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Surviving	an	Active	Shooter	Situation		

It seems like we hear it over and over again; from Sandy Hook to San Bernardino and from Orlando to 
Las Vegas, mass shooters are making the news. Lone gunmen, motivated by hatred, loneliness and 
mental disorders are taking up arms to gain their moment of fame, killing as many people as they can, 
before ending their own lives.  

The news media has made it sound like this is a unique phenomenon; one that has never happened 
before Sandy Hook or in any other parts of the world. But in reality, these situations have existed for 
over half a century; longer if you consider European history. There are mass killings on record, going 
back to 1540 in the Holy Roman Empire. If we count the spread of Muslim terrorism, we can trace a line 
of mass killings all the way back to the sixth century.  

Granted, those earlier killings weren’t mass shootings, but they were still killings; people killing other 
people. The point is, this is not new. Mankind has been killing each other ever since Able was killed by 
his brother Cain. The big difference we’re seeing now is that modern mass killings are done by firearms, 
which means that the killer needs less training and practice than they would if they were using some 
sort of medieval weapon. 

There’s something else that’s new as well. That’s the amount of media attention these killers receive. 
While blood has always fascinated the news media, the amount of fame that a mass killer can receive 
today is much more than it has ever been before in history. For some, this is a motivator, as it allows 
them to go out in a blaze of glory, repaying society for imagined slights through the years.  

Some would argue this point, but there’s no question that the media is fueling these mass killings. Many 
of the killers leave behind extensive records of their planning, which often include news stories about 
killings done by others. They study these stories, as well as any other information they can find, in order 
to figure out how to do a better job than the previous killer, striving for a greater level of notoriety.  

Of course, not all active shooter situations are mass murder. Statistically speaking, they are a very small 
number of the total killings that have happened at any time in history and even today. At the same time, 
they are the best known of all killings, simply because of the media attention they receive.  

Today, there are many more killings which are on a much smaller scale than these which garner such 
great media attention. Any time a gun is in a criminal’s hand, or for that matter, anyone’s hands, we 
have to assume that they mean to do harm with that gun. While not everyone with a gun is bent on 
crime; it is only prudent to make that assumption, up until the time where they prove to us that they are 
a good guy.  

The media would also have us think that there is no such thing as a good guy with a gun. But the reality 
is that there are many more good guys with guns, than there are bad guys with them. Remember the 
Sutherland Springs mass shooting? If it hadn’t been for a good guy with a gun, that killer would probably 



have racked up many more victims. At the time of his death, he still had ten magazines full of cartridges 
for his AR-15 style rifle.  

Nobody really knows how many crimes are stopped per year by good guys with guns or how many lives 
are saved. Some estimates range as high as a million crimes per year or more. But most of these go 
undocumented and are left out of statistics, simply because most of those are never reported to the 
police. When a legally armed citizen protects themselves and no shots are fired, they usually avoid 
reporting it, so as to avoid any problems with the police. But there are plenty of statistics showing that 
crime rates drop in areas where firearm ownership is high and especially in areas where concealed carry 
is common.  

I have personally stopped two crimes from being committed, simply by carrying a gun. In both cases, 
simply showing the criminals that I was armed was enough to cause them to flee. That’s not uncommon, 
as it happens in 70 percent of the cases where a concealed carry holder stops a crime. 

The truth is, most criminals don’t want to get involved in a shooting. The price is too high for them. They 
use guns to intimidate, assuming that their intended victims won’t be armed. If they are forced to shoot 
and kill their victim or an innocent bystander, the prison sentence is higher than they are willing to pay.  

  



Types	of	Active	Shooter	Situations		

Not all active shooter situations are the same. While there may be some of the same elements involved, 
the differences are significant. Those differences can be sufficient to affect how you and I should react 
to them. So whenever we find ourselves involved in one of these situations, the first thing we need to do 
is understand what sort of situation we are in.  

We can break active shooter situation down into the following basic categories: 

• Mass shootings  
• Terrorist activity  
• Crimes in progress 
• Domestic disputes  

Let’s take a moment to look at each of these, with an eye to understanding the risks that we face in each 
of them. It is important that we understand that our responsibility is to protect ourselves and our 
families, not to be the avenging arm of the law. If we are able to protect others in the process of 
protecting ourselves, that’s all to the good. But if we are not endangered by the situation, the courts 
could take a very dim view on our intervention.  

Mass	Shootings	
When we’re talking mass shootings, we’re talking about the mass killings that I started the introduction 
talking about. Shooters in these situations are generally mentally imbalanced, but have planned their 
acts as finely as a ballet performance. Their goal is to kill as many people as possible, before either 
ending their own lives or having their lives ended by the police.  

One key element in most of these situations is that the shooter tries to pick a location where they will be 
able to kill, without running into anyone who can shoot back at them. Gun free zones are a favorite of 
this class of criminal, as well as other locations where people are unlikely to carry firearms.  

The Sutherland Springs shooting falls into this second category, as one wouldn’t expect people to have 
guns in church, even people who normally carry. Texas law allows for concealed carry in church, unless 
the church legally posts against concealed carry. But many of the Christians who carry, see a disconnect 
between the part of their life which involves guns and the part that involves their faith.  

The Batman Premiere in 2012 was a similar sort of event. The big difference in this case, was that 
Cinemark, the owner of the theatre, banned people bringing guns in with them. This gave the shooter a 
safe shooting zone, where he didn’t have to worry about anyone shooting back at him.  

Of all the mass shootings since 1950, 98% have occurred in gun free zones. The media doesn’t report 
this figure, because it goes against the liberal narrative, preferring to use an erroneous figure from 
Bloomberg’s Everytown for Gun Safety.  



There is one notable exception to the norm in these mass shootings; that’s the Las Vegas shooting. The 
venue for that shooting was immaterial, as the shooter was firing from a high-rise hotel, which not only 
gave him an excellent field of fire, but make it impossible for anyone to shoot back at him. Other than 
this event, most mass shootings happen at a close enough range, that it is possible to engage the 
perpetrator with a pistol, even if they are using a rifle.  

