 

description was provided by President Obama in the Investigative Assistance for Violent 

Crimes Act of 2012 after the Sandy Hook shooting. He classified a mass killing as “three or 

more killings during an incident, excluding the death of the perpetrator” (Investigative 

Assistance for Violent Crimes Act of 2012, 2013).  

It is important to note that mass shootings are a sub-category of these types of mass 

killing/mass murder incidents, where a specific weapon, namely a gun or firearm is used. More 

than one type of firearm may be used for these attacks. 

Other elements included in descriptions by other studies require the definition to 

include “public place,” “random victims,” and “a large number of victims” such as the 

definition provided by Dictionary.com. “The Mother Jones and The Violence Project trackers 

have the most restrictive definitions of a mass shooting, counting incidents with at least three 

or four fatalities respectively, where the shooting was in a public place and where the shooter’s 

targets were indiscriminate in nature.” (Aljazeera, 2022) 

 

 

3. Statistics 

 

According to a study published in the International Journal of Comparative and Applied 

Criminal Justice, seventy-six shootings occurred in Central and Eastern European states 

compared to 103 that occurred in the United States (Ainsin, 2021). Another study in the same 

journal found that “mass shootings in the US account for 73% of all incidents and 62% of all 

fatalities in developed countries.” (Silva, 2021) 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s40621-019-0226-7#ref-CR8
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2012/12/mass-shootings-mother-jones-full-data/
https://www.theviolenceproject.org/
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When isolating the incidents to school shootings only, it was found that the US had a 

significantly higher rate than all other G7 countries combined, according to a study by CNN. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Statistics regarding mass shootings in other parts of the world indicated that the second-

highest number of mass shootings occurred in France. They had eight incidents, resulting in 

179 fatalities.  

President Biden has reiterated this statistic in the wake of the Uvalde shooting at Robb 

Elementary School: “They have mental health problems (and) domestic disputes in other 

countries, they have people who are lost, but these kinds of mass shootings never happen with 

the kind of frequency that they happen in America.” (ABC News, 2022) 

Statistics collected and published by Aljazeera indicate that not only does America have 

the highest number of mass shootings in the world, but it also shows that the number of 

shootings within America is increasing. 
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4. Mass Shooting examples  

 

USA – SANDY HOOK 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The shooter of Sandy Hook Elementary school was Adam Lanza, a 20-year-old white male 

from Newtown, Connecticut, USA. He struggled with several issues from a very early age. He 

was developmentally impaired and had delays in his speech. He struggled to sleep through the 

night and disliked physical affection such as being held or hugged. These issues were 

noticeable by the age of five. Problems such as these might not be hugely problematic in their 

own right but are often indicative of something more serious. This was the case with Adam 

Lanza. A paper written by himself, and a friend contained strong themes of violence “beyond 

what most children would know to invent” (CT Mirror) There is no information regarding a 

consultation between the school and his parents about this disturbing book, nor is there any 

reference to therapy attended during this time. As he was approaching his teens, he became 

socially isolated and withdrawn as well as suffering from seizures. Again, there is no indication 

of any neurological assessment or treatment received with regard to this issue. He suffered 

from other ailments such as Asperger’s syndrome, obsessive compulsive disorder, anxiety, and 

autism. He did not take medication or undergo treatment for these issues. He was home-

schooled from grade 8, leading to severe isolation. He spent his time playing video games. 

The subject displayed a fascination with violence and other mass shooters. He cut off contact 

with his family members. He was likely suffering from anorexia nervosa and the resulting 

complexities that stem from this disorder. 

The victims of this incident were children and teachers at the school. The children that were 

killed were between 5 and 10 years old. The teachers were unarmed and female. Adam Lanza 
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deliberately chose Sandy Hook Elementary School. It was not a crime of opportunity. He drove 

his vehicle there and entered the premises to shoot and kill several people. Adam Lanza 

attended Sandy Hook Elementary School himself as a child, and this may have been a factor in 

his decision. The shooter first went to the administration area and killed a several staff 

members, thereafter he entered two first grade classrooms and killed students and teachers. He 

did not enter other classrooms, although he did attempt to. The weapons used during this 

incident include:  .22-caliber Savage Mark II rifle – used to shoot suspects mother prior to 

going to the school. Bushmaster XM15-E2S rifle – used as the main weapon to shoot victims 

at the school. Glock 20SF – used to shoot himself (suicide). SIG Sauer P226 – found on 

suspect’s body but was not used. Izhmash Saiga-12 shotgun – found in the suspect’s car, and 

had not been fired. Multiple rounds of ammunition.  

