
Lockdown Drills: Why Evidence, 
Rather Than Emotion, Must 
Guide Decisions 
By Jaclyn Schildkraut, PhD

As a former resident of the Parkland, Florida area, I will never forget the 
moment the news broke about the shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas 
(MSD) High School on February 14, 2018. Like so many others around the 
nation, I watched in horror as images of students fleeing from the school 
with their hands above their heads, led by responding law enforcement, 
permeated our television and computer screens and the death toll climbed 
to 17. For me, however, this time was different. It happened where I grew 
up, where my friends and my brother went to school—it happened at home. 

As an expert on mass shootings who is routinely sought out by the national 
and international media after each of these tragedies, I have become all too 
familiar with the standard conversation that follows the gunshots: thoughts 
and prayers, demands for answers, and, unfortunately, little action that 
results from either. Having now witnessed my community become completely 
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ACJS invites you to watch a brief update from Dr. Heather Pfeifer on exciting plans for 

the upcoming ACJS 59th Annual Meeting in Las Vegas (Adobe Acrobat required). 

You can also access the video here. 

Video Message from ACJS President Dr. Heather Pfeifer

https://youtu.be/WUx-NcRO3FY
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Criminology and literature is an interdisciplinary field con-
necting the social scientific study of crime, criminals, criminal 
law, and criminal justice with humankind’s artistic, imaginative 
expression in written word. The thesis of the field is that crimes 
are texts—broadly defined as things made by humans—with 
authors, audiences, and conditioning social contexts. That 
means crimes can be studied as literary texts are studied, and 
doing so uncovers new understandings about the origins, 
structures, and implications of crime. 

The argument is not that criminology should be more literary. 
It’s that criminology has always been literary, and literature 
has always had the capacity to be criminological. The field 
recognizes literature was a prominent venue for thinking about 
causes of crime before criminology emerged as a social science 
in the late nineteenth century, and as an ongoing prompt for 
developing new theories of criminology. The field also holds 
that both crimes and criminological theories are fundamentally 
stories with beginnings, middles, and ends, so the terms of liter-
ary studies—tragedy, performance, metaphor, point-of-view, 
anti-hero, and so forth—are helpful tools for theorizing crime 
and justice. Some of the driving questions of the field include: 

1. How do literary texts represent crime and justice?

2. How can the terms of literary studies help us interpret
crime and the criminal justice system?

3. How can criminology help us understand what happens
in literary texts?

4. How can literature help us build new theories of
criminology?

5. How have experiences with crime and criminal justice
systems influenced literary authors?

6. How has literature influenced criminal acts?

7. How has li terature influenced the creation of
criminological theories?

8. How have criminological theories influenced the
creation of literary texts?

9. What kinds of literature do criminals, police, and
criminologists read and write?

10. What does literature reveal about crime that criminology
misses, and what does criminology reveal that literature
misses?

Behind these questions loom global crises in crime and 
law enforcement—from international white-collar crime, 
drug trafficking in Afghanistan, and racist police abuse of 
force in the United States to gang violence in Venezuela, 
government corruption in India, and a world-wide rape 
epidemic. Responding to the three-fold challenge of crime 
in the community, crisis in the criminal justice system, and 
the shortcomings of academic criminology, the prospect of 
criminology and literature is a more imaginative, humane 
criminology and more political—meaning public policy 
oriented—literary studies. 

THE RISE OF CRIMINOLOGY AND LITERATURE

This field follows more than 50 years of the critical criminology 
that arose in the 1970s, including branches that draw heavily 
from the humanities, such as radical criminology, peacemaking 
criminology, convict criminology, feminist criminology, postco-
lonial criminology, queer criminology, and green criminology. 
Criminology and literature’s most immediate ancestors are 
the cultural criminology, popular criminology, and public 
criminology that have shown the arts and humanities to be 
important social mediators of crime, justice, criminal justice, 
and criminology. The field is especially aligned with narrative 
criminology, plus the sister study of criminology and film. But 
criminology and literature treks beyond these earlier subfields 
in recognizing the conceptual depth of literature as a partic-
ularly powerful resource for thinking about crime and justice. 
With the psychological and sociological density inherent in 
literary expression, every imaginative representation of crime 
and justice is a criminological theory waiting to be discovered 
and empirically tested.

Although criminology and literature has only become a distinct 
academic field in the 21st century, precursors date back to 
the first half of the 20th century, with literary critics comparing 
Shakespeare to criminologists (Stoll, 1912) or calling Dickens 
a criminologist (Squires, 1938). One of the earliest scholarly 
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calls to pair criminology and literature came from Ruth Elinor 
Wilson in 1963. The 1970s brought academic interest in 
literature written by prisoners. Spurred by C. Wright Mills’s 
The Sociological Imagination (1959), the law and literature 
movement (White, 1973), and a classroom-friendly textbook 
(Dow, 1980), the 1980s were a watershed moment for the 
field, with a series of articles showing that literature can be 
brought into the criminology classroom as a pedagogical 
resource (Hirschel & McNair, 1982; Halsted, 1985; Smith, 
1987; Smith, 1993). 

