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None of these mass murderers were typical terrorists, and each of these incidents caused a media frenzy. Headlines 
such as “The School Violence Crisis” and “School Crime Epidemic” were plastered across national newspapers and 
weekly news journals. Unfortunately, the media plays a large role in how we perceive both problems and solutions. In 
fact, 95% of Americans say that mass media sources such as television and newspapers are their main source of infor-
mation on crime and violence (Surrette, 1998). What are your perceptions of violence committed by youth, and how 
did you acquire them? What do you believe are the causes of youth violence? Many factors have been blamed for youth 
violence in American society, including the easy availability of guns, the lack of guns in classrooms for protection, the 
use of weapons in movies and television, the moral decay of our nation, poor parenting, unaware teachers, school and 
class size, racial prejudice, teenage alienation, the Internet and the World Wide Web, anti-Semitism, and rap and rock 
music, and the list goes on.

You probably have your own ideas about the factors related to violence in general and youth violence in particular. 
However, these beliefs may not always be supported by empirical research. In fact, the factors often touted by politi-
cians and the media to be related to violence are not always supported by empirical evidence. In the rest of this chapter, 
you will learn how the methods of social science research go beyond stories in the popular media to help us answer 
questions such as “What are the causes of youth violence?” By the chapter’s end, you should understand how scien-
tific methods used in criminal justice and criminology can help us understand and answer research questions in this 
discipline.
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Case Study
Why Do Kids Kill?

The story of just one murderous youth raises many questions. Take a few minutes to read each of the following ques-
tions and jot down your answers. Don’t overthink or worry too much about the questions. This is not a test; there are no 
wrong answers.

•	 How would you describe Eric Harris?

•	 Why do you think Eric Harris wanted to kill other students?

•	 Was Eric Harris typical of other teenage murderers?

•	 How have you learned about youth violence?

Now let us consider the possible answers to one of these questions. The information about Eric Harris is somewhat 
inconsistent (Duggan, Shear, & Fisher, 1999). He was the 18-year-old son of white, middle-class professionals. He had 
an older brother who attended the University of Colorado. Harris apparently thought of himself as a white supremacist, 
but he also loved music by antiracist rock bands. On his webpage, he quoted from KMFDM, a German rock band whose 
song “Waste” includes these lyrics: “What I don’t say I don’t do. What I don’t do I don’t like. What I don’t like I waste.” 
Online, Harris referred to himself as “Darkness.”

Do you have enough information now to understand why Eric went on a shooting rampage in his school?
A year before the shootings at Columbine High School, Harris was arrested on a felony count of breaking into a car. 

A juvenile court put him on probation, required him to perform community service and take criminal justice classes, 
and sent him to a school counseling program. He was described by one of his probation officers as a “very bright young 
man who is likely to succeed in life.”

Now can you construct an adequate description of Eric Harris? Can you explain the reason for his murderous ram-
page? Or do you feel you need to know more about him, about his friends and the family in which he grew up? And 


