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ABSTRACT

School mass murder shootings were practically unheard of prior to the 1980s. It is the
purpose of this qualitative case study to explore what parents of teenagers believe are shared
behaviors, social characteristics and personality traits of juveniles at risk of becoming mass
murderer offenders. Being a loner or having social isolation was the primary characteristic
determined by the parents. Psychiatric disorders, being angry, and being bullied were also
named by over half of the parents. The primary information source that the parents said they
obtained this information from was from the news media. This information did not match the
information provided by the literature review. Being a loner and having psychiatric disorders are
not characteristics of a juvenile contemplating mass murder.
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INTRODUCTION

Juvenile mass murder in the form of school shootings is something the general public has
become aware of through the media. The mass murder of students generates a great deal of
media attention and publicity (Borum et al., 2010; Muschert, 2007). The media has a tendency to
put forth sensationalized news stories in their competitive market (Duwe, 2000; Kupchik &
Bracy, 2009). While the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2008) claimed the rates of
school-associated homicide were low, the fear was disproportionately high, perhaps due to the
media fanfare. With the newspaper headlines, television news reports, and other media coverage
of school mass murder shootings like Columbine, Virginia Tech, or Sandy Hook, it is difficult
for the average American to avoid hearing about it.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

School mass murder shootings such as the 1999 Columbine High shooting in Littleton,
Colorado and the 2012 Sandy Hook shooting in Newtown, Connecticut have become more
common in recent years. The fear surrounding such incidents has also increased (Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2008). One year after Columbine, a Gallop poll found that
“two thirds of Americans believed that a similar incident was ‘very likely’ or ‘somewhat likely’
to happen in their community” (Borum et al., 2010, p. 27). Preventing such incidents has
become a focus of many policy changes such as using metal detectors, video surveillance, zero
tolerance policies, and armed security guards at high schools. Threat assessment by identifying
students who are at risk of becoming school mass murder shooters has also come to the forefront
in an effort to stop violence before it occurs.

The specific problem is that parents of teenagers are not looking for the right traits and
behaviors in their kids to determine if a juvenile might become a potential juvenile mass
murderer. This is problematic for society since potential mass murderers will be overlooked
when the wrong traits are being viewed by this population that could have devastating
consequences now. Those teens who are overlooked by their parents now may become mass
murderers, just as the school mass murder shooters in the past have been overlooked.

Parents of teenagers, as most members of society, are subject to any influence the media
has in forming perceptions. The media tends to focus on aspects that will sell and garner
attention (Birkland & Lawrence, 2009). Parents are likely unaware of the most common
behavioral denominators found in peer reviewed psychological research on the subject. The
impact of this study was to determine what knowledge the parents have regarding behaviors and
traits of juvenile mass murderers and whether or not this area could be improved upon. Results
from this study will determine how prepared parents are at thwarting a school mass murder
shooting based on their current knowledge of what constitutes a school mass murder shooter.
This qualitative study explores the behaviors and traits of potential juvenile mass murderers as
identified by parents of teenagers. The academic literature was used to gather possible variables
the parents are likely to mention in their interviews. The general population for this study
includes parents in the Titusville, Florida area.

The purpose of this qualitative method case study was to determine what behaviors,
social characteristics, and personality traits the parents of teenagers perceive to indicate a
juvenile is at risk for becoming a mass murderer and where are they getting their information
regarding such characteristics and traits that could lead to mass murder. Behaviors, social
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characteristics, and personality traits of potential juvenile mass murderers will be generally
defined as processes or actions that can be observed and measured or dispositional tendencies that
influence behavior. The academic literature was used to gather possible variables the parents of
teenagers are likely to mention in their interviews. In order to best achieve the purpose of this
study, an exploratory qualitative multiple case study design was performed. Interviewing parents
of teenagers in Titusville, Florida will identify what factors they look for when considering if a
juvenile might become violent enough to kill at school. Perhaps parents are already looking for
the right traits and behaviors.

LITERATURE REVIEW

There are many possibilities as to why a juvenile would want to commit a school mass
murder shooting. Bullying, anger, gun availability, mental health issues, narcissism, violent
media influences, poor child rearing, and poor coping mechanisms are a few possibilities,
although it is unlikely a single factor or cause is shared by these mass murderers. Multiple
factors have been found to be going on at the time of school mass murder shootings by the
perpetrator. In fact, many of these factors might be going on in the life of a juvenile whether
they commit mass murder or not.

The Study of Juvenile Mass Murderers

Mass murder and school shootings have earned a great deal of attention in the past two decades.
Prior to the 1960s, mass murder was a rare phenomenon in the United States (Duwe, 2004). Prior
to the 1990s, scientists looking to study mass murder focused on public venues like workplaces,
restaurants, and homes (Levin & Madfis, 2009). These were locations primarily chosen by
adults. In the 1990s, several school shootings and mass murders were committed and the focus
switched to understanding mass murder in the schools committed by juveniles. There was
violence going on in the schools, but mass murder was rare or absent prior to the 1990s.
Therefore, much of the information gathered on these events have occurred in the last 25 years.