Terrorist	Activity		
Worldwide, extremist Islamic terrorism is on the rise. It would be easy to lump this together with mass 
shootings, except for the fact that these situations are much more dangerous. The shooters are usually 
better trained than those we might encounter in a mass shooting, and they are better equipped.  

Most terrorist organizations are lavishly funded, allowing them to buy whatever they need. So terrorists 
are much more likely to go into the shooting arena with rifles than with pistols. While variants of the AR-
15 have been used, the AK-47 is the terrorists’ favorite weapon. They are also more likely to have 
ballistic body armor, although there has been a recent increase in the number of common criminals who 
are using body armor as well. 

Terrorists are also more likely to take advantage of the range that their rifles give them. This means that 
it is harder to counter their threat with a pistol. With that in mind, it could be much safer to hide or flee, 
than to try and fight.  

Crimes	in	Progress	
As I mentioned earlier, most criminals generally use guns to intimidate, rather than to commit acts of 
violence. Of course, there are always exceptions, especially within the drug trade. Never assume that a 
criminal will simply turn tail and run, even though statistically they are likely to do so.  

What this means is that you follow the old rule that says, “Never draw a gun, unless you plan on using it” 
and its cousin, “Never shoot, unless you aim to kill.” You aren’t drawing it for show; you’re drawing it 
because you need that sort of tool at that moment. Just be sure that you actually have to use it, before 
pulling the trigger.  

A lot here depends on the timing of when you walk into the situation. If you are the intended victim of 
the crime, you will know what is going on. But if you walk into a store and see someone holding a gun on 
antoher person, you don’t have any way of knowing if that person is a criminal or someone with a 
concealed carry license who is apprehending a criminal. Don’t take any action, without first determining 
who is who.  

Domestic	Disputes		
Normally, domestic disputes refers to fights between married partners or people who live together. 
However, for our purposes, I’d like to broaden that definition out to include any civilian on civilian 
violence involving a gun. Under this definition, arguments between neighbors, road rage, bar fights and 
other such things all fit within this category.  



The reason why I’m lumping these all together is that they all have the same thing in common; that is, 
there is no clearly defined good guy and no clearly defined bad guy. There are just two people or two 
groups of people who are angry with each other and willing to express that anger with force.  

Police say that this is the most dangerous situation they can walk into. So take it that way for yourself as 
well. The danger comes from the fact that you are an outsider. As such, both parties could end up 
teaming up and turning against you. Reemmber, these people have a relationship with each other, so 
when push comes to shove, they will remember that relationship.  

Since there is no clear-cut good and bad in these situations, there is no way of legitimately saying that 
you are dealing with criminal action; defending the innocent. Rather, you are inserting yourself in an 
explosive situation where you are not wanted. There is no likely good outcome for you in this.  

Regardless of which side you take in such a situation, you will be wrong in the eyes of someone. That 
could be enough to escalate an already tense or violent situation, turning it into a situation where life is 
lost. Yes, life could be lost without your intervention as well, but it would not be your fault. That’s the 
big difference.  

The police are also unlikely to see your actions as self-defense or defense of the innocent, especially if 
you end up shooting someone in an effort to defend someone else. Without an actual perpetrator of a 
crime, your actions cannot be condoned as self-defense or even defense of the innocent.  

  



Preparing	for	Active	Shooter	Situations		

As with many things in life, a key to surviving an active shooter situation is preparation. In this case, that 
means a combination of mental and physical preparation necessary to defend yourself and those around 
you. We’ll get into some specifics about strategies about how you can defend yourself later, but first you 
have to be prepared.  

Having served in the military, I understand that there’s a lot more of fighting that is mental, rather than 
physical. Yes, the physical part of knowing the necessary skills to fight is important, but it is nowhere 
near as important as being able switch your mind from peacetime mode to fighting mode at a moment’s 
notice.  

The brain works in such a way that the ability to think clearly in any crisis situation is severely curtailed. 
When the “fight or flight” instinct kicks in and your veins are coursing with adrenalin, we revert to a 
much more primitive way of thinking. There isn’t time or the ability to develop and execute a complex 
plan. That’s why people who study fighting spend a lot of time repeating basic acts, over and over again, 
so that they can react to threats via “body memory,” without having to think.  

Developing	the	Right	Defensive	Attitude		
Normal people are wired in a way that makes us abhor the idea of killing another human being. That’s 
actually good, as it keeps us from killing each other every time we get mad over something. Many 
criminals are lacking this basic failsafe, which explains some of their actions.  

In an active shooter situation, you will have to do away with your normal compulsion against killing 
others. Even a second’s delay could be enough to see you killed. So you need to think this through 
ahead-of-time, preparing yourself mentally for the potential necessity of taking life. That won’t make it 
any easier to get through the feelings of guilt afterwards, but at least it will keep you from hesitating 
when you need to take action.  

There are two parts of this process. The first is making the decision that you can and will use deadly 
force when necessary to protect life and limb. While that may seem rather simplistic and obvious, it can 
actually be rather challenging. Don’t try to do it lightly, without thinking it through thoroughly.  

The second part is developing the attitude of surviving, no matter what it takes. This takes a bit longer, 
as it is a matter of changing the way you think. You essentially have to convince yourself that you will 
survive, no matter what. To do that, just keep telling yourself the same thing, over and over again. After 
a couple of months, you’ll believe it.  

Situational	Awareness	
One of the key elements in reacting to any active shooter situation is to get into action as quick as 
possible. If you are caught by surprise, it can take several seconds to realize and accept what is 
happening. That’s enough time for the bad guys to take you out of action.  



What we need to do is learn how to anticipate these sorts of situations. That way, when they happen, 
we’ll be ready to go. The delay I just mentioned will be shortened considerably or may be eliminated 
altogether. In an ideal situation, you would be reacting, even before the bad guys start doing anything, 
because you could see their preparations for those actions, thereby allowing you to anticipate them.  

