
 

A Case Study of Nikolas Cruz: An Analysis of Mental 
Instability, Animal Cruelty, and the Path to Mass Violence 
 

 

Section 1: Introduction and Personal History 

 

The case of Nikolas Cruz presents a complex and tragic confluence of profound 
mental and behavioral health issues, a documented history of escalating violence, and 
a series of systemic failures that culminated in one of the deadliest school shootings 
in American history. An analysis of his life reveals a trajectory marked by early 
developmental challenges, significant personal trauma, and a pattern of behavior that 
provided numerous, yet ultimately unheeded, warnings. Understanding the path that 
led Cruz to commit mass murder requires a detailed examination of his personal 
history, from his prenatal development to the acute instability he faced in the months 
preceding the attack. These foundational elements are not merely background details; 
they represent compounding risk factors that progressively shaped his psychological 
state and capacity for violence. 

 

Prenatal and Early Life 

 

Nikolas Jacob Cruz was born on September 24, 1998, in Margate, Florida.1 His origins 
are central to understanding the biological vulnerabilities that may have predisposed 
him to a lifetime of developmental and behavioral struggles. His biological mother, 
Brenda Woodard, had a documented history of severe substance abuse, including 
heavy drinking and the use of crack cocaine, which reportedly continued throughout 
her pregnancy with Nikolas.2 This history formed the cornerstone of his legal 
defense's argument that his brain was likely damaged 

in utero by prenatal alcohol exposure, a condition falling under the umbrella of Fetal 
Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD).2 Such conditions are known to cause irreversible 



harm to the developing brain, potentially leading to cognitive deficits, poor impulse 
control, and impaired executive functioning.2 

Placed in an orphanage after his birth, Nikolas was adopted by Lynda and Roger Cruz, 
an older couple from Parkland, Florida, who had long desired a child.1 Two years later, 
in February 2000, they also adopted his half-brother, Zachary, who shared the same 
biological mother but had a different father.1 Lynda Cruz, who became a stay-at-home 
mother, was initially overjoyed, feeling her family was complete.3 

 

Developmental Delays and Early Trauma 

 

From a very young age, it was evident that Cruz was struggling. He was formally 
diagnosed as "developmentally delayed" on January 23, 2002, when he was just three 
years old.1 His behavior in preschool was extreme; he was known to hit and bite other 
children and had difficulty socializing.3 His developmental milestones were 
significantly delayed; he did not speak fully or become potty-trained until the age of 
four.3 These early signs prompted his adoptive parents to seek professional help, and 
he began seeing psychiatrists and psychologists from the age of three.3 

This period of developmental struggle was compounded by a significant and acute 
trauma. On August 11, 2004, when Cruz was five years old, his adoptive father, Roger, 
died of a heart attack in the family's home, an event Nikolas witnessed directly.1 The 
death of his father left Lynda Cruz, then in her mid-50s, to raise two exceptionally 
challenging young sons on her own.3 The loss of his father represented a major 
destabilizing event, occurring at a critical developmental stage for a child already 
exhibiting significant behavioral and neurological deficits. 

 

Orphanhood and Instability Before the Attack 

 

For the next thirteen years, Lynda Cruz was the primary, and often overwhelmed, 
figure managing her son's escalating behavioral problems.3 However, this fragile 
support system collapsed on November 1, 2017, when Lynda died from complications 
of the flu and pneumonia.6 At 19 years old, just over three months before the shooting, 
Nikolas Cruz was fully orphaned. 



The death of his mother precipitated a period of acute crisis and instability. He and his 
brother moved between the homes of relatives and friends, with no permanent 
residence.6 The day of Lynda's death, a concerned relative called the Broward 
Sheriff's Office to request a welfare check, noting that Nikolas possessed weapons 
and was now supervising his younger brother. No formal report was written following 
this call.7 This final chapter of his life before the massacre was characterized by the 
complete loss of his familial structure, housing instability, and the removal of the last, 
albeit strained, stabilizing force in his life. The convergence of his underlying biological 
vulnerabilities, the long-term impact of developmental trauma, and the acute 
situational stress of his mother's death created a "perfect storm" for psychological 
disintegration, where each layer of risk exacerbated the others, setting the stage for 
the catastrophic violence that would follow. 