Search Strategy

A review of academic research is reviewed at length in order to evaluate what studies
have already been done in the area of juvenile mass murderers. Peer- reviewed books and
published journal articles from psychological, social, medical, and criminal journals and
databases make up the majority of referenced material. After a thorough review, any gaps in the
research regarding the media or instructor knowledge were noted. Limitations in the studies will
also be discussed to assist the reader in identifying these gaps.

The objective of this literature review is to present the background and studies available to
compare the traits of juvenile mass murderers with the perception portrayed in the media and
knowledge shown by parents. Mass media sources included newspaper and magazine articles.
Parents of teenagers interviewed are those currently residing in Titusville, Florida.

Statistics

Since the media previously presented youth violence as primarily an issue among
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inner-city African American males, the majority of society felt safe. Mass murder school
shootings blew a hole in this view and stunned society. Articles in The New York Times, USA
Today, and other resources fuel fears about school mass murder shootings by using
emotion rather than being objective. It is appropriate to look at the statistics regarding school
mass murders.

According to the Centers for Disease Control (2008) “during July 1999 — June 2006,
a total of 116 school-associated homicides occurred among students and were associated with
109 events” (para. 4). Fox and Savage (2009) used data from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports,
the U.S. Department of Education, and detailed media reports and determined there were76
homicides on college campuses between 2001 and 2005. Ignoring cases that did not involve
students as perpetrators, Fox and Savage averaged only 10 per year; and most of these dealt with
drug deals gone bad or acquaintance killings — not mass murder. Fox and Savage (2009)
estimated that there were 14 incidents of mass shootings on college campuses between 1990 and
2008.

Reasons for Killing

The most common question asked by Americans who hear about a school mass murder
shooting is why did this happen. The act seems so brutal and alien that it begs to question why
it had to happen at all. Reason and civility seek to find a less hostile way of
dealing with anger issues.

Determining the factors for a juvenile mass murder is difficult since the cause of violence
is different in each instance. Strydom, and Esterhuyse (2005) itemized the causes into four
categories: dispositional, historical, clinical, and contextual. Dispositional factors are those such
as age, race, gender, socio-economic status, cognitive and neurological status. Historical factors
would be violence, substance abuse, maladjustment, employment instability, and relationship
problems. Clinical factors would study any psychiatric disorders or symptoms. Finally,
contextual factors would look at the availability of professional supervision and support, access
to weapons, and social stress.

Mental Health

Research indicates mass murderers are committed by regular individuals whom no one
would have suspected (Bowen, 2007). However, many offenders have shown antisocial
behaviors, anger, and depression prior to the event (Bowen, 2007). In fact, more than half of
school mass murderers have experienced severe depression (Thio, Taylor, & Schwartz,

2012).

The likelihood that any offenders suffered from a mental health disorder appear to be just
as well reflected as the general community. Approximately 15-25% of adolescents suffer from
some sort of psychiatric illness such as conduct disorders, depressive disorders, developmental
disorders, and schizophrenic disorders which can manifest in aggressive behavior (Lindberg,
Oksanen, Sailas & Kaltiala-Heino, 2012). The disorder which most closely resembles a juvenile
mass murderer is a conduct disorder, since Lindberg et al. (2012) describes it as when the
juvenile has no sense of guilt, little empathy or emotion and callously manipulates others. The
manifestation of conduct disorder is common in mass murderers.

Of those school mass murderers who are incarcerated for their acts, many suffer suicidal
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impulses and serious depression. Unfortunately, the institutions in which school mass murderers
are being held tend to be more punitive than rehabilitative. For those who will be released upon
reaching adulthood or shortly thereafter, it makes for a frightening reality of individuals who
need serious help with their mental health that are unlikely to seek treatment.

Bullying and Social Dynamics

The most accepted reason for mass murder school shootings is bullying (Hagen, Podlogar
& Joiner, 2014; Newman, 2004). In Gerard, et al. (2016) study, school shooters were bullied or
abused 54% of the time. The National Association of School Psychologists claimed
approximately 160,000 children miss school each day in an effort to avoid bullying (Newman,
2004). The social hierarchy that exists in many schools is something the school mass murder
shooters desire to undo since the shooters tend to exist at the bottom rung (Henry, 2009). To add
insult to injury, it is common that those not involved in sports, academics, or other organizations
are ostracized from most of the student body and become the object of ridicule or bullying (Klein,
2006). In the case of Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the crime they committed was a “political
stance” against the system that they felt victimized them (Larkin, 2009).

