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ABSTRACT

In the United States and Europe, the distinction between public mass shooters and suicide terrorists no
longer seems particularly meaningful. A number of public mass shooters have considered using bombs
and claimed to be sacrificing themselves for an ideological cause, and many suicide terrorists have
attacked without organizational support, using firearms, for what appear to be largely personal reasons.
Previous research has also documented several common factors in these offenders’ lives, including (a)
suicidal motives and life indifference, (b) perceived victimization, and (c) desires for attention or fame.
These factors are not always easy for observers to recognize in advance, so mental health professionals,
the public, and law enforcement officials might need help from experts to more successfully identify at-
risk individuals. This article reviews the evidence of each factor, provides a list of specific warning signs,
and offers recommendations for future research. Ultimately, an evidence-based approach to prevention
could help save both the lives of many potential victims and the lives of the would-be attackers
themselves.

Some types of crime might be almost impossible to prevent. For
instance, many spontaneous crimes, crimes of passion, argu-
ments that escalate to crime, and crimes committed under the
influence of alcohol or drugs occur after very little forethought
(Felson & Massoglia, 2012; Wilson & Petersilia, 2002). In such
cases, it might be extremely difficult for security officials to pro-
actively intervene, because the offenders themselves might not
have predicted their own anger, lack of self-control, or violence.
The window for prevention could be only a few seconds
between the offender having the criminal thought and commit-
ting the criminal act.

Public mass shootings and suicide attacks fit a very different
profile: They are typically premeditated acts of mass murder
that are planned for days, weeks, months, or even years (Blair
& Schweit, 2014; Kelly, 2012; Lankford, 2013; Merari, 2010;
Pedahzur, 2005). Although this prolonged planning can
increase the sophistication and lethal consequences of such
attacks, it also presents a far greater opportunity for successful
prevention.

Of course, human psychology is exceedingly complex, and it
is often impossible to know with complete certainty what some-
one will do in a given situation. However, by bolstering both
the public and mental health professionals’ understandings of
key warning signs among at-risk individuals, we might be able
to increase their ability to intervene or reach out for help. This
information could also increase law enforcement and security
officials’ ability to identify which suspects are most likely to
engage in violent attacks.

This article (a) reviews the evidence of several common fac-
tors in the lives of public mass shooters and suicide attackers,
(b) provides a list of specific warning signs to guide the identifi-
cation of at-risk individuals, and (c) offers several recommen-
dations for future research in this area.

Common factors among public mass shooters
and suicide attackers

For decades, public mass shooters were thought to be a
completely different offender type from suicide terrorists. The
most obvious behavioral difference was that the mass shooters
used guns, whereas the suicide terrorists used bombs. In addi-
tion, mass shooters were almost always lone offenders, whereas
suicide terrorists were almost always affiliated with terrorist
organizations. Finally, many scholars believed that there were
major psychological differences between the two types. Public
mass shooters were assumed to be mentally ill and killing for
personal reasons, whereas suicide terrorists were assumed to be
mentally healthy and killing for religious and ideological ones
(Lankford, 2013; Lankford & Hakim, 2011; Pape, 2005).

In the United States, Europe, and some other contexts, these
distinctions no longer seem so clear cut. A number of public
mass shooters, including school shooters, have considered
using bombs and claimed to be sacrificing themselves for a reli-
gious or ideological cause, such as Christianity, Islam, neo-
Nazism, eugenics, racial struggles, ethnocentrism, masculine
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supremacy, or antigovernment resistance (Ames, 2005; Lang-
man, 2015; Lankford, 2013; Newman & Fox, 2009; Newman,
Fox, Roth, Mehta, & Harding, 2004). Meanwhile, many suicide
terrorists have attacked without organizational support, using
firearms, for what appear to be largely personal reasons (Lank-
ford, 2013; Lester, Yang, & Lindsay, 2004; Merari, 2010; Pedah-
zur, 2005).

When it comes to understanding these offenders, the mass
shooter–suicide terrorist distinction might no longer be partic-
ularly meaningful. In fact, when the superficial differences such
as skin color and religion are stripped away, it can be difficult
to distinguish one type from the other. It was not an Islamic
suicide terrorist who said he wanted to “hijack a hell of a lot of
bombs and crash a plane into NYC with us inside”; it was one
of the 1999 Columbine shooters (Cullen, 2009). It was not an
Islamic suicide terrorist who referenced becoming a “martyr”
and dying for God “to inspire generations of the weak and the
defenseless people”; it was the 2007 Virginia Tech shooter
(Lankford, 2016b). It was not an Islamic suicide terrorist who
posted online for followers to “embrace martyrdom”; it was the
2011 Norway attacker (Lankford, 2013).

At the same time, in the United States over the past two dec-
ades, Islamic suicide terrorists have committed mass shootings
at the Empire State Building, the CIA’s headquarters, the Los
Angeles airport, the Fort Hood Army base, a workplace in San
Bernardino, two military installations in Chattanooga, and a
nightclub in Orlando. Islamic terrorists have also targeted col-
lege campuses, such as the University of North Carolina and
Ohio State University. Many of these offenders appear very
similar to other public mass shooters in the United States dur-
ing the same period (Horgan, Gill, Bouhana, Silver, & Corner,
2016; Lankford, 2013).

In fact, researchers have increasingly found many areas of
overlap. For example, unlike most people who engage in homi-
cide, both types commit premeditated crimes, attempt to kill
random strangers or bystanders, and often intend or expect to
die after their attacks (Blair & Schweit, 2014; Horgan et al.,
2016; Kelly, 2012; Lankford, 2013; Lankford & Hakim, 2011;
Wilson & Petersilia, 2002). Naturally, there is some variation in
their weapon choice: Some use guns, some use bombs, some
use knives, and some use vehicles. However, this might be
more reflective of their most accessible options than their
underlying motives or psychology.

There are also several major factors that these attackers
often have in common, including (a) suicidal motives and life
indifference, (b) perceived victimization, and (c) desires for
attention or fame. This specific triad of factors was originally
identified by Lankford (2012), but additional evidence for each
factor is summarized in the following sections.

Suicidal motives and life indifference

There are few premeditated crimes that come with a smaller
chance of successful escape than suicide attacks and public
mass shootings. By definition, suicide attacks are planned so
the offender will die, and public mass shootings almost always
end with the offender committing suicide, being killed by
police, or being arrested and facing life imprisonment (Blair &
Schweit, 2014; Kelly, 2012; Lankford, 2015; Merari, 2010).