 

Section 2: Comprehensive Mental and Behavioral Health Profile 

 

Nikolas Cruz's life was defined by a pervasive and well-documented history of mental 
and behavioral disturbances that were apparent from early childhood and continued, 
with escalating severity, into adulthood. His case presents a complex diagnostic 
puzzle, marked by numerous official assessments, conflicting expert opinions, and a 
pattern of violent ideation that blurred the lines between mental illness, personality 
disorder, and malevolent intent. The examination of his psychological profile reveals 
not only the internal turmoil of a deeply disturbed individual but also the profound 
challenges faced by the educational, mental health, and social service systems that 
interacted with him for over a decade. 

 

2.1. Early and Persistent Behavioral Issues 

 

From his earliest years, Cruz was identified by those around him as profoundly 
troubled. Described as "odd or ill or both from the time he was a toddler," he was 
characterized by social isolation, intellectual challenges, and explosive aggression.2 
These traits manifested consistently across different environments, both at home and 
in school. 



His academic career was a litany of disciplinary infractions. During his time at 
Westglades Middle School between 2012 and 2014, his record was replete with 
incidents of fighting, disobedience, and disruptive behavior. In the 2013 school year 
alone, 26 disciplinary incidents were logged, averaging nearly three per month and 
resulting in repeated suspensions.1 

This volatility was mirrored in his home life. His adoptive mother, Lynda Cruz, 
frequently found herself unable to manage his outbursts. Between 2012 and 2016, she 
placed at least two dozen calls to the Broward Sheriff's Office for assistance.3 These 
calls were prompted by Cruz fighting with his brother, destroying property—including 
punching holes in walls and smashing television sets—and verbally abusing her.3 In a 
particularly alarming incident in January 2013, Lynda reported that the 14-year-old 
Nikolas had thrown her against a wall after she took away his Xbox gaming console.1 

 

2.2. Formal Diagnoses and Clinical Assessments 

 

Cruz was deeply entrenched in the mental health system from a young age, receiving 
hundreds of hours of therapy and other services between the ages of 3 and 18.3 Over 
the years, he was assigned a variety of diagnoses by different clinicians, reflecting the 
multifaceted nature of his condition. These included Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD), Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD), Obsessive-Compulsive 
Disorder (OCD), and depression.1 An investigation by the Florida Department of 
Children and Families (DCF) in 2016 also noted he had autism, though this diagnosis 
was later disputed by multiple experts, including one hired by his own defense team 
who stated definitively that Cruz's condition was not autism.1 

In addition to his aggressive outbursts, Cruz exhibited significant self-harming 
behaviors. School guidance counselors and DCF investigators were aware that he cut 
his arms.1 A peer counselor reported to a school resource officer that Cruz had 
allegedly ingested gasoline in an attempt to commit suicide.1 Despite these clear 
indicators of severe distress and repeated recommendations from his psychiatrists for 
involuntary admission to a residential treatment facility, Cruz was never committed 
under Florida's Baker Act.1 

 

2.3. The Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) Controversy 



 

During his trial, the primary mitigating argument advanced by the defense centered 
on the theory that Cruz's brain was irreversibly damaged by his biological mother's 
extensive alcohol and drug use during her pregnancy.2 To support this claim, they 
enlisted Dr. Kenneth Lyons Jones, a renowned pediatrician who was instrumental in 
the initial identification of FASD in the 1970s.2 

After a thorough review of Cruz's extensive school and medical records and 
conducting his own evaluations, Dr. Jones diagnosed Cruz with alcohol-related 
neurodevelopmental disorder (ARND), a condition on the fetal alcohol spectrum.2 He 
testified that Cruz exhibited significant deficits in multiple brain domains, including 
memory, language, reasoning, and executive functioning, and noted his IQ of 83 was 
below average even for individuals with FASD.2 Dr. Jones described the 
documentation of his birth mother's substance abuse as so compelling that he had 
"never seen such a convincingly documented case".2 The defense argued that this 
congenital brain damage rendered Cruz incapable of the kind of reasoned judgment 
and impulse control expected of a neurotypical individual, framing his actions as the 
tragic outcome of a lifelong, undiagnosed disability.2 

 

2.4. Prosecution's Counter-Analysis: Antisocial Personality and Malingering 

 