The first full-fledged theorist of the field was former president 
of the American Society of Criminology Edward Sagarin, 
who earlier wrote the pioneering The Homosexual in America 
(1951) under the pseudonym Donald Webster Cory (see 
Duberman, 1997). Sagarin (1980) felt “it is probably true 
that criminologists have more to learn from the literary world 
than the reverse” (p. 76; see also Sagarin, 1981, 1983). 
He frequently collaborated with his City University of New 
York colleague Robert Kelly, himself the author of a book of 
poetry (see Sagarin & Kelly, 1985; Kelly, 1991). Canadian 
criminologist Charles K. Talbot (1982, 1988) sought to com-
pare—quantitatively—crime rates in fiction to those in reality, 
while American Ronald P. Corbett, Jr. (1994) studied fiction 
as sociology. 

Due to the pedagogical orientation of the first wave, criminology 
and literature faded from view as the field of criminology and 
film arose in the 1990s (Cook & Bacot, 1993; Rafter, 2000; 
Young, 2009; Frauley, 2010a; Rafter & Brown, 2011). Where 
criminology and film is oriented toward the modern age, and 
toward America, criminology and literature is more expansive 
in both era and culture, offering a more global endeavor. If 
criminology and film is pedagogically useful for the student, 
criminology and literature is theoretically useful for the scholar.

With a key leading statement from Nigerian criminologist 
Onwubiko Agozino (1995), the 1990s was an age of expan-
sion beyond pedagogy, with historicist studies asking how 
literary works have influenced criminology and theoretical 
studies using literature to build criminological ideas. Two sus-
tained efforts to locate criminological theory in European and 
American literature deserve special mention: Victoria Time’s 
Shakespeare’s Criminals: Criminology, Fiction, and Drama 
(1999) and Vincenzo Ruggiero’s Crime in Literature: Sociology 

of Deviance and Fiction (2003). 

In the 21st century, pedagogical explorations expanded 
(Engel, 2003; West, 2005; Bowman, 2009; Powell, 2010; 
Pérez et al., 2019; Mackey & Levan, 2019), while theoretical 
considerations grew sharper and more ambitious. Books that 
have become foundations of the field include Monsters in and 
Among Us: Toward a Gothic Criminology, edited by Caroline 
Joan Picart and Cecil E. Greek (2007); The Poetics of Crime: 
Understanding and Researching Crime and Deviance Through 
Creative Sources, edited by Michael Hviid Jacobsen (2014); C. 
Wright Mills and the Criminological Imagination: Prospects for 
Creative Inquiry, edited by Jon Frauley (2015); The Criminal 
Humanities, edited by Michael Arntfield and Marcel Danesi 
(2016); and Rafe McGregor’s companion books Narrative 
Justice (2018) and A Criminology of Narrative Fiction (2021). 
The field has been further explored by Elizabeth Burney (2012), 
Afra Saleh Alshiban (2012), Jeffrey R. Wilson (2014), Herschel 
Prins (2014), Sarah Colvin (2015), Stephanie Piamonte 
(2015), and a new anthology designed for classroom use:  
Crime, Justice and Literature: A Reader, edited by Lawrence 
Karson, Claudia Slate, and Rebecca Saulsbury (2017). These 
scholars have called for the founding of a field of criminology 
and literature, variously conceived under banners such as 
“the criminological imagination,” “the poetics of crime,” “the 
criminal humanities,” “imaginative criminology,” and “literary 
criminology.”

I opt for the umbrella term “criminology and literature” because 
it is the most inclusive, allowing a wide swath of concerns and 
methodologies into the field, and because the sound of the 
term cites the “law and literature” movement. Criminology and 
literature is different from law and literature—just as criminology 
departments and law schools teach different things. Law and 
literature bridges imaginative texts with everything that goes 
into rules imposed by the state, while criminology and literature 
focuses more specifically on acts that break those rules—the 
center of gravity is crime rather than law. At the same time, just 
as law and literature has two main branches—law in literature 
(creative representations of legal matters) and law as literature 
(analyzing the rhetorical features of legal documents)—crim-
inology and literature has comparable concerns. We can 
look at literary texts that depict crime and justice but also at 
crimes as texts—meaning that, as human creations, crimes 
invite interpretations leveraging the analytical methods and 
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vocabularies of the academic disciplines developed to make 
sense of human creativity, namely the humanities.

THE FORMS OF CRIMINOLOGY AND LITERATURE
While its varieties are infinite, criminology and literature often 
surfaces in four key approaches: the lens, the theorization, the 
historicization, and the comparison. 

1. The lens uses terms and theories drawn from criminology
to interpret literary texts.

• In the ancient Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, the
protagonist’s turn from rapist tyrant to legendary
hero can be read, from the perspective of feminist
criminology, as different iterations of performative
masculine violence.

• Marxist theories of criminology can illuminate English
author Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko (1688), which depicts
the state violence of colonizers and the proletariat
uprising of enslaved people.

• Imperialism and neocolonialism are the root causes of
crimes in African texts like Kenyan author Ngugi wa
Thiongo’s Devil on the Cross (1982), written on toilet
paper while he was a political prisoner.