 

USA – UVALDE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The shooter was an 18-year-old Hispanic male that resided in Uvalde, Texas. The subject 

showed numerous red flags around issues of violence, threats against other people, namely 

sexual assault, and rape threats against women online. The subject was obsessed with guns and 

bought a semi-automatic rifle and ammunition on his 18th birthday. He had previously asked 

his siter to purchase a gun for him the year before, but she had refused. There are stories that 

he was a bully, that he provoked fights and tortured and killed animals, which he showed on 

his social media platforms. The subject was a victim of bullying as well and he engaged in self-

harm. He had missed a significant portion of school and was unlikely to graduate with the rest 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/.22_Long_Rifle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Savage_Arms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bushmaster_XM-15
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glock_20SF
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SIG_Sauer_P226
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Izhmash
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saiga-12
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shotgun
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of his class. Police had been called to his residence for fighting and violence and threats against 

his mother. The subject did not reside with his parents at the time of the incident. The victims 

of this shooting included nineteen children under the age of eleven and two teachers, again, 

both unarmed and female. The majority of the victims were Hispanic and many if not most of 

the students are economically disadvantaged. The subject’s grandmother was also shot by the 

subject prior to him going to the school, although it was not fatal. The school police officer 

was reportedly not at school on this particular day. The weapons used during this incident was 

an AR-15 assault rifle and numerous rounds of ammunition (reported to be more than a soldier 

will take into a battle) (CBS News).  

 

 

5. Gun Laws 

 

“GUNS KILL FAR MORE QUICKLY AND EFFICIENTLY THAN KNIVES, OR CROSSBOWS, OR 

TOENAIL CLIPPERS; AND, UNLIKE BOMBS, YOU DON'T NEED TO BUILD ONE IN YOUR 

BASEMENT THEY COME READY-MADE! THERE'S A REASON WHY GUNS ARE THE 

OVERWHELMING WEAPON OF CHOICE AMONG MASS MURDERERS.”  

― QUENTIN R. BUFOGLE 

 

a. The Second Amendment 

Much of the basis for the laws regarding firearms stems from the second amendment 

of the constitution that ratified on December 15, 1791. 

“A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the 

people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.” (US Constitutuion) 

 

b. Age requirements 

As with many regulations and laws in most countries, there is an age guidance 

requirement that dictates when a person may be legally allowed to engage ina particular 

activity. In America the laws governing when a person may own or purchase a gun states as 

follows; The Gun Control Act of 1968 (GCA), which regulates firearms at the federal level, 

requires that citizens and legal residents must be at least 18 years of age to purchase shotguns 

or rifles and ammunition. All other firearms, such as handguns, can only be sold to people 21 
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and older. State or local officials may implement higher age restrictions but are not allowed to 

lower the federal minimum. 

c. Purchase restrictions 

Many people are prohibited from owning or purchasing a gun. This may be based on 

criminal activity, mental capacity, or societal safety. People with criminal convictions (felonies 

and misdemeanors), and people convicted of possessing or using a controlled substance in the 

past twelve months are prohibited under federal law. Persons with diminished mental capacity 

or patients in psychiatric situations are not allowed to purchase guns. Any person that presents 

a clear danger to society is not allowed to own or purchase a gun. 

d. Government regulations 

As stated, the second amendment provides the basis for most laws governing gun 

purchase and ownership. State and local governments determine the regulations on whether 

residents may carry guns in public, but laws regulating who may receive or possess guns are 

decided and implemented at federal level. 

The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), a division of the 

Department of Justice, administers the GCA. The ATF also regulates the standards for issuing 

licenses to gun vendors. 

Shotguns, rifles, machine guns, firearm mufflers and silencers are regulated by the 

National Firearms Act of 1934. The purchase of semi-automatic weapons is legal in most states, 

as are automatic weapons made before 1986. 

e. License to sell 

Persons wanting to sell firearms require a Federal Firearms License (FFL). This license 

governs in person and online sales. The requirements for obtaining this license are that the 

dealer be at least 21 years old; they must have premises for conducting business and must alert 

a local law enforcement official at the time of submitting their applications to the federal bureau 

that regulates firearms; they must fulfil the same criteria regarding their history of prior 

convictions and mental state.  

There is a license fee that is approximately $200 for an initial three-year period and $90 

for each subsequent three-year-long renewal. 
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Unfortunately, if a person sells a gun in a private capacity and does not do so for profit, 

then a license is not required and there are obviously no regulations implemented for this 

transaction. 

f. Background checks 

Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act of 1993, which is an amendment to the 1968 

Gun Control Act; requires holders of FFLs to conduct a background check on potential firearm 

purchasers. People wishing to buy a firearm are required to fill out a federal form known as the 

ATF 4473. This form checks for prior convictions and other red flags, and FFL holders can 

then use the information provided on the form when conducting a background check. 

The information for the background check may be obtained by the FBI's National 

Instant Criminal Background Check System (NICS) or a combination of the NICS and state 

agency information. The background check returns a response in approximately 10n minutes 

and will either approve, deny, or delay the purchase. When a request to delay is given, then 

further information must be obtained. Once this is provided, the seller may act on their own 

discretion. 

g. Permits 

Permits to purchase a handgun are only required in approximately a dozen states and 

only three states require a permit to purchase a rifle or shotgun. California has stringent laws 

regarding the purchasing of firearms and a written test and enrollment in a gun safety class is 

required to obtain a permit. 