A large part of this is simply being aware of what’s going on around you. Most of us walk around with 
our heads in our smartphones, not seeing much of what’s going on around us. Criminals count on that, 
so that they can close with their intended victims and get ready to strike. In most cases, the victim 
doesn’t even know anything is happening until it is already in process.  

The term many people use is to “keep your head on a swivel.” That simply means to keep looking 
around all the time, seeing who is there and what they are doing. This has to be done with awareness, 
not as a tourist seeing the sights, but as someone who is looking intentionally.  

Use your ears as well, listening to what people are saying. If two or more people are working in concert, 
they will probably have to communicate in some way. They may give a signal, moments before they take 
action, which you are able to hear if you are aware. Of course, gunfire is a sure indication that 
something is going down. Never assume that it is a car backfiring or someone pounding a nail. Take that 
stance that it’s a potential gunshot, until you learn otherwise.  

There are four different levels of awareness, defined by four different colors. They are: 

• Condition white – This is where most people live; unaware of what’s going on around them.  
• Condition yellow – Aware of one’s surroundings, looking constantly for potential threats.  
• Condition orange – Have seen a potential threat and are keeping it under surveillance. Planning 

possible actions to take if violence ensues.  
• Condition red – Violence is anticipated and your hand is ready to drop to your holster.  

In order to avoid these deadly situations, we must develop the habit of living in condition yellow, aware 
of our surroundings and what is happening. Should a dangerous situation begin to arise, we would then 
be able to step up to condition orange, and then red, preparing for danger.  

As part of this, we want to place ourselves in locations which allow us to keep an eye on what’s going on 
around us. Picking the right position, where you can watch what’s happening naturally, needs to 
become a constant habit. When eating in a restaurant, seat yourself at the table in a way that you can 
see the door. Look for places where you can have your back to the wall, so that nobody can walk up 
behind you, without you knowing it.  

This can be a bit harder in some locations, than in others. Shopping makes it extremely difficult to stand 
in such a way as to be able to keep entrances in sight. But you can glance in the direction of the 
entrance every few seconds, to see if anyone suspicious is coming in.  

Developing situational awareness takes practice. We are conditioned to do anything but keep an eye on 
what’s going on around us. So, we need to form new habits. That means being deliberate about it; at 



least for a while. You have to tell yourself to look for things, as you are out and about on a daily basis, so 
that you can actually see what is around you.  

You can make a game out of this, trying to pick out all the people wearing a certain color or style of 
clothing. Or see how many out of state license plates you can find on your daily commute. Count the 
number of people who are wearing sunglasses or drinking coffee as they drive. It doesn’t really matter 
what it is, as long as you are looking for something. That will train your mind to analyze what your eyes 
are seeing, rather than just skipping over most of it as background noise.  

Carrying	Concealed		
The next step in being prepared for an active shooter situation is to carry concealed. Fighting an active 
shooter is not the best option in all cases, but if you don’t have a gun with you, it’s not an option at all.  

You may find yourself in a position where you are forced to fight, even if that’s not your desire. Carrying 
concealed gives you the option of making that decision, rather than the circumstances making the 
decision for you. For this reason, you should carry at all times, if you are going to carry. The time you 
decide to go out without a gun, just might be the time when you really need it.  

The whole idea of concealed carry it to legally allow people the ability to defend themselves. While the 
gun you are carrying may not be the equal of what the shooter is carrying, especially if you’re in a 
situation where you are going up against terrorists, it’s better than throwing your pen at them.  

The gun has been called “the great equalizer” because anyone can learn to shoot. It doesn’t require 
special strength or ability to learn to shoot well. Armed women and the elderly can stand against young 
thugs and have as good a chance at defending themselves as anyone, assuming they’ve taken the time 
to learn and practice using their firearm.  

Since this isn’t a book about carrying concealed, I’m not going to get into a detailed discussion about it 
or about what sort of firearm you should carry. Suffice it to say that you should carry the largest caliber 
handgun that you are comfortable shooting. This should also be the gun that you practice shooting with, 
so that you are a better shot with this gun, than with any other.  

The advantage that carrying concealed gives you, over carrying openly, is that you can choose when 
people realize that you are armed, keeping your gun hidden until then. This gives you the possibility of 
turning the surprise table on the bad guys, rather than being the victim of surprise. They probably won’t 
be assuming that you’re carrying a gun, unless they can see it printing through your clothing. So when 
you produce the gun, preparing to defend yourself, it will be a surprise to them.  

Just as you need a few seconds to react when the shooter first takes action, they will need a few 
seconds to react when you take action. Granted, their nerves are going to be wired and they’ll already 
have a weapon in their hands, so the amount of time it takes for them to react will be quicker than it 
would be for you if you were in condition white. Nevertheless, you should have at least a second of 
surprise time, which should be enough for you to draw and prepare to fire.  



Ammunition		
The other question that comes up, to go along with what caliber firearm you should use, is what sort of 
ammunition you want to use. Once again, there is no perfect answer, just a lot of opinions. So let me say 
a few things about the opinions.  

Most firearms instructors will tell you that you’re best off carrying self-defense rounds. These are 
otherwise known as “hollow point” ammunition, due to the hole in the point of the bullet’s cone. The 
purpose of this is to cause the bullet to expand upon impact, increasing the size of the hole it makes and 
the damage it causes.  

The more damage you can cause per hit, the less shots it is going to take to put a stop to the shooter, 
reducing the time of the overall engagement. The larger hole will also cause them to bleed faster, 
draining their energy. So, even if the shooter is on drugs that keep them from feeling the shock of the 
hits, they will eventually weaken to the point of not being able to function.  

The other type of self-defense round that is sold today is the frangible bullet. These look very similar to 
hollow-point self-defense rounds. But they are designed to break apart upon impact, turning into a 
number of smaller pieces of shrapnel. The idea is that these smaller pieces will not be able penetrate 
through the body or penetrate through a wall, if you miss a shot.  

