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ABSTRACT
The definitions and terms used to describe single-incident mass casualty events vary widely and remain
contested. To allow for the inclusion of more incidents, larger and more representative samples, and more
comprehensive analyses, we argue in favor of using the broad term “rampage” and propose a new model, the
Rampage Violence Status Model (RVSM), which provides additional context on completion status and can
subsume previous terminology. Additionally, by expanding upon previous researchers’ distinctions and
definitions of various stages and completion statuses, we suggest adopting the following terms as stages in
the progression of rampage violence, per the RVSM: researched, planned, prepared, initiated, interrupted,
attempted, and completed.
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Rampage violence has become a social problem of increasing concern in the 21st century, especially in the
United States where more public mass shootings occur than anywhere else on the planet (Lankford, 2016,
2019; Lemieux, 2014; Madfis & Lankford, 2022; Silva, 2022). Further, public mass shootings have become
more frequent (Peterson & Densley, 2020) and more deadly (Lankford & Silver, 2020) since the turn of the
21st century, and both public and private mass shootings have increased over the last few years during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Schildkraut & Turanovic, 2022). As the problem has worsened and gained more public
awareness over the last 20 years, the research on mass/rampage violence – public mass shootings, in
particular – has also increased exponentially during this time (Duwe et al., 2021).
Traditionally, mass shootings have been defined as the killing of four or more people with firearms during a
single episode at one or more closely related locations (Fox et al., 2018). However, this definition remains
contested (Huff-Corzine & Corzine, 2020), and numerous similar terms can be found throughout the literature,
such as mass murder (Duwe, 2007; Holmes & Holmes, 2001; Levin & Fox, 1985; Meloy & O’Toole, 2011),
active shooting (Kissner, 2016; Rusho et al., 2021), mass violence (Daly, 2018; Huff-Corzine & Corzine, 2020),
rampage (Madfis, 2014, 2020; Newman et al., 2004), and massacre (Harrison & Bowers, 2010; Schildkraut &
Muschert, 2014). There are many more location-specific terms such as mass public shooting (Silva & GreenColozzi, 2022), workplace massacre (Duwe, 2007), familicide (Liem at al., 2013), and mass school shooting
(Curran et al., 2020; Paez et al., 2021). When considering terminology regarding how far into the act of mass
violence the perpetrator was when it ceased, the list of terms grows further. Scholars have written about
averted school rampage (Madfis, 2020), averted school violence (Cowan et al., 2022), averted school shooting
(Daniels & Page, 2013), averted mass violence (Cowan et al., 2022), thwarted mass homicide (Sarteschi,
2016), and mass shooting with the designations of completed, attempted, failed, and foiled (Silva, 2021a,
2021b; Silva & Green-Colozzi, 2022), and school shootings as either completed or averted (Winch, 2021).
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While some of the variations in terminology may be substantive (and entail important differences in offender
profiles, attack behaviors, motivations, opportunities for intervention and prevention, etc.), far more research
is needed to compare across these categories (Madfis, 2020). That said, we do know that many common
factors and patterns among perpetrators exist (such as cumulative strains, extensive fantasizing about and
planning for the rampage attack, desire for lasting fame, leakage of information about the threat to others, etc.;
see Lankford et al., 2019; Levin & Madfis, 2009; Madfis, 2017) and persist despite, for example, variations in
the site of the mass violence (see, for example, Silver et al., 2018).
As empirical knowledge of mass violence expands it would be helpful to utilize universal language to explore
this violent phenomenon with a more standardized set of terminology. The increasing frequency of mass
violence in the United States and its damaging effects on society suggest the dire need for empirical research
which is more easily understandable and less contradictory in the use of language so that research may better
inform public debate and policy. Scholars’ use of more universal and uniform language is one method to
potentially address this need. Though some scholars (such as Huff-Corzine & Corzine, 2020) discourage the
implementation of any standardized definitions around the phenomenon due to the desire to keep various
forms of mass violence distinct from one another, we contend that more universal language and terminology
for these acts can benefit this area of study if developed in a systematic way with holistic intent.
In this article, we summarize how previous studies have defined and operationalized mass violence (and
associated terms such as mass shootings, rampage, mass murder, etc.) across the spectrum of attempts and
completed acts and argue in favor of adopting terminology which is as broad as possible, yet retains the most
crucial identifying features so as to maintain distinctions between single-incident mass casualty events and
other multiple-incident mass casualty events like serial killings and state-sponsored mass violence such as
genocides. To that end, we suggest adopting the broad term rampage to which specificity can be added. For
example, the location and weapon of rampage violence may be further specified by referring to a school
rampage stabbing or a workplace rampage shooting. Further, the completion status of an attack may be
characterized as a completed, attempted, interrupted, arrived, prepared, planned, or researched rampage to
clarify how far along the offender was able to carry out their deadly plot (these new terms will be defined and
explained later in this piece). Thus, instances could be referred to as, for example, a completed school
rampage stabbing or an attempted workplace rampage shooting.
