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Florida Shooter:
When Social
Media Foretells a
Mass Shooting
Disturbing social-media posts
apparently made by school shooter
rekindle debate about tech
companies’ responsibilities to
detect threats

A YouTube user by the name of ‘nikolas cruz’ left
a comment on a Mississippi bail bondsman’s
video blog last year. Above, a screengrab of the
comment. PHOTO: YOUTUBE

By Georgia Wells and
Sarah E. Needleman
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Disturbing social-media posts
apparently made by Nikolas Cruz
before a deadly shooting spree have
rekindled questions about what
responsibilities and capabilities
technology companies and lawenforcement authorities have for
detecting threats among the billions of
words, images and videos online.
Mr. Cruz on Thursday admitted to
gunning down 17 people the day before
at a Florida high school.
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Months earlier, a user by the name of
“nikolas cruz” posted images on
Instagram of guns, bullets and a dead
frog. Separately, a user by the name of
“nikolas cruz” posted a comment on a
YouTube video, saying: “Im going to be
a professional school shooter.”

The Federal Bureau of Investigation
said Friday it mistakenly didn’t
investigate a credible and specific tip
about the teenager.
Broward County Sheriﬀ Scott Israel,
who is investigating the Parkland, Fla.,
killings, called attention to the posts
Thursday, describing them as “very,
very disturbing.”
At a news conference, the sheriﬀ
suggested the shooter had mentalhealth issues, and he called on
lawmakers to give police greater
power to detain those who make
threats on social media and have them
examined.
YouTube, part of Alphabet Inc.’s
Google unit, as well as Facebook Inc.
and other social-media companies
have been criticized in recent years
over their responses to damaging
content on their platforms, ranging
from violent live videos to harassment
of users to allegations of Russian
meddling in the U.S. presidential
election.
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Students and teachers
were evacuated after
two gunmen went on a shooting rampage in

The companies have taken steps to
curb such activity, hiring more
workers as monitors and deploying
more aggressive software that leans
on artificial intelligence to identify and
remove violent content, robot
accounts and hateful speech.
YouTube recently said it is ordering
workers to review thousands of hours
of its most popular content to screen
for objectionable material. It still relies
on algorithms and users to flag content
for most of the hundreds of hours of
material uploaded every minute.
Google has said it continuously tweaks
its algorithms for displaying search
results to bar fake or objectionable
information, with people evaluating
the quality of those tweaks.

How the Florida School Shooting
Unfolded
Nikolas Cruz, the 19-year-old former student of
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School arrested
for killing at least 17 students, has admitted to
being the gunman, according to court records. We
look back over the events that unfolded during
the deadliest school shooting since Sandy Hook
in 2012. Photo: Zuma Press

The social-media posts made under
the name Nikolas Cruz show the
depths of the challenges companies
and authorities face in policing what
amounts to a drop of water in a digital
ocean.
Social networks are overflowing with
heated rhetoric, often making it
diﬃcult to separate tense debates from
actual threats. Disturbing images like
those found on the Instagram account
are a significant test. Many aren’t
illegal in and of themselves—however
sinister they might appear in
hindsight.
Social-media companies face
additional challenges in dealing with
apparent manipulation of their
platforms during times of unrest.

Deadly Legacy
Number of fatalities in some of the deadliest
mass shootings in the U.S.
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The Alliance for Securing Democracy, a
self-described bipartisan group that
tracks Russian online disinformation
campaigns, said its dashboard saw an
increase in shooting-related hashtags
on Twitter Inc. from Russian bots in
the wake of Wednesday’s killings.
“There has also been a strong focus on
the gun-control debate,” said Bret
Schafer, an analyst at the Alliance.
Twitter couldn’t immediately be
reached for comment.

Some observers believe technology
companies need to do more to ensure
threats of violence are detected.
“If you can design a social-media
platform, then you can design the
means to monitor the content of that
platform,” said Reid Meloy, a forensic
psychologist and consultant to the FBI.
“This is not only conceivable but
doable.”
It isn’t clear whether YouTube alerted
authorities to the alarming comment
made by the user “nikolas cruz” on its
platform. The company didn’t respond
to a request for comment.
There are no federal laws requiring
social-media companies to alert
authorities or take any other action in
response to threats of violence posted
on their platforms, said James Speta, a
professor of law at Northwestern
University in Chicago. They are
required, however, to report instances
of child pornography.
YouTube has a mechanism allowing
users to flag comments they think are
abusive. Ben Bennight, a 36-year-old
bail bondsman in Mississippi, said he
reported the comment by “nikolas
cruz” as spam months ago after it
appeared on one of his videos. The
comment was removed from YouTube.
Mr. Bennight said he also contacted
the FBI.

Facebook on Thursday said it removed
the Instagram and Facebook pages
belonging to Mr. Cruz after the
shooting. Images of people displaying
firearms, for example, don’t violate
Facebook’s policies, the company said.
Social-media companies frequently
flag to law enforcement items they
suspect indicate a specific threat,
according to a person familiar with
how social-media companies handle
suspicious content. Law-enforcement
agencies monitor social-media posts,
subpoenaing companies for more
information as needed, this person
said.
Dr. Meloy believes social-media
companies should be responsible for
monitoring their content and
reporting any imminent threats of
murder—even oblique threats such as
“don’t go to school tomorrow, watch
the news.”
Such information sharing is critical to
monitoring threats because people
who intend to commit mass murder
often communicate their plans in
advance, said Dr. Meloy, who said he
isn’t assisting the FBI on the school
shooting.
In the past, these individuals would
tell a friend or a relative; today, such
communication “is more often than
not appearing in social media,” he
said.

—Deepa Seetharaman contributed to
this article.
Write to Georgia Wells at
Georgia.Wells@wsj.com and Sarah E.
Needleman at
sarah.needleman@wsj.com
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