Frangible rounds are a big help in preventing you from accidentally hitting an innocent bystander in the 
next room, with any missed shots. But, many people say that you give up a lot in stopping power, in 
exchange for that added safety. You have to decide for yourself which is more important to you.  

Training	and	Practice		
Shooting is an acquired skill. One which requires extensive practice. Just because Hollywood makes it 
look like anyone can pick up a gun and be an instant expert, that doesn’t mean that you can. People who 
are good shots have become that way through hours of practice on the range, burning up hundreds or 
even thousands of dollars of ammunition.  

You wouldn’t think that it would be all that hard to shoot accurately, but it is. While the fundamentals of 
shooting can be taught in a few minutes, mastering those fundamentals can take years. But bit by bit, 
practice will help anyone to improve.  

This is important, because in an active shooter situation, the adrenalin coursing through your veins will 
severely affect your fine motor skills. This will, in turn, affect your accuracy. A person who can normally 
shoot a four inch group in target practice, will find their accuracy degraded to the point where they are 
shooting a 20 inch group.  

So the first thing to work on is reducing the size of your shot grouping. Even though the same level of 
degradation will happen to someone who can shoot a one inch group, as one who can shoot a four inch 
group, that degradation will turn their one inch group into a five inch group, not a 20 inch one.  

There are two key things that affect shooting accuracy: sight picture and trigger control. Of the two, 
trigger control causes more problems for more people. We often focus on the sight picture, but if we 



can’t control our trigger finger, it will throw that sight picture off considerably. Fortunately, you can 
practice improving your trigger control at home, using dry fire, rather than always having to go to the 
shooting range.  

You probably noticed that I didn’t mention any of the other fundamentals of shooting, like breathing 
and stance. That’s because an active shooter situation isn’t going to allow you the opportunity to be 
picky about them. Besides, compared to trigger control, they are minor refinements, intended to give 
you that last five or ten percent to make your shots count. Trigger control is more like 50 percent.  

Once you have your shooting skills up to what you think is an acceptable level, it’s time to move on to 
tactical shooting. This is shooting at multiple silhouette targets, set to represent an active shooter 
situation. Some targets may move, there may be poor lighting, and you will probably be expected to 
move and use available cover while you are shooting.  

The whole idea here is to simulate a real active shooter situation, giving you the opportunity to 
experience what it will be like and learn how to react to it. Many shooting ranges offer tactical shooting 
events, where people compete against the clock, so as to learn how to shoot effectively in these 
situations.  

Just don’t be surprised the first time you attempt to shoot tactically. I don’t care how good a shot you 
are, you will probably do extremely poorly. Tactical shooting is so different than target shooting, that it 
will almost seem like starting over. You’ll probably be looking at your gun and thinking that it’s broken.  

Protecting	Yourself	Legally		
If you are going to carry a gun, whether concealed or openly (some states allow this), you need to be 
ready to deal with the aftermath of a shooting. Even if your actions are a textbook example of self-
defense, you still have to go thought the legal process of being cleared of any crime.  

This can be difficult and expensive. While the law says that you are innocent until proven guilty, in 
practice it often comes across more like you are guilty until proven innocent. That’s not to say that law 
enforcement is going to assume that you are guilty, but just that they have to go through the process of 
determining that you are innocent of criminal wrongdoing.  

The first thing you should do, once you have ensured that the situation is secured, is to call the police. 
Don’t just expect others to do it; you do so as well, even if you know that others have called 9-1-1. 
Identify yourself as a licensed firearm carrier and that you have been the victim of a crime. Both of these 
are extremely important, so be sure to make yourself clear. Repeat yourself if necessary.  

The arriving officers need to know that there is a legal firearm carrier on the scene, so that they don’t 
shoot you under the assumption that you are a criminal. Telling the dispatcher that you have been the 
victim of a crime starts creating the impression that you are the innocent party. That recording might 
end up in court. If you tell them you just shot someone, you will be perceived as the aggravating party, 
even if you fired in self-defense.  



Chances are, arriving police will draw on you and demand that you drop your gun, if you are still holding 
it when they arrive. So be sure to either holster your gun or set it down, before they get there. If you are 
holding a criminal at gunpoint, be sure that you state that very clearly to the dispatcher, along with your 
description, and ask them to pass that information along to the arriving officers.  

When the police arrive, they have to determine what happened. Your testimony is only one side of the 
story; and it’s one that you are better off not stating, at least until you calm down and have legal counsel 
with you. Just because you are innocent, doesn’t mean you can’t talk yourself into jail.  

If the police want to disarm you, let them. They have a right to do so. Be as calm and polite with them as 
you can, even if they choose to handcuff you and put you in a patrol car. Until they know that you are 
the victim and not the criminal, prudence dictates that they take every precaution. That means treating 
the hero of the moment like a criminal, until they know that you aren’t one.  

Depending on how obvious the case of self-defense is and what witnesses on site say, you may be 
exonerated at the scene and allowed to go. But if things aren’t that clear, you may be taken to the police 
station and booked. Keep your cool; the police will treat you better if you are cooperative, than if you 
give them a lot of problems. Allow the system to work and prove your innocence.  

Chances are that if you are innocent, it will quickly come to light. The difficulty comes in when it isn’t 
clear whether you are innocent or not. In those cases, you could end up in court, defending yourself 
from a murder or manslaughter charge.  

There is also the possibility of civil suit. As crazy as it sounds, the perpetrator or their family could sue 
you for violating their rights. Sadly, enough of these suits are successful as to be problematic. In some 
states, you could win the battle, be declared innocent of any wrongdoing and still lose your shirt, just 
trying to cover the cost of a civil lawsuit, brought about by the grieving family and a hungry lawyer.  