• American author Thomas Harris’s The Silence of the
Lambs (1988) carries assumptions about sexuality
and crime that can be exposed with the help of queer
criminology.

2. The theorization uses examples and ideas related to crime
and justice in literary texts to generate new theories that
are able to explain how crime and justice work in society.

• In the Hebrew Bible, Adam’s eating of the forbidden
apple in the Garden of Eden could be theorized into
the notion that new laws can prompt the very crimes
they seek to prevent.

• In English playwright William Shakespeare’s Hamlet,
the protagonist’s delay in exacting revenge against
his uncle could be theorized into an explanation for
delays in modern death sentences, when often the
state is doing to a criminal the very act that he did to
someone else.

• Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon (1950), in which four peo-
ple recount a crime in contradictory ways, has been
theorized into the Rashomon Effect, which addresses
the unreliability of eyewitnesses.

• The link between the horrors of slavery and child
abuse in American novelist Toni Morrison’s Beloved
(1987) could be expanded into a theory of postco-
lonial criminology.

3. The historicization shows how literature has influenced the
thinkers who have developed criminological theory and
how the criminal justice system and academic criminology
have influenced authors when writing literary texts.

• The purportedly scientific writings of Italian criminolo-
gist Cesare Lombroso are filled with literary examples
from Dante, Shakespeare, Flaubert, Schopenhauer,
Zola, Molière, and Stendhal.

• After teaching sociology and criminology for 15 years,
the Brazilian professor Antonio Candido became a
leading literary critic.

• Iranian novelist Shahrnush Parsipur wrote the first part
of Touba and the Meaning of Night (1989) while a
political prisoner.

• Australian playwright Rose Myers’s play Criminology
(2007) was based on the story of Anu Singh, who
earned her degree in criminology while serving a
prison sentence for killing her boyfriend.

• Drama provided Timothy Griffin and Monica K. Miller
(2008) a vocabulary for theorizing the “crime control
theater” done by programs such as AMBER Alerts.

4. The comparison shows how crime and justice appear
similarly or differently in criminology and literature.

• The Eumenides, the final play in ancient Greek tra-
gedian Aeschylus’s Orestia trilogy, can be read as
peacemaking criminology: It depicts the shift from a
culture of vengeance to one of juridical trial.

• Whereas the psychological school of criminology
emphasizes the mental conditions that lead to crime,
Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky's Crime and
Punishment (1866) shows those that crime leads to.

• Although Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso’s The
Criminal Woman (1893) suggests violent female
criminals have masculine traits, American author Susan
Glaspell’s Trifle (1916) shows Minnie Wright’s crimes
to be intimately bound up with her femininity.

• Criminologist Howard Becker's Outsiders: Studies
in the Sociology of Deviance (1963) and novelist S.
E. Hinton’s The Outsiders (1967) represent similar
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attitudes toward the labeling theory of criminology 
and “secondary deviance,” in which deviance grows 
in response to being labeled as deviant.

THE FUTURE OF CRIMINOLOGY AND LITERATURE
Ultimately, criminology and literature is a challenge to both 
disciplines as traditionally practiced. The field calls for crimi-
nology—which can be curtailed by limitations in what data can 
show and too cozy for comfort with well-moneyed institutions 
and their vested interests—to be more creative, humane, and 
conceptually ambitious in its theories of crime and justice. The 
field also calls for literary studies—which can be insular and 
abstract—to be more active and practical in the public policy 
implications of this line of work. 

While criminology and literature grows from critiques of 
“abstracted empiricism” in academic criminology (Mills, 1959, 
p. 50) and of an “administrative criminology” that is scientistic, 
unimaginative, and government funded (Young, 1986, p.9), the 
field is not hostile to quantitative criminology. Having moved 
beyond the 20th-century totalizing methodological disputes 
of the biological, psychological, and sociological schools, 
criminology has entered an age of integration and interdis-
ciplinarity, synthesizing the best aspects of various fields and 
theories for targeted analysis of specific aspects of crime and 
justice. This new era has seen the rise of qualitative criminol-
ogy, yet one underdeveloped avenue is integration with the 
humanities. Instead of chastising quantitative criminologists, 
criminology and literature invites criminologists—both quanti-
tative and qualitative—into new ways to achieve their goals. 
Thus, criminology and literature should ask and answer—with 
empirical research—three questions as the field moves forward:

1. Do literary studies programs contribute to lower crime 
rates on an individual level? On a social level? Put 
differently, are programs that respond to crime in the 
community with the arts and humanities empirically 
effective? How could this connection be measured? 
What would be the criteria to settle these questions? 

2. Do literary studies make criminology better? Here the proof 
is in the pudding—in the generations of scholars who 
have use critical criminology as a compelling theoretical 
position in the discipline, and in the growing field of 
criminology and literature. But skeptics will—justly—not 
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be persuaded until there is empirical data of the 
efficaciousness of literary studies for criminology. 

