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Mass shootings understandably garner a huge amount of  

media attention. The thought of human life cut short, for no rea-

son and largely without warning, is a natural source of anxiety. These 

events are increasingly sparking debate on whether to expand govern-

ment restrictions on arms and related conduct in the United States. This 

question is a very serious one, as laws restricting firearm ownership and 

the like necessarily infringe the fundamental, individual right to keep 

and bear arms. 

Sound public policy demands a proper understanding of our legal 

system, our rights, and a dispassionate examination of evidence rather 

than a fixation with a specific type of tragedy. One piece of vital evidence 

absent from the broader ‘gun debate’ is the actual risk posed by mass 

shootings. Numbers presented by anti-gun organizations and individuals 

are often inconsistent, and citations are scarce. The truth is that the 

annual chance of being murdered in a mass shooting has been about 1 in 

11.6 million from 1966 through 2019. The 1,207 people who were mur-

dered in mass shootings during that time account for about 0.12 percent 

of the approximately 981,482 homicides during that multi-decade period. 

These are not high odds, nor are mass shootings a numerically significant 

component of homicide in the United States. 
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methods and data

Our analysis estimates the annual chance of being murdered 

in a mass shooting in the United States. Our estimates are based 

on data from 1966 through 2019, covering the entire duration of 

a recently released, authoritative dataset on mass shootings2. 

The annual chance of being murdered in a mass shooting is the 

summed population of the country in each year divided by the 

number of people murdered in a mass shooting in that year. This 

is a standard form of risk analysis measuring the annual fatality 

risk of a given cause. The same method has been used to study 

the chance of being murdered in terrorist attacks,3 wars,4 natural 

disasters,5 and other low-probability events.6   

Data on the number of people murdered in mass shootings 

comes from the Mass Shooter Database compiled by the Vio-

lence Project, a nonpartisan think tank whose mission is to 

“reduce violence in society and improved related policy and prac-

tice through research and analysis.”7 the Violence Project 

defines a mass shooting as: 

a multiple homicide incident in which four or more vic-

tims are murdered with firearms—not including the 

offender(s)—within one event, and at least some of the 

murders occurred in a public location or locations in 

close geographical proximity (e.g., a workplace, school, 

restaurant, or other public settings), and the murders 

are not attributable to any other underlying criminal 

activity or commonplace circumstance (armed robbery, 

criminal competition, insurance fraud, argument, or 

romantic triangle).8 
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the Violence Project’s definition of a mass shooting is the 

same as that used by the Congressional Research Service, a gov-

ernment think tank that provides policy and legal analysis to 

Congress.9 We believe this definition reasonably encompasses 

what most people imagine when they conceive of a mass shoot-

ing. Other definitions, such as the one used by Gun Violence 

Database (focusing on four or more injuries, not necessarily 

caused by the source of gunfire)10 miss the mark, as they can 

include a number of accidental circumstances, as well as more 

“common” criminal activity. That four fatalities is arbitrary is a 

fair criticism; but ultimately, with data, lines have to be drawn. 

While we may have drawn the lines differently, we feel those 

drawn by the primary dataset are certainly adequate.

Some corrections had to be made in order for us to examine 

total deaths. The Mass Shooter Database includes the number of 

people murdered in mass shootings, but is primarily designed to 

display information about mass shooters such as their sex, age, 

and the location of the shooting. As a result, it double counts the 

deaths in some mass shootings when there are two shooters 

involved. For instance, the database double-counted the 14 vic-

tims of the San Bernardino shooting carried out by Rizwan 

Farook and Tashfeen Malik. Instead of the 14 people murdered in 

their terrorist attack, the original version of the Mass Shooter 

Database counted 28 between them. Thus, the dataset had to be 

cleaned to remove the double counted murder victims. All in all, 

32 victims were double counted; so the number of victims was 

lowered from 1,239 to 1,207 to accurately count the total number 

of people murdered in mass shootings in the period.
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Data on the population of the United States in each year 

comes from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) program, 

which in turn relies upon the U.S. Census Bureau.11 Occasionally, 

older FBI documents have population figures that conflict with 

newer documents. In the case of such conflicting data, this analy-

sis chooses the data published at a later date. U.S. population for 

2019 was estimated to be the 2018 population increased by the 

average annual population growth rate in the preceding decade. 

