
  

 

  

   

  

  

 

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

 

 

 



  

Do mass shooters who commit suicide differ from those who do not? 

 

Abstract 

Many mass-shooters commit suicide. Both mass shooting and suicide 

has been linked to Strain Theory. Studies have shown that workplace 

shootings often occur after the shooter has been fired. Studies have 

found that school shooters often have been exposed to bullying and 

social exclusion. Research on mass shooters who are terrorists has 

yielded conflicting results. The purpose of this study was to examine 

which types of mass shootings that end with the perpetrator 

committing suicide. The sample consisted of 345 cases from the 

United States, as well as some high profile cases from other countries. 

The results showed that there is an association between the 

perpetrator's relationship to both the victim and the type of target, and 

that the perpetrator committing suicide. This has potential implications 

for the link between the mass shootings and Strain theory. Increased 

knowledge about this may contribute to more effective crime 

prevention strategies. 

 

Keywords: Mass-shooting, mass-murder, Strain Theory, suicide, 

school shooting, terrorism



THE FINAL VICTIM 

 
 

Skiljer sig mass-skjutare som begår självmord från de som inte gör det? 

 

 

Sammanfattning 

Många mass-skjutare begår självmord. Både mass-skjutningar och 

självmord har kopplats till Strain-teorin. Studier har visat att 

arbetsplatsskjutningar ofta sker i samband med uppsägningar. Studier 

av skolskjutare har funnit utsatthet för mobbning och socialt 

utanförskap bland förövarna. Forskning om mass-skjutare som är 

terrorister har givit motstridiga resultat. Syftet med denna studie är att 

undersöka vilka typer av masskjutningar som slutar med att förövaren 

begår självmord. Urvalet bestod av 345 fall från USA, samt några 

uppmärksammade fall från andra länder. Resultaten visar att det finns 

en association mellan förövarens relation till både offer och typ av 

måltavla, och att förövaren begår självmord. Detta har potentiella 

implikationer för kopplingen mellan mass-skjutningar och Strain-teori. 

Ökad kunskap om detta kan bidra till ett mer effektivt brottspreventivt 

arbete. 

 

Nyckelord: Masskjutning, massmord, Strainteorin, självmord, 

skolskjutning, terrorism   
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Do mass shooters who commit suicide differ from those who do not? 

Mass shootings are a growing problem worldwide. In the year of 2000, seven people 

were killed in mass shootings in the U.S, while in 2012, 118 people were injured and a total 

of 90 people died (FBI, 2013). Research on mass shooters based on their choice of victims 

and motives remains limited (Lankford, 2013). One reason for this is that many of the 

perpetrators commit suicide before being questioned by the police (Lankford, 2015).  

 

All I ever wanted was to fit in and live a happy life amongst humanity, but I was cast out and 

rejected, forced to endure an existence of loneliness and insignificance, all because the females 

of the human species were incapable of seeing the value in me. This tragedy did 

not have to happen. I didn’t want things to turn out this way, but humanity forced my hand, 

and this story will explain why (Rodger, 2014, s. 1). 

 

These words are taken from the autobiography and manifesto of Elliot Rodger, a 141 

page document titled My Twisted World. The 22 year old Rodger began his killing spree by 

murdering his three roommates with a knife. He then drove to a café where he bought 

coffee and uploaded several videos along with his manifesto, giving detailed accounts of 

the worldview and life experiences which he believed forced him to take revenge on the 

world. Soon after, he proceeded to kill three more people and injure another 14 by vehicle 

and gun fire around the University of California campus in Santa Barbara, before ending his 

own life (Blum & Jaworski, 2016).  

The Santa Barbara killings were an extraordinarily gruesome crime, but at the same 

time a very typical example of mass murder. Elliot Rodger makes it clear in his manifesto 

that his reasons for committing the mass-shooting act were social alienation and being 

rejected by the opposite sex. Researcher has attributed similar problems in personal and 

social life as motive to several high profile cases of mass murder that ended in the 

perpetrator committing suicide (Blum & Jaworski, 2016). Rodger’s autobiography offers 

the same type of explanations for mass murder that is found in manifestos, journals and 

suicide notes written by other mass murderers (New York Post, 2009). 

However, not all mass shooters commit suicide after they have completed their acts. 

In July, 2011, a man named Anders Behring Breivik went to the government quarter in 

Norway, where he killed eight people and injured another 209 with a car bomb. He then 

went to a political youth summer camp, where he shot and killed 69 people (Grech, 2015). 
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In the middle of this killing spree, Breivik called the police and told them that he wanted to 

turn himself in. He continued shooting until the police arrived, upon which he immediately 

surrendered (Melle, 2013). Several other high profile politically or ideologically motivated 

mass shooters, also referred to as terrorists, have also surrendered, fled or in some other 

way attempted to survive (Amsbary, Hickson & Powell, 2015). The overall aim of the 

present study is to investigate which types of mass shootings end with the perpetrator 

committing suicide.  