In many of the cases, bullying or being humiliated occurred with the shooters prior to the
attacks (Newman et al., 2004). Some had been mercilessly teased, called derogatory names, had
property stolen, were physically assaulted, or rejected by females. Newman,

Fox, Harding, Mehta and Roth’s (2004) research suggested that four out of five school shooting
offenders had been socially outcast. Meloy, Hempel, Mohandie, Shiva, and Gray’s (2001)
research suggested the majority of the adolescent mass murderers were usually victims of
bullying although a few were the perpetrators. Leary, Kowalski, Smith, and Phillip’s (2003)
research also suggested the majority of the school mass murder shooters had been socially
rejected and many had a recent romantic rejection.

Although bullying may contribute to social marginalization and violence, it is not
necessarily the cause for mass murder (Harding et al., 2002). Research indicates that many
students have been bullied at least once, and many suffer bullying abuse and do not become
school mass murderers (DeVoe & Murphy, 2011; Langman, 2009; Meloy et al., 2001). DeVoe
and Murphy (2011) used the National Center for Education Statistics and found most students
had been bullied at least once and 14% of students suffer trauma from their bullying. The
question as to why some kids retaliate while most do not may be due to a combination of many
factors.

Coping Mechanisms

Juveniles cope better with stress and issues when they have strong social relationships
with others (Bernstein & Claypool, 2012; Fox & Levin, 1998). The bonds of society keep most
of us from committing criminal acts. When youth struggle with social awkwardness and low
self-esteem, they set themselves up for possible social isolation and exclusion (Bernstein &
Claypool, 2012). Social exclusion can threaten both physical and mental health, as mentioned
under bullying (Bernstein & Claypool, 2012; Eitle, 2010). The reason teens have difficulty with
social skills and problem solving is their inexperience in using coping mechanisms or by having
fewer options with which to cope (Eitle, 2010). An adult can leave a difficult situation like
school or home, while a juvenile has limited means of escaping their present position (Eitle,
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2010). Once a juvenile reaches adulthood and is able to have more options, there are less strains
and less criminal behavior occurs. The adult also finds fewer reasons to remain around deviant
peers.

Anger

Anger, resentment, and aggressive behavior are brought about through rejection (real or
imagined), unrequited love, being ostracized, not feeling valued, public humiliation, bullying,
and taunting. These feelings bring about frustration. Researchers have found that chronic
frustration, like that brought on by a string of failures, will increase a person’s likelihood to be
angry and act in an aggressive manner (Levin & Madfis, 2009).

Experiencing strain or anger may distort an individual’s attitudes and increase the
likelihood of a violent response. Anger can lower a person’s inhibitions and energize a
person’s desire for revenge (Agnew, 1992; Brezina, 2010). Anger tends to make people
misinterpret the behavior of others as hostile and threatening; and this causes them to believe
their own aggressive response 1s appropriate and justified (Breznia, 2010). Justification causes a
sense of empowerment in that individual where violence becomes justified in the face of this
betrayal, violation, or wrong the shooter may have perceived. The unresolved anger could lead
to school mass murder shootings.

The brain areas that effect cognitive control, physiological arousal, and emotion regulation
become more active during angry rumination (Denson, 2012). Angry rumination has a direct
correlation with aggressive behavior. Angry rumination allows someone to mentally practice
their vengeance and make it easier to harm others when they take physical steps to retaliate.

Likelihood for Violence

Those who committed mass murder school shootings were not traditionally violent or
aggressive (Bender, Shubert, & McLaughlin, 2001). School mass murderers were not seen
as school bullies or kids with disciplinary issues. Instead these are the shy and quiet ones who
were shunned by their peers and have internalized their aggression until it explodes (Bender et
al., 2001). Aggressive children also respond to their peer’s aggression with an escalation of the
conflict (Sexton-Radek, 2004). The homicidal act is one that demonstrates that the shooters do
have power and they refuse to be treated poorly by their peers. These students are overlooked
by their peers and by their teachers because they are quiet, anonymous, with acceptable grades,
and they do not misbehave or stand out in any way (Bender et al., 2001). Affective aggression,
accompanied by anger and fear are defensive forms of violence; compared with predatory
aggression, which is a planned attack form of violence having little emotion (Meloy, 2012)

Statistical Reality of Similarities

Having looked at many of the reasons provided for why juveniles are committing mass
murder, it is necessary to compare the possibilities and probabilities with the findings researchers
have concluded based on the shooters researchers have been able to study Kidd and Meyer
(2002) studied eight mass murder school shootings and found that prior to the events: seven of
eight made verbal threats; seven of eight showed an interest in violent media, seven of eight had
shown previous violent behavior, six of eight suffered from peer rejection, six of eight had
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suicidal ideation, and six of eight had done violent writings.