The prosecution presented a starkly different psychological portrait of Cruz. They 
contended that his actions were not the result of an uncontrollable mental illness but 
were carefully planned and premeditated, indicative of an antisocial personality 
disorder.4 They argued that mental illness was not a valid mitigating factor, as 
someone with antisocial personality disorder is fully capable of meticulous planning.4 

Psychiatrists hired by the state testified that they believed Cruz was malingering, or 
faking, many of his most severe psychiatric symptoms to avoid culpability.11 For 
instance, they dismissed his claim that a "demon" voice in his head named "Swas" told 
him to "burn, kill, destroy" as a fabrication.10 The prosecution pointed to Cruz's 
extensive history of racist, homophobic, antisemitic, and misogynistic statements as 
evidence of a malevolent character and a coherent, albeit hateful, worldview, rather 
than a disordered mind.4 

This diagnostic conflict reflects a core ambiguity in Cruz's pathology. His behaviors 



can be plausibly interpreted through either the lens of brain damage or the lens of 
antisocial malevolence. A more nuanced understanding suggests these two 
frameworks are not mutually exclusive. It is plausible that a foundational, 
neurologically-based impairment in empathy and executive function (consistent with 
FASD) created a profound vulnerability. When faced with years of social rejection, 
trauma, and isolation, this vulnerability was filled with a malevolent, antisocial ideology 
that provided him with a sense of power and identity. His brain damage may have 
created the susceptibility, but his life experiences and choices shaped the specific, 
hateful form his violence ultimately took. 

 

2.5. Violent Ideation and Extremist Views 

 

Separate from any formal diagnosis, Cruz displayed a deep and abiding obsession 
with guns, violence, and mass murder.2 He spent hours researching past school 
shootings, studying the methods of perpetrators like the Columbine and Virginia Tech 
shooters.6 His online search history included queries such as "how to become a 
school shooter" and "Why I want to kill woman".6 

This violent ideation was not kept private. He openly cultivated an image associated 
with extremism, drawing swastikas on his backpack and other belongings.3 He 
expressed virulently racist, antisemitic, and homophobic views to peers and online.6 
Most chillingly, on September 24, 2017, he posted a comment on a YouTube video 
under his own name that read, "Im going to be a professional school shooter".2 This 
public declaration was a clear statement of intent, transforming his private obsessions 
into a public threat. 

 

Section 3: An Exhaustive History of Animal Cruelty 

 

A defining and deeply disturbing aspect of Nikolas Cruz's behavioral history was his 
prolonged and escalating pattern of cruelty toward animals. This behavior, which 
began in his childhood and continued into his teenage years, was not an isolated 
phase but a consistent feature of his pathology. The acts of cruelty were varied, 
public, and reportedly a source of pride for him. This history provides a critical window 



into his developing lack of empathy, his desensitization to violence, and his use of 
cruelty as a means of asserting power and constructing a fearsome identity. The 
numerous witness accounts and official reports of his animal abuse constitute one of 
the most significant red flags in the years leading up to the Parkland massacre. 

 

3.1. Chronology and Nature of Abuse 

 

Cruz's abuse of animals was a recurring pattern of violence that spanned many years 
and targeted a wide variety of creatures. According to one witness who knew him for 
years, the killings were a frequent occurrence, happening on a "monthly basis".14 The 
cruelty was not limited to one method or type of animal, demonstrating a generalized 
proclivity for inflicting harm. 

The abuse included: 

●​ Shooting Small Animals: He used a pellet gun to shoot squirrels and a 
neighbor's chickens.14 He also boasted to a JROTC peer about shooting at 
alligators in the eyes.14 

●​ Killing for "Fun": He killed numerous small, defenseless animals such as lizards, 
toads, and frogs.7 He reportedly developed a particular hatred for frogs after his 
own dog died from ingesting a poisonous toad, leading to what one friend 
described as a killing spree against them.3 

●​ Brutal, Hands-On Violence: His cruelty was not always remote. In one 
particularly brutal incident recalled by a witness, he killed a duck with a tire iron.14 
He was also known to jam sticks into rabbit holes in an attempt to maim or kill the 
animals inside.16 

●​ Using Animals to Harm Other Animals: He reportedly incited his own dog to 
attack a neighbor's pot-bellied pigs.18 In another incident, a neighbor witnessed 
Nikolas and his brother, Zachary, holding down a cat while allowing dogs to attack 
it, resulting in injuries that required veterinary care.14 

The following table synthesizes the various witness accounts and reports into a 
chronological log of his documented animal abuse. 

