
T
he increasing number of 
“active shooter” incidents 
in the US has triggered a 
change in the tactics and 
equipment used by police 
agencies to deal with them.

The FBI and the Police Executive Re-
search Forum (PERF) have both conducted 
major studies into the frequency and out-
come of such incidents. Last year, for exam-
ple, the FBI published the most up-to-date 
research on the number of incidents dealt 
with by police. The Study of Active Shooter 
Incidents in the United States Between 2000 
and 2013 contains a full list of the 160 
incidents, including those at Virginia Tech 
university in 2007; Sandy Hook Elementary 
School in 2012; the US Holocaust Memorial 
Museum in 2009; Fort Hood in 2009 and 
2014; the Cinemark Century 16 cinema 
shooting in Aurora, Colorado in 2012, the 
Sikh Temple of Wisconsin in 2012, and the 
Washington Navy Yard in 2013.

The study noted the following trends:
l Active shooter incidents are becoming 

more frequent. The first seven years of 
the study show an average of 6.4 incidents 
annually, while the past seven years show 

16.4 incidents annually.
lThey resulted in 1,043 casualties. 

A total of 486 people were killed 
and 557 wounded, excluding 
the shooters.
l Male shooters perpetrated 

96 per cent of the 160 inci-

dents. Only two involved more 
than one shooter.
l The shooter tended to end 

the incident. In 90 incidents (56 
per cent) the shooter ended the event 

by commiting suicide or fleeing, while 
21 incidents (13 per cent) ended 
after unarmed citizens successfully 
restrained the shooter.
l Nine officers were killed and 
28 were wounded, in 21 of the 45 

incidents (47 per cent) where law 
enforcement had to engage the shooter 

to end the threat.
l Most incidents occurred in a commercial 

environment. There were 73 incidents 
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(45.6 per cent) in such a location. There 
were 39 incidents in an educational setting 
(24.3 per cent). The remainder occurred in 
open spaces, military and other govern-
ment properties, residential properties, 
places of worship, and healthcare facilities.

H I G H - T E C H  A P P R O A C H 

The rising number of incidents has encour-
aged the development of new technology 
to help law enforcement combat the phe-
nomenon. For example, an active shooter 
detection system has been installed at a 
school in Massachusetts to demonstrate 
to police chiefs how the technology could 
help them deal with an ongoing shooting 
incident. The product, developed by Shoot-
er Detection Systems, has been installed in 
one of the City of Methuen’s public schools.
It uses an audio and visual sensor network 
to instantly detect the location of a gunshot 
inside a building and immediately alert 
police and school officials.

In a live demonstration of the system last 
year a  “gunman” entered the school armed 
with an assault rifle, opening fire with 
dummy rounds first in the school library 
then rampaging through hallways and class-
rooms. Smoke alarm-sized sensors installed 
in classrooms, hallways and other points 
throughout the building were activated by 
the sounds of gunfire. Police officers were 
immediately able to track his movements 
and quickly subdue him.

Methuen was also among the first school 
to conduct “active threat” drills for police 
officers following a rash of shootings across 
the US, including the 2012 Sandy Hook 
shooting in Newtown, Connecticut that 
killed 26 children and school staff.

T A C T I C A L  E V O L U T I O N

Tactics are also changing. In the 1999 Col-
umbine High School incident, in which two 
students shot dead 12 other students and 
a teacher, police from various Denver-area 
agencies responded, but did not enter the 
school to stop the shooters for more than 
30 minutes. That reflected their training, 
which was based on the concepts of con-
taining the situation and waiting for a SWAT 
team to arrive, mobilise and respond.

Montgomery County Police Chief Thomas 
Manger said the incident was a wake-up 
call. “This type of training reflected the 
thinking at the time. And it was appropriate 
for hostage incidents or other scenarios 
in which it made sense to wait for a SWAT 
team to respond, because SWAT personnel 
are better equipped and trained in special 
tactics than are patrol officers. However, 
Columbine did not involve hostage takers; 
it involved two youths intent on quickly kill-

ing people at random. Columbine brought 
a realisation by law enforcement leaders 
that a much faster response was needed for 
active-shooter incidents.”