For this reason, I highly recommend buying concealed carry insurance. There are a number of 
companies which offer this sort of legal insurance. You can also buy it through the NRA. It covers your 
legal costs for both the criminal and civil cases, in case you are ever involved in a shooting. The 
insurance I have also covers me for any liability involved in treating gunshot wounds at the scene of the 
shooting; but I had to take a class before they added that rider on my policy.  

It is also a good idea to be prepared to treat any gunshot wounds at the scene. There may be a number 
of victims at the scene, including innocents and the perpetrator. Being able to treat even one injured 
person could save their life.  

  



Reacting	to	an	Active	Shooter		

Alright, so you’ve prepared yourself for the time, developed your situational awareness and trained with 
your gun. One day you’re out and about, when you suddenly find yourself in an active shooter situation. 
What do you do?  

If you were in condition yellow and had your head on a swivel, you probably saw that something fishy 
was going on. You upped your awareness level to condition orange and started thinking about your 
options. So you’re not going to be taken off-guard. But now that the bad guys have started the ball 
rolling, you’ve only got a split second to react, before the situation turns deadly.  

You have three potential actions you can take in this situation: 

• Run  
• Hide 
• Fight 

Don’t automatically assume that because you are armed, you have to fight. Your only responsibility in an 
active shooter situation is to save your own life and that of your family. As much as you or I might like to 
play the hero, that isn’t our job. Not only that, but playing the hero carries immense risks, especially if 
one of your rounds goes astray and hits an innocent bystander.  

Being armed merely gives you the option of fighting, not the requirement to do so. Going up against 
terrorists who are armed with AK-47s, with nothing more than a pistol in your hand, could be 
considered suicidal. The greater range, accuracy and firepower of the AK-47 make this an extremely 
one-sided equation. Without extraordinary skill and luck, your chances of coming out unscathed are 
minimal.  

Some situations don’t even permit the option of fighting, even if you are armed. The Las Vegas killer 
planned his murder spree in such a way as to make reprisal from his targets impossible. Even if everyone 
in that concert was armed, there was no way they could shoot the distance necessary with any accuracy, 
unless they had scoped rifles to use. Even then, there would be the problem of shooting “uphill” which 
makes it difficult to aim accurately.  

Raising your personal alert level to condition orange could very well mean preparing to fight; but it 
doesn’t have to. You should evaluate all your options, looking to see which one gives you the best odds 
or survival. If you have a good hiding place available, which provides adequate cover from their fire, 
there is no reason to not take advantage of it.  

So, let’s look at all three of these options, exploring how we might be able to apply them in an active 
shooter situation: 



Run		
The idea of running doesn’t just include physically running, although that could very well be the vehicle 
you are forced to use. Rather, it means to flee the scene, removing yourself from there so that you 
cannot be chosen as a potential target. If you can do that in a vehicle, so much the better.  

Running can be the most effective way of dealing with an active shooter situation, if the situation allows. 
Obviously, not all situations do. But if you can remove yourself from the situation, you will be safe. That 
may not seem like the hero’s way of doing things, but once again, you are not required to be a hero, 
regardless of how you think of yourself.  

Of course, many of us would be bothered by running and not taking the opportunity to be a hero. I know 
I fall into this group. Between a combination of military training, the attitude of carrying concealed as a 
social responsibility to help protect society and my own desire to protect others, I would have a hard 
time living with myself, if I ran away and didn’t help them. Survivor’s guilt is a real thing. But the reality 
is that staying and fighting doesn’t guarantee that I can save them. I’m not Rambo, or any of the other 
Hollywood tough men and real life isn’t staged and scripted to ensure that the good guys win.  

Do to the factors I just mentioned, I probably would try and take some action. But it would be only after 
measuring the risk involved in that action. I’m not about to play High Noon with a bad guy, just to prove 
how tough I am. I’d probably hide behind cover first, and then seek an opportunity to shoot from cover 
or to catch them off-guard. This may not seem macho, but it’s good tactics.  

To start with, you and I need to form the habit of seeking means of escape wherever we go. When you 
walk into a store or restaurant, locate all the exits, including ones through the back room or kitchen. 
Rarely is there a situation where you are limited to only one means of escape, as that poses a severe 
liability problem to the property owner, in case of fire or other emergency.  

Don’t just limit your thinking to doorways either. There’s nothing wrong with busting a window to get 
out, if there is no other way of escape. Just be sure to break it in such a way that the glass doesn’t come 
falling down on anyone.  

Other means of escape should be considered as well. One of the things that made the Las Vegas 
shooting so deadly was that there was really only one entrance to the venue, which also served as the 
exit. Most of the people tried to go out that entrance, packing them in tight and ensuring that the 
shooter’s bullets hit their mark. But some of those who escaped did so by going over the fence.  

So don’t limit your thinking when looking for an escape route. Expand your horizons and think of 
everything that might work. Throw out the unrealistic ideas and focus on what you think you can safely 
do.  

Of course, safety is a relative term. Jumping out of a fourth-floor window may not seem very safe, even 
if you have a river to jump into. But jumping out that window, when it takes you out of the kill zone, 
could be a pretty good deal, even if you do break your leg. You can survive a broken leg; you’re not as 
likely to be able to survive a bullet to the head.  



Keep in mind that running does no good, if you make a target of yourself in the process. It’s easy to hit a 
target that’s running directly away from you. On the other hand, it’s extremely difficult to hit a target 
that’s running crosswise to you. So before running, determine where the shooters are, so that you can 
avoid running directly away from them.  

If you find yourself in a situation where you have to run directly away, don’t run in a straight line. Use a 
zig-zag path, so that you are constantly crossing their line of fire. Make your zig-zags irregular as well, so 
that they can’t time your turns and anticipate your next turn.  

You also want to avoid running if it takes you any closer to the shooter. You can be sure that their senses 
will be turned up to maximum, taking in every bit of information that they can. If you start running in 
their direction, you will stand out as a threat, even if you are not. That will most likely make you their 
next target.  

Hide	
Of the three possible actions you can take, hiding is the hardest to accomplish effectively. The big 
problem here is finding an effective place to hide, which offers you adequate protection.  

