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Introduction

Light in the Dark

Many people remember where they were when they first learned the news on December 14, 2012. I was on vacation and with family at City Museum, an adventure cornucopia for kids built inside a former shoe factory in my hometown of St. Louis. As my wife and I stood watching our nieces, ages four and six, scamper through tunnels and down slides, we also harbored the secret joy of having just learned that we would soon welcome our own first child into the world. My phone buzzed with news alerts and urgent messages. For the previous six months, my work as a journalist had been focused on investigating the recurring problem of mass shootings, but even that familiarity couldn’t prepare me for the headline: GUNMAN KILLS 20 SCHOOLCHILDREN IN CONNECTICUT.

The attack at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, in which six adults also perished, felt like a catastrophic wound opening up in the world. If something like this could happen, nothing was sacred, nowhere safe. I absorbed the news for another moment and then looked around again for my nieces, who were now romping in a colorful ball pit full of other happy kids, most of them around the same age as those twenty first graders.

One incoming call was a request for me to join a rare live broadcast of National Public Radio’s All Things Considered, to give some context from a mass-shootings database I’d been building in my work for Mother Jones. I was soon on the air with NPR’s Robert Siegel, whose placid voice I’d known since I was just a kid myself, speaking to a mournful and outraged audience of millions. Though I’d summoned the resolve, it was hard that day to think about the unfolding event beyond how shattering it was for those Newtown families, a new depth to an endless problem quickly to be framed by the contentious national argument over gun control. Before long, however, I would start to learn of a very different way to look at the daunting phenomenon of mass shootings and what could be done to stop them.

First things first: Guns are not the focus of this book. But before going further, I’d like to respectfully offer a few brief words about them. Growing up in the Midwest, I loved the bold thrill and big responsibility of learning riflery and achieving marksmanship. As a professional journalist, I have reported extensively about the impact of gun violence on American society. Personally, I share the view held by a clear majority of Americans, as measured in public opinion polls over the past three decades, that the nation’s gun regulations are inadequate and should be strengthened. Not all mass murderers use firearms, but the majority do—and more than three quarters of those killers acquire their guns legally. Extensive public health research and investigative journalism show that weak regulations correlate with a broad range of gun violence in the United States, from bullet-ridden city neighborhoods to accidental child deaths in suburban homes to suicides in rural towns. Those problems produce far more casualties than the indiscriminate school and workplace mass shootings that so dominate public attention. Study of disparate state laws has made clear that stricter gun regulations would help diminish an overall national toll of nearly 40,000 shooting deaths and 115,000 injuries annually.

Even so, the scope of the mass shootings problem is larger and more complex than its tool of destruction. With this book, my aim is to leave behind the battle over gun laws and instead tell the story of an additional solution to the affliction of mass shootings, one with powerful potential to reduce harm. Its focus is on the intricacy and possibilities of human behavior.

I first began to learn about the field of behavioral threat assessment in 2013, about a year after turning my attention to a spate of gun rampages and working with colleagues at Mother Jones to build a database we called “A Guide to Mass Shootings in America.” After the July 2012 massacre at a movie theater in Aurora, Colorado, I’d been startled to find that virtually no data were available on this particular type of attack, whether from government agencies, academic researchers, policy groups, or news organizations. No one had put forth a comprehensive, detailed set of cases, let alone any in-depth analysis of the problem. The void was owed in no small part to a political chill dating from the mid-1990s, when the National Rifle Association and its allies in Congress orchestrated a de facto prohibition of federal funding for gun-violence research. An additional factor was likely the challenge of defining a “mass shooting,” which, historically, was a matter of loose consensus among criminologists and FBI experts: an attack by a lone assailant in a public place, with an arbitrary baseline of four or more victims killed. Excluding attacks with conventional motives like robbery or gang violence, I worked with my team to assemble a first-of-its-kind online database detailing dozens of cases in the United States going back three decades. The frequency with which it required updating in the following months, and years, was sobering.

Beyond documenting the legal provenance of most mass shooters’ guns, my initial analysis of cases revealed that more than half of the killers ended their attacks in suicide. I grew aware of another stark pattern. Details from news reports, court and police records, and my interviews with experts made clear that many of the perpetrators had acted in worrisome or disruptive ways prior to attacking, often for a long time. These had been potentially lifesaving warning signs, and yet the saturation of news coverage following mass shootings almost always told a different story, routinely quoting people who knew or had come in contact with the killers and expressed utter surprise in the aftermath: “I never imagined he’d do something like this” or “Nobody could have seen this coming.” Evidence from dozens of cases suggested those perceptions were mistaken.

The theme of astonishment was further contradicted by a remarkable development: many attacks in the making were being stopped, according to the top law enforcement official in the United States. Ten months after Sandy Hook, in October 2013, Attorney General Eric Holder stated in a speech to the nation’s police chiefs that the FBI had helped thwart more than one hundred “active shooters” since the beginning of that year. Now that was compelling news. I soon learned that a little-known threat assessment team within the FBI’s elite Behavioral Analysis Unit had been ramping up outreach to state and local law enforcement agencies, public universities, and other institutions around the country to assist with threat cases at the request of local leaders.