In fact, their findings showed the shooter was usually a Caucasian male, above average
student, does not necessarily use alcohol or illegal drugs, uses a gun owned by a family member,
lacked emotional support from parents, dressed for the event, and suffered a recent loss or failure
(Kidd & Meyer, 2002).

There are many factors that when linked together might be enough to push someone over
the edge to commit a mass murder. Individually these factors do not weigh enough to make an
individual feel the need to commit such a heinous crime, but compounded may be just enough
for the right individual to act (Meloy et al., 2001; Palermo & Ross, 1999). It is typical for
students to want meaningful social relationships with others. Those who cannot form these
bonds become isolated, lack a support system, and therefore lean toward unconventional
behavior.

School Insights

The media has suggested that mass murder school shooters are detached from their
schools or seem uninvolved, however detachment is not usually the case (Langman, 2009).

In reality, those involved in mass murder school shootings were above average academically
(Langman, 2009).

After such tragedies as school mass murder shootings, people look for the warning
signs that might have been overlooked, the signs that may have been misinterpreted which
become clearer in hindsight. Teachers and other school staff are often put under a microscope
for answers (Newman et al., 2004). As adults in a good position to see these
warning signs, they might have been able to see problems arising in their students. In fact, in
some instances, the victims’ families sued teachers and administrators for their culpability
(Newman et al., 2004).

Students may be aware of an impending threat but do not feel comfortable snitching on
their peers (Fox et al., 2008). In Gerard et al. (2016) study of school mass murder shooters,
43% had told people at school of their plans or had made threats. The assault Jeff Weise
planned for his high school was known by about 39 of his friends, but nobody told an adult (Fox
et al., 2008). Had the students told a teacher or school administrator, the adult may have taken it
seriously and acted upon the information or assumed it to be a hoax.

Profiling Issues

Profiling the typical mass murder school shooter can lead to unfairly labeling students
who would never engage in an attack and missing those who do not fit the profile. The studies on
shooting incidents conducted by the U.S. Secret Service and the U.S. Department of Education
“revealed no accurate or useful demographic or social profile of school attackers” (Borum et al.,
2010 p. 29). School officials also have difficulty identifying the students most likely to start a
school shooting with those who simply have general behavior problems in school. Multiple
victim homicides at schools occur rarely, particularly when compared to single victim school
homicides that tend to be related to gangs or drugs.

The focus needs to be on the motivation of the offenders and preventing the desire to start
a massacre. Vossekuil et al. (2004) found that 81% of those they surveyed had revealed their
deadly plans to at someone, while 59% informed even more than one person. In most
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of these cases, someone, usually another student, knew about the attack prior to the event. A
Finish study conducted in 2012 looked at 17 adolescents threatening a massacre online and 60
who made threats offline, with offline including: discussing it in a letter, essay, or exam or orally
to a school peer, teacher or therapist (Lindberg et al., 2012). Lindberg et al. (2012) found that
those who did it online were more of a threat as those offline had issues with impulse control and
delinquency.

Vossekuil et al. (2004) found that many school mass murder shootings take place over
less than 15 minutes. Reactive measures (i.e. emergency plans, resource officers) accomplish
little as they have little chance to make a difference in such a short time period (Levin &

Madfis, 2009). Proactive measures need to be taken instead, such as training teachers what
factors to look for in their students.

METHODOLOGY

Juvenile mass murder is a problem for which qualitative case studies are appropriate.
Obtaining research on the characteristics parents of teenagers are looking for in potential mass
murderers could contribute to the development of training techniques or directions in which
parents could better predict events. It is believed that many parents rely on information about
school mass murder shooters retrieved from mass media than from actual training, and this
information can be misleading.

Once the perceptions of the parents are identified, these perceptions can be compared to
empirical data that identified characteristics of juvenile mass murderers by others. A future
comparison will allow for an analysis of the accuracy of parents of teenagers in identifying
juveniles that are at-risk for possible mass murder school shooting violence. Identifying what the
parents are looking for is the first step in this future direction.

A qualitative research methodology was used to measure the knowledge and perception
of juvenile mass murderers by parents of teenagers in Titusville, Florida. The literature review
in the previous chapter outlines the empirical data available on behaviors, social characteristics,
and personality traits that have been identified in juvenile mass murderers. Qualitative research
is undertaken to understand the beliefs, behavior and opinions of the study participants from
their own perspective (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey,

2011).

With qualitative research methods, it is important to ask general questions subjectively in
a setting comfortable to the participants. Participants were encouraged to be frank and open in
order to allow for ease of communication with the researcher. It was crucial that a rapport was
established between the researcher and the participants. Probes for responses were neutral in
nature, to ensure that the researcher did not affect the nature of the responses (Maxfield &
Babbie, 2017). Qualitative methods emphasize the researcher’s role as an active participant in
the study (Creswell & Poth, 2017). This researcher was a key instrument in data collection and
interpretation of data (Stake, 1995).