What type of people would plan in advance to commit
crimes that essentially guarantee that their lives, as they know
them, are over? Not surprisingly, many who choose this path
have suicidal motives and actively want to die, or are “life indif-
ferent” and do not care about their self-preservation, survival,
or future.

Retrospective research by the U.S. Secret Service on school
shooters from 1974 to 2000 found that at least 78% had experi-
enced suicidal thoughts or engaged in suicidal behavior before
their attack (Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski,
2002), and follow-up studies examining school shooters from
1974 to 2008 found evidence that more than 90% had experi-
enced suicidal thoughts, engaged in suicidal behavior, or exhib-
ited signs of mental illness (Newman & Fox, 2009; Newman
et al., 2004). The prevalence of suicidal motives among other
mass shooters might be even higher: Those who attack at other
public locations actually commit suicide or “suicide by cop”
even more frequently than school shooters (Kelly, 2012; Lank-
ford, 2013, 2015). In addition, the number of offenders who die
at the crime scene is only a fraction of those who planned on
doing so. Many suicidal mass shooters change their minds at
the last moment, or are tackled or incapacitated before they can
end their own lives (Blair & Schweit, 2014; Kelly, 2012; Lang-
man, 2015; Lankford, 2013, 2015; Mullen, 2004; Newman et al.,
2004).

A significant proportion of suicide terrorists also appear to
have suicidal motives or be indifferent to their survival.
Although there are debates about whether intent to commit
“martyrdom” should be considered suicide ideation, previous
studies have identified many offenders with classic signs of sui-
cidality (Lankford, 2013, 2017; Lester et al., 2004; Merari,
2010). For example, based on their direct assessment of pre-
emptively arrested Palestinian suicide bombers, Merari’s (2010)
research team found that more than 50% were struggling with
depression and 40% had suicidal tendencies. In addition, Lank-
ford’s (2013) retrospective study of suicide terrorists who suc-
cessfully carried out their attacks and thwarted suicide
terrorists who failed to detonate or who were arrested prior to
their attacks found that more than 135 of these individuals
exhibited risk factors for conventional suicide. Many of these
offenders had admitted having suicidal motives or mental
health problems, or were thought to be suicidal, depressed, or
mentally ill by their families or friends (Lankford, 2013). Fur-
thermore, of the 26 individuals who were originally approved
for the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks by Al Qaeda lead-
ers, at least 5 have been directly assessed with severe mental
health problems, such as depression and schizophrenia, and at
least 8 more exhibited symptoms of mental health problems or
suicidal motives, but died before they could be directly assessed
(Lankford, 2017).

More broadly, the evidence on suicide terrorists’ psychologi-
cal struggles is further supported by statements from several
terrorist leaders and dispatchers, who have admitted they seek
suicide bombers who are “desperate and sad,” who are “anx-
ious, worried, and depressed,” who believe “Life has no mean-
ing but pain,” and who think “death is better than living the
way they do” (Berko, 2007, 2012; Stern, 2003). Security officials
in Iraq and Israel have also suggested that a significant percent-
age of attackers are “mentally challenged or are suffering from
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psychological disorders” or “were motivated by a desire to com-
mit suicide, rather than by ideology” (Lieber, 2017; Qaisi,
2012).

Perceived victimization

In addition to their suicidal motives or life indifference,
many public mass shooters and suicide attackers also per-
ceive themselves to have been victimized by others. They
often make this quite clear in comments to those around
them, or in the suicide notes, journals, manifestos, videos,
and online posts they often leave behind (Langman, 2015;
Lankford, 2013; Merari, 2010; Newman & Fox, 2009; New-
man et al., 2004; Pedahzur, 2005). The terms they use to
describe their victimization vary: Different offenders have
referenced disrespect, bullying, discrimination, persecution,
oppression, humiliation, and other forms of mistreatment
(Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013; Merari, 2010; Newman &
Fox, 2009; Newman et al., 2004; Pedahzur, 2005).

Whereas some offenders emphasize their own suffering,
others reference the suffering of a larger group that seems con-
nected to their personal experience (Atran, 2010; Langman,
2015; Lester et al., 2004; Merari, 2010; Pape, 2005; Pedahzur,
2005). Perceptions that one’s group has been victimized might
be insufficient for motivating this type of self-destructive vio-
lence unless the individual also experiences something more
deeply personal. In particular, those with group-based grievan-
ces seem more likely to commit public mass shootings or sui-
cide attacks if they feel like they have been victimized on an
individual level as well (Lankford, 2013, 2017).

Overall, the U.S. Secret Service retrospectively found that
71% of school shooters from 1974 to 2000 “felt persecuted, bul-
lied, threatened, attacked or injured by others” (Vossekuil et al.,
2002, p. 21), and additional studies have found similar themes
in the lives of many other mass shooters (Ames, 2005; Lang-
man, 2015; Lankford, 2013; Levin & Madfis, 2009; Newman
et al., 2004). In turn, although at least nominally, most suicide
terrorists attack based on the premise that their people have
been oppressed or marginalized, many offenders have also cited
specific ways they or their loved ones have been mistreated
(Lankford, 2013; Lester et al., 2004; Merari, 2010; Pape, 2005;
Pedahzur, 2005).

Sometimes offenders’ perceptions of suffering can be accu-
rate, and linked to real incidents in their lives. For example,
many mass shooters and suicide attackers have experienced sig-
nificant adversity, such as school failures or unemployment, or
being suspended, expelled, laid off, fired, or disciplined in some
other way (Ames, 2005; Atran, 2010; Langman, 2015; Lankford,
2013; Lankford & Hakim, 2011; Levin & Madfis, 2009; New-
man & Fox, 2009; Newman et al., 2004; Pedahzur, 2005; Vosse-
kuil et al., 2002). Similarly, those who complain about the
suffering of their national, religious, racial, ethnic, or social
group might be citing actual mistreatment, bias, or inequities.
However, in other cases, the adversity or inequities could be
real, but the perceptions of conspiracies against them and mali-
cious persecution or oppression might be wildly exaggerated.
In the most extreme cases, offenders’ perceptions might be so
distorted that their alleged victimization is largely a product of
their own thoughts.