There are two words the military uses which we need to be aware of. They are “cover” and 
“concealment.” Cover refers to something that can stop bullets; concealment is anything that keeps the 
bad guys from seeing you. Of the two, concealment can be extremely easy to find, while cover is 
extremely rare inside of buildings.  

Forget what you’ve seen in the movies, where cops hide behind car doors and bad guys turn up a sofa or 
table to hide behind. Just about any pistol round can shoot through a car door or a table, even a .22 LR 
under the right conditions. While those might provide some concealment, they don’t provide cover.  

For that matter, bullets will pass through most walls as if they were made of tissue paper. I’ve seen 
testing of 12 gauge shotgun shells, where pellets passed through four normal interior walls. Bullets can 
pass through even more. In my own testing, a 9mm pistol round passed through 12 layers of 7/16” thick 
cabinet-grade plywood, getting caught in the 13th layer. Brick isn’t much better either; every round I 
fired, starting with .380 ACP (which isn’t a very high velocity round) managed to break through a brick 
wall.  

The only part of a vehicle that can be expected to stop a bullet is the engine. So if you have to hide 
behind a car, hide in such a way so that the engine is between you and the shooter. Otherwise, all 
you’ve got is concealment. While that is better than nothing, any shooter who knows anything about 
ballistics could very well try to shoot through the car to get to you.  

Within a home, there is very little that can stop a pistol round, let alone a rifle round. Surprisingly, one 
of the few things that can is a well-filled bookcase. A 9mm round, which has the best penetration of any 
pistol round, except the FN 5.6, will go through seven inches of paper. So, large books, packed close 
together in a bookcase, will stop pretty much all pistol rounds.  



You are actually more likely to find something to provide cover in commercial buildings, but even there 
it’s a little rare. More than anything, the core of a hi-rise building, where the elevators and stairs are 
located, is concrete walled. So entering the stairwell or even running around to the other side of the 
building’s core can provide excellent cover.  

Columns in a commercial building are likely to be either steel or concrete, providing excellent cover as 
well. But don’t expect office furniture, display cabinets or interior partitions to provide any cover, as 
they won’t do any better than what you have at home. About the only piece of furniture that could 
provide good cover would be a filing cabinet, if it is full.  

Having said all that, concealment is better than nothing. Few killers are likely to shoot indiscriminately, 
just hoping their rounds hit someone. They want to see their rounds hit. So if you are out of sight, they 
won’t be targeting you. The only real problem is that whatever you’re hiding behind won’t be able to 
protect you from errant rounds that don’t hit their target. If the bad guys shoot at someone on the other 
side of the wall from you and miss them, that round could come through the wall and hit you.  

Even so, it is worth concealing yourself from the bad guys, if you can. It is also useful to be able to 
conceal yourself from them if you are planning to fight. That way, they won’t know that you are 
preparing to take them on. Their first indication will be when you pop out of concealment and start 
shooting.  

Fight		
Finally, there is the option of fighting. Of all three options, this is the most risky, but also the only one 
which has a potential of putting an end to the shooting spree. While putting an end to the shooting 
spree may not be necessary to save your own life, overall it is necessary to save as many lives as 
possible. For this reason and the idea that we all want to be a hero, fighting is the most popular option 
amongst gun owners.  

In reality, fighting is not just limited to fighting with a gun, although fighting an active shooter without a 
gun is highly risky. But if you don’t have a gun, that could end up being your only option. In such a case, 
you would need to grab whatever you can find, which can be used as a weapon. You would also need 
accomplices, as your only chance of getting to the shooter is to have more people charging him or her at 
one time, than they can shoot.  

But we’ve already talked about carrying concealed and I’m going to proceed from the viewpoint that 
you are planning on doing that. Having a gun, even if your gun is not as powerful as the shooter, at least 
gives you a reasonable chance of defending yourself. With proper training and practice you can even 
overcome the advantage in firepower that the shooter might have.  

Timing is an important part of any fight. On one hand, you don’t want to wait too long, as that gives the 
shooter too much time to kill innocent people. But on the other hand, you need to wait long enough to 
make sure that when you act, you’re ready and you will be effective. You’ll only get one chance.  



A key here is to act, rather than just react. Let me explain what I mean. Reacting would be to hear the 
sound of gunfire, draw your gun and seek out the shooter, engaging them as soon as you could see 
them. Acting would require taking the time to see how many shooters there are, what the shooter or 
shooters are doing, what direction they are traveling in and make some sort of assessment as to their 
relative skill. From that, you would create a basic plan of attack, wait for the ideal timing and only then 
take action.  

This is actually much harder, especially if the shooter is shooting during the couple of seconds that it’s 
going to take you to answer those questions. But again, those couple of seconds will give you a much 
better chance of succeeding in stopping them, as well as a better chance of surviving the encounter. 
Getting yourself shot, trying to rescue others, may be heroic, but it’s also painful.  

There are several things you want to include in your plan of attack: 

• Targets – Who are you going to be shooting at and where are they in relation to you and to each 
other? 

• Surprise – Rather than playing Gunfight at the OK Corral, you want to catch the shooter by 
surprise. That’s why I said to hold off on drawing your weapon, unless you can draw it and still 
keep it hidden. Ideally, you would take action when they were looking the other way. 

• Cover & Concealment – Shooting from cover and concealment is always better than shooting 
from the open. You don’t want to get shot, just to be able to get a shot in.  

• Movement – Chances are pretty high that you’ll be there with your family. With that being the 
case, you’ll want to move away from them or have them move out of the line of fire. You can’t 
count on the bad guy being such a good shot, that he only shoots at you and none of his shots 
hit your family.  

• Background – You want to be sure that there are no innocents nearby the bad guy. You have to 
assume that your shooting skills will be degraded and you don’t want to take a chance on hitting 
anyone else. One way to avoid this is to drop to one knee or even to a prone position, so that 
you are shooting up at them. This will cause any shots that miss to go into the ceiling.  

