


just as deadly

You’ve heard of Ted Bundy and John Wayne Gacy. But have you heard of Amy 
Archer-Gilligan? Or Belle Gunness? Or Nannie Doss?

Women have committed some of the most disturbing serial killings ever seen 
in the United States. Yet scientific inquiry, criminal profiling, and public interest 
have focused more on their better-known male counterparts. As a result, female 
serial killers have been misunderstood, overlooked, and underestimated. In this 
riveting account, Dr. Marissa A. Harrison draws on original scientific research, 
various psychological perspectives, and richly detailed case studies to illumi-
nate the stark differences between female and male serial killers’ backgrounds, 
motives, and crimes. She also emphasizes the countless victims of this grisly phe-
nomenon to capture the complexity and tragedy of serial murder. Meticulously 
weaving data-based evidence and insight with intimate storytelling, Just as Deadly 
reveals how and why these women murder – and why they often get away with it.

Dr. Marissa A. Harrison is a research psychologist, author, and associate profes-
sor at Penn State Harrisburg. Her studies on serial murder and human sexuality 
have been covered in popular media such as The Washington Post, The New Yorker, 
and Time.
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Preface

Late one night in 2015, I received an email from Sarah Kaplan, a reporter 
writing for The Washington Post. She had written around 11:00 p.m. ask-
ing if we could connect before 4:00 a.m. the next morning. She had read 
an academic paper about female serial killers in the United States that I 
had recently published in The Journal of Forensic Psychiatry and Psychology, 
and she wanted to talk about my findings.

As a professor just doing her job, I was surprised, but grateful some-
one had actually read my research. And I was still awake, so I emailed her 
back around 2:00 a.m., ready to talk even at that late hour. My phone rang 
instantly. When I answered, I believe I said something to the effect of, 
“Wow, it really is you . . .” Reading the impactful journalism that resulted 
from our conversation was one of the first times I realized just how much 
interest there is in the topic of serial murder.1 Then, a few months later, 
I did an interview with journalist Emily Anthes that appeared in her New 
Yorker piece, “Lady Killers.”2 That’s when I really knew how eager people 
are to learn about the who, what, why, where, and how of serial murder.

I did not set out in my career to study murder or serial murder, per 
se. Academic psychologists and psychology students are interested in 
exploring the many facets of human behavior and mental processes, 
and I am an evolutionary psychologist with a degree in biopsychology 
(now frequently called “behavioral neuroscience”). My research has typ-
ically focused on male-female differences in sexual psychology that stem 
from the vast differences in reproductive biology. My research interests 
have included attraction, kissing, and declaring love. When I started in 
this field, I did not foresee a path of research geared at understand-
ing women who perpetrate cruel and barbaric murders of innocent  
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people – killers whom researchers have called “sadistic human beings 
devoid of empathy, morality or conscience.”3

So, how did I end up pursuing this line of study? Years ago, my friend, 
colleague, and licensed psychologist Tom Bowers of Penn State Harris-
burg was studying mass murder with his clinical research team. Since all 
behaviors and mental processes can be viewed through an evolutionary 
psychological lens, I partnered with him (i.e., invited myself into the pro-
ject because it was so interesting) to collect data and analyze reported 
triggers for mass murder. We found that almost all mass murders in 
our sample were perpetrated by men triggered by a status threat.4 Men 
went on a murderous rampage because of job loss, economic loss, and 
being bullied. Read from an evolutionary standpoint, this makes sense. 
A threat to – or loss of – status would have had profound reproductive 
consequences for males in our ancestral environment (i.e., over millions 
of years of human evolution). We are not, of course, saying that people 
evolved to kill large numbers of helpless victims. Rather, we attempted 
to explain the evolved psychological forces that may have played a part 
in creating such unbridled rage with such tragic results.

At the time, I had a student named Erin Murphy taking several psy-
chology courses with me. She was, as I recall, both a criminal justice and 
a psychology major. Since she knew I was on a team studying murder, she 
approached me and asked if I would do an independent study with her 
on serial murder. I said “okay!” with no hesitation.