Meanwhile, America’s endless debate over guns bred apathy and surrender. Even as the nation was freshly grieving Sandy Hook, one widely cited criminologist published an article titled “Mass Shootings in America: Moving Beyond Newtown,” in which he wrote: “Eliminating the risk of mass murder would involve extreme steps that we are unable or unwilling to take—abolishing the Second Amendment, achieving full employment, restoring our sense of community, and rounding up anyone who looks or acts at all suspicious. Mass murder just may be a price we must pay for living in a society where personal freedom is so highly valued.”

I couldn’t accept that way of thinking. Especially not as a father-to-be, who, like so many parents around the country, would soon have to contemplate school safety for his child. This was a complex problem that demanded an equivalent response, not complacency or glib pandering. Mass shootings had long been occurring far more frequently in the United States than any other place in the world that wasn’t a war zone. But if this was inordinately an American problem, there also had to be the possibility of American ingenuity. Our society had eradicated diseases, dreamed up airplanes, put people on the moon, and invented the internet. Why couldn’t we contend with this challenge?

Though mass shootings were on the rise, they remained a small fraction of America’s overall gun violence, with the chances of being injured or killed in one infinitesimal. But from the early 2010s, they became everyone’s problem due to their outsize psychological, financial, and cultural impact. It didn’t matter where you lived or what your politics were; this was now the era with “active shooter” in the lexicon and schoolkids everywhere doing defensive drills just in case one came storming in. (Never mind that those drills could be harmful to children’s well-being, fueling anxiety and depression.) In a range of public venues, particularly in the nation’s schools, major resources have since been poured into physical fortifications, attack-response plans, and other “target hardening” measures. Those have included redesigning buildings, arming teachers and administrators, and installing additional locks, cameras, metal detectors, and security officers. Such measures were the focus after Sandy Hook in 2012, and again after the massacre in 2018 at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida.

“Unfortunately,” wrote a group of leading researchers, “these responses are not likely to be effective in preventing planned attacks.” The authors were threat assessment experts who reached that conclusion in a study published not long after another devastating gun rampage—the one at Columbine High School, back in 1999.

Nevertheless, in the two decades since then, school security had grown into a multibillion-dollar industry, with sales including everything from high-tech gunshot-detection systems installed in buildings to “bulletproof” ballistic-plated backpacks for kids and consultant-run training drills, whose participants were in some cases shot at with blanks or splattered with fake blood. Some schools went so far as to store miniature baseball bats or buckets of rocks in classrooms for fighting off a possible attacker. What wasn’t available was any credible research showing that these kinds of measures had value beyond the salve of safety theatrics.

Disaster preparedness at a fundamental level makes sense, including for unpredictable, low-probability events. But there was something baffling about the picture of our societal response to mass shootings, especially if other ways existed to diminish the peril.

Between 2013 and 2020, I traveled to numerous cities and towns throughout the United States to look into details of mass shootings and learn about the work of professionals who investigated these attacks and prevented others. Every single case featured in this book involves a subject who showed a mix of warning behaviors—not fulfilling any checklist, as the public commonly expects per the notion of criminal profiling, but comprising a set of actions and conditions that revealed danger to threat-assessment experts. These warning behaviors fall into eight broad areas: entrenched grievances, patterns of aggression or violence, stalking behavior, threatening communications, emulation of previous attackers, personal deterioration, triggering events, and attack planning and preparation.

No single element from any of the eight areas forecasts violence; it is their variety and coalescence in each individual’s unique case that threat assessors must evaluate and work with. Over time, I came to see how greater recognition of warning behaviors, both among trained professionals and everyday citizens, has vast potential for reducing mass shootings.

What if there existed a community-based model for intervening constructively with troubled people well before they armed themselves and went on a rampage? What if, instead of so much emphasis on shooter response, we put a lot more on shooter prevention?

The pages to come unfold the stories of various individuals who have focused on understanding the darker dimensions of human experience and who subscribe to a hard-won belief that good can, and frequently does, win the day. They include innovative mental health specialists, elite FBI agents, psychologists who became cops, an artist turned school security leader, and ordinary people who were harmed by mass shooters’ bullets and responded with extraordinary courage. Collectively, their work debunks myths about mass shooters as inscrutable monsters and reveals a strategy whose twin goal is heading off violence while getting help to people in serious need of it. It is a story of constructive resolve against an excruciating problem, the hard work of community, and above all, hope.