Prior Debates Over Terminology
In scholarship on homicide, the first term used to refer to single-incident mass casualty events was “mass
murder” (Fox & Levin, 1998), and the traditional definition limits the phenomenon to those events wherein at
least four victims were killed during a single episode at one or more closely related locations (Duwe, 2007;
Fox et al., 2018; Holmes & Holmes, 2001). The term mass murder is deliberately broad so as to encompass
all types of weapons used, including knives, axes, guns, bombs, and any other potentially deadly weapon. In
recent years, terms such as “mass shooting” and “active shooting” have become far more prevalent (Fox &
Levin, 2015). The aforementioned terms focus only on gun violence, and many studies specifically limit their
qualifying criteria to only include incidents of mass violence in which firearms were the primary weapon (see
Newman et al., 2004 for an example). As Madfis (2020) notes, however, in his study of averted incidents of
school rampage plots, numerous deadly school violence plans were formed by students which involved knife
attacks and the use of various types of bombs, explosives, and incendiary weapons. Likewise, bombs were a
vital component of the Columbine High School killer duo’s plan though most were not detonated (Larkin, 2007).
Further, the deadliest mass murder at a school in American history (the 1927 Bath School Disaster in
Michigan) involved dynamite and hundreds of pounds of pyrotol, but no firearms (Bernstein, 2009), and the
deadliest mass casualty event committed by a single perpetrator (the 2011 Norway attacks) utilized both
bombs and guns. Amman and colleagues (2022) recently found 138 mass stabbing attacks across the world
between 2004 and 2017.
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Accordingly, we suggest using the term rampage in line with Madfis (2020) so that all types of weaponry may
be included in future operationalizations and subsequent datasets. Certainly, guns enable far more deaths in
a shorter timespan than less lethal weapons like knives and axes (Madfis & Levin, 2013), but, until such time
as there is evidence to suggest that substantial differences exist in terms of motivation or other characteristics
between those who utilize guns and those who utilize other weapons to commit their attacks, the broader term
rampage should be adopted to allow for the inclusion of more incidents, larger samples that are more
representative, and thus more comprehensive analyses.
Other important definitional debates in the mass violence literature have included excluding cases based on
the location of the attack (e.g., removing cases of familicides in private homes), offender’s connection to the
attack site (e.g., limiting cases to school attacks only by former and current students), the relationship between
offenders and victims (as specific or random targets), and by the number of victims killed or injured (Daniels
et al., 2007, 2010; Levin & Madfis, 2009; Moore et al., 2003; Muschert, 2007; Newman & Fox, 2009; Newman
et al., 2004; Vossekuil et al., 2002). We view all of these exclusion criteria as problematic (and as having the
potential to create less representative samples), unless done for specific methodological, conceptual, or
pragmatic reasons.
In particular, we take issue with the practice of requiring specific death counts as an inclusion criterion. Such
a focused definition needlessly omits myriad cases which have not resulted in multiple deaths (Madfis, 2020).
Cases in which the perpetrator has the desire and intent to kill multiple victims yet fails to do so when their
plans come to the attention of authorities before being effectuated and those who severely injure many people
but fail to do so fatally are excluded in conventional definitions of mass murders and mass shootings. As
Madfis (2020) states, “These less-successful perpetrators may be distinguishable by their overall
incompetence with weaponry and/or their inability to maintain secrecy about their future actions, but not
necessarily by their original motivations and goals” (p. 169). Therefore, there is much use in adopting the
broader notion of rampage violence and including all cases which involve an attempt to kill multiple people in
a single event (White-Hamon, 2000; Madfis, 2020).
One of the newest and most interesting areas of emergent scholarship in this area is the issue of completion
status, or how far along the perpetrator was able to carry out their deadly plot to kill multiple victims. The first
studies to explore cases of averted incidents (such as Daniels & Page, 2013; Daniels et al., 2007, 2010;
Larkin, 2009; Madfis, 2014) exclusively did so in the context of school settings, but knowledge and terminology
in this area has rapidly expanded in recent years.
