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Chapter One

A “How-To” Manual

On December 14, 2012, an anxiety-ridden twenty-year-old shot through the front door of Sandy Hook Elementary School and killed twenty children and six women in five minutes.

The shooting, eleven days before Christmas, stunned the world. The news media subsumed Newtown, Connecticut’s 27,000 residents, instantly filling area hotels and restaurants to begin the inevitable weeks of memorial services and funerals.

Headlines told the story:


“Our Hearts Are Broken Today”—Chicago Tribune

“Beautiful Little Kids”—Savannah Morning News

“Evil Visited This Community Today”—News Journal (Delaware)

“Massacre of Innocents”—Republican-American (Litchfield, Connecticut)

“Why?”—Vindicator (Youngstown, Ohio)

“Unthinkable”—Tampa Bay Times

“Gunman Massacres 20 Children at School in Connecticut; 28 Dead Including Killer,” read the New York Times, the page blanketed by a terrifying five-column picture of a teacher leading little students to safety. “Who Would Do This to Our Poor Little Babies?” it said beside a photo of then–President Barack Obama as he addressed the nation just hours after the shooting.



“We’ve endured too many of these tragedies in the past few years. And each time I learn the news, I react not as a President, but as anybody else would—as a parent,”1 Mr. Obama said. “The majority of those who died today were children—beautiful little kids between the ages of 5 and 10 years old.”2 Uncharacteristically and visibly overwhelmed, he paused to wipe away tears welling up and take several breaths of air to compose himself. We felt it.

“They had their entire lives ahead of them—birthdays, graduations, weddings, kids of their own.” He said that among the fallen were also teachers, “men and women who devoted their lives to helping our children fulfill their dreams. So our hearts are broken today.”3

“Like most Americans, I believe the Second Amendment guarantees an individual right to bear arms,” the president said. “I respect our strong tradition of gun ownership and the rights of hunters and sportsmen. There are millions of responsible, law-abiding gun owners in America who cherish their right to bear arms for hunting or sport or protection or collection…. I believe most of them agree that, if America worked harder to keep guns out of the hands of dangerous people, there would be fewer atrocities like the one that occurred in Newtown.”4

He announced then–Vice President Joseph Biden would lead a task force to pursue an aggressive legislative agenda, increase research efforts, and implement twenty-three executive actions designed to curb gun violence.5 Vice presidential (VP) staffers were quickly sent out to recruit the teams that would look for solutions.6

Within days I joined Mr. Biden’s effort, led by his senior policy analyst Maureen Tracy-Mooney; the pressure to find answers was palpable. Little did I know that the following year US Attorney General Eric Holder and I would be discussing our startling findings.

As a special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, I carried a gun. But understanding targeted violence, the kind occurring when an active shooter strikes, was a challenge.

Growing up in Michigan, I handled a gun only a few times and stayed home when classmates went north at the opening of hunting season. Instead, I concentrated on becoming a professional journalist, a bug I never shook after watching the Watergate hearings.

The day after I turned eighteen, I found work at the local daily newspaper, remaining there until I graduated from Michigan State University. A good newspaper job at the Daily Herald took me to Chicago, and before long I had added a law degree from DePaul University College of Law.

An offer to clerk for an appellate court judge led me to a prosecutor’s job with the Cook County State’s Attorney’s office. Though I worked primarily drug cases, for a time I shared an office with a felony attorney who handled what we called the “dead baby cases.” I admired her tenacity and told her I couldn’t imagine not crying all the time if I worked those horrific cases involving dead children.

When I joined the FBI, it came as somewhat of a relief to be working national security matters in their Milwaukee office, looking for terrorists, recruiting sources, and following the money trails. I felt the weight of the responsibility of counterintelligence investigations and the pressure when fate left me in charge as the supervisor of the Wisconsin terrorism response the morning of the September 11, 2001, attacks.

A promotion to the national counterintelligence division took me to Washington, DC; but, in the FBI, an agent works as assigned, and fifteen years into my career, I was reassigned to the Biden effort.

Some saw the issue only as a gun debate. But guns, explored in a later chapter, are a complex matter.7

Guns and active shooters are only part of the gun discussion. In 2016, for example, an estimated 39,000 people died by gun deaths in the United States; nearly 60 percent, or 23,000, of those were suicides.8 Of the 14,000 homicides, seventy-one of those deaths were attributable to incidents where three or more were killed.9

But the impact of each of these shootings is tangible and reaches back decades. How far we have come is best exposed in the rarely mentioned 1984 killing of twenty-one and wounding of nineteen, including five children, at a McDonald’s restaurant at the Mexico border in San Ysidro, California.