 
Date/Timeframe Act of Cruelty Victim(s) Source/Witness Notes/Context 



Elementary 
School 

Shooting with 
pellet gun 

Squirrels, 
chickens 

VFTAF 
Foundation 
Report 19 

Behavior began 
in elementary 
school and 
escalated. 

Years before 
2018 

Killing with tire 
iron 

Duck MSD Student 
Witness 14 

Witness recalled 
this as part of a 
monthly pattern 
of killing. 

Years before 
2018 

Jamming sticks 
into holes 

Rabbits Multiple Reports 
16 

Act of direct, 
hands-on 
torment. 

Years before 
2018 

Killing spree Toads, frogs Multiple Reports 
3 

Reportedly 
motivated by 
revenge after his 
dog died from a 
toad. 

Years before 
2018 

Inciting dog 
attack 

Neighbor's 
pot-bellied pigs 

Neighbor/PETA 
Report 18 

Intentionally 
sent his dog to 
attack another 
person's pets. 

Years before 
2018 

Facilitating dog 
attack 

Cat Neighbor 
Witness 14 

Held down a cat 
while dogs 
mauled it, 
causing injury. 

Middle/High 
School 

Killing for 
pleasure 

Frogs, lizards, 
squirrels 

MSD Student 
Witness 7 

Told a classmate 
he killed animals 
"for fun." 

Middle/High 
School 

Bringing 
carcasses to 
school 

Unspecified 
dead animals 

Bus-mate 
Witness 14 

Brought dead 
animals, 
sometimes 
decapitated, to 
show peers. 

Middle/High 
School 

Displaying 
photos of 
cruelty 

Decapitated cat MSD Student 
Witness 14 

Showed a fellow 
student a 
picture of a 



decapitated cat. 

Pre-2018 Posting cruelty 
on social media 

Frogs, 
chameleons, 
squirrels 

Multiple Reports 
10 

Posted 
photos/videos of 
dead and 
mutilated 
animals on 
Instagram and 
Snapchat. 

January 2018 Mutilating small 
animals 

Unspecified 
small animals 

FBI Tipster 15 A detailed tip to 
the FBI explicitly 
mentioned his 
mutilation of 
animals. 

 

3.2. Motivations and Public Display 

 

Cruz's animal cruelty was distinguished by its overtly public and performative nature. 
He did not attempt to hide his actions; on the contrary, he used them to project an 
image and elicit a reaction. This behavior suggests that his motivations went beyond 
simple sadism and were intertwined with his profound social deficiencies. 

He frequently bragged to his peers about the animals he had killed, and he told at 
least one classmate that he did it "for fun".7 This points toward a combination of 
sensation-seeking and a deep-seated lack of empathy, core traits often associated 
with severe conduct disorders.23 More significantly, he used his cruelty as a form of 
perverse social currency. He brought the carcasses of his victims, sometimes 
decapitated, onto the school bus and into the school itself to show other students, 
and was described as being "proud" of his kills.14 

He leveraged social media to broadcast his violence even more widely. He posted 
pictures and videos of dead and mutilated animals on platforms like Instagram and 
Snapchat, including images of a bloodied frog, a splattered chameleon, and squirrels 
he had killed.10 This public performance of power appears to be a maladaptive 
strategy to compensate for his social failures and feelings of powerlessness. 
Described by peers as an awkward outcast, Cruz could not achieve status through 
conventional social means.3 Therefore, his cruelty became a way to construct a new, 



fearsome identity. If he could not be popular, he could be notorious. 

This performative violence serves as a critical bridge between his private pathology 
and his public threats against humans. The act of posting a picture of a mutilated 
animal on Instagram is psychologically contiguous with the act of posting "Im going to 
be a professional school shooter" on YouTube. Both are public declarations of a 
violent identity, designed to shock and intimidate. In this context, his long history of 
animal cruelty was not just a precursor to his final act of violence; it was the rehearsal 
and the branding campaign for the catastrophic performance he had been planning. 
This pattern was so clear that a tipster explicitly warned the FBI about his "mutilating 
small animals" as part of a list of dangerous behaviors just one month before the 
shooting.15 

 

Section 4: The Link: From Animal Abuse to Interpersonal Violence 

 

The case of Nikolas Cruz is frequently invoked as a stark illustration of the 
criminological and psychological concept known as "The Link"—the well-documented 
correlation between cruelty to animals and violence toward humans. His extensive and 
public history of animal abuse, followed by a meticulously planned mass murder, 
appears to validate the theory that harming animals can be a significant predictor and 
rehearsal for interpersonal violence. However, a thorough analysis requires both an 
acknowledgment of how powerfully his case supports this hypothesis and a nuanced 
understanding of the theory's limitations as a universal predictor for all mass shooters. 