A Note on Sources

Trigger Points is based on reporting and research spanning eight years, including interviews I conducted with more than 150 mental health experts, law enforcement professionals, education leaders, security specialists, and survivors of mass shootings. It is also built on my examination of hundreds of pages of confidential case files from several different threat assessment programs and my firsthand observations of a leading threat assessment team working cases over the course of a year. The book further draws upon a broad range of scientific research, government reports, archival documents, and other public and private materials related to mass attacks and other violence.

In some accounts of threat cases and investigations, I have omitted or altered names and certain other details to protect the identities of the case subjects and some practitioners who agreed to share sensitive private information. I approached this anonymization with the utmost care and deliberation, relying in part on my numerous conversations with experts directly involved in these cases and other leaders in the field. The goal was to maintain the integrity of the narratives and how they illustrate the threat assessment process while safeguarding the privacy and legal rights of the subjects involved. Every specific detail I use in these narratives that is not publicly available is drawn directly from case files and my interviews with threat assessment professionals. Where possible, I have expanded on sourcing or case material of interest in the endnotes.

Throughout the book, I focus to a varying degree on the killers. This is integral to understanding the problem of mass shootings and reflects how the field of behavioral threat assessment itself operates and develops research, including its use of reporting from journalists. However, such focus requires a careful balancing act, weighing the benefits of reporting in the public interest with the importance of avoiding sensationalism and excessive attention on these perpetrators, many of whom seek notoriety through their actions. I include their names and focus on their lives only to the extent that doing so serves to illuminate the prevention of future violence.




Part I




Chapter One

It’s a Small World

On a sun-soaked afternoon in August 2015, the Downtown Disney district in Anaheim, California, bustled with families crowding storybook shops and cafés, the promise of funnel cakes sweet on the air. A short walk beyond the main plaza led to the central courtyard of the Disneyland Hotel resort, with its tiki bar and swimming pools ensconced in tropical foliage. Weary parents lounged with cocktails in hand as kids flung themselves down pool waterslides and others frolicked to pop tunes from a DJ. Summer vacation season was peaking just as it should in the Happiest Place on Earth.

Once the late afternoon sun descended and families departed for dinner, the deepening quiet revealed a faint jingle of classic theme music from speakers tucked into the courtyard scenery: It’s a world of laughter, a world of tears, it’s a world of hopes and a world of fears . . . Behind the scenes, a very different kind of activity was also beginning.

By dark, hundreds of forensic psychologists, plainclothes cops, FBI agents, and other mental health and security experts traveling from around the country would finish arriving on the hotel grounds. They were about to spend the next four days sequestered in the conference center’s chilly, windowless ballrooms, training and trading tips on how to head off psychopaths, rapists, and mass murderers. While families meandered through Downtown Disney enjoying ice cream cones and played in the nearby theme parks, these specialists would be treated to sessions such as “20 Years of Workplace Shootings,” “Homicidal Cyberstalking,” and “Evil Thoughts, Wicked Deeds.”

The gathering here was no accident. Disney had played host to the annual summit of the Association of Threat Assessment Professionals ever since the group’s establishment in the early 1990s, owing in part to ATAP’s roots in the Los Angeles Police Department. More than two decades later, professional interest in the emerging field of behavioral threat assessment was rising alongside an ever-expanding list of places marred by gun rampages: Aurora, Newtown, the Washington Navy Yard, Fort Hood, Isla Vista, Charleston. As mass shootings in the United States increased both in frequency and lethality during the 2010s—soon further to include Roseburg, San Bernardino, Orlando, the Las Vegas Strip, and Parkland—the blast and quick fade of the national gun debate became ritual. But beyond all the “thoughts and prayers” and polarizing vitriol, something else was happening across the country, albeit mostly out of view: threat assessment teams were cropping up. These collaborative groups were based in suburban school districts, university police departments, corporate headquarters, and theme parks, meeting regularly to evaluate and manage cases of concerning behavior. In 2008, Virginia had become the first state to require threat assessment teams at its public colleges and universities, a policy that began to trail high-profile gun massacres throughout the US, with Illinois, Connecticut, and other states soon to follow. The experts trained in this vaguely ominous-sounding work were striving to thwart America’s next rampage killers, handling eye-opening cases that were unknown to the public simply due to the fact that disasters had been averted.

The twelve hundred or so members of ATAP, a small but flagship organization for the field, convened each year in Disneyland to focus on the developing science, and also the art, of preventing violent tragedies. There was perhaps no more prolific research expert among them than Reid Meloy, a forensic psychologist based at the University of California–San Diego, who, sporting a charcoal suit, bright tie, and his signature white hair and goatee, gave the keynote address that first morning. Any lingering air of family fun from beyond the walls of the low-lit main ballroom dissipated with an image on the big screen showing a 430,000-year-old skull excavated in northern Spain. Researchers had recently concluded that the two gaping cracks in the skull’s forehead region resulted from “interpersonal” blunt-force trauma, the earliest known anatomical evidence of a homicide.