Police appeared helpless as they set a wide perimeter, and they and America, via live television, watched as an unemployed security guard and welder methodically shot hundreds of rounds from a semiautomatic pistol, a shotgun, and an Uzi rifle. Police followed a protocol of “contain and wait,” securing the area until sharpshooters and other tactical officers arrived. For nearly an hour, patrons huddled under tables, some trying to talk the shooter out of continuing his rampage. The shooter fired 257 additional rounds in the 62 minutes after police arrived and before a police sharpshooter finally killed him.

Estimates put the cost of gun violence in the United States in the billions of dollars annually. That includes recovery efforts, such as the $600 million price tag for the 2017 Live Nation music festival shooting in Las Vegas where 58 were killed and 489 injured—about $7.8 million for each fatal assault.10

Though potential gun legislation debates loomed, our mission at Team Biden focused on what could be done now. The US gun culture exists.

I had spent two years as the FBI’s public information officer for our Washington, DC, field office, and that put me in the middle of many crises, including when an active shooter killed a security guard at the US Holocaust Memorial Museum and, nine months later, when two guards were injured in a shooting at the Pentagon.

Leading the FBI in this new effort, I borrowed personnel and set up shop at spare desks in FBI headquarters. And, eighteen months and thirty-five active shooter incidents later, I was sitting in US Attorney General Holder’s small conference room in the Robert F. Kennedy Building on Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, DC, ready to brief him on what we had learned.

The FBI was about to announce that a fourteen-year analysis of active shooter incidents in the United States had found that an average of 6.4 incidents annually from the first half of the study years had increased to 16.4 incidents annually in the second half of the period.11

Our public announcement of an increase in shootings, and who was doing the shootings, surely would make news, and it’s always good to keep the Department of Justice’s main office in the loop.

And before he had even settled into his seat, the Attorney General spoke up. “If these were deaths from terrorist acts, the American public would be outraged,” he said. “And I’d be hearing about that.” Surprising and sad, Holder said, was who was doing the killings.

FBI research found active shooter incidents nationwide were killing more people, more frequently, in more states, than terrorist attacks had since September 11, 2001.

In fact, the FBI found that, since the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, 468 people had died in active shooter incidents and only fourteen were at the hands of foreign-inspired terrorists.12 The rest were domestic terrorists.

FBI Deputy Director Sean Joyce sat on the side, snacking on a granola bar and leaning back in his chair. “It’s a tough situation,” he said, shaking his head in agreement without looking up. Nothing left to say.

After the Sandy Hook shooting, the public and media had become obsessed with the question of whether shootings were on the rise. We knew now that the answer was yes.


AMERICANS KILLING AMERICANS

But even as we released the FBI study publicly, the anticipated and collective public outrage failed to materialize.

Cities continued to be synonymous with shootings: El Paso, Dayton, Pearl Harbor, Pensacola, Aurora, Parkland, Jersey City, San Rafael, Tallahassee, and Sutherland Springs.

Businesses, schools, and houses of worship were too: PJ Harrington’s Bar and Grill in Pennsylvania, Henry Pratt Company warehouse in Illinois, West Palm Beach VA Medical Center in Florida, Chabad of Poway synagogue in California, Dependable Plumbing in Texas, Walmart Supercenter in Mississippi, Noblesville West Middle School in Indiana, Waffle House in Tennessee.

Lots of cries of Never again! rang out, and lots of news stories about how things were going to change circulated, but each shooting brought the same sympathy tweets and pledges of thoughts and prayers. As we continued to track active shooter incidents around the country, we found the country moved from a shooting every month to a shooting every week. Less outrage and less news coverage followed. When fifty-nine people were gunned down by the shooter at the Live Nation country music festival in Las Vegas, we heard never again. The following month brought the gut-wrenching news that an eighteen-month-old child was among the twenty-six dead at a Texas church shooting; never again.

Now, with twenty years of research on 305 active shooter incidents behind us, the casualty count was 981 dead with 1,696 injured. Nearly a decade after Mr. Holder’s blunt analysis, irrefutable evidence has shown that Americans continue to kill Americans, in America, at an increasing rate greater than any foreign terrorist threat.

The job for Team Biden was substantial: dig into every area, and find ways to do a better job of preventing, responding to, and recovering from these shootings.