 

4.1. The "Violence Graduation" Hypothesis in Cruz's Case 

 

The "violence graduation" hypothesis, a core component of The Link, posits that 
individuals who commit acts of animal cruelty may become desensitized to suffering, 
allowing them to "graduate" to more severe forms of violence against human victims.22 
Harming animals can serve as a rehearsal, allowing the perpetrator to practice 
exerting dominance and control through aggression.24 Cruz’s history aligns almost 
perfectly with this model. His actions are often cited by law enforcement and 
advocacy groups as a textbook example of this progression.16 



Several specific aspects of his cruelty strengthen this connection. Research suggests 
that "up close and personal" methods of abuse—those involving direct physical 
contact—are more severe indicators of future violence than more remote actions like 
shooting from a distance.16 Cruz’s use of a tire iron to kill a duck and his jamming of 
sticks into rabbit holes fall squarely into this high-risk category.14 Furthermore, his 
stated motivation of killing for "fun" or excitement, rather than for any economic or 
practical reason, is a key diagnostic indicator of cruelty driven by pathological needs 
for thrill-seeking and power, which are strongly associated with aggression.7 

 

4.2. The FBI's Perspective on Animal Cruelty as a Predictor 

 

Federal law enforcement, particularly the FBI, has increasingly recognized animal 
cruelty as a serious "red flag" for future violence. The FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin 
has published articles detailing The Link, stating that animal abuse is a predictive or 
co-occurring crime with a range of violent offenses, including domestic violence, child 
abuse, sexual abuse, and homicide.26 The Bureau's analysis highlights that abusers 
often exploit the human-animal bond to terrorize and control human victims, and that 
animal cruelty is a better predictor of sexual abuse than a history of arson or weapons 
convictions.26 

This recognition was formalized in 2016 when the FBI began tracking incidents of 
animal cruelty in its National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) as a Group A 
offense, placing it in the same category as serious felonies like murder, arson, and 
assault.28 This policy change was driven by the understanding that data on animal 
cruelty could provide law enforcement with a vital tool for identifying individuals who 
pose a threat to human safety.28 The FBI's perspective is clear: "If somebody is 
harming an animal, there is a good chance they also are hurting a human".28 The fact 
that a detailed tip to the FBI about Cruz one month before the shooting specifically 
included his "mutilating small animals" underscores how this behavior was correctly 
identified by a layperson as part of a deeply alarming pattern, even if the agency 
failed to act on it.15 

 

4.3. A Critical Analysis of "The Link" in Mass Shootings 

 



While Cruz's case serves as a powerful validation of The Link, it is crucial to place it 
within a broader academic and statistical context. The public and media narrative 
following the Parkland shooting heavily emphasized the connection, often portraying 
it as an almost inevitable pathway from harming animals to harming people.16 
However, research into the specific crime of school shootings reveals a more complex 
picture. 

Multiple studies have found that a majority of school shooters do not have a 
documented history of animal cruelty.16 A landmark study conducted by the U.S. 
Secret Service and the Department of Education, which examined 37 school shooting 
incidents, found that only 5 of the attackers (approximately 13.5%) were known to 
have harmed animals.16 Another study of 15 school shootings found a history of animal 
cruelty in only 3 cases (20%).16 While some studies find higher rates (one reported 
50%), other risk factors such as depression, social isolation, being bullied, and a 
preoccupation with violent media and guns were found to be far more prevalent 
among perpetrators.16 

This presents a statistical paradox. Cruz is simultaneously an archetype of The Link 
and an outlier among school shooters in the sheer clarity, severity, and public nature 
of his animal cruelty. This does not invalidate the theory but rather refines its 
application. The lesson from the Cruz case is not that all school shooters abuse 
animals, but that when a history of animal cruelty is present—especially when it is 
frequent, hands-on, and performative—it must be treated as an exceptionally grave 
warning sign. Cruz's case demonstrates the diagnostic importance of The Link as a 
marker for a particularly dangerous pathology characterized by a profound lack of 
empathy and a need to exert power through violence. The failure was not in the 
theory itself, but in the failure of multiple systems to recognize and act upon one of 
the clearest and most well-understood behavioral predictors of violence when it was 
displayed so openly. 