“Our recognition of patterns is an evolved skill that helps us survive threats,” commented Meloy, a longtime consultant on threat cases for the FBI. His presentation cruised between primal human history and modern Hollywood as he peppered the forensics with some gallows humor on psychopaths. A few short video clips illustrated the point that these dangerous specimens came in various kinds: There was Kathy Bates’s chillingly polite, sledgehammer-wielding kidnapper in Misery, and then Bryan Cranston’s cancer-surviving, homicidal meth maker from Breaking Bad. With further discussion of the evolutionary traits of such killers came images of Anthony Hopkins’s FBI nemesis from The Silence of the Lambs and a wild-eyed Jack Nicholson “playing himself” in The Shining. “I’ve been getting mileage out of that line for thirty years,” said Meloy, grinning amid the burst of chuckles.

Reviewing some underlying science for the newer practitioners in the crowd, Meloy displayed an image of a pet kitten recoiling with a hiss, its eyes aflame and teeth bared. This was what the imminent threat of reactive violence looked like—defensive, exploding from instinctive fear and rage. Mass shootings, however, were not impulsive crimes, he explained. Case evidence had long shown that virtually every attack was planned, thought out over a period of days, weeks, or months. The more apt image, Meloy suggested, was the subsequent one showing a mountain lion on the hunt, its body lowered and taut. This was the imminent threat of predatory violence—offensive, calculating, and targeted. The animal’s stare didn’t burn with danger; it was focused and icy blank. Research dating from the 1940s showed that violence in mammals, humans included, evolved with two distinctive modes of aggression, each important to survival and activating differently in the brain. But the pair of cats depicted more than that behavioral contrast. They showed the potential for stopping a predatory attack. Watchfulness, preparation, the stretch of time before the pounce—these were the terrain of prevention work.

The field of behavioral threat assessment was conceived in the 1980s and forged in the crucible of America’s rising gun massacres, yet the work had long remained an obscure professional niche, virtually unknown to the general public. Its leaders could seem aloof, with their clinical jargon and elusive professional koans, like “The map is not the territory” and “Follow the rules, but think outside the box.” The field’s growing body of case research made clear how little the public understood about the behaviors and conditions that led to mass shootings, the rise of which had defied a steady decline in America’s overall murder rate since the early 1990s. “Personally and professionally that trend is a big concern, especially as violent crime has decreased,” Meloy later told me, further describing the ideal of the mission. “With a lot of these cases, you peel back the curtain and there are good social and mental health interventions that are diverting the person onto a better course.”

Threat assessment cases are closely held for a variety of legal, ethical, and strategic reasons, and between the confidentiality of mental health treatment and the tight-lipped culture of law enforcement, it was easy to see why the field remained inaccessible. Until now, a journalist like me had never been allowed inside the training summit. On the first morning, I was met by an emissary, Russell Palarea, ATAP’s sergeant-at-arms and soon-to-be president. A genial forensic psychologist in his mid-forties with a close-shaved head, Palarea was known among colleagues for his indefatigable pace, working cases and traveling nonstop to conduct trainings and help build threat assessment programs. He was optimistic but also notably frank when we talked in between sessions. “We’ll never be able to stop every attack,” he said, referring to his work with private companies and the federal government. “But we can stop a lot of them, and we have.”

His claim sounded inspiring, but what evidence was there to support it? Details of two cases soon shared with me confidentially by sources elsewhere began to reveal how threat assessment teams had intervened at stages of heightened concern and helped people who appeared headed for terrible acts. There was a sixteen-year-old student in suburban Wisconsin who commented indirectly but repeatedly about the possibility of a shooting at his high school. School leaders soon learned that he carried around a notebook containing a list of “top enemies” he wanted to “eliminate.” He’d been bragging to a friend about plans to steal a handgun from his uncle’s truck, telling the friend to make sure to be around for an upcoming school assembly because “something big” was going to go down. Another case involved a twenty-nine-year-old military veteran in Arizona who had recently lost his job and girlfriend. He posted a picture of himself on Facebook posing at a gun range along with the comment: “I’m not putting up with any of the bullshit anymore.” In another post, he indicated he planned to show up at his former place of employment, where his ex-girlfriend still worked. “Wait till they see these beauties,” he commented, displaying two recently purchased handguns.

Investigations into each individual revealed prior incidents and volatile behavior that, taken together with the above circumstances, spelled serious danger in the view of threat assessment professionals working the cases. Yet, how these two cases were handled as their subjects spiraled into deeper states of agitation looked at first to be counterintuitive—there was no rush to expel the student, or to take legal action against the military veteran, who had since been involved in a drunken bar scuffle and could have been arrested and charged. In the Wisconsin student’s case, school officials worked closely with the local police department, also consulting behind the scenes with a threat assessment liaison in a FBI field office, to put together an intervention and management plan. In Arizona, the veteran was approached by law enforcement members of a threat assessment team, who made clear that they had eyes on him but emphasized their interest in steering him toward help. In each case, periods of mutually agreed upon mental health counseling, along with support for accessing educational and work opportunities, led to more stable circumstances for both individuals. While some quiet monitoring of the student continued, neither of the cases remained an active concern by the time I learned about them.