3. Do literary studies contribute to better criminal justice? We
need controlled and reliable studies that show whether
or not criminal justice education that is infused with
literary studies—in schools, in training academies, and
in professional development programs—leads to better
criminal justice practices out on the street.
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unrecognizable in a matter of minutes, 
this endless cycle of inaction was even 
more unacceptable to me than normal. 
It was time for action. 

In the aftermath of the shooting, one 
thing that was revealed by the MSD 
Public Safety Commission (2019) inves-
tigation is that the school was woefully 
inadequately prepared for the shooting 
in numerous ways. One of these ways 
was emergency preparedness train-
ing and drills. Lockdown drills, which 
often are erroneously equated solely 
to active shooters/attackers despite that 
they can be used for any threat inside 
a building, emphasize practicing a spe-
cific set of steps (locking doors, turning 
off the lights, moving out of sight, and 
maintaining silence) to respond to the 
danger. These practices became com-
monplace following the 1999 shooting 
at Columbine High School in Jefferson 
County, Colorado; although the school 
did not have a formalized response plan 
on the day of the attack, the Columbine 
Review Commission (2001) indicated 
that engaging in these steps likely saved 
countless lives that day. 

As of the latest Indicators of School 
Crime and Safety repor t from the 
National Center for Education Statistics, 
lockdown drills presently are used in 
95% of K–12 public schools nationwide 
(Wang et al., 2020). On the day of their 
shooting, however, MSD fell into the 5% 
of schools not using them. Teachers had 
received little training and students had 

received none. The school had not con-
ducted a drill in at least the year prior. 
Consequently, as we all witnessed, the 
results were catastrophic.

Around the time that the shooting hap-
pened, lockdown and active shooter 
drills also were making headlines—for 
all the wrong reasons. In Indiana, for 
instance, teachers were injured when 
they were shot with pellet guns during 
a drill. In some school districts, students 
were being exposed to the sounds of 
simulated gunfire, as well as crisis actors 
covered in fake blood. Not surprisingly, 
the conversation about drills took a neg-
ative tone—people were calling for their 
abolishment from schools, arguing that 
they were unnecessarily traumatizing 
students.

In the context of lockdown drills and their 
effects, however, this evidence—one way 
or the other—simply did not exist. Prior 
to the MSD shooting, just two studies 
had been published that examined any 
impact of participating in a drill among 
students.  In their study of students in 
fourth through sixth grade, Zhe and 
Nickerson (2007) found that participat-
ing in an intruder (lockdown) drill did not 
lead to differences in state (temporary) 
anxiety nor perceived school safety 
between the groups who did and did 
not engage in the practice. Dickson and 
Vargo (2017) found that utilizing behav-
ioral skills training with kindergarten 
students helped them master the steps 
of lockdown drills. Researchers have 

explored other measures of psychologi-
cal impacts, including fear, risk, anxiety, 
depression, and perceived preparedness 
(Huskey & Connell, 2021; Peterson et al., 
2015), but these studies did not involve 
drill participation in conjunction with 
survey collection and have relied on 
samples of college students.

One challenge to studying the effects 
of lockdown drills is that there is a lack 
of a national standard for what these 
practices should look like. As a result, 
the decisions about what these prac-
tices should look like fall to the states, 
leading to considerable variability in 
how they are conducted (see, gener-
ally, Erwin, 2019). Best practices from 
groups like the National Association of 
School Psychologists (2018, 2021) and 
National Association of School Resource 
Officers do exist, but it is unclear how 
many states or even individual districts 
are adhering to them, particularly as 
the worst-case examples are in direct 
opposition to these recommendations. As 
such, we simply did not know the impact 
of drills being done in accordance with 
these best practices, which encompass 
trauma-informed approaches, on the 
people who participate in them.

In the Fall of 2018, just six months after 
the MSD shooting, I partnered with 
Syracuse City School District, the fifth 
largest in the state of New York, to start 
building this body of evidence so that 
schools and policymakers were mak-
ing evidence-based decisions about 

Lockdown Drills continued from page 1
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emergency preparedness practices. 
In the first year, my research team and 
I conducted 60 lockdown drills (half 
before and half after training, which 
was delivered in 70 sessions across 
the 30 schools) with more than 21,000 
students (Pre-K through 12th grade) and 
their 4,300 educators. We collected 
nearly 14,000 surveys over three differ-
ent time points to understand the impact 
these drills had on their perceptions of 
safety and preparedness, fear, risk, and 
avoidance.

What we found was important. By and 
large, engaging in lockdown drills—
when those practices were being con-
ducted in accordance with best prac-
tices—helped students (Schildkraut et al., 
2020) and their educators (Schildkraut et 
al., 2021) feel more prepared to respond 
if they were faced with a situation like 
what happened at MSD. They also 
felt more confident after receiving the 
training on the protocol rather than just 
going through the motions of the drills 
(Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020). In other 
words, telling them what to do and why 
they needed to do it had measurable 
benefits compared to just expecting them 
to buy in to the practice, which many 
schools do not—they see them as “tick-
box exercises” to complete because the 
state requires them to do so. Students not 
only took these practices more seriously, 
but they also began thinking about how 
they could use what they were being 
taught outside of the school walls to 
keep themselves, family, and friends safe. 