Certain states require permits to carry a handgun, and this may be affected by a 

concealed carry permit, while some states have no carry permit requirements for handguns or 

rifles and shotguns. Most stats do not have permit requirements to carry a rifle or a shotgun. 
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h. Gun show “loophole” 

There are laws governing the transactions of firearms through channels where a Federal 

Firearm License is involved. These criteria are not enabled when a gun transaction happens 

outside of an FFL. These transactions include personal sales, gun show sales, private collection 

sales, gifts etc. If a person sells or trades a firearm outside of an FFL transaction, then no 

background check is required, and this enables many people to obtain a firearm when they 

would not be able to if they were subjected to a background check. 

 

 

6. Other Factors 

 

a. Mental Health 

While the issue of mental health can and does play a significant role in the mass 

shooting statistics, it is unwise to allow this element to influence the considerations and 

implications of mass shooting trends. Although some mass shooters are found to have a history 

of psychiatric illness, no reliable research has suggested that a majority of perpetrators are 

primarily influenced by serious mental illness as opposed to, for example, psychological 

turmoil flowing from other sources. (Knoll, 2016)  

There is little evidence that supports the notion that individuals diagnosed with mental 

illness are more likely than anyone else to commit gun crimes. According to Appelbaum 

(2006) “less than 3% to 5% of US crimes involve people with mental illness, and the 

percentages of crimes that involve guns are lower than the national average for persons not 

diagnosed with mental illness.” Databases that track gun homicides, such as the National 

Center for Health Statistics, similarly show that fewer than 5% of the 120 000 gun-related 

killings in the United States between 2001 and 2010 were perpetrated by people diagnosed 

with mental illness. (CDC, 2013)  

According to a study provided by Adam Lankford (2016) If mental health made the 

difference, then data would show that Americans have more mental health problems than do 

people in other countries with fewer mass shootings. But the mental health care spending rate 

in the United States, the number of mental health professionals per capita and the rate of severe 

mental disorders are all in line with those of other wealthy countries. 
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There are many people who suffer from mental health issues that do not resort to 

violence. Despite the popular view of a mentally ill individual who suddenly erupts in some 

indiscriminate rampage, severe mental illness has a limited connection to violent crime in its 

most extreme form. (Fox & Fridel, 2015) It is therefore not only incorrect, but also problematic 

to associate mental health synonymously with violence.  

 

 

7. Solutions 

 

“THE RIGHT TO BEAR ARMS ... DOES NOT AND NEVER WILL OVERPOWER THE 

INDIVIDUAL'S RIGHT TO LIFE, LIBERTY, AND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS. 

WE CANNOT PROTECT OUR GUNS BEFORE WE PROTECT OUR CHILDREN." 

- FLORENCE YARED 

 

a. Gun Law Reform 

When attempting to ascertain the reasons behind the cause of mass shootings across 

America, Fisher and Keller (2017) put forward that while it is plausible to speculate that 

because American society is unusually violent, or its racial divisions have impacted society, or 

its citizens lack proper mental care under a health care system that draws frequent derision 

abroad. These explanations share one thing in common: though seemingly sensible, all have 

been debunked by research on shootings elsewhere in the world. Instead, an ever-growing body 

of research consistently reaches the same conclusion. Americans make up about 4.4 percent of 

the global population but own 42 percent of the world’s guns. (Lankford, 2016)  

The United States also has some of the weakest controls over who may buy a gun and 

what sorts of guns may be owned. (Fisher & Keller, 2017) 

 

“WHEN THE SECOND AMENDMENT WAS WRITTEN, GUNS FIRED ONE ROUND A MINUTE. NOW 

THEY CAN FIRE OVER ONE HUNDRED. GUNS HAVE EVOLVED OVER THE YEARS. SO SHOULD OUR 

GUN LAWS.” 

— SHANE CLAIBORNE 

 

https://www.goodgoodgood.co/podcast/shaine-claiborne-shane-claiborne-on-abolishing-the-death-penalty
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In the 20 years since a mass shooting in Australia led to a ban on rapid fire long guns, 

the country has had no mass shootings and has seen an accelerated decline in total firearm 

deaths, Australian researchers report in a study. In the 18 years before the ban was enacted 

Australia had seen 13 fatal mass shootings. (McCarthy, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While there is an inherent desire in many Americans to have the right to own firearms, 

it must not override the inherent need to protect the citizens of the US, particularly those that 

are unable to protect themselves, such as innocent schoolchildren.  

 

  

8. Conclusion 

 

There is a substantial gap in the research field to accurately gauge the causes and factors related 

to mass shootings. However, there is significant correlation between the gun laws, and 

ownership, mental health issues of the average American and the incidents of mass violence. 

The let it be considered that the value of gun laws focusing on mental illness, with attention 

to their potential efficacy in preventing future mass shootings. The author concludes by 

proposing that instead of the focus on mental illness, increased attention should be paid to 

sociocultural factors associated with mass shootings and exploring other interventions and 

areas for further research.   
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