 

Section 5: A Pattern of Systemic Failure: Missed Opportunities for 
Intervention 

 

The tragedy at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School was not merely the result of a 
single individual's pathological breakdown. It was also the culmination of a long and 
catastrophic series of systemic failures, where numerous opportunities for 



intervention were missed by the very institutions designed to protect the public. For 
years, Nikolas Cruz was a known quantity to school officials, law enforcement, and 
social service agencies. His escalating behavior was repeatedly observed and 
reported, yet a combination of bureaucratic inertia, poor communication, and flawed 
assessments allowed him to fall through the cracks. The story of these failures is one 
of a lack of integration and accountability, where no single entity took responsibility 
for aggregating the disparate warnings into the coherent and terrifying threat profile 
that it was. 

 

5.1. Failures in the Educational System 

 

Cruz was enmeshed in the Broward County Public Schools' special education system 
for most of his life, but the support he received was inconsistent and ultimately 
inadequate.6 A pivotal failure occurred in 2016 when he was transferred from Cross 
Creek, a specialized school for students with emotional and behavioral disorders, to 
the large, mainstream environment of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School.8 This 
move, which provided him with significantly less mental health support, was based on 
a flawed assessment that he was "making better choices" and had the potential to be 
a "model student".8 

His misbehavior, however, continued unabated at Stoneman Douglas.8 A critical 
turning point came after he turned 18. During a contentious meeting with school 
officials and his mother, it was recommended that he return to Cross Creek, where he 
had previously been more successful. As a legal adult, Cruz angrily rejected this 
placement, insisting on staying at Stoneman Douglas to graduate with his class.6 A 
special educator incorrectly informed him that to stay, he would have to give up all 
special education services. Cruz agreed, a decision that his known disabilities likely 
impaired him from making with rational judgment.6 Although the school district had 
the legal right to challenge his decision, it failed to do so.13 

Stripped of his support services, Cruz's academic performance and behavior 
deteriorated rapidly, leading to his eventual expulsion in early 2017.8 Following his 
expulsion, the school administration circulated an email warning teachers that he was 
a potential threat and was banned from campus with a backpack, but this internal 
warning was not effectively translated into an external alert to law enforcement or 
mental health agencies responsible for monitoring such threats in the community.6 



 

5.2. Law Enforcement and FBI Lapses 

 

The Broward Sheriff's Office (BSO) had extensive contact with Nikolas Cruz for years, 
responding to at least two dozen calls at his home for disturbances ranging from 
domestic disputes to property destruction.3 Despite this long history of volatile 
behavior, he was never arrested or subjected to a serious investigation that might 
have uncovered the full extent of his dangerousness.8 

More alarmingly, the BSO received multiple, specific tips about his potential for mass 
violence. 

●​ February 5, 2016: An anonymous caller reported that Cruz had posted a photo of 
himself with guns on Instagram and stated he "planned to shoot up the school." 
The BSO was aware he possessed knives and a BB gun and passed this 
information to the school resource officer, but no further significant action was 
taken.1 

●​ November 30, 2017: A caller from Massachusetts warned the BSO that Cruz was 
collecting guns and knives and could be a "school shooter in the making." The 
BSO deputy advised the caller to contact the Palm Beach Sheriff's Office, 
effectively deflecting responsibility.8 

The most catastrophic failures, however, occurred at the federal level. The Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) received two separate, explicit tips about Cruz's 
homicidal intentions, both of which were mishandled. 

