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The United States is in the midst of a growing epidemic of mass-shootings. 2021, the most recent year in which data is 
available, saw 692 mass shootings, leading to the deaths of 701 people and the wounding of an additional 2,841. (Don-
nelly, et. al. 2023). Thus, it is more important than ever for law enforcement to recognize the warning signs and act early 
to prevent tragedy. The connection between childhood animal cruelty (CAC) and adult violent and antisocial behavior, 
including mass shootings, is well documented. For instance, 43% of school shooters committed animal cruelty before 
their massacres. (Arluke & Madfis 2014). This paper attempts to provide a comprehensive overview of the existing litera-
ture on this link. 


BACKGROUND 
Not every child who commits animal cruelty becomes a killer, but most serial killers abused animals as children. (Cole-
man 2023). 


Animal abuse is the most reliable indicator of violent behavior in adulthood. (Lini & Bidaisee 2023). In one study of 257 
inmates, the only statistically significant predictor of recurrent adult interpersonal violence was childhood animal cruelty. 
(Trentham, et. al. 2018).


RESULTS 
General findings: Offenders with a history of animal cruelty were more likely to be young and white, less likely to die at 
the scene of the crime, and more likely to kill and/or wound a large number of people. (Arluke, et. al. 2018)


PSYCHOLOGY: Externalizing disorders, Lower empathy


ENVIRONMENT: Adverse childhood experiences, Witnessing violence, especially cruelty to animals


RECURRENCE: Emphasize that this the the most important predictor


OTHER FACTORS: The single most salient predictor of adult interpersonal violence is childhood animal abuse commit-
ted for fun. (Hensley & Tallichet 2008).  The cruelty inflicted on animals by children who go on to become school shooters 
is almost always inflicted in an up-close manner on commonly anthropomorphized species such as dogs and cats. (Ar-
luke & Madfis 2014). 


RECOMMENDATIONS: Better screening practices, Early intervention

Not all animal cruelty is equal, and there are certain qualities the crime can have that act as much stronger predictors of 
future violent behavior. Creating an “enhanced animal cruelty” felony which focuses on these kinds of abuse (the inten-
tional killing of a companion or service animal through up-close means including, but not limited to, bludgeoning, stran-
gling, and mutilating) would help distinguish offenders at greater risk of future interpersonal violence, allowing for more 
serious consequences and a higher likelihood of psychiatric intervention. (Coleman 2023).
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CLAUDINE WILKINS, ESQ. 
Claudine is a former prosecutor who became a personal injury trial attorney in 1999. She began her career as a prosecu-
tor at a time when animal-related cases were not given credence. After witnessing animal cases consistently “falling 
through the cracks,” she began to take on and successfully prosecute these cases. She went on to found the Animal 
Law Source, Georgia Humane Society, and the Animal Protection and Wellness Expo (APAW). Claudine has been instru-
mental in drafting twelve Georgia state laws related to animals and public safety and has published over a thousand ALS 
Toolkits© providing comprehensive overviews of animal law topics. Over the last three decades, Claudine has shaped 
the way our justice system responds to animal-related cases. Through her work, better laws are on the books, crucial 
information is accessible online, and victims (both animal and human) have found justice.


For more information go to www.animallawsource.org. Your number one source for Animal Laws.  
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