Notably, public mass shooters and suicide terrorists typically
use their perceived suffering to justify lethal attacks against
others. Some reference one of the most common rationaliza-
tions for violence—self-defense—and suggest that those who
have been harmed in the past have the right to protect them-
selves from being harmed again (Langman, 2015; Lankford,
2015; Newman et al., 2004). Others rationalize their attacks
based on notions of retribution, and suggest that the people
who have made them suffer now deserve to suffer as well
(Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013, 2015; Merari, 2010; Newman
et al., 2004; Pedahzur, 2005).

Desires for attention or fame

Another common characteristic among some public mass
shooters and suicide attackers is the desire for attention or
fame. In general, this is a very unusual motive for criminal
behavior, because most law breakers want to remain unknown
so they can avoid arrest and punishment. However, because
many mass shooters and suicide attackers intend or expect to
die, they might not fear the consequences of being publicly
identified. In fact, some eagerly welcome it.

The evidence of fame-seeking is unambiguous for a certain
proportion of public mass shooters, because they openly admit-
ted it (Bushman, 2017; Langman, 2017a; Lankford, 2016b;
Lankford & Hakim, 2011; Lankford & Madfis, 2017; Larkin,
2009). For example, Lankford (2016b) documented 24 cases of
offenders who explicitly stated that they wanted attention and
fame or directly contacted media organizations to get it. Nota-
bly, he found that these fame-seekers were not representative of
the average mass shooter, but rather of the most deadly
offenders (Lankford, 2016b). This makes sense, because some
mass shooters are exploiting the direct relationship between
casualty counts and media coverage. As the Umpqua Commu-
nity College shooter accurately summarized, “Seems the more
people you kill, the more you’re in the limelight” (Lankford,
2016b, p. 126). Some of the most lethal mass shootings in U.S.
history have been committed by offenders who sought atten-
tion and fame, including the 1966 University of Texas Tower
shooting, the 1999 Columbine attacks, the 2007 Virginia Tech
shooting, the 2012 Aurora movie theater shooting, the 2012
Sandy Hook Elementary school shooting, and the 2016
Orlando nightclub shooting (Bushman, 2017; Cullen, 2009;
Langman, 2017a; Lankford, 2016b; Lankford & Madfis, 2017;
Larkin, 2009; Lavergne, 1997).

The evidence of fame-seeking among suicide terrorists
requires more interpretation, because even though many have
admitted wanting attention and directly orchestrated their
attacks to get it, they often claim they want this attention for
their cause. However, prior research has shown that suicide ter-
rorists are often driven by a deep desire to enhance their public
reputation and personal significance (Belanger, Caouette, Shar-
vit, & Dugas, 2014; Kruglanski, Chen, Dechesne, & Fishman,
2009). Much like some mass shooters, they attempt to compen-
sate for feeling underappreciated by doing something dramatic
that will get them recognized (Belanger et al., 2014; Kruglanski
et al., 2009; Lankford, 2013; Lankford & Hakim, 2011). In fact,
terrorist organizations often employ recruiting and radicaliza-
tion strategies that are specifically designed to capitalize on this
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desire for personal attention. By producing martyrdom videos,
murals, calendars, keychains, posters, postcards, and pennants
with the names and photos of past suicide terrorists, they show
potential participants that committing a suicide attack is a path
to fame and glory (Hoffman, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005).

Identifying at-risk individuals

Successful crime prevention efforts require many people to play
a role. For instance, the public, mental health professionals, and
law enforcement often need to work together. The public and
mental health professionals need to serve as the eyes and ears
of law enforcement. Not only do civilians outnumber police
officers in the United States by a ratio of more than 300:1, but
they also observe many troubling behaviors and hear many
threatening statements that police officers are unlikely to wit-
ness (Horgan et al., 2016; Lankford, 2013, 2017; Meloy, Hoff-
mann, Guldimann, & James, 2012; Meloy, Hoffmann, Roshdi,
& Guldimann, 2014; Meloy & O’Toole, 2011; Pollack, Modzele-
ski, & Rooney, 2008; Vossekuil et al., 2002). In addition, mental
health professionals could offer to provide consultations to the
family, friends, or acquaintances of at-risk individuals; admin-
ister psychological treatment to the at-risk individuals them-
selves; report at-risk individuals to law enforcement; or make
other recommendations for intervention. In turn, law enforce-
ment and security officials also need to bring sufficient exper-
tise to these investigations, so they can be as effective as
possible at collecting and analyzing evidence and differentiating
real threats from fake ones.

Unfortunately, although members of the public, mental
health professionals, and law enforcement officers frequently
receive important information about mass shooters and suicide
terrorists before their attacks that should greatly increase the
likelihood of prevention, they often do not know what to make
of it (Brown, 2015; Cullen, 2009; Ferrugia, 2012; Horgan et al.,
2016; Lankford, 2013, 2017; Meloy et al., 2012; Meloy et al.,
2014; Meloy & O’Toole, 2011; Pollack et al., 2008; Santora,
Shah, Goldstein, & Goldman, 2016; Schmidt & Schmitt, 2014;
Vanden Brook, 2014; Vossekuil et al., 2002; Webster Commis-
sion, 2012; Wilber, 2016; Winter, 2013). In some cases, they do
not recognize that what they heard or saw was even important;
in other cases, they might realize that they witnessed something
unusual, but do not know how to interpret it, what other ques-
tions to ask, or which other warning signs to look for.

To successfully prevent as many mass shootings and suicide
attacks as possible, it might be helpful to take an evidence-
based approach to identifying at-risk individuals, and focus on
the three common factors reviewed earlier: (a) suicidal motives
and life indifference, (b) perceived victimization, and (c) desires
for attention or fame. Although these factors are not conceptu-
ally complex, they can show up in offenders’ lives in a variety
of different ways, and are not always easy for observers to rec-
ognize in advance (Joiner, 2010; Lankford, 2013). Therefore,
specific warning signs for each of these three factors are pro-
vided later.

First, however, the issue of false positives warrants some dis-
cussion. Even if most public mass shooters and suicide terro-
rists exhibit some of the warning signs provided here, that does
not mean that everyone who exhibits some of these warning

signs will inevitably become a mass killer. Subject-area experts,
mental health professionals, law enforcement and security offi-
cials, and members of the public are encouraged to consider
the potential consequences of prematurely labeling someone a
threat if he or she does not have violent intentions, along with
the importance of balancing the need to protect the public
against the need to protect the rights of the individual involved.