As Daniels and Page (2013) identify, studying something that may or may not have eventually happened but
was stopped is complicated. To combat this, they took an approach inspired by the study of law, selecting
only cases which had sufficient evidence to bring about conviction for an imminent shooting (Daniels & Page,
2013). Winch (2021) considered a case averted if there was any evidence that the perpetrator demonstrated
pathway engagement (Calhoun & Weston, 2003), such as researching past school shootings, planning for an
attack in various ways, or preparing for the attack by acquiring a gun. Other definitions and use of terminology
regarding completion status also consider activity engagement and process. Meloy and O’Toole (2011)
explore leakage, which is a type of pathway warning behavior wherein there is “communication to a third party
of an intent to do harm to a target” (p. 513). These researchers found pathway warning behaviors to be a
predominant theme in several types of violent crime, including mass murder and school shootings. According
to Meloy and O’Toole (2011) pathway warning behaviors are any that contribute to the steps of researching
(learning and gathering useful information from past attacks), planning (selection of the time, location, method
of attack, and entry method), preparing for (weapons and materials acquisition), and implementation of a
violent incident, and that with each step the risk of violence and harm to others increases. Incorporated into
Winch’s (2021) conceptualization, each of these pathway warning behaviors up to implementation meets the
criteria for an averted school shooting. Once a perpetrator reaches the implementation stage, the case was

Figure 1
Illustrative Model of Outcome-Operationalized Incident Type (Silva, 2021b) and Pathway Warning Behaviors (Meloy & O’Toole, 2011)
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deemed a completed school shooting if there was at least one injury and the incident occurred on school
grounds during school hours or at a school event after hours.
Silva (2021a, 2021b) introduced a series of terms defining the progress of a mass shooting incident based on
outcome operationalization. This work defined a mass shooting as a gun incident committed by 1+ person in
1+ public or populated setting within a 24-hour period in which at least some intended victims were selected
randomly and/or for symbolic value. This model expands on previously used completion status concepts,
offering four casualty- and target-based outcome categories and terms from least to most severe: foiled, failed,
attempted, and completed (Silva, 2021a, 2021b). Offering further clarification on stages of completion status,
Silva and Green-Colozzi (2022) identify four stages of a mass shooting as preparation, arrival, event, and
conclusion.
A foiled mass shooting is an incident which the perpetrator has set into motion but was stopped before the
incident began, such as never reaching their intended target (Silva, 2021a, 2021b). This definition is rooted in
Sarteschi’s (2016) concept of high credibility cases, in which an offender has explicitly stated their intention to
carry out a mass shooting attack, identified a target or type of target, and already has a gun, has attempted to
acquire one, or has a plan to do so. An incident is considered a failed mass shooting if the plan was set into
motion but stopped during the incident (Silva, 2021b). For example, in a failed mass shooting case, the
perpetrator would have finished preparations, arrived at the intended target, and perhaps began shooting but
is then interrupted (e.g., killed or tackled) (Capellan & Gomez, 2018; Silva & Green-Colozzi, 2022). Both foiled
and failed mass shootings have no casualties (Silva, 2021b).
Conversely, attempted and completed mass shooting incidents both include casualties. The distinction
between these two categories rests on the number and type of casualties associated. In an attempted mass
shooting, the plan has been effectuated and ended with less than four deaths but at least one victim casualty
(injury or fatality). A completed mass shooting is characterized by four or more fatalities, not including the
perpetrator (Silva, 2021a, 2021b).
Silva’s (2021a, 2021b) outcome operationalization model and Meloy and O’Toole’s (2011) stages based on
pathway warning behavior overlap, each adding specificity to different phases of an incident. We submit that,
taken together, these approaches can offer unifying terminology and definitions that can be applied to all
incidents of rampage violence, no matter the location or weaponry, and such an approach provides the most
comprehensive way to provide information and analysis on the completion status of incidents. At present,
Silva (2021b) created the stages of preparation, arrival, event, and conclusion, while Meloy and O’Toole (2011)
specify research, planning, preparation, and implementation stages. As illustrated in Figure 1, the definitions
of these stages overlap, allowing Meloy and O’Toole’s research, plan, and prepare stages to add a deeper
level of detail to Silva’s preparation stage. Further, Silva’s arrival, event, and conclusion stages increase the
detail and nuance of Meloy and O’Toole’s (2011) implementation stage.
Rampage Violence Status Model
Taken together, previous scholarship has offered numerous varied conceptualizations, operationalizations,
and terminology options to discuss mass and rampage violence incidents. However, some terms and
definitions are needlessly limiting, several prior conceptualizations overlap, and some terms are synonymous
and virtually indistinguishable from one another. Previous models and concepts have moved the field forward
and provided much needed insight and clarity. However, we propose a new model, the Rampage Violence
Status Model (RVSM) (see Figure 2), which is meant to be more comprehensive, cohesive, and inclusive as
it provides additional context on completion status and can subsume previous terminology (see Figure 3 for
examples of cases that represent each stage of the RVSM). Additionally, this model provides terms that move
the field forward by allowing the examination of perpetrators’ intentions.