 

Previous Research 

Most homicide offenders only kill people who they already know, and cases where the 

killer and the victim do not know each other only amount to around 10 percent of all 

murders. Within the broad category of homicide offenders, individuals who commit mass 

shootings are extremely rare. Mass shooting signifies the killing of multiple victims within 

a short span of time, but the inclusion criteria for number of victims differs between 

researchers - from two to four fatalities, or in some cases five wounded among whom at 

least three die (Huff-Corzine et. al, 2014). The agreed definition of a mass shooter by U.S 

government agencies is, "an individual actively engaged in shooting or attempting to shoot 

people in a confined and populated area" (Kelly, 2010). The question of what causes it has 

sparked interest among both researchers and laymen (Langman, 2009). Mass shooters are 

different from most homicide offenders in two important ways: first, mass shooters are not 

as likely to be driven by an escalation of aggression or impulsiveness - since the attacks 

seems to be planned in weeks, months or even years in advance (Lankford, 2016). Second, 

they also kill symbolic targets, innocent people, and random strangers in shopping malls, 

schools, workplaces or public streets (Blair & Schweit, 2014; Newman & Fox, 2009).  

 

Mass Shootings and Strain Theory 

Several researchers connect mass shootings with Strain Theory (Ames, 2005; Blum & 

Jaworski, 2016; Lankford, 2015; Levin & Matfis, 2009). Studies have found that mass 

shooters often view their deeds as morally justified acts of vengeance against an oppressive 

system that has repeatedly victimized them. The offenders often make this conception clear 

in the manifestos, suicide notes, videos and online posts they leave behind (Langman, 2015; 

Lankford, 2016; Newman & Fox, 2016). According to Strain Theory, the motivation to 
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commit crime is based on the individual’s lack of possibilities of attaining material goals 

legally. Loss of opportunities, such as losing one's job or being expelled from school, are 

indeed one of the reasons most often given by the perpetrator’s themselves (Ames, 2005). 

Studies of workplace massacres have identified the typical shooter as a middle aged white 

male who has lost or is about to lose his job and feels pushed out by younger people and 

immigrants. The motive is most often despair at the slim prospects of getting another job, 

which falls in line with Strain Theory (Fox & Levin, 1994). 

Agnew’s broader General Strain Theory (Agnew, 1992) is considered as a better fitting 

explanation than the Strain Theory for the series of school shootings in the United States 

during the late 1990’s (Levin & Matfis, 2009). Accordingly, Strain Theory could not be as 

straight-forwardly applied to these cases as they could to mass shooting events connected to 

work places and businesses. General Strain Theory appears to provide explanations that fit 

well with current research on most types of mass killings, including school shootings, since 

it puts more emphasis on social factors. These social factors include for example negative 

relationships with peers and family. Since most research treats Strain Theory and General 

Strain Theory as the same type of explanation, this current study will also refer to both as 

“Strain Theory” instead of discussing them separately.  

Among young men, the inability to achieve a satisfying social life seems to be the 

main source of strain (Annas, Knoll & Tørrissen, 2014; Higgins & Piquero, 2011; Levin & 

Matfis, 2009). A study of fifteen school shooters found evidence of chronic peer rejection 

and experiences of being severely bullied in all but two individuals (Leary et al, 2003). The 

offenders also often seem to be struggling with mental health issues (Fox & Levin, 2015; 

Fox & Newman, 2009; Lankford, 2015, Metzl & MacLeish 2015). However, it is important 

to note that these offenders rarely suffer from psychosis and are therefore seldom 

considered legally insane (Meloy et al., 2001). Strains caused by mental health problems 

such as depression and anxiety disorders are believed to increase both suicidality and 

homicidal motivation among mass shooters. While conditions such as autism spectrum 

disorders indirectly cause strain by impairing social function and blocking life opportunities 

(Levin & Madfis, 2009).  

The intensity of the negative emotions that mass shooters experience, such as despair 

and rage, seem mostly proportional to the amount of problems in material conditions and 

above all social relationships. Problems in the types of relationships that are most important 
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to the perpetrator, such as family, school and work, seem to have the strongest influence on 

motivation for mass shooting (Kalish & Kimmel, 2010). Other studies have however noted 

that the perpetrators perceptions of persecution, alienation and humiliation is often 

exaggerated and sometimes even self-imposed. This differs from case to case, but the mass 

shooters own descriptions should not be automatically assumed to be in line with reality 

(Lankford, 2016). 

Not all people who experience severe strain turn into murderers. The fact that mass 

shooting seems to be an almost exclusively male phenomenon might offer another 

important clue. Among the 281 mass murders registered by the New York Police 

Department (NYPD) between 1990 and 2010, only four were female (Kelly, 2010). It has 

been argued that the much greater risk of a violent reaction to peer rejection and other 

strains among men are due to masculinity norms. Experience of rejection, bullying and 

unjust treatment by others are perceived as insults to the individual's masculinity which 

need to be avenged with violence (Bottorff et al., 2015; Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Kimmel & 

Mahler, 2003). 