Lastly, data on the number of murders comes from the UCR.12 

Like the population estimates, older UCR documents sometimes 

have slightly different numbers for murders. In the case of such 

conflicting data, this analysis chooses the data published at a 

later date to improve consistency.

results 

The annual chance of being murdered in a mass shooting was 

about 1 in 11,632,494 per year from 1966-2019. By comparison, the 

annual chance of being murdered in any homicide during that time 

was 1 in 14,305. In other words, about 0.12 percent of all murders 

were in mass shootings, and about one person was murdered in a 

mass shooting for every 813 people murdered by other means 

during that time. Murder rates are often portrayed as the rate per 

100,000. From 1966-2019, the annual average overall murder rate 

during the time was 6.99 per 100,000. By comparison, the average 

annual murder rate for mass shootings was 0.0086 per 100,000. 

Over the 54-year period analyzed here, the annual mass 

shooting fatalities have varied greatly (Figure 1). For instance, 

shortening the time to the 30-year period of 1990-2019 increases 
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the annual chance of being murdered in a mass shooting to 1 in 

9,075,285. Zero people were murdered in mass shootings in 1971, 

1974, and 1979, and the deadliest year was 2017 when 106 peo-

ple were murdered in mass shootings. The small numbers and 

year-over-year variation render a trend line of little utility. Thus, 

claims that mass shootings are “on the rise” are misleading or 

dubious at best.

Figure 1 13

Note: The higher the number, the lower the risk. The lower the num-
ber, the higher the risk. Years where zero people were murdered in 
mass shootings show a broken line.

Even so, the annual chance of being murdered in a mass shoot-

ing is about 65 percent lower than the annual chance of being mur-

dered in a terrorist attack on U.S. soil during roughly the same 

period.14 Some terrorist attacks like the Pulse Nightclub shooting 

in 2016, the San Bernardino shooting in 2015, and the Fort Hood 
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shooting in 2009, also count as mass shootings because they were 

carried out by terrorists using firearms as weapons. Although 

mass shootings garner an enormous amount of media and public 

attention, the actual risk from being murdered in one is small, and 

much smaller than other hazards.

Although there is clearly an important difference between vio-

lent crimes and accidents as a cause of death, mass shootings 

should be juxtaposed with other public health concerns in the 

United States to ascertain whether the problem of mass shootings 

justifies serious policy change. In assessing mass shootings as a 

public health concern in the United States, other causes of death 

are relevant in assessing the degree to which mass shootings are 

worthy of serious policy change (Figure 2).

Figure 2 15

It is clear that mass shootings are rare. Inclusion of more com-

mon preventable causes of death on the chart, such as car acci-

dents, medical malpractice, or heart disease, would have rendered 

mass shootings imperceptible on the same graph. If the primary 

Yearly Chance of Death from Select Causes (Fatalities per 10 Million)
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goal of policy advocates and legislators is to save lives, it would 

seem there are much more pressing causes of concern in the United 

States than mass shootings. Even if imposing legislation and regu-

lation could make a difference, we must ask whether the cure is 

worth the bitter taste of the medicine. “Solutions” to mass shoot-

ings (which are almost invariably presented as gun control and 

like restrictions) would impose tremendous costs on all Americans. 

Given the small numbers at play, if the goal is to save lives, 

resources would be better spent addressing areas of public policy 

where more lives are at stake, preferably those where “solutions” 

do not involve restricting the human rights of innocent people. 

conclusion

Mass shootings are mercifully rare crimes that impose high 

costs on the victims. However, the chance of being murdered in a 

mass shooting is exceedingly small, at about 1 in 11.6 million per 

year from 1966-2019. The variation is considerable from year to 

year, and the number of people murdered in mass shootings has 

seemingly gone up in recent years. But the risk is much smaller 

than most people realize—and certainly not high enough to jus-

tify further government restrictions on nonviolent people and 

their rights.
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