At the same time, it should be emphasized that the conse-
quences of false positives are significantly reduced if mistakenly
identifying someone or erring on the side of caution primarily
results in the improvement of that person’s life. After all, inter-
vention does not always need to be negative—it can actually
benefit the at-risk individuals themselves. For example, in their
efforts to prevent future terrorist attacks, some countries have
developed programs that provide counseling, education, voca-
tional training, positive-thinking and self-esteem classes, and
other life skills and support for radicalized individuals who
have adopted terrorist ideologies but have not yet committed
violent offenses (Gunaratna, 2009; Lankford & Gillespie, 2011;
Stern, 2010). More generally, sometimes medication, therapy,
or other prosocial efforts can actually save a person’s life
(Joiner, 2005; Maris, Berman, & Silverman, 2000), and past
research suggests that helping at-risk individuals find new hob-
bies, jobs, friends, or romantic relationships could significantly
reduce their risks of offending (Hoffman, 2001; Lankford &
Gillespie, 2011). This makes sense: Giving people a strong
desire to live and helping them get excited about their future
opportunities might largely eliminate the attraction of these
self-destructive crimes in the first place.

Warning signs: Suicidal motives and life indifference

Although each of the three aforementioned factors might be
unhealthy, suicidal motives and life indifference are clearly the
most serious. Observers who believe someone they know is sui-
cidal should immediately intervene, regardless of whether or
not the at-risk individual exhibits additional factors or seems
likely to harm other people.

Leakage

The most direct warning sign for suicide or mass murder and
suicide is often the individual’s leakage of intent (Meloy et al.,
2012; Meloy et al., 2014; National Institute of Mental Health,
2017). In general, crisis intervention guidelines summarize that
“Research indicates that up to 80% of suicidal people signal
their intentions to others, in the hope that the signal will be rec-
ognized as a cry for help. These signals often include making a
joke or threat about suicide, or making a reference to being
dead” (Crisis Centre, 2017). Many public mass shooters and
suicide attackers have made similar statements prior to their
attacks (Horgan et al., 2016; Lankford, 2013; Meloy et al., 2012;
Meloy et al., 2014; Meloy & O’Toole, 2011; Pollack et al., 2008;
Vossekuil et al., 2002).

Social and situational pressures

Some people commit suicide attacks or suicidal mass shootings
primarily because of social or situational factors, such as
encouragement from others, peer pressure, or coercion to
attack; the desire to escape impending arrest, capture, or
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judicial punishment by dying beforehand; or the desire to
escape some other future suffering by dying beforehand (Berko,
2007; Lankford, 2013, 2016a; Lester et al., 2004; Merari, 2010;
Pedahzur, 2005). This is especially important to emphasize
because in such cases, the individuals who choose to die might
not have any history of psychological problems, but could be
instead primarily responding to these social or situational vari-
ables. If the pressures they experience are particularly intense,
however, that can cause them to experience temporary mental
health symptoms in their final days, such as significant depres-
sion, anxiety, or stress (Berko, 2007; Lankford, 2016a; Merari,
2010).

Personal characteristics

Many personal characteristics can be warning signs for suicide.
To begin with, people with suicidal motives often have a per-
sonal history or family history of suicide ideation, suicidal
behavior, mental health problems, or violence (National Insti-
tute of Mental Health, 2017). Some public mass shooters
and suicide terrorists have struggled with mental health prob-
lems that include depression, posttraumatic stress disorder,
substance abuse disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar
disorder, schizophrenia, or other forms of psychosis or psycho-
pathology—and others suffered significant abuse or trauma
that could have powerful psychological consequences (Lang-
man, 2009, 2015; Lankford, 2013, 2017; Merari, 2010; Newman
& Fox, 2009; Newman et al., 2004). Additionally, individuals
who are socially withdrawn or who feel isolated, marginalized,
or like they are a burden to their loved ones appear to have a
higher risk of suicide in general (Joiner, 2005; Maris et al.,
2000)—and previous research has identified these feelings
among some mass shooters and suicide terrorists (Langman,
2015; Lankford, 2013; Lester, 2011; Newman & Fox, 2009;
Newman et al., 2004). Other warning signs for suicide include
reckless or risk-taking behavior, anger, dramatic mood changes,
increased anxiety or agitation, and increased alcohol or drug
use (National Institute of Mental Health, 2017). Finally,
although there is no single personality type for people who
commit mass shootings or suicide attacks, some personality
traits appear correlated with higher risks of suicide and higher
interest in martyrdom—such as high levels of openness to
experience and neuroticism, and low levels of conscientious-
ness, extroversion, and agreeableness (Ayub, 2015; Beautrais,
Joyce, & Mulder, 1999; Belanger et al., 2014; Bl€uml et al., 2013;
Reyes et al., 2017; Yen & Siegler, 2003).

Identification with others

Another warning sign for suicide is if the individual has
expressed deep empathy or identification with other people
who committed suicide or recently died, such as family mem-
bers, peers, or celebrities (National Institute of Mental Health,
2017). Many public mass shooters and suicide terrorists have
done this in the past (Langman, 2017b; Lankford, 2013; Lank-
ford & Madfis, 2017; Meloy et al., 2012; Meloy et al., 2014).

Psychological fixation

The thought process of individuals who are at risk of commit-
ting an attack might become increasingly fixated, obsessed, or
pathologically preoccupied (Meloy et al., 2012; Meloy et al.,

2014). In general, suicidal people might be fixated on the belief
that they have nothing to live for, that they are trapped in a
hopeless situation, or that they are helpless to solve their prob-
lems in constructive ways (National Institute of Mental Health,
2017). As evidenced by past cases of mass shooters and suicide
terrorists, others might be fixated on the supposedly painful or
meaningless nature of life, existence, or the world in general
(Langman, 2009; Lankford, 2013; Merari, 2010; Newman et al.,
2004).