 

Mass Shooters who Commit Suicide  

Thirty-eight percent of mass shooters in the United States committed suicide in 

connection with their deeds (Lankford, 2016). To understand this, several researchers have 

used Durkheim’s work on motives for suicide (Lankford, 2013; Harper & Voigt, 2007) 

which Strain Theory is built upon. Among the main types of motives mentioned by 

Durkheim, egoistic, anomic and fatalistic suicide are the most relevant for studies of mass 

shooters who commit suicide. Egoistic suicide is characterized by social isolation and lack 

of support from the individual's surrounding. This can make it much more difficult for the 

individual to handle the ups and downs of everyday life, making negative experiences much 

more damaging. This in turn leaves the individual more vulnerable to mental health 

problems such as depression and anxiety disorders. Anomic suicide is directly related to 

Strain theory. Anomy, in this context, means a lack of direction and purpose. The sufferer 

feels that he or she has no place in society and no meaningful roles to fill in life. Anomic 

suicide is also connected to an absence of constraints external to the individual, such as 

norms and morals. In this absence, unattainable goals turn into a constant irritant that drives 

certain individuals to murder, suicide or both. While Durkheim never fully developed his 
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idea on fatalistic suicide, it has still sparked a lot of interest because of its ability to describe 

the expressions of despair and hopelessness that mass murderers often leave behind in their 

manifestos and suicide notes. It is marked by feelings of inevitable oppression and 

suffering. The individual sees no reason to continue living and chooses to take others with 

him or her in a final expression of anger, jealousy, and vengeance (Harper & Voigt, 2007). 

Research (Ames, 2005; Fox & Levin, 1994; Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Langman, 2009; 

Lankford & Hakim, 2011, Newman & Fox, 2009) has identified problems in mass shooters 

lives that correspond with Durkheims (1897) theory on suicide. For example, known risk 

factors for suicide include social isolation, depression, anger, shame, a romantic breakup 

and a stressful relationship to family. Researchers have noted that known risk factors for 

suicide in general cannot be assumed to apply to mass shooting suicides. There is however 

some research that has shown that these risk factors have been found among mass shooters 

who commit suicide as well. It has been suggested that committing suicide after mass 

shooting is an act of masculinity (Kalish & Kimmel, 2010). The above mentioned risk 

factors for suicide are linked to Durkheims theory in many different ways. For instance, 

social isolation and stressful family relations are linked to what Durkheim called egoistic 

suicide motives. Since the affected individuals lack the kind support that is needed to 

handle many of life’s difficulties, this category can better be described as a lack of 

protective factors than risk factors per se. Just as support from family and friends can 

protect from suicide, it is also thought to protect from development of homicidal rage that 

can lead to mass shootings (Lankford, 2013). Motives driven by problems at work or school 

are considered to belong to the anomic kind of motive. Closed career paths and lack of 

social opportunities can instill feelings of meaninglessness and alienation in affected 

individuals. Based on research (Kalish & Kimmel, 2010) it seems like many individuals 

direct the resulting frustration outwards, and for some of these it contributes to the decision 

of commit mass shooting attacks. When suffering grows intense and the individuals hope 

for relief gets extinguished a sense of fatalism sets in. Fatalistic motives can lead to suicide 

appearing as the only form of escape. When a need for revenge also is present, such as in 

many cases of mass shooting, the killing of others before committing suicide can similarly 

appear as the only possible way of satisfying such urges (Lankford, 2013). 

While suicide ideation and suicide attempts are more common among women, suicide 

fatality is a far more likely outcome for men. Research has shown that people tend to react 
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more negatively towards non-fatal suicide attempts than fatal ones, considering it a form of 

attention seeking behavior. This is especially true for males since non-fatal attempts are 

considered effeminate. Taking this view further, suicide might be seen as another way for a 

mass murderer to restore a masculine self-image (Kalish & Kimmel, 2010). 

Studies show that many mass shooters who are killed by law enforcement might in 

reality be cases of Suicide by Cop (SbC) or amok (Lankford, 2016). The suicide by cop 

term, is broadly defined as when a suicidal person provokes the police to shoot and kill him 

or her (Dewey, 2013). The latter term describes an act of spree killing that continues until 

the perpetrator is killed. Several researchers have proposed a change in the perception of 

these related and little explored phenomenon, asserting that these violent types of events are 

more driven by the perpetrators desire to die, than the desire to kill (Hagan, Podlogar & 

Joiner 2015; Saint Martin 1999). Much like SbC, the deaths as a result of amok and as part 

of a mass murder can be more than an unfortunate result of these uniquely violent acts, and 

instead planned to be a result of a suicide crisis. It is possible that the perpetrators of these 

violent acts have a desire to take their own lives but do not have the ability to do it 

themselves, and instead allow others to perform the painful and frightening part (Saint 

Martin, 1999). In other cases where the perpetrators kill innocent people and put themselves 

in a dead end, research indicates that the fear of dying is reduced and that suicide therefore 

becomes easier to commit (Lankford, 2016). Since previous studies have only compared 

mass shooters who commit suicide with those who do not, new studies could more 

accurately estimate suicidality by identifying cases of SbC and amok.  