A TEAM EFFORT

Our Team Biden was an alphabet soup of federal agencies: DHS, FEMA, HHS, DOJ/COPS, FBI, the Department of Education, and others. Each had their own ideas and initiatives, as well as a role in our joint efforts.13

We adopted the singular national mantra Run, hide, fight to teach civilians to think through their best options when the shooting starts. We delivered massive training programs to teach people how to develop emergency operations plans for their libraries, auto shops, schools, houses of worship, businesses, and hospitals.

At the FBI, we invested $30 million in local and free training for law enforcement to help them learn that the best way to save lives is not to wait but to go directly to the shooter. I convinced reluctant peers to better share resources that were normally only available to our behavioral experts at Quantico. This information, I urged, would help the public better understand what leads up to an individual’s decision to commit a shooting and help everyone to recognize people in trouble. We nearly tripled the size of the teams who respond to shooting scenes to support survivors and families of victims. Millions more dollars supported the push for better equipment for responding officers and the sharing of best practices.

The impact of the team was so successful that we were recognized with the Attorney General’s Award for Outstanding Contributions to Community Partnerships for Public Safety.14 Surely this would reduce the number of shootings, we thought; but it did not.

Today, more shootings result in more fatalities.

It’s infuriating.

Where once a few active shooters struck each year, research shows the numbers doubling, then tripling. We saw twenty incidents annually in each of the years 2014, 2015, and 2016. By 2017, it seems the wheels had come off, with a high watermark of thirty shootings and even higher casualty rates. Higher numbers each year, 40 by 2020, and more than 60 expected in 2021. Nearly every week, my social media feeds would light up over the latest shooting, and I would be taking calls from the media, asking how we can end the violence.

After all these years of violence, it is a hopeless cause to some.

But I have come to believe it is not.




THE ANSWER LIES WITHIN

We have the answers to prevention. It’s not new laws. It’s not the police. It’s not someone else’s fault.

It’s our fault.

But don’t quit reading.

Although I admit to feeling a bit like Don Quixote at times, the best prevention experts in the world agree with me. “Mass violence is a pernicious social pathology,” the National Council for Behavioral Health reported in 2019. “The good news is that we have the means to limit if not end it. The bad news is that we have not taken the necessary steps to do so. We lack the social and political will, not the knowledge, capacity, or means.”15

I agree and shout it from the rooftops. We have the tools, and we have done it before. Practicing fire drills has resulted in our ability to say we haven’t lost a child to a school fire since 1958 in Chicago. Remember the successful campaign to warn children of stranger danger? How about teaching everybody to stop, drop, and roll? Ask someone alive in the 1960s to sing the jingle, Buckle up for safety, buckle up. These are just a few of the many successful safety education campaigns that struggled at the start but later became wildly effective and saved lives.

This was the exact thinking behind adopting the national messaging known as Run. Hide. Fight.®—to teach everyone how to think when bullets start flying. Now universities and businesses tweet and text out Run, hide, fight when an emergency is underway. It’s a nuanced messaged, discussed in more depth in a later chapter, but it is a great message that sticks like oatmeal to the ribs.

Slogans can only take us so far, though. Action is needed.

Individual citizens have the largest responsibility to own this fix, whether a parent, business leader, neighbor, coworker, cleric, school superintendent, classmate, library administrator, service member, human resources worker, or government worker. This applies too to those charged with security responsibilities. They are at the tip of the spear, developing plans for active shooter responses, workplace violence prevention, and emergency operations. Armed with the latest data and best practices, they can inspire the change.




INFORMATION OVERLOAD

We have the means to get us to our pot of gold: stopping the killings. Tremendous information is out there for the asking, but those doing the planning and training may have trouble finding it. Why is that?

It may be because typing “active shooter” into your Google search engine comes back with 100 million hits. A search for “threat assessment training” returns 200 million hits, and a search for “threat assessment,” 300 million hits. Where to start?

The noise and clutter of the internet provides an overwhelming and ever-increasing amount of raw, unvetted information. Articles and opinion pieces blur editorial lines as everyone offers well-intentioned but, at times, misinformed or outdated information. That’s actually what inspired me to write this book. I have an advanced degree in wading through all of those materials.

Few could envision today’s internet in 1966, when an active shooter spent 96 minutes killing people from the twenty-eighth floor of the University of Texas campus tower. The World Wide Web was in its infancy. Wikipedia was still three years away in 1999 when two teenagers launched their morning attack at their high school in Colorado. Government agencies were years from posting any useful resources for public consumption, leaving newspapers, television news, and opinion pieces as the primary ways the public would learn anything.