Planning and preparations

Certain planning and preparation behaviors could be warning
signs that an individual is getting close to acting on his or her
intent to attack (Meloy et al., 2012; Meloy et al., 2014). Specifi-
cally, if the person has been acquiring weapons or other materi-
als needed for an attack, conducting reconnaissance or
surveillance of a possible attack location or target, preparing
legacy tokens (e.g., suicide note, last will and testament, autobi-
ography, journal, martyrdom video, etc.), giving away personal
possessions, or preparing to disconnect from loved ones (e.g.,
sending apologetic or farewell messages or making arrange-
ments for their future welfare), those could be important signs
that immediate intervention is needed (Lankford, 2013; Meloy
et al., 2012; Meloy et al., 2014; National Institute of Mental
Health, 2017).

Unreliable observers

As a reliability check, anyone trying to identify suicidal motives
or life indifference among at-risk individuals should consider
whether observers who provided or analyzed the evidence—
including themselves—might have been influenced by popular
misconceptions about suicide. Many people believe that sui-
cidal individuals are typically uneducated, poor, simple-
minded, irrational, delusional, or incapable of hiding their
psychological pain (Joiner, 2010; Lester et al., 2004). Unfortu-
nately, this can lead them to prematurely dismiss the possibility
that anyone who violates these stereotypes might have suicidal
motives. For example, in some past cases of mass shootings
and suicide attacks, offenders were observed by their friends
and family to smile, joke, laugh, and display other positive
emotions in their final days (Klebold, 2016; Lankford, 2013;
Meloy & O’Toole, 2011). Other offenders have been intelligent,
well-educated, financially stable, and able to make rational
arguments and plans—and when confronted, some have con-
vincingly denied their own psychological problems or suicidal-
ity (Atran, 2010; Cha, Najmi, Park, Finn, & Nock, 2010;
Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013; Newman et al., 2004; Nock
et al., 2010; Pape, 2005). None of this should be interpreted as
conclusive proof that someone is in a healthy mental state. In
fact, some suicidal people can even successfully deceive their
own mental health care providers about their plans to die; they
often rationally recognize that unless they deny their true inten-
tions, they will be prohibited from accomplishing their fatal
goals (Cha et al., 2010; Nock et al., 2010). Separately, observers
should be careful not to dismiss the possibility that individuals
could be suicidal because they used different language to
describe their thoughts or motives, such as expressing the
desire to “martyr” or “sacrifice” themselves or “go out in blaze
of glory.” These are simply alternative ways that past offenders
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have referenced their plans to intentionally die (Lankford, 2013,
2017; Merari, 2010).

Warning signs: Perceived victimization

People can perceive themselves to be victims without posing a
deadly threat to themselves or others, but when people with
suicidal motives or life indifference also exhibit the warning
signs listed here, that could increase the risks that they harm
others.

Leakage

The simplest sign of perceived victimization would be the indi-
vidual’s own explicit statements. Long before the individual
became angry enough to consider an attack, he or she might
have expressed frustration about being disrespected, bullied,
discriminated, persecuted, oppressed, humiliated, or mistreated
in some other way (Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013; Merari,
2010; Newman & Fox, 2009; Newman et al., 2004; Pedahzur,
2005). Even more concerning would be if the individual had
made jokes or threats that suggested that those responsible for
his or her victimization need to suffer punishment or
retribution.

Personal characteristics

Many personal characteristics can be warning signs for per-
ceived victimization. For instance, the individual might
have a history of trying and failing to get a remedy through
the system, such as unsuccessful appeals to authority figures
(e.g., government officials, teachers, bosses, etc.), formal
complaints, or lawsuits (Ames, 2005; Lankford, 2013, 2015;
Lankford & Hakim, 2011; Newman et al., 2004). Some of
these individuals might have also struggled with mental
health problems that could have exacerbated their percep-
tions of victimization. For example, public mass shooters
and suicide terrorists who have suffered with depression,
posttraumatic stress disorder, substance abuse disorder,
autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia,
and other forms of psychosis or psychopathology might be
more prone to increased paranoia, inaccurate perceptions of
those around them, poor understanding of social cues, or
limited social functioning (Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013,
2017; Merari, 2010; Newman et al., 2004). Additionally,
some proportion of offenders have been found to exhibit
significant narcissistic tendencies, which can make them
hypersensitive to perceived insults and ego threats, and
more likely to respond with aggression (Bushman, 2017;
Hoffmann, Roshdi, & Robertz, 2009; Langman, 2009;
McGee & DeBernardo, 1999; O’Toole, 1999; Pape & Gun-
ning, 2016). Finally, although anyone can have experiences
that lead to feelings of victimization, some personality traits
appear correlated with more perceived humiliation and per-
ceived bullying, less forgiveness of others, and more revenge
seeking—such as high levels of neuroticism, and low levels
of extroversion and agreeableness (Balducci, Fraccaroli &
Schaufeli, 2011; McCullough & Hoyt, 2002; Nielsen & Knar-
dahl, 2015; Raggatt, 2006; Ross, Kendall, & Matters, 2004;
Soric, Penezic, & Buric, 2013).

Identification with others

Some people who eventually become mass shooters or suicide
terrorists express deep empathy or identification with other
people who are either victims of the same type of perceived per-
secutor or oppressor, or aggressors who responded to their own
victimization with violence (Langman, 2017a; Lankford, 2013;
Lankford & Madfis, 2017; Meloy et al., 2012; Meloy et al.,
2014).

Psychological fixation

Those who believe they have been victimized may be fixated on
the idea that almost all of their personal problems, failures, or
suffering are the fault of others (Ames, 2005; Langman, 2015;
Lankford, 2013, 2017; Newman et al., 2004; Pedahzur, 2005).
In some cases, these individuals might also be obsessed with
group ideologies, propaganda, or narratives that emphasize the
victimization of their group—such as those espoused by Islamic
extremists, White supremacists, neo-Nazis, or other extreme or
mainstream groups (Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013, 2017;
Merari, 2010). Furthermore, a particularly dangerous fixation
that seems to proceed many attacks is the at-risk individual’s
belief that a symbolic category of people are to blame for his or
her problems, beyond a single antagonist with whom there is a
specific conflict or grudge. This can help offenders rationalize
targeting a wide range of victims who symbolize their supposed
oppressors, such as random Americans, foreigners, students,
preps, jocks, co-workers, politicians, Blacks, Whites, gays, Mus-
lims, Christians, Jews, women, soldiers, or police officers
(Ames, 2005; Atran, 2010; Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013,
2017; Merari, 2010; Newman et al., 2004; Pape, 2005; Pedahzur,
2005).