Previous research has found that many mass shooters that have survived the attack 

are clinically suicidal. Since it is known that many mass shooters who survive did not 

intend to do so, it is warranted to consider other explanations. Unlike other murderers, mass 

shooters rarely escape from the scene. With this in mind, one could say that the deed itself 

indicates suicidal tendencies, in allowing the situation to determine if they will survive or 

not (Lankford, 2016).  

Many mass shootings are considered to be acts terrorism. Terrorism is defined as 

political violence committed by non-state actors (Lankford, 2013). Previous research gives 

conflicting accounts of how terrorist shootings are related to other forms of mass shooting. 

Terrorists have usually been assumed to differ from rampage, school and work shooters in 

factors such as motive, mental health and suicidality. They generally seem to be more 
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driven by ideology than by personal strains (Carey, 2007). A study from 2013; however, 

found no significant differences between suicide terrorists and mass shooters in factors 

connected to strain such as family problems, work situation and suicide notes (Lankford, 

2013). This may be because the aforementioned study only included suicide terrorists, most 

often suicide bombers, while terrorist shooters might belong to a group that differs from the 

rest by being less suicidal and less motivated by personal strains. 

One thing that is lacking in previous research is discussion about potential ways to 

prevent mass shootings. In the public debate, discussions about mass shootings have usually 

only focused on workplace and school shootings. This has also been true for discussions 

about preventative measures. School shootings have an especially large impact on public 

opinion (Kimmel & Mahler, 2003). The most commonly suggest prevention strategy is 

stricter gun-control laws, but such discussions have yielded any significant results today. 

What has been done however is the installation of security measures such as metal detectors 

and armed guards at many schools in the United States. There is still little research on the 

impact of metal detectors and security guards at school. A review of all previous studies 

only found one case were it seemed to decrease the likelihood of students carrying weapons 

to school. Another reviewed study however found a detrimental effect on students’ 

perception of safety after installation of metal detectors (Hankin, Hertz & Simon, 2011).  

What is known from studies on crime prevention for many different types of crime is 

that the Risk-need-responsivity model (RNR) has been find to increase the effect of most 

crime prevention methods (Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2011). The RNR-model can be 

described as a mini-checklist for successful crime prevention methods. It contains three 

principles. The Risk-principle means that the intensity and duration of the preventative 

measure should match the amount of severity of risk factors. The Need-principle means that 

prevention methods should be tailored to the specific needs of the individual. The 

Responsivity principle means that the measure should be chosen and implemented with 

conditions such as the individual’s personality and learning abilities in mind (Andrews, 

Bonta & Wormith, 2011). There is currently no research on the utility of RNR-based 

prevention against mass shootings. For RNR to be applied, the perpetrator’s risk factors, 

needs and motives first need to be understood. Learning more about different types of mass 

shootings, mass shootings that end in suicide and how they are connected to strain-driven 
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motives might be a good first step towards developing more successful preventative 

measures in accordance with the RNR-model. 

 

Aim of the Present Study 

Previous research on mass shooters has been conducted on smaller samples, rarely 

exceeding 100 individuals. The rise in mass shootings over the last few years (FBI, 2013) 

has enabled the study of much larger samples that might provide new knowledge. The 

present study will include all initiated and recorded cases of mass shootings in the USA to 

date, as well as the most publicized cases from other countries. This enables the present 

study to analyze the largest sample of mass shootings to date, as well as the only one that 

spans past 2010. 

Earlier studies have associated both mass shootings and suicide with Strain Theory. 

Strain-driven motives seem to be an important factor triggering these horrific events. Strain 

in the perpetrator’s relationship to family, colleagues and students at school seems to have 

the strongest influence on motivation for mass shooting. Building on previous research, the 

present study aimed to investigate which types of mass shootings end in suicide. This will 

be done by: 

 Investigating the association between the fact that the perpetrator commits suicide and 

the type of relationship the perpetrator had to his or her victim(s). 

 Investigating the association between the fact that the perpetrator commits suicide and 

the type of relationship the perpetrator had to his or her target location.  

 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

Participants were drawn from two sources. The first source is the New York Police 

Department’s Active Shooter Report from 2013 (Kelly, 2013), which contains cases of 

mass shootings from around the globe between 1966 and 2012. It contains all cases of mass 

shooting from the US during the period, but only the most publicized cases from abroad. 

The second source is the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) active shooter reports 

(Blair & Schweit, 2014; Schweit 2016). These reports are used for cases from 2013 to 2015. 

The Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI’s) mass shooter data have been collected in the 

same way as the New York Police Department’s (NYPD’s) active shooter report. The two 
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data sources used in this study are compiled by law enforcement officials, and are based on 

news reports in local, national and global media sources. Together they contain 381 cases of 

mass shooting. The present study excluded planned mass shooting attempts that were never 

executed, but included cases in which none of the intended victims were killed or wounded, 

as long as the mass shooting event was initiated and shots were fired. The casualties (dead 

and wounded) for the investigated mass shootings ranged from 0 to 560. The final analyzed 

sample contained 343 cases of mass shooting, consisting of 333 (96.6%) male and 10 

(3.4%) female perpetrators. Fifteen cases were from outside of the United States. The mean 

age of the perpetrators was 34.14 (SD = 14.81). The mean number of casualties was 11, 

with a mean of 4.5 dead and 6.5 wounded.  