Nonetheless, there existed fundamental reasons to be wary of behavioral threat assessment as a prevention method, including the risk to civil liberties. Reckless comments from kids are a given, typical youth behavior only compounded by the disinhibiting effects of social media. Countless adults have coping problems or anger-management issues but don’t act criminally or plan violent attacks. Was this field and its close monitoring of individuals not a slippery slope to Orwellian thought-policing or the “precrime” dystopia imagined in Steven Spielberg’s 2002 film Minority Report? Even presuming a thorough, lawful process in the hands of seasoned experts, was it fair to turn an investigative spotlight on someone over a few dark comments or an online display of armed bravado? And with threats communicated ever more frequently via digital platforms, wouldn’t there be temptation to use data mining or other broad surveillance tactics, with vanishing regard for personal privacy?

These were important questions with complex answers, and yet I couldn’t stop thinking about a different equation that haunts the American public whenever mass shooters’ troubling backstories surface in media reports. If we could have done more to detect and resolve the danger before it was too late, wouldn’t we have done it? The affirmative answer to that question hinges on proving a negative: in threat assessment cases, the absence of a violent outcome is evidence of success. But how could you really know you prevented an attack if one didn’t occur?

Meloy favored an analogy to fighting heart disease. Cardiologists, he suggested, couldn’t determine how many of their patients never had heart attacks because of the care and treatment they provided. But they could do a lot to mitigate risk: “You try to lower the probability.”

Meloy, Palarea, and other threat assessment leaders acknowledged that it was far easier after the fact to see why certain behaviors or circumstances were telltale. But with the expanding capabilities of the field came a compelling possibility: so many tragedies—at schools, office buildings, movie theaters, festivals—never should have happened. And the next ones could be stopped.

* * *

The work of threat assessment professionals is a process of identifying, evaluating, and intervening. Many in the field use the term threat assessment to refer to the entire process, though the intervention phase is also widely known as threat management and involves longer-term monitoring and care for people who act in ways indicating danger.

Cases often begin with an ordinary person having a gut feeling that something is off. That pang of worry or fear, itself a sensation connected to evolved survival instincts, can prompt the person to seek help. A teacher notices something disturbing about a student’s comments or notebook marginalia, for example, and alerts a principal. Or an office worker gets freaked out by a colleague’s odd or vaguely menacing behavior and tells a supervisor. Or a family member or friend senses an unsettling change in a teen, perhaps accompanied by a conspicuous interest in weapons, and reaches out for assistance. Behavior that provokes instinctive discomfort in bystanders along these lines often hints at a broader mix of warning signs, which could range from aggrieved or threatening communications to an aberrant focus on graphic violence or signs of suicidality.

When a case comes to the attention of a threat assessment team, the group moves quickly to gauge whether there is any immediate risk of violence. They will talk with family, friends, teachers, or coworkers to gather context and gain insight into the alleged or observed behavior. They will also talk directly with the case subject and investigate any relevant lawfully available records. The imperative is to determine whether the person has the intent, the means, and possibly a plan to kill.

Forensic psychologist Mario Scalora, a longtime trainer for ATAP members in Disneyland, recounted a case from the threat assessment program he oversees at the University of Nebraska–Lincoln. His campus team grew alarmed after receiving a tip about a twenty-something graduate student named Bob who reportedly was muttering to himself and making ominous comments. The team dispatched a pair of plainclothes women detectives to the young man’s residence for a wellness check, where they expressed concern for Bob and asked to come in and talk. Hanging on one of the walls inside was a theater mask, its mouth sewn over with black string. Bob soon told the detectives that voices were commanding him to hurt people at the behest of God and that he was scared. The string, he said, was “the voices telling me to shut up about them.” The detectives further gleaned that Bob had been following around potential victims at night.

Their empathetic approach from the moment they knocked on his door was key. They persuaded Bob to voluntarily check into a psychiatric ward immediately for evaluation. “This made him feel cared for and gave us a mechanism by which we could continue to manage him,” Scalora said. “By building rapport with Bob, we’re learning a lot about him and getting rich assessment data, and in the meantime he’s not stalking people on our campus. It’s a win-win.” When the lead detective followed up with Bob during his hospital stay, he asked her, “Can you go to my room and get the mask and this big knife that’s under my bed? I don’t want them anymore.”

Seasoned threat assessors know that a top priority is to find out whether a person of concern has access to weapons. This isn’t limited to firearms, as Bob’s story suggested. Mass attackers also use explosives, knives, poison, and motor vehicles. But guns have been the weapon of choice in more than half of all cases since the 1980s. “There are so many firearms out there, you just assume everybody has one,” Scalora noted. “It’s safer to assume that than the opposite.”