These new approaches have not been 
easy to implement, and difficult issues have 
arisen in connection with active-shooter 
protocols, he says. For example, a faster 
response is more dangerous to responding 
officers. Patrol officers who quickly move 
to confront an active shooter face a high 
likelihood of being shot themselves.

In addition, active shooter incidents are 
dangerous, uncertain and quickly changing. 
Specialised teams, such as SWAT units, 
receive complex tactical training in how to 
respond to dynamic situations with many 
moving parts. It is difficult to shrink this 
type of training to an abbreviated, short 
course suitable for all frontline officers.

PERF researched these issues and held 
a one-day summit in Washington, DC, in 
which more than 225 police chiefs and oth-
er officials discussed the changes that have 
occurred in tactics and equipment.

Texas State University Professor J Pete 
Blair, who conducts training on active 
shooter response and other topics at 
the Advanced Law Enforcement Rapid 
Response Training Center (ALERRT) and 
is co-author of Active Shooter Events and 
Response (2013), gave a presentation at the 

summit. He shared the results of a major 
research project in which every major ac-
tive shooter event they could identify from 
2000 to 2010 was analysed. 

He says: “People talk about how the 
response to active shooters has changed 
since Columbine, and officers are en-
couraged to do a solo entry if they are 
the first on the scene. And in some of the 
discussions I’ve heard, the rationale behind 
it seems to be, ‘Well, it’s really not that 
dangerous, because the attacker usually 
kills himself.’ So 75 per cent of the time 
when the solo officer goes in and the scene 
is still hot, the officer is taking direct action 
against the attacker.

“And here’s an even more important sta-
tistic: In all of the solo entries we identified 
where the scene was still hot, one-third 
of the police officers who made that solo 
entry were shot.”

Professor Blair’s research shows that in 
60 per cent of the cases the most powerful 
weapon active shooters carry is a pistol. But 
they have a rifle in 27 per cent of cases, and 
a shotgun in 9 per cent. 

In events where researchers were able to 
identify the weapons, the attacker carried 
multiple firearms in 41 per cent of cases. 
The attackers wore body armor in 4 per 
cent of and brought improvised explosive 
devices (IEDs) in 2 per cent of the incidents.

On Saturday morning, 25 January 2014, 
Howard County, Maryland Police Chief 
William J McMahon was driving in his 
car when he heard radio transmissions 
indicating that an active shooter incident 
was occurring in his jurisdiction, at a large 
shopping mall in Columbia, a suburb out-
side of Baltimore. He made a quick U-turn 
and headed toward the mall, which was 
about 10 minutes away.  

PERF later asked McMahon if there were 
any lessons he learned during the Colum-
bia Mall incident that have not received 
enough attention. He said chiefs need to 
think about managing the response in the 
minutes after a call goes out. In urban and 
suburban areas with many police agencies 
nearby, many officers will “self-dispatch” 
to an active shooter incident, which can 
complicate the situation, he said.

“As I was driving to the scene, my phone 
was blowing up with texts and calls from 
people telling me about the personnel 
and equipment they were sending me. I 
was fortunate that members of my own 
SWAT team were in the area and respond-
ing, and our special operations depart-

ment (SOD) captain arrived quickly,” 
McMahon said. “We had officers on the 
scene within two minutes. At first, we 
didn’t know the extent of what we were 
dealing with, so you’re always grateful for 
the assistance. I was glad that I had plenty 
of officers. So, for example, I could just 
say, ‘Post someone at every entrance to 
the mall; we don’t want any more traffic 
coming into the mall,’ and there were 
officers to take care of it.”

“But it wasn’t too long before we were 
fairly certain that we had a double murder 
and suicide, and we did not have any 
other shooters still roaming the mall,” 
McMahon said. “My SOD captain and I 
were working off the hood of my car, and 
I turned around and saw these waves 
of people in uniform coming on to the 
scene. So I grabbed a sergeant and said, 
‘You need to get a handle on all of these 
people for me.’ In a situation like that, you 
have people from various ranks and a lot 
of different departments self-dispatch-
ing, so you need someone who is strong 
enough, but also diplomatic enough, to 
take charge of them.”