A quantitative method would not be appropriate for this study. Quantitative method
attempts to test a hypothesis using independent and dependent variables, and analyzing variables
using statistical procedures (Creswell, 2009). The qualitative aspects of parents of teenagers’
beliefs is the target of this research, as their trait assumptions were looked at compared to the
traits and behaviors of past school mass murderers. Using qualitative
method allowed for learning traits identified from study participants and representing these
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traits as themes in the research.

The primary way qualitative researchers gather data is through interviews. To gather data
from parents of teens in Titusville, Florida, the parents were approached directly via e- mail to
request participation. First the interviewer contacted potential interviewees known to her. She
knew of eight parents of teenagers in the Titusville, Florida area. After speaking with each of
these eight, they agreed to participate in the research and to provide names of other potential
interviewees they knew personally. This way of finding participants has been described as
snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is a recruitment technique in which participants identify
other potential subjects for use in the study. In this study, snowball sampling was used after
convenience sampling. It originally emerged as an approach for hard-to-reach populations or
situations that are challenging for outsiders to access (Heckathorn, 2011). The researcher
contacted and requested to interview each of these recommendations. The researcher found out
the best times and days to conduct the interviews. The interviews occurred over a two-month
period from June through July.

Prior to the interview, an introduction of what is expected and permission to conduct the
interview was discussed. Each participant was asked if it was permissible to use a digital
recorder to capture the discussion. The interviewer went over specific definitions for the
following terms: behaviors, social characteristics, and personality traits. Parents of teenagers
were then asked to discuss the behaviors, traits, and social characteristics they believe juveniles
who may become mass murderers might exhibit.

Data Collection

This is a qualitative research study with the goal of determining what traits and
characteristics parents of teenagers in Titusville, Florida believe are held by juveniles who might
commit mass murder. Information from empirical research available to the public was utilized to
determine the characteristics of a juvenile mass murderer in order to create a juvenile mass
murder profile. The interviews with parents of teenagers provided a similar list of characteristics
of a potential juvenile mass murderer. Interviews were the primary data collection instrument.
The interviews were conversational and open-ended to build a rapport with the participants.
Interviews with open-ended questions are recommended to find patterns or common themes.
Open-ended interview questions permitted the participants to respond freely without researcher
probing. It also assisted in keeping the researcher’s personal opinions to influence the study
results by keeping the researcher as a listener and observer. Qualitative researchers use in-depth
semi-structured interviews to understand beliefs and experiences of the subjects for data
collection (Creswell, 2008).

Prior to the commencement of the 15 interviews, informed consent was obtained from
each participant. Using the interview script, interviewees were informed of the purpose of the
study, voluntary participation, confidentiality, risks and benefits of participation, and withdrawal.
Each participant said they understood and the interviews commenced.

During the interviews, study participants shared their opinions and views. The
interviewer did not interject any personal views or opinions and only prodded the participants on
by saying “okay.” Occasionally, either prior to the formal interviews or directly afterward,
general talk occurred related to work or social events. It is believed that these introductory
conversations created a rapport between the investigator and the participant which helped make
the study participants feel more comfortable to share their knowledge and opinion (Creswell,
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2008; Neuman, 2006).

The interviews used a qualitative method of inquiry and single case study research
design. A qualitative approach is one in which questions are asked, data is analyzed and
grouped into themes, and interpretations are made of the data (Creswell, 2009). The case
study is focused on one group: Titusville, Florida parents of teenagers. It is exploratory
because it is not testing a hypothesis and the subject being evaluated has no clear set of
outcomes (Yin, 2009).

Pilot Study

A pilot study was launched to ensure there was clarity in the open-ended interview
questions. The pilot study also ensured there was thoroughness in the researcher’s data
collection method. The pilot study participants were asked after the interview to assess the
questions, their composition, and whether or not the interview questions would produce the
data required for the study. Two pilot interviews were conducted with participants that both
fit the criteria of the study and were well versed in studies. They both had masters degrees
and jobs as college instructors. They assisted in determining if there were flaws in the
interview design, validity in the interview questions, and whether the questions were easy to
comprehend for future participants. If the pilot study participants had found any weaknesses
within the interview design it would have allowed the researcher time to make revisions prior
to conducting more interviews. Since the pilot interviews yielded no issues, the researcher
made no changes to the questionnaire. The results of the pilot study confirmed that the
instrument captured essential information required to complete the research.

Data Analysis

A qualitative exploratory research design was appropriate for this case study due to the
literature gap regarding the perceived traits and behaviors of students who might become mass
murderers from the parents of teenagers’ perspective. Qualitative data is about words and their
meanings rather than about quantifiable phenomena. The data is collected on a few cases rather
than on many. The categories were guessed from the literature and after the interviews were
completed, the phenomenon was then known. The phenomenon are the behaviors, personality
traits, and social characteristics deemed most important by the parents.