We did find that their perceived safety 
decreased slightly over the course of 
the project, which is itself an important 
result related to the idea of Protection 
Motivation Theory—people need to 
perceive some type of danger to be 
willing to engage in protective behaviors 
(for an overview, see Floyd et al., 2000). 
At the same time, however, we found 
that sensational and highly sensorial 
drills were not needed to achieve that. 
In a separate study in a neighboring 
school district using the same model, we 
even found that state anxiety was lower 
immediately following a drill during 
the debrief period, as compared to a 
week before the practice (Nickerson & 
Schildkraut, 2021).

“One challenge to studying the effects of 
lockdown drills is that there is a lack of 
a national standard for what these prac-
tices should look like. ”

We also saw over that first year that 
schools became better at responding 
with practice because they were being 
given feedback with an action plan 
(including the training) and then were 
being reassessed. When the schools 
were in drills, we checked every single 
room for four criteria: were the doors 
locked, lights off, occupants out of sight 
(meaning we could not see or hear them 
from the hallway), and did they respond 
when we knocked on the door. In our 
first round of drills before training, about 
1 out of every 4 rooms districtwide suc-
cessfully completed all 4 steps; in some 
schools, they had no perfect checks that 
first drill. By the next drill (after training), 
more than half of the rooms were hitting 

all 4 steps correctly and today, with 
continued practice each school year, 
they are averaging more than 80% per-
fect checks districtwide.

The school security market, of which 
emergency preparedness drills like lock-
downs are just one small part, is a $3 
billion per year industry (Keierleber, 
2018). Yet like lockdown drills, many of 
these “shiny objects” lack any evidence 
of their effectiveness and some, such as 

bulletproof backpacks, defy common 
sense about their ability to keep students 
safe if the very worst day comes. Like 
other corners of criminal justice, school 
safety needs more attention from the 
research community. More evaluative 
studies are needed to help build up our 
knowledge of evidence-based and best 
practices, with the goal of ultimately 
guiding policy decisions. This includes 
evaluating the different available proto-
cols for effectiveness (see, for example, 
Jonson et al., 2020), as well as assessing 
a wider range of health consequences 
stemming from these practices.

In an ideal world, lockdown drills would 
not be needed, yet today’s reality shows 

Lockdown Drills continued from page 1
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that they are. Events like Parkland and even more 
recent school shootings show why it is important that 
schools are prepared and that students and staff 
have the tools they need to be safe. We may not 
want them but if we are going to have them, then we 
should ensure we are working to minimize potential 
harms while increasing the benefits relative to safety. 
Keeping students and staff safe need not be a polit-
ical decision, but it should be one made based on 
available evidence. And it is on us as researchers to 
provide that evidence.  
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People and the information they possess 
are often noted as the best and most 
meaningful evidence related to criminal 
investigations; however, digitally based 
intelligence is yet to be fully utilized. 
If the two potent intelligence sources 
were to merge, people and digital ave-
nues via crowdsourcing, there could be 
almost no limit to the amount of evidence 
potentially available to solve, and even 
prevent, criminal activity.

Historically, law enforcement has relied 
on social media for years, beginning 
with basic Internet chat rooms, emails, 
direct messages, digital codes via elec-
tronic devices in the range of 2600, and 
ultimately almost every form of digital 
media. It is only in the last decade or two 
that law enforcement focused attention 
on direct media content and the inter-
action potentials.

More than 10 years ago, an article 
titled, “Police embrace social media as 
a crime-fighting tool” claimed that 4 out 
of 5 law enforcement officials contacted 
for a survey stated that they used social 
media to outsource and gather intelli-
gence during criminal investigations; 
however, nothing was said about public 

crowdsourcing of information (Kelly, 
2012). In 2014, Richard DesLauriers, 
FBI Special Agent in Charge at the time 
of the Boston Marathon bombing, told 
NBC News, “The popularity of personal 
gadgets and the Internet means a wider 
range of people have the ability to help 
law enforcement…. Collecting as much 
evidence around the scene of a crime is 
the first thing you do in trying to identify 
individuals, and digital video is often 
the most compelling evidence” (NBC 
News, 2014). This comment and the 
subsequent digital evidence collected 
showed the potential of crowdsourcing 
even before the world was pushed to 
largely go online in the past year.

The term crowdsourcing was first used 
in 2006. The basic principles are to 
break down barriers that once sepa-
rated amateurs from professionals and 
allow anyone to connect with a pool of 
individuals to tap the latent talent of a 
crowd (Howe, 2006).