• Shooting plan – What exact shots are you going to take and what will you do if those shots are 
ineffective? 

This may seem like a lot, but it shouldn’t take you more than a second or two to process it all. Hopefully 
you will be in condition orange or even red before the shooter goes loud. So you’ll already have done 
this. All you’ll be waiting on then is timing.  

Remember, your goal is to stop the shooter, no more. Once they fall to the ground and are no longer a 
threat, you no longer have justification for shooting at them. If you keep shooting, you can be charged 
with either murder or manslaughter. Keep control of your emotions and your thoughts, so that you can 
take appropriate action and no more.  



Even so, don’t shoot to wound or try anything fancy, like shooting the gun out of their hand. That’s risky 
at best and likely to backfire on you. Rather, if things reach the point where you are forced to shoot to 
defend life and limb, shoot to kill.  

Once they fall to the ground, close on them and move their weapon away, so that they can’t reach it any 
more. Keep them covered, so that they cannot draw another weapon. If you have someone available to 
help, have them bind the shooter’s hands, keeping out of your line of fire as they do so. Call for the 
police and an ambulance.  

Police are taught to shoot for center mass, firing “double-taps.” These are not, as some think, simply 
two shots, fired as quick as possible. If you do that, the second shot is not aimed at all. Rather, a proper 
double tap is two aimed shots, fired as close together as possible. The idea is that as the gun comes 
down from the recoil, you shoot again, as soon as the sights are aligned with the target.  

Continuing the engagement, police are taught to fire a third shot at the head, if the first two don’t stop 
the criminal. They may be wearing body armor, which would stop the rounds from penetrating. If that’s 
the case, you would need the head shot to stop them.  

Dealing	with	Multiple	Shooters		
Depending on the situation you find yourself in, you might end up dealing with multiple shooters. Mass 
murder is usually committed by a lone wolf shooter; but terrorism and even common robbery is often 
committed by two or more people working together.  

Dealing with multiple assailants requires a cool head and careful planning. The last thing you want to do 
is go into it, guns blazing, without thinking things through first. Otherwise, while you are taking care of 
one shooter, the other one could take you out of play.  

The first thing to determine is which shooter is the bigger threat to you. Typically, this is the one that is 
closest to you, but that’s not always the case. A criminal close by who is scared and armed with a pistol 
is nowhere near as dangerous as one with a rifle, who is shooting indiscriminately, even though they are 
farther away.  

Once you prioritize your targets, you need to think through the movements you will need to make, in 
order to engage them the most efficiently. Since they probably won’t all be grouped together, standing 
there like nice easy targets, you’re either going to have to turn or move between targets. You should 
also plan on moving, to make yourself a more difficult target to hit. A carefully thought out series of 
moves will make it much easier for you to shoot quickly, taking out the most targets in the least amount 
of time.  

As part of your movement, you want to try and flank them. This is just to make it harder for them to 
shoot you. Turning and shooting accurately is very difficult; and that’s what a flanking movement will 
force them to do.  



Finally, the difficult part, waiting for the right timing. You will want to move within seconds, stopping the 
shooters from killing anyone. But you need to be sure that you move when you will have the greatest 
chance of success, not draw the most fire to yourself. A few seconds can make all the difference.  

Of course, if they aren’t shooting, you have time to wait. Perhaps the shooters will move in such a way 
as to align themselves, making it possible for you to shoot with minimal movement. But then, if they 
aren’t shooting, they may not be a threat and you may not be justified in the use of lethal force. Be 
careful about this.  

 

Ideally, your plan of dealing with an active shooter situation needs to take all three of these tactics into 
consideration, possibly being a combination of all three. You are by no means limited to only one.  

For example, any fighting you do should be done from a position of cover, if you have it available. If not, 
you should be trying to move to cover or to an exit, as you fight. Standing in one place just makes you a 
good target. Another example would be to hide, as you are thinking through where the exits are and 
how you can get to one without coming into the view of the shooter.  

These situation are always highly fluid, with things changing from moment to moment; so be sure to 
keep your options open and be ready to change your plans, based on what the shooter and others are 
doing.  

 	



Other	Defensive	Measures	to	Consider		

While the three options mentioned in the last chapter are your main possible reactions to any active 
shooter situation, we should not limit our thinking. There are other things you can do, such as avoiding 
any place where an active shooter is likely to appear.  

Both terrorists and the mass murderers who are seeking infamy look for crowds of people, where they 
have the greatest number of potential targets. So you want to avoid those places as much as possible. 
Granted, totally avoiding them is more or less impossible, without becoming a hermit. But if there is no 
reason to go to a crowded area, you are probably better off avoiding it.  

Another thing that seems to draw shooters like a magnet is a “gun-free zone.” Over the last several 
years, all but one of the best known mass shooting incident took place in a gun-free zone. This class of 
shooter picks these locations, because they will be able to accomplish their goal without interference. 
While they know that the police will come and stop them, they also know that they will be able to rack 
up a body count before that happens.  

Sadly, there are those in our government who refuse to see this reality. They are so convinced of the evil 
of guns, that they ignore any of the underlying causes of these incidents. Statistic evidence indicates 
that removing as many gun-free zones from society as possible, would reduce the number of these mass 
murders, as well as reducing the body count in those that still occur.  

About the only part you and I can play in these debates is to vote for candidates who are pro-Second 
Amendment. Then, when they get into office, we should let them know what we expect of them.  

Ballistic	Body	Armor		
More and more, ballistic body armor is becoming readily available to the public. You can find one or two 
vendors selling it at pretty much any gun show, as well as some gun dealers and a number of online 
website. Prices have been slowly falling, making this protective wear accessible to more and more of the 
population. You can now buy a good bullet-resistant vest for under $200.  