 

    Measures 

The variables used in the present study include the age and sex of the perpetrator, 

number of victims killed, and number of victims wounded. The measures for the 

relationship between shooters and his or her victims/targets used in this study are the 

following: 

Perpetrator’s Relationship to Victim This variable measures the closest 

relationship between the perpetrator and his or her victims. The categories are as follows: 

“Academic”, “Professional”, “None” and “Other”. The category “Academic” contains cases 

where students have targeted other students, and in some cases teachers and other school 

staff. “Professional” relationships usually entail cases where the shooter has attacked 

colleagues, supervisors or other people at his or her workplace. The category None” 

contains cases where the shooter did not have any personal connection to his or her victims. 

Most such cases are either terrorist acts or public mass shootings. ”Other” signifies cases 

that do not fit well enough into any larger categories. 

To develop a measure of closeness of relationship, the categories “Academic” and 

“Professional” were placed in a new category called “Close Relationship”. This means that 

the shooter had a personal relationship to at least some of his or her victims. Since the vast 

majority of cases in the category labeled “Other” contain no personal relationships between 

the shooter and his or her victims, the categories “Other” and “None” have been placed in a 

new category called “No/distant relationship”. 
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Perpetrator’s Relationship to Target This variable was created for the present 

study. It is a measure of the perpetrator's relationship to his or her target. It has been created 

through case descriptions in the NYPD and FBI reports. The information in these case 

descriptions has been double checked with the sources cited by above agencies when 

needed. “Relationship to target” means the shooters relationship to the location, business or 

organization that is attacked. If the target is, for example a school, and the shooter is a 

student at the school, his or her relationship to the target will be labeled “Student”. If the 

shooter is employed at the school, his or her relationship to the target will be labeled 

“Employee”. The categories included in the variable are: "Student”, “Employee” 

“Terrorist” and “Other”. 

The categories called “Student”, “Employee” and “Other” correspond to the 

previously mentioned “Academic”, “Professional” and “Other”. The category “Terrorist” 

includes all mass shooters that attacked targets for political or ideological reasons. 

Examples include far-right terror shootings such as Anders Breiviks massacre in Norway 

2011, or the radical Islamist shootings in Mumbai, India 2008. The most common type of 

terrorist shooting from the US sample is small. 

The categories “Student” and “Employee” are considered closest, while the 

categories “Other” and “Terrorist” are considered to be the most distant relationships. To 

develop a measure of closeness of relationship, the categories “Terrorist”, and “Other” were 

placed in a new category called “No/Distant Relationship” – “Student”and “Employee”, 

were placed in a new category called “Close Relationship”. 

Outcome for Perpetrator measures suicidal intent. It contains the categories “No 

Force”, “Force” and “Suicide”. The category “No Force” contains cases that were resolved 

without the use of force, usually by the shooter surrendering to law enforcement. “Force” 

contains cases that were ended with the use of force by law enforcement, victims, 

bystanders or others. This category contains cases where the perpetrators survived the force, 

as well as cases where they succumbed to it. The category “suicide” contains both 

completed suicides and suicide attempts. 

 

Statistical Analyses 

Statistical analyses were performed using the statistical software IBM SPSS Statistics 

23 (SPSS). Crosstabs were conducted to examine the distribution of perpetrator outcomes 
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among the relationship to the target and the relationship to the victim. Chi-square tests were 

used to examine the association between the perpetrator surrendering, being subdued with 

force or committing suicide and the relationship the perpetrator had to his or her victim(s) 

and target(s). Analyses have been made to test the associations between close and distant 

relationships between perpetrator and target(s)/victim(s) and different outcomes. Additional 

analyses have been made to investigate the associations between particular categories of 

mass shootings, such as workplace shootings and terrorist acts, and the three categories of 

outcomes. Pearsons Phi tests were used to measure the strength of associations.   

 

Ethical Considerations 

The present study is made at a Swedish university and therefore subject to the ethical 

guidelines of the Swedish scientific community (Vetenskapsrådet, 1990). Confidentiality is 

an important criteria for ethical research practice. Researchers are responsible to ensure the 

highest possible degree of anonymity for the study participants. Personal information 

should be protected from undue access. This is especially true for the present study since it 

deals with tragic and sensitive issues, with many children among both perpetrators and 

victims. However, the data used in this study is from official records available to anyone 

online. The results are also presented on a group level, making it impossible to identify any 

single individuals. 