1.​ September 25, 2017: A person reported a comment on his YouTube page from a 
user named "nikolas cruz" which stated, "Im going to be a professional school 
shooter." The FBI's field office in Mississippi opened a lead but closed it after 
concluding, incorrectly, that the poster's true identity could not be determined 
from the available information.2 

2.​ January 5, 2018: Just 40 days before the massacre, a person described as a 
close family friend called the FBI's Public Access Line and provided a wealth of 
detailed and actionable intelligence. The caller warned of Cruz's gun ownership, 
his "desire to kill people," his erratic behavior, his disturbing social media posts, 
his history of "mutilating small animals," and the explicit "potential of him 
conducting a school shooting".8 In a stunning breakdown of protocol, this 
information was never forwarded to the FBI's Miami Field Office for investigation.15 



 

5.3. Social Services and Mental Health System Gaps 

 

The social services system also had Cruz on its radar and failed to intervene 
effectively. In September 2016, the Florida Department of Children and Families (DCF) 
opened an investigation into Cruz after he posted videos on Snapchat showing him 
cutting his arms and stated his plan to buy a gun.1 The DCF report noted his existing 
diagnoses of depression, ADHD, and autism and called him a "vulnerable adult due to 
mental illness".1 

Despite these significant concerns, the investigators concluded in November 2016 
that Cruz's "final level of risk is low" and closed the case.1 This assessment was based 
in part on his clinician's statement that he was taking his medication and keeping 
appointments, and on the incorrect report that he did not own a gun.1 This conclusion 
proved to be tragically wrong. 

The core systemic failure in the case of Nikolas Cruz was not a lack of information, but 
a failure of integration. The school system, the BSO, the DCF, and the FBI each held a 
critical piece of the puzzle. The school knew of his profound behavioral issues; the 
BSO knew of his violence and threats; DCF knew of his self-harm and mental health 
status; and the FBI knew of his explicit homicidal intent. Yet these agencies operated 
in functional silos. No single entity was tasked with, or took the initiative to, aggregate 
these disparate streams of information into a unified, comprehensive threat 
assessment. Cruz, a person who was constantly on the radar of multiple authorities, 
was able to proceed on his path to violence because the very systems designed to 
stop him failed to communicate with one another. His case is a powerful argument for 
the necessity of multidisciplinary threat assessment teams mandated to share and act 
upon information across all institutional boundaries. 

 

Section 6: The Parkland Massacre and Its Aftermath 

 

The culmination of Nikolas Cruz's lifelong pathology and the systemic failures to 
intervene occurred on Valentine's Day 2018, in a meticulously executed act of mass 
violence that traumatized a community and reignited a fierce national debate. The 



attack on Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School stands as a tragic endpoint to the 
patterns of behavior analyzed in this report, and its aftermath uniquely reshaped the 
landscape of American activism and policy regarding gun violence. 

 

6.1. Summary of the Attack and Legal Proceedings 

 

On the afternoon of February 14, 2018, Nikolas Cruz, then 19 years old, arrived at the 
campus of his former high school armed with a legally purchased AR-15-style 
semi-automatic rifle.9 In a rampage that lasted approximately six minutes, he moved 
through the hallways and fired into classrooms, killing 17 people—14 students and 3 
staff members—and injuring 17 others.6 

After carrying out the attack, Cruz dropped his weapon and blended in with the 
panicked students who were fleeing the building.2 He was arrested by police without 
incident about an hour later in the nearby city of Coral Springs.9 

During his initial arraignment, Cruz confessed to the shooting.6 On October 20, 2021, 
he pleaded guilty to all 34 counts against him: 17 counts of first-degree murder and 17 
counts of attempted first-degree murder.9 The prosecution sought the death penalty. 
However, during the penalty phase of the trial, the jury did not reach the unanimous 
decision required by Florida law for a death sentence. Consequently, on November 2, 
2022, Nikolas Cruz was sentenced to 34 consecutive life sentences without the 
possibility of parole.6 He is currently incarcerated at Florida State Prison.6 

 

6.2. Social and Political Impact 

 

The Parkland shooting had a profound and lasting impact on American society and 
politics, largely due to the unprecedented response from the student survivors 
themselves. 

