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School Shootings and Risk 

Focus on what works 

ne the truly hard things to do 

in risk assessment is to 

separate emotion from your 

analysis. Ideally, your reasoning 

should be cool and dispassionate in 

order to avoid bias in your 

conclusions. This is difficult at the 

best of times. When you’re dealing 

with the slaughter of innocent 

children as we are in the Sandy Hook 

shootings, it may well be impossible.  

But this is precisely when we must be 

at our best, when we must focus on 

the root causes of the incident and 

not be distracted by emotional issues. 

We owe it to those who were lost and 

to those whom we may be able to 

save if we do our job right. 

What is the risk? 
If we consider school shootings in 

pure risk management terms, the 

frequency of occurrence, despite 

what we see in the media, is 

extremely low and fairly constant. 

The casualties are so low as to be 

statistically insignificant. It’s not a 

major threat. However, comparing 

the loss of innocent children to 

accidental drowning or deaths on 

basketball courts is abhorrent from 

both a moral and a practical 

perspective.  

Average people do not think in risk 

management terms. Instead, we are 

influenced by what psychologists term 

“misleading vividness,” the drawing of 

hasty generalizations from anecdotal 

evidence. It is this psychological factor 

that makes us fear terrorism although 

the chance of being caught in a 

terrorist attack is something on the 

order of 1 in 20 million. Compare this 

to the chance of dying in a car accident 

(1 in 19,000) and you begin to see the 

strong effect of misleading vividness or 

as we call it “perceived risk.” And as 

Botterell’s Fourth Law of Emergency 

Management reminds us, “Perception 

is reality.” 

Can we be realistic? 
If we have to approach an assessment 

of school shootings from other than a 

straight risk management perspective, 

can we be truly objective about risk? 

The answer is, “yes” but with the 

caveat that we must still use the tools 

of risk management: identification of 

root causes, consideration of 

alternatives, cost benefit analysis, etc. 

We must begin by moving beyond the 

emotional component of the issues
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facing us and consider reality: here is no quick 

fix and we will never be able to prevent all 

school shootings. For a public that has been 

raised on television dramas where complex 

issues are resolved in four short acts, this is 

hard to accept. But there is no getting around 

the fact that this is a complex issue with no 

simple solution.  

Media stories would have you believe that 

there are three key issues in this debate: the 

used of armed guards at schools, the banning of 

assault weapons, and increasing funding to 

mental health programs. Each of these issues 

has a potential bearing on the problem but 

none is a “quick fix” nor will implementing all 

three provide a solution. 

Each of these issues has a considerable 

emotional component and a polarizing effect on 

those involved in the debate. This produces a 

situation where disagreement with one’s 

position is considered morally reprehensible 

and there is an inherent assumption that 

resources will be made available to implement 

the recommended action. Further, there is a 

tendency to minimize obstacles to 

implementation and to assume that a single 

solution will address all situations. 

What does work? 
The problem with the emotional and politically-

charged discussions that are taking place 

following the Sandy Hook shooting is that they 

are attempting to address the problem on a 

grand scale that will cost millions to implement. 

Any risk manager will tell you that you begin 

with incremental steps – you assess what is 

working and try to improve things. 

So what has been working? 

 Educator awareness - Since the shootings in 

Columbine in 1999, educators are better 

informed about the risk of potential 

shooters and have supported prevention 

programs involving physical security and 

teacher training. 

 Student awareness – Students are also 

more aware that a shooting incident can 

take place and are taught to react to 

warnings. 

 Emergency notification – Schools have 

integrated social media and other means of 

notification to provide quicker warning to 

students. 

 Defensive tactics – Safety experts have 

identified and provided training on 

protective actions teachers and students 

can take in the event of an attack. 

 Response tactics – Law enforcement has 

changed response to school shootings from 

the old barricaded hostage paradigm to one 

of immediate armed intervention. Medical 

teams also are more aggressive in entering 

the active zone and rescuing wounded. 

Each of these areas can and should be 

improved. They certainly are not the full 

solution nor are they universally implemented. 

However, educator awareness can identify 

potentially risky behavioral patterns among 

students. Good physical security practices can 

deter or detect an armed intruder. Rapid 

warning of an attack and implementing plans to 

protect and evade can save lives. In the long 

run, funding these simple and proven tactics 

and evolving new ones may well prove less 

expensive and more effective than the grand 

schemes currently generating so much 

heat.  