Researchers also have the responsibility of informing the participants about the aim 

of the study, how the collected data will be used and about potential negative consequences 

for the participants. This was not possible to achieve in the present study since most of the 

studied perpetrators are either dead, imprisoned or in hiding. Another criteria for ethical 

research practice is the responsibility of ensuring the participant’s consent. Again, this was 

not possible in the present study because of the above mentioned reasons. And finally, 

researchers have the responsibility of ensuring that the collected data only in ways that are 

relevant to the study, which the present study fulfills.  

Apart from these basic ethical guidelines, researchers also have the responsibility of 

considering any potentially harmful effects of their research (Guchteniere, 2006). The 

present study might have several potentially harmful effects if not presented, interpreted 

and used responsibly. One of these is connected to the well-studied copycat phenomenon. 

Discussing mass shootings always carries the risk of inspiring more mass shootings 
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(Lindberg, Sailas & Kaltiala-Heino, 2012). Another potential effect of studies such as this 

one is connected to how they will affect law enforcement offers who respond to cases of 

mass shootings. Changes in how they perceive such situations have a likelihood of affecting 

their outcome, by for example affecting law enforcement officer’s willingness to use lethal 

force (Kelly, 2010). Studies on mass shooters can also influence how the general public 

views these events and their perpetrators (Lankford, 2016). By connecting factors such as 

mental illness, social isolation and suicidality to such crimes, there might be a risk of 

further alienating already vulnerable individuals. 

 

Results 

The aim of this study was to investigate possible associations between mass shooters 

committing suicide and their choice of victims, and choice of target locations. Table 1 

shows the percentage of different outcomes for the perpetrators of mass shooting. No force, 

usually meaning that the perpetrator surrendered to law enforcement, accounted for 15.1 % 

of cases. Resolution by force, which includes both lethal and non-lethal force, accounted for 

41.4%. Suicide accounted for 41.2% of outcomes.  

 

Table 1 

Outcome for perpetrator 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Outcome for perpetrator 

____________________ 

Number of cases 

___________________ 

Percent 

____________________ 

N/A 

No force 

Force  

Suicide  

Total 

8 

97 

143 

142 

345 

 

2.3 

15.1 

41.4 

41.2 

100 
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__________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. N/A means that there was not enough information available to determine the outcome. 

 

Table 2 shows the associations between the perpetrator committing suicide and his or 

her relationship to target(s) and victim(s). There is a significant but weak association 

between close relationship to target and perpetrator suicide. This means that shooters who 

attacked locations that made up part of their daily life, such as their school or work place, 

were more likely to commit suicide than shooters who had a less personal connection to 

their attack locations, such as public mass shooters or terrorists.  

There is also a significant but similarly weak association between close relationship 

to victim and perpetrator suicide. Shooters who attacked people that they had daily contact 

with were more likely to commit suicide than shooters whose victims were strangers or 

people they just met.  

 

Table 2 

Chi-Square Tests of associations between perpetrator suicide and his or her relationship to 

target(s) and victim(s). 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Suicide 
 

No/Distant 

Relation  

n (%) 

Close 

Relation 

n (%) 

χ2 

 

df p r 

Relationship to 

target 

 
42 (32.8%) 

 

100 

(48.3%) 

7.77 1 .005 .152 

Relationship to 

victim 

 
45 (33.6%) 97 (48%) 6.88 1 .009 .143 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. % = percentage of cases ending in suicide, X2 = Chi-Square value, df = degrees of 

freedom, p = level of significance, r = Pearson’s Phi 
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Table 3 displays a crosstabulation between the shooters relationship to the target 

location and how the mass shooting was resolved. The table shows that suicide was least 

likely among terrorists, making up 32.7% of outcomes. Force was the outcome in 53.1% of 

cases, while 14.2% of terrorist shootings were resolved without the use of force. 

Suicide was most common among shooters who were employees at the scene of the 

attack (55.2 %). Force was the resolution of 27.6% of these cases, and No force of 17.1%.  

Mass shooters who were students committed suicide in 43.8% of cases. Force was 

the result in 42.5% of cases, while 13.8% of student mass shooters surrendered to law 

enforcement. Mass shootings sorted in the category called “Other” led to suicide in 32.4% 

of cases. Resolution by force was the result of 51.4%, and resolution without force was the 

result of 16.2% of cases. Chi-square values for the groups "other" and "student" are not 

presented in the table since they were not statistically significant. 
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Table 3 

Crosstabulation between relationship to target and outcome for perpetrator                   

_____________________________________________________________________         

    

 
No force Force Suicide Total χ2 p r 

Other 6 

 

16.2% 

19 

 

51.4% 

12 

 

32.4%         

N=37 

 

11% 

 
,409 

 

Terrorist 16 

 

14.2% 

60 

 

53.1% 

37 

 

32.7% 

N=113 

 

33.7% 

8,48 ,014 ,159 

Employee 18 

 

17.1% 

29 

 

27.6% 

58 

 

55.2% 

N=105 

 

31.3% 

14,19 ,001 ,206 

Student 11 

13.8% 

34 

42.5% 

35 

43.8% 

N=80 

23.9% 

 
,907 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. N= number of cases. X2 = Chi-Square value, df = degrees of freedom, p = level of 

significance, r = Pearson’s Phi. “Other” contains cases that could not be sorted in the larger 

categories. 
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Table 4 displays a crosstabulation between relationship to victim and outcome for 

the mass shooting perpetrator. The table shows that mass shootings where the victim and 

the perpetrator had no relation to each other resulted in suicide in 32.4% of cases. Force 

was the result in 53.7% and no force was the outcome of 13.9% of cases 

In cases where the relationship between victim and perpetrator was a professional 

one, suicide was the outcome in 50.4% cases. The shooter was stopped with force in 30.1% 

and without the use of force in 19.4% of cases. 