Unreliable observers

As a reliability check, observers should be careful not to dismiss
findings of perceived victimization simply because the at-risk
individual did not have direct connections to other extremists,
terrorists, or criminals with radical perspectives (Brown, 2015;
Cullen, 2009; Ferrugia, 2012; Santora et al., 2016; Schmidt &
Schmitt, 2014; Vanden Brook, 2014; Webster Commission,
2012; Wilber, 2016; Winter, 2013). Additionally, although it
might be tempting to assume that people who have false, psy-
chotic, or delusional perceptions of their own victimization
pose a greater threat than people whose victimization has some
basis in fact (e.g., they were actually bullied), no current evi-
dence supports that conclusion. Some public mass shooters
and suicide terrorists have imagined that others were out to get
them, whereas others have genuinely suffered various forms of
mistreatment (Ames, 2005; Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013,
2017; Merari, 2010; Newman et al., 2004; Pedahzur, 2005).
Either type can pose a deadly threat.

Warning signs: Desires for attention or fame

On their own, desires for attention or fame might be far less
dangerous than suicidal motives or perceived victimization,
and some past offenders do not appear to have been fame-
seekers at all. However, the specific combination of suicidality
or life indifference, perceived victimization, and desires for
attention or fame appears to be especially dangerous, and has
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been found among many of the most lethal public mass
shooters and suicide attackers of the past 50 years (Lankford,
2012, 2013, 2016b; Lankford & Madfis, 2017).

Leakage

The most direct sign of desires for attention or fame would be
the individual’s own statements about achieving those goals. In
various cases, past offenders have asserted that they are going
to be famous, that they will be on the news or on TV, that
everyone will know their name, that they will do something
important that makes everyone pay attention to them, that they
will go out in a blaze of glory, or that getting negative attention
or being infamous is better than being ignored (Langman,
2017a; Lankford, 2013, 2016b; Lankford & Madfis, 2017). Par-
ticularly concerning would be an individual’s claim that his or
her moment of fame is imminent.

Personal characteristics

Several different personal characteristics might be warning
signs for unhealthy desires for attention or fame. To begin
with, the at-risk individual might have a history of attention-
seeking behavior, especially through negative actions or state-
ments (e.g., breaking the law, breaking rules, or saying offensive
things to get attention). Additionally, people with family mem-
bers who are famous or attention-seekers—like the 2014 Santa
Barbara shooter, the 2016 Orlando nightclub shooter, and the
2017 Las Vegas shooter—might be particularly likely to seek
fame or attention as well. Regarding the psychology and per-
sonalities of at-risk individuals, it should be noted that people
with narcissistic tendencies are especially likely to seek fame
(Southard & Zeiger-Hill, 2016)—and as mentioned earlier, a
number of past offenders have been narcissistic (Bushman,
2017; Hoffmann et al., 2009; Langman, 2009; McGee & DeBer-
nardo, 1999; O’Toole, 1999; Pape & Gunning, 2016). At the
same time, not all narcissists seem to fit a single personality
profile. Some people with narcissistic tendencies appear more
grandiose, extraverted, arrogant, dominant, and entitled,
whereas others appear more vulnerable, introverted, desperate
for affirmation, and likely to have secret fantasies of glory
(Miller & Campbell, 2008; Southard & Zeiger-Hill, 2016; Wink,
1991). This variation seems to accurately reflect the personal-
ities of past fame-seeking mass shooters and suicide terrorists,
which include everything from fearless, confrontational aggres-
sors to quiet, rage-filled loners (Bushman, 2017; Langman,
2017a; Lankford, 2013, 2016b, 2017).

Identification with others

Some people who eventually become mass shooters or suicide
terrorists have shown strong identification with—or interest
in—famous fictional characters or historical figures who were
known for their violent ways (e.g., the characters from Natural
Born Killers, Napoleon, Hitler, etc.), or famous mass shooters
or terrorists (e.g., the Columbine school shooters, the Virginia
Tech shooter, the Charleston church shooter, the 9/11 hijack-
ers, etc.); (Helfgott, 2015; Langman, 2017a, 2017b; Lankford &
Madfis, 2017; Larkin, 2009). This identification can be so strong
that the famous figures become role models and the subject of
in-depth research and idolization for the at-risk individuals

(Helfgott, 2015; Langman, 2017a, 2017b; Lankford & Madfis,
2017).

Psychological fixation

Individuals with these unhealthy desires might be fixated on the
idea of being famous, on being better than everyone else at
something, or on doing something that will make everyone pay
attention to them. Some might also be obsessed with the idea
that they have been forgotten or ignored by their peers, or the
belief that they need to dramatically reframe their public repu-
tation so they will be recognized as important or get the respect
they deserve (Langman, 2017a; Lankford, 2016b; Newman &
Fox, 2009; Newman et al., 2004).

Planning and preparations

Those who desperately want attention or fame might prepare
legacy tokens (e.g., suicide notes, last wills and testaments,
autobiographies, journals, martyrdom videos, etc.) or make
online videos or social media posts to capitalize on the interest
they expect to receive after their attacks. However, it should be
emphasized that not all fame-seekers do this: Some seem to
operate on the axiom that actions speak louder than words,
and others appear to calculate that leaving behind a mystery
will actually help them get more attention (Lankford, 2016b).

Unreliable observers

As a reliability check, observers should be careful not to dismiss
an at-risk individual’s jokes or threats about suicide or violence
as only a “cry for help” or as only attention-seeking behavior.
Even if the individual made such offensive or outrageous state-
ments in an effort to get attention, that behavior itself could be
a critical warning sign of someone who is at higher risk of com-
mitting a public mass killing.

Recommendations for future research
and implementation

This article has suggested that subject-area experts, mental
health professionals, law enforcement and security officials,
and members of the public focus on three main factors to iden-
tity potential mass shooters and suicide terrorists: (a) suicidal
motives and life indifference, (b) perceived victimization, and
(c) desires for attention or fame. It then provided a list of clear
warning signs for each of these factors to help observers under-
stand the significance of what they hear or see. These warning
signs are described in the text and listed in Appendices A, B,
and C.