In 2017’s “Crowdsourcing Crime: Why 
the Public May Be Your Best Investigative 
Asset,” Cole Zercoe noted that crowd-
sourcing video and other digital media 
had played a key role as evidence to 

solve cases and protect the public. The 
article discussed the best-known exam-
ple of digital crowdsourcing evidence at 
that time: the Boston Marathon bombing 
investigation. In that case, thousands of 
citizens were presented with photos of 
potential suspects by local news outlets 
at the request of the police and asked 
to identify and report their information 
(Zercoe, 2017). Amateur investigators 
took to the Internet and searched for 
every detail in the videos or pictures. The 
case was an example, though, of both 
positive and negative issues related to 
publicly directed criminal intelligence. 
The first suspect identification was incor-
rect and caused pauses and stress to an 
already overstimulated media frenzy. 
Subsequent intelligence gathered from 
the public, however, led directly to the 
suspect’s identification and apprehen-
sion. No law enforcement agency in 
the world could have matched the over-
whelming reach of the crowdsourcing 
public. This type of investigation option 
is now commonplace and will only get 
more prevalent (Abdollah, 2014).

A popular real-life example of digitally 
crowdsourcing criminal investigations is 
the top-rated documentary on Netflix 
called Don’t F**k With Cats: Hunting an 
Internet Killer (Morris, 2019). In this case, 
a Canadian citizen, Luka Magnotta, 
began posting very graphic and disturb-
ing videos on the Internet. The videos 
showed Magnotta killing small kittens by 
suffocation and feeding them to a large 
snake. The documentary then details the 

Digital Crowdsourcing

Digital Crowdsourcing: Criminal 
Intelligence 2021 and Beyond
By Marylinda Arroyo, Police Commander, Santa Barbara 
Police Department
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Digital Crowdsourcing

steps a group of citizens took across the 
Internet to find the person who commit-
ted the crimes. The digital investigation 
brought together people from all over the 
United States and Canada, who in turn 
contacted Canadian law enforcement 
authorities as they uncovered evidence 
of the perpetrator. The crimes escalated 
to the point of homicide in 2012, and the 
citizens within the Internet group not only 
identified the suspect but predicted the 
behavior and warned law enforcement.

Most recently, during the missing person 
and homicide investigation of Gabby 
Petito, the trend of amateur internet 
investigators led to nationwide crowd-
sourcing of information, videos, stories, 
and communications. It was ultimately 
a couple’s personal iPhone video that 
had a significant clue in the background: 
the van used by Petito. This information 
directly assisted law enforcement in 
narrowing the location and timeline. It 
was truly a needle in the haystack of 
individual social digital media.

Current research addresses the need 
for law enforcement to be familiar with 
and have the ability to collect, analyze, 
and use digital evidence (Denardis, 
2014). Most agencies do not have the 
personnel to spare for hours of review; 
however, private industry has solutions 
and works with task forces throughout 
the country. FBI Director Christopher 
Wray stated in his speech during the 
2021 International Conference on Cyber 
Security, “We know that government 

can’t do it alone. This fight requires a 
whole-of-society approach—govern-
ment and the private sector, working 
together against threats to our national 
security and our economic security. 
Not just sharing between government 
and private sectors, but helping our 
private sector partners share among 
themselves, too” (Wray, 2020). Several 
private industry partnerships have also 
emerged in recent years that directly 
assist in digital criminal intelligence.

Several companies partner with law 
enforcement to provide a one-stop 
source for communications across various 
platforms. For example, CRIMEWATCH 
(https://crimewatch.net) gives com-
munity members access to crime data, 
digital law enforcement services, and 
continued engagement through sub-
scriber networks. The subscriber net-
work, which is free to the public users, 
allows community members to gain 
immediate access to alerts, notifications, 
and requests for criminal intelligence. In 
turn, community subscribers can submit 
tips and criminal intelligence digitally 
and anonymously. This platform, along 
with several others, also directly connects 
with instant page translation in more 
than 100 languages. The maturation of 
these technologies now gives the police 
a chance to increase their effectiveness 
in ways that benefit from the “wisdom of 
the crowd.”

Of course, there are issues with receiving 
and reviewing digital evidence submitted 

by the community. The transparency and 
reliability of digital intelligence needs 
to be verified and collected uniformly. 
Several companies provide appli-
cations for the verification of videos 
and photos. One such example is the 
“evidence social cam app”  Trumania 
(https://www.trumania.net) that pro-
vides users with independently verifiable, 
evidence-based photos and videos. 
Through the use of unique court-recog-
nized digital identifiers, geocoded data, 
and locked edits, the evidence submitted 
through the application can be verified 
as authentic and free of tampering such 
as Deepfakes, edits, or photoshopping. 
Those agencies that are already using 
digital tools must create opportunities to 
expand access points and create addi-
tional avenues of communication. New 
generations of community members rely 
solely on their digital devices. Agencies 
that have no collection point of criminal 
intelligence from digital sources will 
lack opportunities for solving crimes. 
More important, those agencies will lack 
credibility with generations of community 
members, which could further strain 
relationships between the police and 
the communities they serve.

Once digitally reviewed by reliable 
and proven security software, the items 
can be saved on separate drives for 
review and analysis. Secure data cannot 
be commingled with intelligence from 
unknown, unproven, and unreliable 
sources. To do anything else would be 
negligent. Criminal intelligence must also 

https://crimewatch.net
https://www.trumania.net


10   ACJS today    September 202116   ACJS Today    November 2021

be verified, analyzed, and categorized (Boyer, 2018). All of 
these steps will take software, hardware, and human inter-
actions. Resource allocation and budgets will have to reflect 
the more significant needs of digital options and will have 
to include business contracts with private software services.