    In shootings with academic relationships as the closest kind, suicides amounted to 44.2%. 

The percentage for force was almost the same at 42.9%, and no force was comparatively 

low at 13%. 

     Mass shootings where the closest relationship between shooter and victim was labeled as 

“other” led to suicide in 44.8%, force in 41.4%, and no force in 13.8% of cases. Chi-square 

values for the groups "other" and "academic" are not presented in the table since they were 

not statistically significant" 
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Table 4 

Crosstabulation between relationship to victim and outcome for perpetrator                  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
No force Force Suicide Total χ2 df p r 

Other 8 

 

13.8% 

24 

 

41.4% 

26 

 

44.8% 

N=58 

 

17.3% 

  
,895 

 

None 15 

 

13.9% 

58 

 

53.7% 

35 

 

32.4% 

N=108 

 

32.2% 

8,47 2 ,014 ,159 

Professional 18 

 

19.4% 

28 

 

30.1% 

47 

 

50.5% 

N=93 

 

27.7% 

8,24 2 ,016 ,157 

Academic 10 

 

13% 

33 

 

42.9% 

34 

 

44.2% 

N=77 

 

22.9% 

  
,818 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. N= number of cases. X2 = Chi-Square value, df = degrees of freedom, p = level of 

significance, r = Pearson’s Phi. “Other” contains cases that could not be sorted in the larger 

categories. 

 

 



THE FINAL VICTIM                                                                                                                18 

 

Discussion 

The results showed that there is a statistically significant weak association between the 

perpetrator's relationship to victim(s) and the perpetrator committing suicide. The association 

between the perpetrator’s relationship to target(s) and suicide is also significant but weak. 

Closer relationships are associated with suicide, while more distant relationships more often 

result in the perpetrator either surrendering or being subdued with force. 

Cases where the relationships to victims or target were considered to be closest ended 

in suicide in about half of all cases. This is in accordance with previous research, which 

suggests that cases of mass shooting with more personal connections between perpetrator and 

victims are more motivated by strain - and therefore should be more likely to end in 

perpetrator suicide (Leary et al, 2003).      

Cases where the perpetrator's relationship to victims or target location were 

considered most distant, such as terrorist shootings or shooting of strangers in public places, 

had suicide as outcome in a smaller percentage of cases. These types of cases were however 

more likely to end with the perpetrator being killed by law enforcement. A reason for this 

might be the ability for law enforcement to arrive at the scene before the perpetrator has had a 

chance to commit suicide, since these types of attacks are often committed in city centers or 

other densely populated areas (Blair & Schweit, 2014). Another possibility is that these types 

of attacks oftentimes are cases of “amok” or “suicide by cop”. This would mean that some of 

the perpetrators planned their own death from the outset and should therefore not be 

considered any less suicidal than school or workplace shooters. The difficulty lies in 

estimating the amount of these cases. Splitting up cases that are resolved with force - into 

force that results in death and non-lethal force would be a start. It would however result in too 

few cases in each category to tests for statistically significant associations. Unless mass 

shootings cease to occur, large enough samples will become available sooner or later in the 

future. 

This study uses the same data sources as most previous research on mass shootings, as 

expected, some of this study’s results are therefore in line with previous ones (Lankford, 

2013; Harper & Voigt, 2007) . Mass shootings are a growing problem though and this study 

contains more cases than any previous research on the subject. Larger samples might yield 

new results and there is always the possibility of changes over time, therefore continuous new 

studies can always be motivated (Huff-Corzine, 2013; Lankford, 2016).  
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Cases of terrorism have usually been assumed to differ from school and workplace 

shootings by being less driven by strain (Carey, 2007). Counter to this, a recent study found 

no significant differences in motivation and personal strains between suicide terrorists and 

mass shooters (Lankford, 2013). That study mostly included cases of suicide bombing. Our 

results showed that suicide among terrorist shooters happened less than half as often as in 

school and workplace shootings. Some of the cases where terrorists were shot by law 

enforcement might have been cases of suicide by cop. However, the results showed that cases 

where the shooter non-violently surrenders to law enforcement, such as Anders Breivik did, 

are not uncommon. This indicates that many terrorist shootings might be more motivated by 

ideology and less driven by personal strains compared to school or workplace shootings.  

           A strength in the present study is the new way of defining different types of mass 

shootings. Previous studies have sorted cases of mass shooting into different categories either 

by attack location, or by the closest personal relationship found among the shooter and his or 

her victims (Ames, 2005; Blum & Jaworski, 2016; Lankford, 2015; Levin & Matfis, 2009). 