Yin (2009) recommended an analytic technique for qualitative case studies:

1. Categorizing information in various classifications,

2. Conducting a matrix of arrangements and classifying the evidence in these arrangements,
3. Developing visual stimulants such as diagrams to depict data,

4. Organizing data based on frequency, and

5. Reviewing the complexity of data and thereby organizing data in a methodical order.

Using open-ended questions allowed for a wide variety of answers. When multiple
participants gave similar answers, categories or coded patterns arose. Deductive codes were
taken from the information retrieved in the literature review. Inductive codes came from the
issues raised by participants that the researcher did not account for. The transcribed interviews
were gone through line by line to interpret the data and code it. Cross-case comparisons were
made to tighten and reinterpret the coding.

Coding and analyzing the data continued with each interview. The parents interviewed
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had different viewpoints and came up with various traits. As each interview was transcribed and
coded, information was compared to previous interviews. Interviews were conducted until no
new insights were made (theoretical saturation). At this point, the behaviors, social
characteristics, and personality traits most looked for by parents of teenagers regarding juveniles
presented itself. Demographics were analyzed and compared as well to see if any patterns began
to emerge.

FINDINGS

The purpose of the research was to determine what parents of teenagers believe are
shared behaviors, social characteristics and personality traits of juveniles at risk of becoming
mass murderer offenders. This agenda was met by exploring the opinions of 15 parents of teens
in Titusville, Florida. Data gathered from interviews was analyzed, categorized, and refined into
themes.

One of the first questions the parents of teens were asked was if they had received any
type of training regarding what characteristics a juvenile contemplating mass murder might
possess. Across the board, the parents said they had received no training. Receiving no training
was also the case when the parent worked as a teacher, as four of the participants were. The
training reflected what to do if there is an active shooter on campus, such as bar the door, but no
training in what characteristics a potential shooter might possess.

The primary question in this study was broken down into three parts. The question was:
what are behaviors, social characteristics, and personality traits that parents perceive to indicate
a teenager is at risk for becoming a mass murderer? Behaviors, social characteristics, and
personality traits were each formed into their own questions during the interview, so as not to
overwhelm those interviewed. It was also determined during the pilot study that definitions
needed to be provided to the participants in order to better understand the individual
components. Behaviors, personality traits and social characteristics can become confused if not
properly defined.

Information Resources

All of those interviewed mentioned obtaining information regarding school mass murder
shooters from television or news programs. Social media, like Facebook, was mentioned by 80%
of the participants. A high percentage was expected because studies have shown that social
media is playing a larger role in how Americans are obtaining their news and information.
Personal opinion made up over 25% of the participants’ information. This means that the parents
had preconceived notions and ideas about the topic that they claimed they could not pinpoint
where these ideas came from. Even with additional probing, the parents could not determine
where they obtained their opinion. The remaining sources, like newspapers, radio, books, and
magazines made up less than 15% each. Table 8 illustrates where the participants said they
obtained information regarding the traits they believed juvenile mass murderers portray.

The final question posed to the participants was which of the traits and behaviors they
previously mentioned during the interview was the most important. The interviewer would read
off a list of all the characteristics and traits they had previously mentioned in the interview to
remind them of the ones they stated. Of all the items they mentioned, one factor was requested
that the parents believe stands out the most for determining who will become a juvenile mass
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murderer. The 15 participants mentioned a total of eight items, with psychiatric disorders, anger,
and social isolation having a three-way tie at 20% on being the most important characteristic.
These three characteristics were followed by being bullied. The other most important
characteristics mentioned included: authority issues, changes in behavior, suicidal tendencies,
and indifference toward others. Table 9 illustrates what the participants believed were the most
important trait or behavior in a juvenile that might commit mass murder.

Social Characteristics

There were four themes that emerged as a result of the interviews with parents of teens.
The first theme that emerged was that parents believe juveniles who are likely to commit mass
murder tend to be loners or have some form of social isolation. The loner theme was echoed by
almost all of the participants in the study. It is typical for students to want meaningful social
relationships with others. Those who cannot form these bonds become isolated, lack a support
system, and therefore lean toward unconventional behavior. College students must move away
from their support systems and find new ones; therefore, social isolation is common. This could
be the beginning of strain theory’s explanation of someone who may commit a school mass
murder. However, with social isolation being so common among teenagers, it is unlikely that
isolation alone is a good indicator of a future mass murderer.