The extraordinary burst of information available via the internet may seem like a blessing. With a computer in every hand, it would seem that we have a bounty of resources ripe for the picking. But with so much information available, we are actually drowning in it. Trying to sift through it all takes time, and hiring someone to do it is expensive. For school districts, businesses, houses of worship, and nonprofit organizations, cash is always in short supply. For parents and the public in general, the task is nearly insurmountable. This book consolidates all that clutter and provides a how-to look at data-driven research and the way forward.




STOP LOOKING FOR A SINGLE ANSWER

Equally fatal to the effort to stop active shooters and other targeted violence is a focus on a single solution. We are in a meme, Post-it, sound-bite kind of world right now, and messages must fit into 280 characters. Not helping is the persistent view that there must be a single solution such as:


	Take away the guns.

	Put up more security at businesses.

	Arm teachers and security at houses of worship.

	Provide better mental health solutions.

	Improve anonymous reporting systems.

	Get rid of violent video games.

	Find more good guys with guns.

	Place more police in schools.



A single answer doesn’t work because there isn’t a single reason why these shootings continue to be on the rise. Complex challenges rarely have a single solution.

A former director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention told the Washington Post in the early months of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, “People keep asking me, ‘What’s the one thing we have to do?’… The one thing we have to do is to understand that there is not one thing. We need a comprehensive battle strategy, meticulously implemented.”16

Stopping targeted violence, including active shooters, takes a comprehensive battle strategy that very much requires the public on the battlefield. This book will identify and explain errors in some of the common theories. It will review the breadth of the problem and send readers on a path to develop their own safety plans, and it will examine how to provide life-saving training, change policies, and ultimately save lives. There isn’t room for everything here, but particular attention has been paid to prevention efforts as we all try to tip the scale toward ending the killings.




STARTING AT GO

In the FBI












	Often those who commit targeted violence move on a path that includes visible signs of planning and preparation? These are opportunities to find a shooter before the shooting starts.

	A handful of nationally available anonymous tiplines exist right now that you can share with students, parents, employees, and others who might be afraid to call police about a potential active shooter?

	Millions of federal dollars are used to aid survivors, victims, and their families through a well-coordinated, and long-established, federal, state, and local victim services network? Having knowledge of contact and other information before a disaster can get you national assistance within hours.






	Although a novice can fire three rounds a second from a handgun, and many more from a semiautomatic weapon, every shooter still has to stop to change magazines. This creates opportunities to flee or overwhelm the shooter.

	When a shooting occurs and you lie down on the pavement, any bullets that hit the ground in your direction can skid great distances across that ground, looking for something or someone to hit. Don’t be on the ground.







BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER
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	What should I think when my child talks about killing and hate?

	Where should I turn when I have a hunch?

	What should supervisors do when they hear about a troubled employee?

	When is intervention by a counselor important?

	What are the legal limits to sharing personal information when I suspect someone of potential violence?

	What behaviors should be concerning to a schoolteacher?

	What do clerics need to think about when they see behavioral changes in a member of their flock?

	Where do guns fit in?

	When is a neighbor’s being a busybody a necessary thing?

	When you see something, what do you say, and to whom?













PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY


















OUR ACTION CAN STOP THE KILLINGS
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How to End the Mass Shuuting Crisis
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Prevention

«Train everyone, no matter
the age, to act with kindness
and remain aware.

«Train adults to identify
behaviors of concern and
watch for stressors that
might trigger violence.

«Develop a response team
with decision-making
authority, and pre-assign
areas of responsiblity.

«Engage police and local
government in planning.

«Assess the physical security
of building and grounds.

«Develop a support plan that
includes mutual aid from
unaffected communities,
companies, and like
organizations.

Response

«Use the Run Hide
Fight/Escape strategy.

+Use Stop the Bleed skils to
save lives.

+Use what is around you to
save your life.

Recovery

«Be part of the law
enforcement command post
decision making team.

«Engage with state- and
county-based organizations.

«Reach out to established
resources such as
businesses, churches, and
school districts in
neighboring counties.

«Protect the privacy of all by
seeking guidance from
media relations team
members in law
enforcement and county
agencies, and the FBI.

«Engage pre-established
teams to maintain
continuity of operations in
businesses, re-open schools
and churches, and create
calm.