Please note that if you decide to buy body armor, you should know what you’re buying, before you buy 
it. There are several different grades of ballistic armor, based upon how much protection they offer. 
Since larger caliber firearms generally have more penetrating power, this is the criteria. Level III-A will 
provide protection from all pistol rounds, but to get protection from rifle rounds, you would need to go 
up to Level IV. 

On the flip side of the coin, the lower the body armor level is, the more concealable it is. Level II body 
armor is easily concealed under most clothing, but it will only stop a normal velocity 9mm or .357 
magnum pistol bullet. Level III-A will stop high velocity 9mm and .44 magnum. But Level III-A is harder to 
conceal.  

But is wearing body armor practical on a day-to-day basis? For most of us, I’d have to say no. Not only is 
it somewhat uncomfortable, but it is bulky and hot. You would probably need to change most of your 



wardrobe if you wore body armor every day, simply because it would make you look like you’d gained 
wait.  

Many years ago I worked in a retail store with a man who wore body armor every day. He had been a 
police officer, and used to say that he knew more store managers who had been shot, than police 
officers. So he wore his every day, under his shirt. But he is the only person, other than police officers, 
who I know regularly wore body armor.  

I have two different types of ballistic vests (one tactical and one undergarment) as well as a 5-1-1 
shooting vest which I have modified to have Kevlar ballistic panels indie it. But I rarely bother with 
wearing any of my three options, because it is uncomfortable to wear. I have even taken the ballistic 
armor pieces out of my shooting vest, saving them for some time when I feel that I might need them.  

But I must confess, the ballistic vests I own are ones that I have made myself. I have seen some 
commercial vests (especially the undergarment type) which conform to the body better than mine do. 
So those would probably be more comfortable to wear.  

Ballistic	Shielding	in	Backpacks		
The same idea of a ballistic vest can be done on a simpler scale, for those who carry backpacks and 
briefcases every day. The same companies which produce ballistic vests, also produce ballistic backpack 
inserts. These are about 40% cheaper than a full vest, as they are only one side, without a back plate.  

These are great for business people, college students and children who carry a backpack regularly. Set all 
the way against the back wall of the pack (closest to the body), they don’t take up a lot of room, but 
provide adequate protection from pistol rounds.  

In an active shooter situation the backpack should be put on backwards, so that it is covering the front 
of your body, as that is the side which will probably face the shooter. Of course, if you are running away, 
you’ll want to be wearing it on your back. While this won’t provide perfect protection, no body armor 
does. It will protect the vital organs, increasing your or your children’s chances of surviving the incident.  

Making	a	Ballistic	Backpack	Insert		
You can actually make your own insert for backpacks and briefcases, considerably cheaper than you can 
buy one. While there are several different materials that are commonly used, the most common is 
Kevlar. Twelve layers of Kevlar fabric, sewn together, provide Level III-A protection.  

You can buy Kevlar online. I’ve bought it through eBay, as well as from companies who specialize in 
ballistic materials. Just be sure that when you buy it, you are buying Kevlar ballistic material. Kevlar is 
used in a lot of other fabrics, like Nomex, which are not ballistic. I spent a fair chunk of money at one 
time, buying the wrong thing, before I learned to specify Kevlar ballistic fabric. Typically the real stuff 
costs about $35 per yard.  

To make a ballistic insert, cut out 12 layers of Kevlar, a touch smaller (1/4”) than the dimensions of the 
inside of the backpack. You will need to use special scissors for this, as normal scissors can’t cut Kevlar. 



These scissors can be found on eBay, by searching for Kevlar scissors. They are slightly serrated, making 
them extremely useful for other difficult to cut materials.  

Kevlar has a tendency to fray horribly. You can use fray check on it, but I found that painting the edges 
with epoxy works even better. A strip about ¼” wide is sufficient, although it won’t hurt anything to 
have it wider. To save on brushes, I found it easy to just dip a rubber-gloved finger in the epoxy and 
paint it on that way. Neatness doesn’t really count.  

The layers of Kevlar should be sewn together. However, your home sewing machine won’t do it. I solved 
this problem by going to my local upholstery shop and having them do it on their industrial machine, 
which had no problem sewing the heavy material. I gave them $10 for doing it, and they were happy. All 
that is needed is a couple of lines through the stack, to keep the individual pieces from shifting in 
relation to each other.  

Finally, you’ll want to make a cover for the insert out of whatever material you have at hand. I prefer a 
heavy material, like denim or canvas, so that the hard ends of the Kevlar don’t poke through. This is 
made just like a pillowcase, sized to fit the plates. Sew three sides, insert the pack of Kevlar plates and 
then sew the fourth side shut.  

Ballistic	Coat	Inserts		
Ballistic inserts for coats can be made in essentially the same way as the backpack insert. The main 
difference is that it has to be shaped to fit the available space inside the coat. The coat will also have to 
be prepared, so that there is a place to slip the insert in.  

Keep in mind that this is not a perfect solution, as it is more or less impossible to make these inserts in 
such a way as to cover the entire body. However, anything is better than nothing. If all you can do is put 
small inserts (say 6” x 8”) on each side, you at least have some chance that the bullet will hit one of 
those inserts, rather than hitting you in an unprotected area.  

The best way to keep the ballistic insert in a coat, if you don’t have a pocket that is a perfect size for it, is 
to use Velcro. Strips of Velcro can be sewn to the inside of the coat’s liner. The corresponding part of the 
Velcro can then be sewn to the side of the insert. This is easier to accomplish, if it is sewn to the fabric, 
before sewing the cover together. Attaching the Velcro to the insert at a 90 degree angle to how it is 
sewn into the jacket’s lining, allows for easier attachment.  

A	Final	Point		
Surviving an active shooting situation is more about keeping your head, than anything else. Whatever 
you do, don’t panic. Rather, look at your options and make the best decision you can. Realize that your 
thinking ability will be curtailed, due to the fight or flight reaction, so use considerable caution.  

More people survive these situations than die in them. Even the worst of the mass killers we see, only 
manage to kill a fraction of the people in their chosen arena. So you can survive. Count on it.  

 