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Building and expanding on previous researchers’ (such as Meloy & O’Toole, 2011; Silva 2021a, 2021b)
distinctions and definitions of various stages and completion statuses, we suggest adopting the following terms
as stages in the progression of rampage violence, per the RVSM: researched, planned, prepared, initiated,
interrupted, attempted, and completed.
Researched rampage violence is an incident in which the perpetrator(s) has/have researched and gathered
information from previous attacks for their own use before their efforts were stopped. At this early stage, any
incident would be very undeveloped.
Planned rampage violence occurs when the perpetrator(s) has/have completed the research stage and
moved on to planning their own attack. This could include decisions being made as to the time and location
of their act, identifying and/or listing targets, selecting a method of attack or weaponry, creating plans to
acquire those weapons, choosing entry points, acquiring or sketching blueprints/layouts of their selected
location, etc. A rampage violence act is described as planned if any of these decisions have been made when
the plot is discovered and stopped.
Prepared rampage violence is a plot which has passed the research and planning stages and the
perpetrator(s) has/have now either acquired or attempted to acquire weapons and materials needed for the
event when stopped. This definition also includes any efforts to create, pack, or transport the materials and
weapons required for the plot.
An incident would be considered initiated rampage violence if the perpetrator(s) has/have surpassed the
three previous stages and successfully arrived at their targeted location to carry out their plot. However, the

Figure 2
Illustrative Model of the Rampage Violence Status Model (RVSM) by Stages
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Due to the underdeveloped nature of “researched” cases, they are unlikely to reach media attention. Preliminary research on school threat assessment records offers a
promising source to better understand these types of cases (Madfis, forthcoming).
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Figure 3
Rampage Violence Status Model (RVSM) with Case Examples
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act is stopped before any injuries or fatalities have occurred at the target location. These four terms –
researched, planned, prepared, and initiated rampage violence – refer to acts that could have been stopped
by the perpetrator(s) via personal failure or leakage behaviors, by family, friends, or various community
members, or by intervention from law enforcement. Additionally, these terms define completion stages of a
rampage violence act in which there are no victim injuries or fatalities.
In contrast, interrupted rampage violence is an act in which the perpetrator(s) has/have successfully passed
all previous stages and initiated their plot but was/were stopped or interrupted by anyone other than the
perpetrator(s). An interrupted rampage violence event results in less than four victim fatalities but has at least
one victim injury or fatality. Similarly, attempted rampage violence reaches the same stage of completion
and victim outcomes as interrupted rampage violence, however, it is notably distinct in that this act concludes
due to action(s) taken by the perpetrator(s). In other words, an attemptted rampage violence event stops by
the perpetrator’s own hand, for example by suicide or surrender.
The interrupted and attempted rampage violence classifications provide terminology to explore perpetrators’
plans versus what occurred, by distinguishing between an act being stopped by others rather than a
perpetrator choosing its completion. If a perpetrator is stopped by law enforcement, the ending was defined
by law enforcement. The intended plot could have included more targets, additional types of weapons, and so
on. However, if a perpetrator chooses when the event is finished, one can presume the perpetrator
accomplished their intended plan or revised their plan during the event and reached a point of satisfaction or
resolution.
Finally, completed rampage violence represents an event which passes all stages and meets the commonly
accepted “mass” threshold of four or more victim fatalities. In this model, a completed rampage violence act
can be stopped either by the perpetrator or any other means.
Conclusion
Rampage violence is an increasingly common and deadly social phenomenon, and the continued empirical
work in this area is vital for future preventative efforts. Prior conceptualizations and operationalizations are
inconsistent across studies, and this can create confusion within the body of empirical research and among
the public more generally.
The RVSM provides more standardized language and terminology around these devastating events, and its
widespread adoption could serve to advance the discussion in meaningful, tangible ways. Adoption of the
RVSM provides distinct, clearer terms which subsume previous terminology and clarify context about
completion status and information on the number of victim casualties. In addition, the model furthers this area
of study by capturing more events, therefore increasing sample sizes so that they are more representative
and inclusive of various forms of single-incident mass casualty events. The unifying language of the RVSM
allows scholars to adopt more standardized language and thus increase accessibility and comprehension for
both scholars and relevant stakeholders outside of academia.
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