A case like Bob’s also exemplifies how effective threat management often goes against pressure in a community to rapidly expel or lock away a person thought to be dangerous. The university offered Bob a more dignified path: He could withdraw indefinitely and potentially reenroll later through a petitioning process. The threat assessment team also let Bob know he could stay in contact with the lead detective. He called her periodically as his condition improved and he eventually returned to the university, grateful for how his situation had been handled.

This approach to evaluating and managing potentially dangerous people requires a remarkable shift in thinking, especially for law enforcement. Ideally, arrest and prosecution are to be used only when necessary for stopping imminent danger. Defaulting to those tools can easily be counterproductive: history shows that troubled people eventually return to the picture, sometimes as dangerous as ever. Lesser punitive measures than criminal charges also carry this risk. A disruptive person might be booted out of school, fired from a job, or served with a restraining order, but those actions can create a false sense of resolution—in some cases even setting off unstable individuals and advancing their thoughts or plans for committing violence.

One possible example of this peril was the mass shooting that took place in January 2011 as US Representative Gabrielle Giffords held a meeting with constituents outside a Safeway store in Tucson, Arizona. Three and a half months before the attack, twenty-two-year-old Jared Loughner was barred from continuing to attend nearby Pima Community College. Campus administrators and law enforcement were aware of Loughner’s behavioral and mental health problems, including several classroom outbursts and other disruptive incidents that had involved campus police. They also knew of a video recorded by Loughner while walking around campus, in which he appeared to ramble nonsensically and declared the school a “genocide college” and “illegal” under the US Constitution. As one Pima instructor rightly observed in an email to an associate a few days after the attack, Loughner “could just as easily have come back and shot up the school rather than Gabby’s event.”

There are piles of cases, from murders of women at home by intimate partners to public mass shootings, in which temporary restraining orders have triggered plans to kill. One high-profile instance took place in February 2016 in Hesston, Kansas, where a disgruntled thirty-eight-year-old employee went on a deadly rampage at a manufacturing plant after being served just hours earlier with a restraining order from a girlfriend. This particular strain of the problem goes back decades, including a notorious 1988 case in Sunnyvale, California, where an ex-employee opened fire at technology company ESL Incorporated, killing seven people and wounding four others. One of the victims, a twenty-six-year-old engineer named Laura Black, who survived wounds from a shotgun blast, had rejected assailant Richard Farley’s romantic advances. After the thirty-nine-year-old military veteran and software engineer refused to stop pursuing her and turned abusive, the company fired him. He continued his relentless harassment and threats, and Black eventually obtained a restraining order against him. By then, Farley had also lost his house and owed back taxes. The day before a follow-up court hearing on whether the restraining order would be made permanent, he struck. Farley callously told investigators who later questioned him behind bars that once the company had fired him, “They lost control of me.” He’d continued stalking Black for almost two years.

Yet what responsible company would possibly allow such a transgressive individual to continue his employment? What stalking victim wouldn’t want and deserve court-ordered protection from him? Serious punitive actions could seem undeniable in response to menacing or abusive behavior, but possibly to a fault.

“This was a consciousness-raising incident,” said court commissioner Lois Kittle the day after Farley’s rampage, visibly shaken as she conducted the scheduled follow-up hearing to confirm the injunction while Black recovered in a nearby hospital. Restraining orders, she acknowledged, “do not stop bullets.”

Black herself had strongly sensed the danger. “I have been afraid of what this man might do to me if I filed this action,” she had told the court two weeks earlier when seeking the order. Reflecting on her ordeal years later, Black said she believed the order was the triggering event that “pushed him over the edge.”

Threat assessment experts would come to understand the essential priority of contending with an individual’s root grievances and pathologies. It was imperative to carefully manage a dangerous person like Farley, accounting for his compounding problems and thinking broadly with tools of mental health and legal intervention. Laws criminalizing stalking behavior did not yet exist in the United States in 1988, and behavioral threat assessment was a nascent discipline. But the ESL mass shooting was an early case study of inadequate response to an escalating danger, and many years later it would continue to be recounted in trainings by Russell Palarea and other leaders in the field.

* * *

One evening during the August summit, Palarea and I met up for some further mutual assessment at a New Orleans–themed eatery in Downtown Disney. At a private reception for conference goers in the upstairs bar, business casual was now mostly swapped out for Hawaiian prints or linen short sleeves and sandals. We stood on an ornate balcony meant to evoke the French Quarter, overlooking the crowds at the adjacent restaurants and souvenir shops. Soon the nightly Disney fireworks display would pop and sparkle overhead. How exactly did one end up in this line of work?