While both methods are useful, they can also be misleading. For example, many shootings 

where the attack location is a school are not committed by students as one might expect. They 

are committed by teachers and other staff, which means that they should be described as 

workplace shootings rather than school shootings. Another example of how this method can 

be misleading is that mass shootings that are clearly terrorist attacks can be classified together 

with other public shootings, because the shooter is a stranger to the victims in both types of 

shootings. By defining different types of mass shootings according to the shooters 

relationship to the attack location and sorting them into categories such as “student”, 

“employee” or “terrorist” - we argue that we have managed to avoid these problems. Another 

strength with the present study is its large sample of cases compared to previous research 

(Ames, 2005; Blum & Jaworski, 2016; Lankford, 2015; Levin & Matfis, 2009). One factor 

that has enabled this, is the fact that mass shootings have increased in frequency over the past 

few years. Therefore future studies should be expected to include even larger samples. A 

weakness of this study is the data sources used. Using these sources is considered accepted 

practice within the field (Lankford, 2013), but researchers have also questioned the reliability 

of data collected by law enforcement officials based on news reports (Dowden, 2005). A 

reason for this suspected weakness is that many cases of mass shooting might be omitted from 

databases that rely on news reports because they did not get noticed by the media. This 
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problem is however even bigger when using official police records (Duwe, 2007). Another 

reason for using these data sources instead of official police records is that they extend further 

back than 1976. The primary reason that we chose to use these sources is however that they 

contain much more information than police records (Huff-Corzine et. al., 2014) Researchers 

have claimed that lack of access to more detailed data has hindered progress in the study of 

mass murder (Dowden, 2005). We believe that much can be done to improve the availability 

of data by investing more resources into creating more detailed databases of information from 

news reports, and that much benefit can be derived from further large scale studies. 

   Considering all these limitations, we suggest caution when discussing the implications 

of the present study. More knowledge about different types of mass shootings and the 

suicidality of shooters could help law enforcement develop appropriate protocols for 

identifying and preventing them.. Knowledge about which types of mass shooters are likely to 

surrender, and which types are likely to keep killing until killed themselves could save lives. 

This is however, only a limited preliminary study and much more research is needed. Further, 

New York police are engaged in a surveillance of Muslim Americans in order to prevent 

terrorist offenses since 2007 (Lankford, 2012). Considering the present study's results, which 

show that mass shootings that take place because of social strain are much more common than 

acts of terrorism, it might make more sense to monitor people who are suffering from social 

alienation and bullying - or have recently lost their jobs. There is of course a danger of further 

stigmatizing individuals who suffer from social alienation, bullying or unemployment by 

associating their plights with mass murder. A majority of high school students report being 

bullied (Gan et. al, 2011), but even though school shootings are on the rise they are still very 

rare (Lankford, 2013). Research has however shown that there are often more direct warning 

signs preceding school shootings. The shooters often try to advertise their intentions before 

committing their deeds (Newman et al., 2004; Pollack et al., 2008; Vossekuil et al., 2002). 

Knowledge about risk factors for mass shooting might encourage law enforcement to take 

many of these threats more seriously. 

     Understanding the motivation behind mass shootings can also contribute to 

development of more effective prevention strategies. The finding of particularly high suicide 

rates among workplace and school shooters is in line with previous research that has 

connected such cases with Strain Theory (Ames, 2005; Blum & Jaworski, 2016; Lankford, 

2015; Levin & Matfis, 2009). The lower amount of suicides and higher amounts of escape, 
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surrender or shootouts with law enforcement among terrorist mass shooters suggests 

differences between different types of shooters. Categorization of mass shooter types is 

therefore a first step towards developing preventative measures in accordance with the risk-

need-responsivity model (Andrews, Bonta & Wormith, 2011).We propose that once different 

types of mass shooters have been identified, future research can look for risk factors, 

mechanisms and circumstances that are specific for each type. This could increase the 

likelihood of identifying individuals who are at risk and offering them the right kind of 

interventions in the right kind of ways. 

This study was limited to investigating strain-driven motives in general, but strain is a 

very broad theory. A possible way to gain further knowledge with future research is to 

conduct more qualitative research on strain as motive for mass shooting and for suicide. And 

to also conduct more research that builds upon Durkheims (1897) suicide theory. This could 

maybe enable researchers to break down motives for mass shooting and suicide into 

Durkheims egoistic, anomic and fatalistic categories, as well as create new categories if 

needed. Such approaches could produce more detailed understandings of the paths that lead to 

mass shootings with perpetrator suicide. 

     In summary, the present study found significant but weak associations between mass 

shooter’s choice of victims and targets and the frequency at which they committed suicide. 

The fact that different types of mass shooters differ in suicide rate suggests, together with 

previous research, that some types of mass shooters are more motivated by personal strains 

than others. This suggests that future research might yield more knowledge about different 

types of mass shooters, different risk factors and the utility of different preventative measures. 
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