In the pandemic of 2020, the realities of social distancing, 
isolation, quarantine, and digital intelligence for crowdsourcing 
reached a new level. More people were working from home 
on computers. Students were telecommuting course work, and 
social hubs were created virtually. COVID-19 has dramatically 
increased the use of digital communications and connections. 
Telecommuting has become the first option for several industries 
and will continue to expand. The vast opportunities for digital 
communication have surpassed its standard curve by leaps 
and bounds. Law enforcement has a duty to receive and store 
digitally crowdsourced criminal intelligence so that the pro-
fession can remain relevant and transparent in the community.

Jump forward to early 2021 to what may be a seminal crowd-
sourcing event. After the January 6th incursion at the United 
States Capitol Building in Washington D.C., more criminal 
intelligence came in from digital crowdsourcing than any 
other form. According to the FBI, citizens from around the 
country provided more than 200,000 digital media tips in 
response to FBI requests for digital video evidence and other 
crowdsourced intelligence. The FBI created a unique website 
for uploads of videos or digital evidence, information, and 
tips (FBI Washington, 2021). Suspect photos and videos were 
posted, and citizens took it upon themselves to run facial 
recognition software and comb through social media sites 
in hopes of identifying persons at the scene and additional 
criminal intelligence. The FBI, in essence, was able to create 
a massive collection of amateur investigative aids at no cost 
that directly assisted in the successful apprehension and pros-
ecution of suspects.

Police departments have relied on citizen involvement for 
years. The new neighborhood watch groups now speak in 

digital language. Analytics, digital crowdsourcing, and criminal 
investigations have all begun to merge (McKinsey & Company, 
2020). The technology and uses will only continue to evolve 
and adapt over time. Nationwide as well as locally, more 
criminal investigations are turning to crowdsourcing intelligence. 
The analytics also show that due to the COVID-19 restrictions, 
the use of any and all methods related to digital collection 
options will expand quickly and be accepted readily by the 
community. The exponential nature of digital crowdsourcing of 
all material and opportunities will only continue to grow. Any 
future of policing will have to include digital options for most 
contact points. This could be expanding online reporting, 911 
actions and access, and collection of intelligence. Narcotics 
and vice officers have previously enrolled informants for the 
supply of evidence or intelligence in person. The new normal 
will have to include digital means and potentially digital 
payments made via cryptocurrency. The world has changed 
dramatically in the last year, and everything and anything 
digitally crowdsourced will be a necessity.

It is only a matter of time before it becomes commonplace to 
use digital crowdsourcing to collect intelligence in criminal 
investigations with the daily acceptance and active participation 
of non–law enforcement individuals. This change may cause 
significant disruption in the levels of service various individu-
als receive based upon their active or inactive participation 
in the process or others’ desire to assist and disclose digital 
intelligence.

Solving crime in the future will involve digitally crowdsourced 
intelligence on every level. Government agencies will continue 
to expand social media data and collection while interacting 
with citizens online. Local-level support for Internet access for all 
should be encouraged to foster universal communication. Law 
enforcement leaders need to embrace the use of a transparency 
dashboard model for digital interactions. The data need to be 
isolated away from any protected or law enforcement–sen-
sitive data libraries and can be very successfully integrated 
into partnerships with private industries. More and more, law 

Digital Crowdsourcing
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enforcement will rely on society to assist in the collection of 
criminal intelligence to solve crimes. This has been the model 
for centuries, but it will take a digital form and be transmitted 
electronically and in less than a blink of an eye. 

Author Note: The California Commission on Peace Officer 
Standards and Training Command College is a 14-month pro-
gram designed to prepare California law enforcement leaders 
of today for the challenges of the future. The program has a 
focus on futures forecasting and innovation and concludes 
with an emerging issues article. More information about the 
Command College Program can be found at https://post.
ca.gov/command-college.
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The Violence Project: How to Stop a Mass Shooting EpidemicThe Violence Project: How to Stop a Mass Shooting Epidemic  
by Jillian Petersen and James Densley (Abrams Press, 2021) 
is a moving book that not only translates the authors’ years of 
research, but also synthesizes the available literature on mass 
shootings in an easily digestible, yet compelling format for the 
lay audience. The authors’ basis for the book is their database 
of rich, extensive information on mass shootings and the peo-
ple who perpetrated them. Sources of information included 
legacy tokens (e.g., diaries, manifestos); correspondence 
with five mass shooters; interviews with 44 people directly 
connected to the mass shootings or the perpetrator (e.g., rel-
atives, friends, associates, teachers); media coverage of the 
events; books and journal articles written on 
the events; and school, medical, legal, and 
police records. The introduction to the book 
makes an urgent argument on the significance 
of mass shootings in American culture before 
diving into correlates and explanations and 
concluding with a message of hope.