●​ Student-Led Activism: In the immediate aftermath of the tragedy, a group of 
articulate and determined student survivors from Stoneman Douglas founded the 
advocacy group Never Again MSD. Their goal was to lobby for stricter gun 
control legislation to prevent future mass shootings.9 This student-led 
organization quickly gained national prominence. They organized the​



March for Our Lives on March 24, 2018, a massive demonstration in Washington, 
D.C., with hundreds of coordinated sibling marches across the country and the 
world, making it one of the largest protests in American history.9 The movement 
was notable for its savvy use of social media to mobilize a generation of young 
people, maintain public pressure on lawmakers, and directly counter political 
opposition and conspiracy theories.34 

●​ Legislative Changes: The intense public pressure generated by the Never Again 
MSD movement led to tangible legislative action. In March 2018, the Florida 
Legislature passed the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School Public Safety Act. 
This bill included several significant gun control measures, such as raising the 
minimum age to purchase a rifle from 18 to 21, establishing a waiting period for 
firearm purchases, and creating a "red flag law" that allows law enforcement to 
temporarily confiscate firearms from individuals deemed a danger to themselves 
or others.9 

●​ Community Trauma and National Conversation: The shooting inflicted deep 
and lasting trauma on the Parkland community, with reports of increased rates of 
substance abuse, anxiety, depression, and PTSD among survivors and residents.36 
The tragedy also broadened the national conversation beyond gun control to 
include school safety measures, the adequacy of mental health services for 
youth, and the profound psychological toll of gun violence on an entire generation 
of American students.33 

The aftermath of the Parkland shooting was distinct from that of previous massacres. 
While earlier tragedies also sparked outrage, the debate was often dominated by 
politicians and established advocacy groups, and public attention tended to fade over 
time.36 The Parkland survivors, however, fundamentally changed this dynamic. By 
centering the voices of the direct victims, they created a new, powerful, and sustained 
political force. Their activism transformed the conversation from one 

about victims to one led by victims, giving the movement a moral authority and 
emotional resonance that was more difficult for opponents to dismiss and for the 
media to ignore. This youth-led constituency has had a measurable impact on voter 
behavior and continues to influence the ongoing debate over gun violence in the 
United States.35 

 

Section 7: Conclusion 



 

The case of Nikolas Cruz is a multidimensional tragedy born from a confluence of 
biological vulnerability, profound psychological disturbance, a clear pattern of 
escalating cruelty, and catastrophic systemic negligence. The analysis of his life 
reveals several critical conclusions that are essential for understanding the pathway to 
his violent acts and for informing future prevention efforts. 

First, the compounding nature of his risk factors cannot be overstated. A potential 
prenatal brain injury consistent with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders likely created a 
foundational deficit in impulse control, empathy, and executive function. This 
biological vulnerability was then severely exacerbated by developmental trauma, most 
notably the death of his adoptive father, and the chronic stress of navigating the 
world with significant social and emotional challenges. The final, acute crisis of his 
mother's death, which left him orphaned and homeless, removed the last vestiges of a 
support structure, precipitating his final descent into planned violence. 

Second, the diagnostic ambiguity in his case highlights the complex interplay between 
neurological impairment and personality disorder. While the defense's argument for 
FASD and the prosecution's argument for antisocial personality disorder were 
presented as mutually exclusive, a more nuanced view suggests they are 
interconnected. His brain damage created a vulnerability that, when combined with a 
lifetime of social rejection and trauma, fostered the development of profoundly 
antisocial traits, including a malevolent and hateful ideology. His case demonstrates 
that neurological and characterological pathologies can coexist and amplify one 
another. 

Third, his history of animal cruelty served as both a diagnostic marker and a 
behavioral rehearsal for human-directed violence. The public and performative nature 
of his abuse—bragging to peers, posting images online, and bringing carcasses to 
school—was a clear attempt to construct a powerful and fearsome identity to 
compensate for his social inadequacies. This behavior was a textbook example of 
"The Link," providing a clear, unambiguous, and tragically ignored warning of his 
capacity for violence. While not all mass shooters have this history, Cruz’s case 
validates the critical importance of treating any instance of performative animal 
cruelty as a grave indicator of potential danger. 

Finally, the massacre at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School was a preventable 
tragedy. It was not a lack of information but a failure of institutional integration and 
accountability that allowed Cruz to proceed with his attack. The school system, local 



law enforcement, social services, and the FBI each possessed vital information that, if 
aggregated and acted upon, would have painted a clear portrait of an imminent 
threat. The "silo effect" that kept these agencies from communicating effectively 
represents the ultimate failure in this case. The legacy of Nikolas Cruz is therefore 
twofold: it is a testament to the devastating consequences of untreated, multifaceted 
pathology, and it is a powerful indictment of the systemic breakdowns that fail to 
protect communities from individuals who are so clearly on a path to violence. 
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