“I wanted to study murder,” Palarea said. He’d felt the calling after he earned his undergraduate degree in psychology in the early 1990s but had little interest in pursuing traditional career paths. Forensics was the way forward. His sense of mission was traceable perhaps as far back as his youth in suburban Southern California, where, as an elementary school kid in the late 1970s, he was both riveted and indelibly horrified one night while watching television. He had snuck past his bedtime to finish a movie when the late local news came on. Another body had been discarded in Long Beach, this time in a trash dumpster at a gas station not far from Palarea’s house. He went to sleep and dreamed a serial killer was coming for him and his family. “I woke up and got out of bed and threw up, I was so scared,” he said. “I think for me that was the beginning of, ‘Why do people do this?’”

A decade passed before the infamous serial killer Randy Kraft, one of several to torment California in that era, was captured and eventually put on death row at the close of the 1980s. A couple of years later, as Palarea worked on his undergraduate thesis at UCLA on serial murder and victim selection, he realized he was reading about the very case that had terrified him as a kid. Now he knew a whole lot more about what made a deadly psychopath tick. He also realized he didn’t want a career providing expertise for criminal justice proceedings, a traditional purview of forensics. Instead, he wanted to use his study of murder to help stop it. He headed for a graduate degree at the University of Nebraska–Lincoln, where under Mario Scalora he delved into a niche area of “operational psychology,” the work of consulting on law enforcement investigations. That led to a stint as a researcher with the Los Angeles Police Department and a decade on staff at the Naval Criminal Investigative Service, where he served as “a translator of mindset and behavior” for special agents investigating a wide range of violent crime and threat cases, a role that would even end up supplying a character for the popular TV action series NCIS: Los Angeles.

Like others in the field, Palarea was blunt about his skepticism of the news media. Public understanding of mass shooters and what could be done about them had long been poor. Whether during training sessions or after hours at the poolside tiki bar, more than one threat assessment professional could be heard criticizing journalists for sensationalizing cases and getting the fundamentals wrong.

One of the enduring myths about mass shooters is that they can be profiled. It is impossible to predict who will go on the next rampage by focusing on types of people. Threat assessment researchers and other violent crime experts have long sought but never found a reliable checklist or set of attributes. There exist some well-known contours of mass shooters: A great many are young or middle-aged white men. Many harbor rage, paranoia, and bitter grievances. In numerous cases, they are misogynists or domestic abusers. Some subscribe to extreme political ideology. Most have a heavy interest in weapons. And simply by definition of their acts, all mass shooters can in a basic sense be described as mentally unhealthy.

The problem is, such broad traits and conditions have no predictive value. Categorically, they offer little to help threat assessment professionals identify who might actually attack. That the overwhelming majority of mass shooters are male narrows it down to just under half of the US population. What if you start to build a checklist? Countless young white males partake in graphically violent entertainment, are interested in guns, get angry about problems with school, jobs, or personal relationships, and struggle with mental health challenges. But the number among them who might aspire to commit mass murder is exceedingly small.

Early efforts to anticipate who would try to kill top public figures or become the next school shooter pointed to the futility of predictive profiling. Six years after Lee Harvey Oswald was taken into custody for gunning down President John F. Kennedy in 1963, members of a national investigative commission stated they could forecast that, among other traits, “the next assassin would probably be short and slight of build, foreign born, and from a broken family,” and that he would be unemployed and “would identify with a political or religious movement” directly motivating his mission. That hardly squared with the two women who later tried to shoot President Gerald Ford in separate incidents in 1975—one a mother and employed full-time as an accountant—or with the American-born man of average build whose attempt on President Ronald Reagan’s life in 1981 was motivated ostensibly by a desire to win the heart of a Hollywood actress.

Almost two decades later, the FBI produced an “offender profile” shortly after two students carried out the suicidal mass shooting at Columbine High School in 1999. It focused solely on white male teens—overlooking the nearly two dozen young men of Asian, Black, Latino, Native American, and other backgrounds who had and would continue to attack from the 1980s on at middle schools, high schools, and colleges, from Massachusetts to Alaska.

There simply is no useful character profile for identifying mass shooters. But as Reid Meloy’s talk had underscored, the promise of behavioral threat assessment is prevention, not prediction: As mass shooters plan and prepare, their attacks are preceded by a window of opportunity to intervene.

Two other entrenched misconceptions about mass shooters revolve around mental health, and are recycled continually by news media, public officials, and the general public. One takes the form of a question: “What made the guy snap?” This line of inquiry plays to the popular narrative that indiscriminate mass shootings burst forth from nowhere and are in no way rational. But mass shooters don’t just suddenly snap. They decide. They develop violent ideas, arm and ready themselves, and then choose where and when to strike. They are the mountain lion on the hunt, not the recoiling house cat.

The other misconception, closely related, is that mass shooters are all insane. The idea that acute mental illness produces the carnage is marshaled after every major attack for emotional and political arguments. But although psychosis or personality disorders have been significant factors in some cases, there is no scientific evidence showing that mental illness can be blamed as the sole cause of mass shootings. Rarely is it the primary one or even among the major contributing factors. A deep investigation by FBI threat assessment researchers into sixty-three active shooters who struck between 2000 and 2013 confirmed that only a quarter of them were known to have been professionally diagnosed with a mental illness of any kind—a revelatory finding even when accounting for the possibility that some successfully suicidal attackers may have gone undiagnosed for conditions that were no longer discoverable. In only three cases, or 5 percent of the total examined in the FBI investigation, was the perpetrator known to have a psychotic disorder.