The second theme that emerged from the study was that parents believe juveniles who are
likely to commit mass murder tend to be bullied by others. Being bullied was mentioned by 11 of
the 15 parents interviewed. The most accepted reason for school mass murders is bullying
(Newman, 2004). In many of the cases, bullying or being humiliated occurred with the shooters
prior to the attacks (Newman et al., 2004). The social hierarchy that exists in many schools is
something the school mass murderers desire to undo since the shooters tend to exist at the bottom
rung (Henry, 2009). Several research studies have shown that the majority of the adolescent mass
murderers were usually victims of bullying. The U.S. Secret Service (2002) has stated that 71%
of shooters in school mass murders were bullied. Accordingly, this theme appears to be in line
with the research and is something parents should feel is a good indicator of possible future
violence like school mass murders.

Personality Traits

The third theme that emerged from this study was that parents believe juveniles who are
likely to commit mass murder tend to be angry and have frustration or resentment. The anger
theme was echoed by over 50% of the study participants. Anger is directly related to strain
theory. Experiencing strain or anger may distort an individual’s attitudes and increase the
likelihood of a violent response. Unresolved anger could lead to school mass murder shootings.
Larkin (2009) mentioned the Columbine shooting set a media template of understanding for
students: school mass murder shootings occur when a student wants to seek revenge. So, the
anger theme is also in line with being a fairly good indicator of school mass murder violence.

The fourth theme that emerged from this study was that parents believe juveniles who are
likely to commit mass murder tend to have issues with their mental health. They either have a
psychiatric disorder or suffer from depression. The mental health theme was mentioned by over
half of the study participants. The media also tends to harp on mental illness as an indicator of
future violence. One participant, Parent 11, felt that the media and others were wrong in this
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assumption. The research is mixed because it indicates mass murderers are committed by regular
individuals whom no one would have suspected (Bowen, 2007; Ferguson, 2011). The likelihood
that any offenders suffered from a mental health disorder appear to be just as well reflected as the
general community. However, many offenders have shown antisocial behaviors, anger, and
depression prior to the event (Bowen, 2007). In fact, more than half of school mass murderers
have experienced severe depression (Thio, Taylor, & Schwartz, 2012). So, depression rates may
be high in school mass murderers, but other mental health disorders appear to be negligent.

Behavioral Traits

Behavioral traits were seldom mentioned by the parents of teens as being indicators of a
juvenile likely to commit school mass murder shooting violence. Behavioral traits like
delinquency, substance abuse, violent media obsessions, poor grades, and issues with authority
were pointed out by 20% or less of the parents. The main focus appeared to be on social
characteristics and personality traits.

This study’s findings can help identify risk factors that parents are not considering which
need to be addressed in order to reduce the problem of mass murder school shootings (Booth,
Van Hasselt & Vecchi, 2011). The Secret Service and the Department of Education found that
75% of the school mass murder shooters shared their intentions to a friend prior to the attack, had
previously threatened to commit suicide, and had been a cause of concern to an adult prior to the
attack (Borum et al., 2010). These factors were not mentioned by the parents of teens. The
Secret Service also shared that 78% of those who committed mass murder school shootings were
suicidal (U.S. Secret Service, 2002). Suicide was only mentioned as a factor by three of the
parents in this study. Another factor the U.S. Secret Service (2002) discovered was that 93% of
the shooters had perceived a loss prior to the attack. Unfortunately, perceiving a loss was not
mentioned by any of the parents in this study.

Information Obtained

The second part of this study was to determine where the parents getting their information
regarding such characteristics and traits that could lead to mass murder. All of the parents who
were interviewed in this study mentioned obtaining information regarding school mass murder
shooters from television or news programs. Obtaining information from the media follows the
trend in the United States since the majority of the public get their primary source of crime
information from the televised media (DeKeseredy & Dragiewicz, 2012). Social media, like
Facebook, was mentioned by 80% of the participants. The news is distorted by biases or hidden
agendas of the companies who choose what information to report and which to withhold from the
public (Altheide, 2009). The media has portrayed school violence in such a way to cause a panic.
The news media has changed both the public and the academic world’s views on mass murder
(Duwe, 2005). This change creates a gap in the literature similar to the gap in the public’s
perception.

The specific problem is that parents of teenagers are not looking for the right traits and
behaviors in their kids to determine if a juvenile might become a potential mass murderer.
Parents are unaware of the most common behavioral denominators found in peer reviewed
psychological research on the subject. This lack of knowledge is problematic for society since
potential mass murderers will be overlooked when the wrong traits are being viewed by this
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population that could have devastating consequences now. Those teens who are overlooked by
their parents now may become mass murderers, just as the school mass murder shooters in the
past have been overlooked.