One example of a case where this information could have
been extremely helpful is the 2016 Orlando nightclub shooting.
FBI agents interviewed the eventual perpetrator and those who
knew him multiple times before the attack. They came to the
conclusion that the individual felt bullied by co-workers, and
had made threats about committing terrorist attacks and dying
as a “martyr” because he wanted to scare them as retribution
(Wilber, 2016). However, if these investigators were more
familiar with the aforementioned research, they might have rec-
ognized that (a) making threats about violence and one’s own
death are classic warning signs for suicide, and that (b) wanting
revenge against alleged persecutors is clear evidence of
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perceived victimization. Additionally, if they had dug a little
deeper, they might have found out that (c) this individual had a
history of unhealthy desires for attention—including having
falsely bragged after the 9/11 attacks that Osama bin Laden was
his uncle—and that his father also had a history of grandiose,
fame-seeking behavior (Craig, Bearak, & Powekk, 2016; Wan &
Murphy, 2016). By using the information discussed earlier, the
FBI might have been able to prevent one of the deadliest mass
shootings in U.S. history.

Overall, the three factors and associated warning signs pro-
vided in this article represent a simpler approach than other
scholars have proposed for threat assessment. Therefore, one
practical benefit might be that these factors could be easier for
mental health professionals, law enforcement, and the public to
actually remember and use. For example, Meloy et al. (2012)
and Meloy et al. (2014) identified eight warning behaviors for
threat assessment, and then Meloy, Glaz-Ocik, Roshdi, and
Hoffmann (2015) expanded this to eight warning behaviors
and 10 distal characteristics for threat assessment of individual
terrorists: pathway warning behavior, fixation warning behav-
ior, identification warning behavior, novel aggression warning
behavior, energy burst warning behavior, leakage warning
behavior, last resort warning behavior, directly communicated
threat warning behavior, personal grievance and moral outrage,
framed by an ideology, failure to affiliate with an extremist
group, dependence on the virtual community, thwarting of
occupational goals, changes in thinking and emotion, failure of
sexually intimate pair bonding and the sexualization of vio-
lence, nexus of psychopathology and ideology, greater creativity
and innovation, and predatory violence.

Different approaches might have value, depending on the
types of offenders being assessed, the intended audience, and
the broader priorities of those involved. All 18 factors identified
by Meloy et al. (2015) certainly appear in some offenders’ lives,
and by examining them in depth, researchers could gain further
knowledge and insights on the psychology of some types of
attackers. Meloy et al.’s (2012) list of warning behaviors also
deserves credit for serving as a direct inspiration for this article.

Future research could help establish the optimal list of risk
factors and warning signs needed for accurate threat assess-
ment of public mass shooters and suicide attackers. As Einstein
(1934, p. 165) wrote, “It can scarcely be denied that the
supreme goal of all theory is to make the irreducible basic ele-
ments as simple and as few as possible without having to sur-
render the adequate representation of a single datum of
experience.” His statement is more colloquially paraphrased as
“Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not sim-
pler.” Knowing whether the three factors and associated warn-
ing signs provided in this article strike the right balance
between complexity and simplicity might require additional
studies on this subject.

For instance, researchers might compare samples of past
offenders with samples of troubled individuals who never
became suicidal or violent, and thus help confirm whether the
aforementioned factors and warning signs could serve as suffi-
ciently precise screening criteria (Meloy et al., 2014). It could
be that some of the warning signs provided in this article are
unnecessary and can be removed, or alternatively, that some
offender characteristics or behaviors must be added. Additional

research could help determine which warning signs are most
predictive and which are less useful.

If more information about these offenders is eventually
needed to improve the precision of threat assessment, another
approach would be for researchers to conduct direct assess-
ments of large samples of offenders. Those results would be dif-
ficult to obtain, given that these offenders are so rare and such
a high percentage of them die as a result of their attacks. How-
ever, it might be possible to assess surviving offenders in prison
after their incarceration. In particular, more scientific findings
on the most common psychological and personality character-
istics of public mass shooters and suicide attackers could be
quite valuable. For example, by administering a variety of self-
report personality measures to offenders, such as the Revised
NEO Personality Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992), Minne-
sota Multiphasic Personality Inventory–2 (MMPI–2; Butcher,
Dahlstrom, Graham, Tellegen, & Kaemmer, 1989), or MMPI–
2–RF (Tellegen & Ben-Porath, 2008), researchers could shed
light on additional personality-based risk factors that could
help identify potential offenders in advance.

After all, many studies have shown that family members,
friends, and regular acquaintances often have reasonably accu-
rate perceptions of the personalities of those around them
(Brown & Bernieri, 2017; Funder & Randall, 1988; Lee & Ash-
ton, 2017). There is also a growing body of research that sug-
gests that personality types can be accurately identified by
computer algorithms that analyze people’s online behavior
(Kern et al., 2014; Park et al., 2015; Youyou, Kosinski, & Still-
well, 2017). If evidence on the presence of suicidal motives and
life indifference, perceived victimization, and desires for atten-
tion or fame could be combined with more detailed informa-
tion on the common personality characteristics of these
offenders, that could provide an even stronger evidence basis
for interventions that could save lives.

We might never be able to prevent all public mass killings,
but significant progress is definitely possible. Again, these are
not random or spontaneous acts. They are typically premedi-
tated crimes that come after days, weeks, months, or years of
planning—which means there is an extended opportunity for
successful intervention (Blair & Schweit, 2014; Kelly, 2012;
Lankford, 2013; Merari, 2010; Pedahzur, 2005). The individuals
who commit these crimes are not purely rational agents of vio-
lence. They are typically human beings in turmoil—which
means they exhibit certain predictable tendencies and warning
signs (Langman, 2015; Lankford, 2013, 2017; Meloy et al., 2012;
Meloy et al., 2014; Merari, 2010; Newman et al., 2004). Ulti-
mately, an evidence-based approach to prevention could help
save both the lives of many potential victims and the lives of
the would-be attackers themselves.
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Appendix A. Warning signs: Suicidal motives and life indifference

Warning sign Query Yes/No?

Leakage Has the individual made jokes or threats about suicide, martyrdom, self-sacrifice, or violent attacks?
Social and situational variables Could anyone be encouraging, pressuring, or coercing the individual to attack?

Is there an anticipated crisis that the individual may be desperate to escape (e.g., impending arrest,
prison sentence, court date, job termination, etc.)?

