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Mass Shootings and Mental Illness: The Mythical Myth



By Grant Duwe &amp; Michael Rocque

Another 17 children dead after the latest mass shooting in America. People are desperate for

answers and easy solutions. Unfortunately this had led to simplistic narratives and the rejection

of evidence. The New York Times , Washington Post, Vox, and National Public Radio have run

stories on the “mythical” link between mental health and mass violence. One recent article stated

that suggesting better mental health care may help prevent mass shootings is both “factually

wrong” and “hypocritical.”

But is this actually true? Is it true there’s no relationship between mental illness and mass public

shootings? Let’s review what the best available evidence indicates.

At the broadest level, peer-reviewed research has shown that individuals with major mental

disorders have an elevated risk for violence, especially if they misuse substances. When we focus

more narrowly on mass public shootings—an extreme and, fortunately, rare form of violence (an

average of 4 per year over the last few decades)—we see a relatively high rate of mental illness.

In our research, we have defined a mass public shooting as any incident in which four or more

victims are killed with a gun within a 24-hour period at a public location in the absence of other

criminal activity (robberies, drug deals, gang “turf wars”), military conflict or collective

violence.

Among 185 mass public shootings that have occurred in the U.S. since 1900, at least 59 percent

involved offenders who had either been diagnosed with a mental disorder or demonstrated signs

of serious mental illness prior to the attack. When Mother Jones published their initial reporting

on a sample of 62 mass shootings, they found a similar rate—61 percent—had displayed signs of

possible mental health problems.

Either rate is quite a bit higher than what we see for the population in general. It’s more than

three times higher than the rate of any mental illness among adults and about 15 times higher

than that for serious mental illness. Moreover, despite claiming that most mass killers are not

“insane,” a recent New York Times story still cited research showing mass murderers are 20

times more likely to have a severe mental illness than the general population.

In another New York Times article, which claimed it discovered the one explanation (guns) for

mass shootings, it noted the U.S. is comparable with other Western countries when it comes to

mental health care spending, the number of mental health professionals per capita and the rate of

severe mental disorders. But these data points say nothing about the extent of untreated serious

mental illness in the U.S.

Research one of us has published on mass public shootings shows that roughly one-third of those

sought or received mental health care prior to the attack, which means that two-thirds did not

receive the care they needed. A treatment gap of this magnitude is consistent with the evidence

showing higher rates of untreated serious mental illness for the U.S. relative to most other



Western countries. It’s also consistent with research showing a larger treatment gap for males,

who have committed 99 percent of the mass public shootings in this country.

Widespread recognition of the link between mental health and mass public shootings is fairly

recent, but the connection has long been there. We see it with some of the oldest mass public

shootings in the U.S. Notable examples include Gilbert Twigg, who shot 34, killing 9, in

Winfield, Kansas in 1903, and Howard Unruh, who was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia

after murdering 13 in Camden, New Jersey in 1949.

One of the primary reasons for the pushback against establishing a link between mental illness

and mass shootings is a fear of stigmatizing those who suffer from such disorders. And this is a

fair concern: After all, the vast majority with mental disorders are not violent. The truth is,

however, that mass public shooters have a much higher rate of mental illness compared to the

general population. This doesn’t necessarily mean that mental illness is a cause of mass violence,

but it’s still a risk factor and perhaps a much stronger one than what we see for violence in

general.

The recent effort to discredit the mental health-mass shooting relationship by some of our

nation’s most venerated news organizations does not reflect an advance in the latest research.

Instead, this effort is largely symbolic of how politicized the mass shooting problem has become.

To be sure, some have insisted—wrongly, in our opinion—that mass public shootings are strictly

a mental health problem rather than a gun problem. However, those who insist that mass public

shootings are just a gun problem are also on the wrong side of the evidence. We’re entitled to our

own opinions, to paraphrase the late Daniel Patrick Moynihan, but we can’t choose our own

facts.

It’s possible for mass public shootings to be both a gun and a mental health problem. But it also

appears that measures addressing either problem have not been especially successful in curbing

mass public shootings. Indeed, one-third of the mentally ill mass public shooters still carried out

their attacks after seeking or receiving treatment. Peer-reviewed research has also shown that

strengthening or weakening some gun control laws would not have a significant impact on mass

public shootings.

Mass public shootings are more commonplace than they ought to be. But the reality may be that

they’re still too rare to develop and implement policies that specifically reduce their incidence or

severity. Rather than crafting measures that attempt to address mass public shootings or

infrequently used gun technologies (such as bump stocks), efforts to reform gun and mental

health policy should likely focus on strategies that have shown promise in reducing violence in

general. As just one example, a federal universal background check not only enjoys a broad level

of public support , but its potential to reduce violence has some empirical support, too.

Because there’s still a lot we don’t understand about mass public shootings, we have

recommended we invest in research to help develop evidence-based solutions and have called for

the media to stop glorifying such violence. But given the tribal, hyper-partisanship that has

become our zeitgeist, we question whether we could ever come to a consensus on what should be



studied. In order for us to make any progress, however, we will need to find common ground

that’s rooted in empirical reality.

Grant Duwe is author of Mass Murder in the United States: A History and research director for

the Minnesota Department of Corrections. The ideas expressed here represent the views of the

authors and not necessarily those of the Minnesota Department of Corrections.

Michael Rocque is an Assistant Professor of Sociology at Bates College in Lewiston, Maine
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