DISCUSSION

The primary characteristic determined by parents to be a trait of juveniles at risk for
becoming a school mass murderer was being a loner or having social isolation. Being a loner is a
theme echoed by the media as several attacks were perpetrated by lone gunmen. However, there
have been several school mass murder shootings where there were two teens doing the shooting,
such as the Pinellas Point shooting in 1988, the Westside Middle School shooting in 1998, and
the Columbine shooting in 1999. Many of the shooters also had an active social life in school
and were not considered loners. The Secret Service (2002) have stated that 41 percent of
attackers socialized as mainstream students. It seems that the myth of isolation has been
perpetuated by the news media and has continued for decades. Unfortunately, it just doesn’t
appear to be true.

Psychiatric disorders were another characteristic named by the parents as being a trait of
potential school mass murderers. It is true that some offenders have shown antisocial behaviors,
anger, and depression prior to the event, but research indicates mass murderers are committed by
regular individuals whom no one would have suspected (Bowen, 2007). While it may be argued
by some that there has to be mental illness in anyone who would be willing to commit a mass
murder, the likelihood that any offenders suffered from a mental health disorder appear to be just
as well reflected as the general community. Approximately 15-25% of adolescents suffer from
some sort of psychiatric illness such as conduct disorders, depressive disorders, developmental
disorders, and schizophrenic disorders which can manifest in aggressive behavior (Lindberg,
Oksanen, Sailas & Kaltiala-Heino, 2012). While it is possible for a school mass murderer to
display mental health issues, it does not appear to be the norm.

Being angry was another characteristic named by the parents as being a trait of potential
school mass murderers. Studies have determined that predatory aggression is what is seen in
mass murderers (Meloy, 2012). These juveniles who are willing to commit mass murder have
predatory aggression in common. They have let their anger build up to a point that it becomes
predatory aggression. In this instance, the parents are correct: Anger is a trait that is generally
seen in juveniles likely to become school mass murderers. However, just because someone is
angry does not mean they are likely to lash out in a manner of mass murder.

Finally, being bullied was another characteristic named by the parents as being a trait of
potential school mass murderers. The most accepted reason for school mass murder shootings is
bullying (Hagen, Podlogar & Joiner, 2014). Meloy, Hempel, Mohandie, Shiva, and Gray’s
(2001) research suggested the majority of the adolescent mass murderers were usually victims of
bullying although a few were the perpetrators. In Gerard et al. (2016) study, school mass
murderers were bullied or abused 54% of the time. However, the National Association of School
Psychologists claimed approximately 160,000 children miss school each day in an effort to avoid
bullying (Newman, 2004). While being bullied is a likely characteristic of juveniles who might
become a school mass murderer, those who have been bullied are not all likely to become school
mass murderers or there would be more mass murdering offenders in schools.

All of the participants in this study stated that they received no training in what to look for
in a possible school mass murderer. Receiving no training included participants that have worked

Perceived Characteristics of Juvenile, Page 22



Research in Higher Education Journal Volume 37

as teachers and police officers. Some type of training should be made available to people who
work in these fields and have contact with juveniles.

All of the parents who were interviewed in this study mentioned obtaining information
regarding mass murder school shooters and mass murderers from television or news programs.
This follows the trend in the United States since the majority of the public get their primary
source of crime information from the televised media (DeKeseredy & Dragiewicz, 2012). Social
media, like Facebook, was mentioned by 80% of the participants. Even though a substantial
amount of scholarly articles on school mass murders began to be produced after Columbine, only
one participant mentioned referring to a scholarly article to obtain their information on juvenile
mass murderers.

The news is distorted by biases or hidden agendas of the companies who choose what
information to report and which to withhold from the public (Altheide, 2009). The media has
portrayed school violence in such a way to cause a panic. The news media has changed both the
public and the academic world’s views on mass murder (Duwe, 2005). This change creates a gap
in the literature similar to the gap in the public’s perception.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this qualitative method case study was to explore what behaviors, social
characteristics, and personality traits the parents perceive to indicate a student is at risk for
becoming a mass murderer and where are they getting their information regarding such
characteristics and traits that could lead to mass murder. Interviews were conducted with 15
parents of teenagers in Titusville, Florida using a qualitative method of inquiry and research
design via in-person interviews. The information collected in the interviews was analyzed for
common themes to determine if there are gaps in the parents’ perception.

Being a loner or having social isolation was the most likely characteristic determined by
the parents. Psychiatric disorders, being angry, and being bullied were also named by over half of
the parents. The primary information source that the parents said they obtained this information
from was from the news media. News media are not just there to inform the public, but to
generate revenue. Parents need a more reliable source of information to turn to when it comes to
determining what characteristics juvenile potential mass murderers portray prior to an event.

Future studies can build upon this study by comparing the responses of parents of teens
with the actual characteristics and traits potential mass murderers show. Doing this comparison
will help educators focus on the real characteristics that need to be taught particularly if that
person is an educator or police officer or in some other field where they interact with teens often.
Knowing what to look for is the first step in prevention of juvenile mass murder.
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