What the blame on mental illness does accomplish, if anything, is the spread of a damaging stigma for the millions of people who suffer from mental health afflictions, the vast majority of whom are not violent. Decades of research show that the link between mental illness and violent behavior is small and not useful for predicting violent acts; people with diagnosable conditions such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder are in fact far more likely to be victims of violence than perpetrators of it.

Myths about snapping and insanity driving killers go back more than a century, to a suicidal school shooting. In April 1909, a twenty-eight-year-old Dartmouth College graduate shot his ex-fiancée in broad daylight on the campus of Smith College, then stood over her body and turned the revolver on himself. He had stalked her for days after she’d broken up with him and rejected further contact. “Sudden insanity caused by the young woman’s refusal to accept his attentions is given as the cause of the double killing,” stated one magazine article at the time. “A nervous breakdown is responsible for my son’s act,” the killer’s mother told the Chicago Tribune, adding that after the breakup, “My son could not recover from the blow and brooded until it unbalanced his mind. He did not know what he was doing.” The newspaper also quoted a cousin who further suggested that the killer had been overcome with madness: “He was a steady, cool-headed fellow. He was handsome and easily made and kept friends. I could not have suspected him capable of such a thing.”

Fast-forward to the early days of the mass shootings era, which began stirring in the mid-1960s and gained steam two decades later. After a 1983 attack at a middle school in suburban St. Louis, where a fourteen-year-old student fatally shot one classmate, injured another, and killed himself, the principal suggested at an emergency school assembly that insanity was to blame in the broadest sense. “Nobody knows why this happened,” he said, emphasizing that the attack had come out of nowhere and couldn’t have been prevented by anyone. Yet the deceased shooter had not suddenly snapped. A note he left behind had described his plan to “eliminate some exceptionally bad people” and commit suicide.

Over the next three decades of intermittent mass shootings, these themes of snapping and insanity became culturally ingrained, the presumed explanation for attacks as the problem scaled up in the 2010s. Their marquee emphasis was inevitable in October 2017, when a sixty-four-year-old man named Stephen Paddock rained down automatic gunfire from a hotel suite on a crowd of concertgoers on the Las Vegas Strip and then committed suicide. In a poignant monologue the following evening, late-night TV host Jimmy Kimmel channeled what millions of Americans were no doubt thinking about the unprecedented calamity in Kimmel’s hometown, where fifty-eight victims died and hundreds of others were wounded and injured. Kimmel spoke of an inexplicable act by “a very sick person” with an “insane voice in his head.” “We wonder why,” he said, choking up, “even though there’s probably no way to know why a human being would do something like this.” Elsewhere in the aftermath, the mayor of Las Vegas called Paddock “a crazed lunatic full of hate.” A gun store manager who encountered Paddock frequently as a customer was mystified: “He was upbeat, happy, a normal guy,” the manager told a reporter. “It just wasn’t there, man. At some point, he snapped. What made him snap? I don’t know.”

After many high-profile mass shootings, the public is left craving a clear explanation, a way to make sense of “senseless” tragedy. But motive is often complex and in some cases possibly unknowable, as the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department concluded about Paddock, announcing after a ten-month investigation that it could not “definitively answer” the question of why he attacked. That did not mean, however, that there were no warning signs from Paddock, as his personal life deteriorated and he amassed an arsenal over many months.

Herein also lies the promise of behavioral threat assessment: Determining precisely why people commit mass shootings doesn’t necessarily matter as much as knowing how they reach the point of attacking. A perpetrator’s mind-set figures fundamentally into actions leading up to the violence and is a key barometer—but ultimately, seeing the totality of behaviors and circumstances that give rise to a case is more important to the science and strategy of preventing future attacks. It’s one thing to know an express reason that a person feels anger and threatens violence, but another to grasp the broader context and recognize what that person is doing to signal intent, plan, and prepare.

Social barriers are what keep most people from deciding to kill, remarked psychologist Lisa Warren, an expert on stalking and threatening communications who leads a threat management firm in Australia, when we spoke at the training summit. “We all have this in our nature,” she said. “The question is, when do those barriers get crossed and how do we get in the way of that?”

This perspective, shared widely among threat assessment professionals, echoed a theme found in The Better Angels of Our Nature, scholar Steven Pinker’s 2011 treatise on the decline of violence in modern civilization: “The alternative to the myth of pure evil is that most of the harm that people visit on one another comes from motives that are found in every normal person.” In other words, while it is both morally reassuring and perfectly reasonable to see nothing of ourselves in mass killers—to keep them at
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