This book is unique from other books on mass 
shootings in that qualitative data is gleaned 
from the people who perpetrated these mass 
shootings. Excerpts from the perpetrators’ 
letters to the authors are included throughout 
the book, giving the reader insight into the 
individuals’ behaviors and feelings at the time 
leading up to and during the shootings. While examining the 
correlates of mass shootings, reading the words of the people 
who committed them is particularly salient and really puts the 
otherwise abstract concepts into context. Moreover, the per-
petrators’ stories are accompanied by corroborating stories 
from the people in their lives, extracted from semi-structured 
interviews with these individuals. In all, these interviews with 
people most impacted by mass shootings allows the reader to 
grasp the scope of mass shootings and possible explanations 
for them in a manner that quantitative data alone cannot satisfy.

Despite dealing with a tragic topic, The Violence Project is an 

optimistic read and its most notable contribution is the plethora 
of potential solutions offered. Not just leaving their book as a 
call to action, the authors propose solutions that individuals, 
institutions, and society can implement. The authors argue 
that some methods, such as deterrence (e.g., armed guards) 
or target hardening (e.g., metal detectors in schools), do not 
seem to work. They then propose alternative solutions based 
upon their research. Specifically, the proposed solutions to 
mass shootings pertain to addressing trauma and crises within 
the lives of potential mass shooters; addressing the social 
proof (e.g., media coverage that shows the name and photos 
of the shooter, publishes their manifesto, is sensationalist) that 

motivates many to use these acts of violence to 
seek fame; and limiting opportunities for these 
individuals to enact mass shootings. 

My primary criticism of this book is the way 
the researchers define mass shootings. For 
their research, The Violence Project authors 
define a mass shooting as an event in which 
four or more people are shot and killed. This 
is a very narrow definition that neglects events 
in which four or more people were shot, but 
not all of them died. The findings of a study by 
Marisa Booty and colleagues (2019) make 
a compelling argument for utilizing a less 
restrictive definition of mass shooting. They 

obtained data on mass shootings from four different databases 
and found significant heterogeneity in the number of mass 
shootings per year. They argue for a definition that includes 
four or more people shot, regardless of fatalities, as those “who 
are nonfatally shot in these incidents are discounted, though 
they may suffer physical and psychological traumas” (p. 7). 
People may survive not because the shooter intended them 
to, but because they received life-saving medical treatment. 

Moreover, Booty and colleagues (2019) also advocate for 
the inclusion of domestic and gang-related mass shootings 
because ignoring these mass shootings may result in neglecting 
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the development of evidence-based prevention strategies. 
However, Petersen and Densley exclude all domestic and 
gang-related mass shootings. To refresh, Petersen and Densley 
employ the definition of a mass shooting as being an event 
in which four or more people are shot and killed, and many 
domestic and gang-related events would qualify. While the 
authors do not discount the importance of these events, their 
absence is concerning. The authors state that in 2020 “the 
shooting stopped” (p. 145). Although it is true that with the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic public mass shootings 
declined, as supported by the authors’ data, implying that 
there was a ceasefire while neglecting domestic and gang-re-
lated mass shootings is misleading. There is an accumulating 
body of evidence that domestic violence generally increased 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (see Piquero et al., 2021 for 
a meta-analysis), so this omission is particularly problematic. 

Using The Violence Project’s definition of a mass shooting in 
which four people are shot and killed, in 2020 there were 11 
domestic mass shootings, claiming 55 lives and leaving one 
injured survivor. Using the Gun Violence Archive definition of 
a mass shooting, a search yields a total of 23 domestic mass 
shootings resulting in 77 deaths and 33 injuries. Likewise, 
according to the Gun Violence Archive, in 2020 there were 
two gang-related mass shootings that fit the definition of a 
mass shooting used in this book. A combined 11 people 
were killed and three more injured. However, using the Gun 
Violence Archive definition of a mass shooting, 35 gang mass 
shootings are identified in 2020, killing 36 and injuring 184. 
These incidents may provide valuable information that can 
be used to inform efforts to prevent mass shootings. Given 
these statistics, it is evident that both gang and domestic mass 
shootings are prevalent. Ignoring these types of shootings 
prevents researchers and the public from understanding 
the full scope and context of mass shootings and, arguably, 
sends the message to policymakers that these types of mass 
shootings do not warrant attention to address them.

Despite the shortcomings in terms of how they define mass 

shootings, this book is nonetheless an essential read. For 
the layperson, this book is deeply informative, busting myths 
about the root causes of mass shootings and providing expla-
nations of these events in an easily comprehensible format. 
For the academic, the book offers a plethora of solutions 
that researchers may choose to study. For practitioners in 
the mental health, education, and criminal justice fields, this 
book provides insight into the early warning signs of someone 
who may commit an act of mass violence and how to prevent 
such a tragedy. In sum, this book is a comprehensive look at 
public mass shootings, discussing topics including American 
culture, the role of trauma and mental health crises in the lives 
of some mass shooters, the relationships mass shooters had 
with others, the media’s role in mass shootings, and the role 
of hatred in mass shootings, and it concludes with a hope-
ful, optimistic plan for using scientific knowledge to end this 
epidemic.  

Book Review by Meghan Scott

Book Review
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