T H E  S E L F - D I S P A T C H  P R O B L E M
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P L A N N I N G  P O I N T S

Police chiefs and other experts at PERF’s 
conference made a number of suggestions 
for their colleagues to consider in planning 
for active shooter incidents.

Sensory overload

Responding officers at active shooter inci-
dents have reported that they never heard 
radio calls that were made. “I had combat 
veterans who told me they were incapable 
of processing information,” one chief said. 
The stress and chaos of the situation made 
it difficult for them to focus.

SWAT officers are specially trained to 
avoid “tunnel vision” and “audio exclusion”, 
but it takes practice to fight these phenom-
ena in an actual event. Incident com-
manders and others are advised to repeat 
important messages on the radio again and 
again, to ensure that officers on the scene 
will absorb the information.

Communications 

Because active shooter incidents tend 
to be chaotic, effective communications 
are essential, starting with incoming 911 
calls. Some policies provide checklists of 
questions that 911 call takers should ask 
to ensure that they obtain as much useful 
information as possible. These lists include 
questions about the description and loca-
tion of the shooter or shooters, the types of 
weapons involved, the caller’s exact loca-
tion, the number of people at the location, 
how many people are injured, whether the 
shooter was carrying anything or seemed 
to be wearing body armor, whether the 
shooter said anything, whether the shooter 
took any hostages, and so on.

Many policies also provide detailed 
guidance for communications among 
first responders and co-ordination of 
radio channels. Most policies note that all 
personnel must restrict use of the radio 
for emergency traffic only. Some policies 

note that it is important that members of 
Contact Teams and Rescue Teams should 
never need to switch radio channels while 
performing their duties.

Equipment 

Some policies provide guidance on 
the use of equipment in an active 
shooter situation. For example, 
stating that handguns and rifles, but not 
shotguns, are recommended for contact 
teams, or detailing the role of sharpshoot-
ers. The response to an active shooter at 
any given moment may depend in part 
on whether various types of equipment, 
such as shields, are available at the scene. 
Breaching equipment, shields, and other 
equipment should be kept “on the road, 
not in a closet,” as one chief expressed it. A 
number of active shooters have used chains 
to lock doors, the chief noted; so breaching 
kits should be carried in patrol cars.

All officers who could be called upon 
to respond to an active shooter incident 
should receive training in critical tasks, such 
as assessment of an active shooter scene, 
room entry techniques, recognition of 
explosive devices, and the roles of contact 
teams, evacuation and perimeter teams.

In addition, officers should receive 
training in basic emergency medical care 
techniques that can save lives in an active 
shooter event, especially with regard to 
controlling bleeding, maintaining airways, 
and immobilising fractured limbs.

Experienced police chiefs and other 
experts strongly recommend that police 
agencies also conduct advanced training 
for active shooter incidents that includes 
multi-agency trainings, table-top exercises, 
and realistic training in the use of firearms 
in an active shooter incident.

Advanced training conducted in schools, 
shopping malls, large industrial 
centers, churches, hospi-
tals, and other locations 
is recommended. Such 
training can teach 
officers to think about 
the security assets that 
may be available in various 
locations. For example, at a 
shopping mall, closing of security 
gates at individual stores can help to 
deny the shooter access to many poten-
tial victims, and some security devices 
may be operated remotely. Issues such 
as radio interoperability should be 
tested in training that simulates the 
stressful environment of an active 
shooting incident, because officers 
may not comprehend dispatchers 
telling them to switch their radios to 
certain channels. l

A number of police and sheriffs’ depart-
ments’ policies list characteristics that 
are often associated with active shoot-
ers. Active shooters often have made 
detailed plans for the attack. Often they 
are better armed than the police. They 
usually have some familiarity with the 
chosen location. In some cases they 
have planned diversions or booby traps, 
such as explosives. In some situations, 
active shooters choose a location for 
tactical advantage, such as a high, pro-
tected location. In other incidents, active 
shooters have remained mobile.

S H O O T E R  P R O F I L E
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