Has the individual recently experienced a crisis (e.g., discipline at school or work, loss of a loved one,
romantic breakup, financial loss, legal trouble, medical problem, etc.)?

Personal characteristics Does the individual have a personal history or family history of suicide ideation, suicidal behavior, mental
health problems, or violence?

Does the individual have mental health problems that correlate with higher suicide risk or interest in
martyrdom?

Does the individual feel socially isolated or marginalized, or like a social burden to loved ones?
Does the individual have personality traits that correlate with higher suicide risk or higher interest in
martyrdom (e.g., high levels of openness to experience, neuroticism; low levels of conscientiousness,
extroversion, agreeableness)?

Identification with others Has the individual expressed deep empathy or identification with other people who committed suicide
or recently died (e.g., family members, peers, or celebrities)?

Psychological fixation Does the individual appear fixated on the hopelessness of his or her situation and/or own helplessness to
find solutions?

Does the individual appear fixated on the painful or meaningless nature of life, existence, or the world in
general?

Planning and preparations Has the individual been acquiring weapons or other materials needed for an attack?
Has the individual been conducting reconnaissance or surveillance of a possible attack location or target?
Has the individual been preparing legacy tokens (e.g., suicide note, last will and testament,
autobiography, journal, martyrdom video)?

Has the individual been giving away or getting rid of personal possessions?
Has the individual been preparing to disconnect from loved ones (e.g., sending apologetic or farewell
messages or making arrangements for their future welfare)?

Missed evidence Is there available evidence from people who know the individual or the individual’s online behavior that
might provide more accurate answers to any of the queries listed above?

Unreliable observers Is the observer dismissing the possibility that the individual could be suicidal because of classic
misconceptions about suicide (e.g., that suicidal people always have severe mental disorders or
cannot be articulate, intelligent, rational, educated, wealthy, or capable of displaying positive
emotions)?

Is the observer dismissing the possibility that the individual could be suicidal because the individual used
different language to describe thoughts or motives (e.g., the desire to “martyr” or “sacrifice” himself
or “go out in blaze of glory”)?
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Appendix B. Warning signs: Perceived victimization

Appendix C. Warning signs: Desires for attention or fame

Warning sign Query Yes/No?

Leakage Has the individual complained about his or her perceived victimization (e.g., disrespect, discrimination,
humiliation, mistreatment, bullying, persecution, or oppression)?

Has the individual made jokes or threats that his or her victimizers needed to suffer punishment or
retribution?

Personal characteristics Does the individual have a personal history of trying and failing to get perceived victimization addressed
through the system (e.g., unsuccessful appeals to authority figures, formal complaints, or lawsuits)?

Does the individual have mental health problems that increase paranoia, distort accuracy of perceptions,
distort understanding of social cues, or decrease social functioning?

Does the individual have narcissistic tendencies that increase sensitivity to perceived slights or insults?
Does the individual have personality traits that correlate with more perceived humiliation or perceived
bullying, more revenge seeking, or less forgiveness of others (e.g., high levels of neuroticism; low
levels of extroversion, agreeableness)?

Identification with others Has the individual expressed deep empathy or identification with other victims of the same type of
perceived persecutor or oppressor?

Has the individual expressed deep empathy or identification with other aggressors who responded to
their own victimization with violence?

Psychological fixation Does the individual appear fixated on the idea that almost all of his or her personal problems, failures, or
suffering are the fault of others?

Does the individual blame a symbolic category of people for his or her problems, beyond a single
individual or enemy with whom there is a specific conflict or grudge (e.g., Americans, foreigners,
students, preps, jocks, co-workers, politicians, Blacks, Whites, gays, Muslims, Christians, Jews, women,
soldiers, or cops)?

Does the individual appear fixated on group narratives or ideologies that emphasize the victimization of
that group’s members (e.g., the ideologies of Islamic extremist, White supremacist, or neo-Nazi
groups)?

Missed evidence Is there available evidence from people who know the individual or the individual’s online behavior that
might provide more accurate answers to any of the queries listed above?

Unreliable observers Is the observer underestimating the significance of perceived victimization because the victimization has
some basis in fact (e.g., the individual was actually bullied)?

Is the observer underestimating the significance of perceived victimization because the individual did
not have direct connections to other extremists or people with radical perspectives?

Warning sign Query Yes/No?

Leakage Has the individual made statements about soon becoming famous, about being on TV or in the news,
about everyone knowing his or her name, or about doing something that will make everyone pay
attention?

Personal characteristics Does the individual have a personal history of attention-seeking behavior—especially through negative
actions or statements, not only positive ones (e.g., breaking the law, breaking rules, or making
offensive statements)?

Does the individual have a family history of relatives who are famous or who engaged in attention-
seeking behavior?

Does the individual have narcissistic tendencies, either of the type that is more grandiose, extraverted,
arrogant, dominant, and entitled, or the type that is more vulnerable, introverted, desperate for
affirmation, and likely to have secret fantasies of glory?

Identification with others Has the individual shown strong identification with—or interest in—famous fictional or historical figures
who were known for their violent ways and might be serving as role models (e.g., the characters from
Natural Born Killers, Napoleon, Hitler, etc.)?

Has the individual shown strong identification with—or interest in—famous mass shooters or terrorists
who might be serving as role models (e.g., the Columbine school shooters, Virginia Tech shooter,
Charleston church shooter, 9/11 hijackers, etc.)?

Psychological fixation Does the individual appear fixated on the idea of being famous, on being better than everyone else at
something, or on doing something that will make everyone pay attention?

Does the individual appear fixated on the idea that he or she has always been ignored?
Does the individual appear fixated on the need to dramatically reframe his or her public reputation, so
that he or she will be considered important or great instead of a loser or failure?

Planning and preparations Has the individual started creating legacy tokens (e.g., suicide note, last will and testament,
autobiography, journal, martyrdom video, etc.) or made online videos or social media posts to
capitalize on the interest he or she expects to receive after the attack?

Missed evidence Is there available evidence from people who know the individual or the individual’s online behavior that
might provide more accurate answers to any of the queries listed above?

Unreliable observers Is the observer dismissing the individual’s suicidal statements or violent threats as “only” a cry for help or
attention-seeking behavior, instead of recognizing that desires for fame and attention-seeking could
be important warning signs?
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