The topic was immediately interesting, and Erin, a top student who 
demonstrated diligence and commitment, was the first to tell me about 
the paucity of research on female serial killers. When I investigated the 
topic myself, I corroborated her conclusion. With Tom and Erin’s help, 
I designed a project to collect data about female serial killers who com-
mitted their crimes in the United States. Because of the marked lack 
of empirical (original) research on the topic, we attempted to fill in 
knowledge gaps by collecting broad data on demographics, background 
experiences, crimes, motives, and victims. Moreover, we attempted to 
examine mental health issues, which had been largely ignored in pre-
vious female serial murder literature. Because I am not a clinical psy-
chologist, I brought two additional people on board to help interpret 
and present the mental health issues we found reported in female serial 
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killers: a fantastic M.A. clinical psychology student, Lavina Ho (now a 
Ph.D. student who will likely graduate by the time of press), and Claire 
Flaherty, a clinician and licensed psychologist from the Penn State Her-
shey College of Medicine.

A testament to people’s interest in serial killers, it was striking how 
detailed Erin’s fellow psychology students wanted her reports to be when 
updating our undergraduate research class about her findings. Because 
this was a general, nomothetic endeavor, we were aiming to document 
aggregate data and present averages and frequencies. Still, my bright, 
dedicated, and very curious students wanted to hear all the details, as 
horrific and disturbing as they were. I recall Erin vividly presenting mur-
der cases with methods ranging from poisoning to fire, and about vic-
tims ranging from infants to the elderly. The listeners hung on every 
word and asked for more, at times even prompting Erin to ask, “Are you 
sure?” In one instance, when the students pressed for more informa-
tion, Erin described burning bodies. The students recoiled and literally 
yelped in horror. One said, “I can’t unhear that!” And yet they always 
asked for more.

Why is this topic so interesting? It occurred to me that, viewing inter-
est in murder through an evolutionary lens, it is perhaps adaptive – con-
ducive to survival and thus reproduction – to attend to, learn about, and 
understand damaging and deadly behavior so you yourself can avoid it. 
What is interesting to us outright (in evolutionary terms, our proximate 
motivation) might be serving an unconscious, evolved survival mecha-
nism (our ultimate motivation). Psychologists have studied this phenom-
enon, called morbid curiosity,5 noting humans’ strong tendency to attune 
to negative and even disastrous events. Subsequent to my work with Erin, 
I worked with M.A. clinical psychology student Erika Frederick (who has 
since graduated), studying morbid curiosity in relation to interest in 
serial murder so that we could better understand this phenomenon.6 
As a result, in addition to talking about serial murderer psychology, this 
book talks about the psychology of interest in serial murder.

It remains puzzling why there is a decided lack of research, particu-
larly empirical endeavors, regarding female serial killers – a point I stress 
throughout this book. Perhaps this trend reflects the fact that serial mur-
der itself is rare. Although a challenging task, Garry Rodgers, a retired 
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forensic coroner and homicide investigator, estimated the probability of 
being murdered by a serial killer in North America as .0004%.7 Rodgers 
emphasized that you would have a better chance of winning the lottery 
than encountering someone like Ted Bundy. Moreover, among serial 
murderers, only about one in six are female, mirroring overall homicide 
trends.8 Going from this, we can estimate you have about a .000067% 
chance of being the victim of a female serial killer.

Yet, as of this writing, fewer than one in six legitimate research papers 
and books on serial murder are about female serial killers. Almost all 
research investigates male serial killing. While there are far more male 
serial killers documented, the scientific examination of female serial kill-
ers is still disproportionately less frequent. I cannot with certainty explain 
why this is, although I discuss several reasons why it might be, including a 
societal perception that women ought to be nurturing and are therefore 
incapable of such heinous crimes. Indeed, I will bet that you have heard 
of Ted Bundy and Richard Ramirez, and that you can even recount at 
least some of the nature and circumstances of their crimes.

But have you heard of Amy Archer-Gilligan?

§

Amy Archer-Gilligan was a serial killer. She was lauded for opening and 
running what can be considered one of the first nursing homes in the 
United States. Most patients who chose to live in her facility in Connecti-
cut were elderly men who, in exchange for lifetime care, paid a lump 
sum of money or a weekly fee. On May 8, 1916, Archer-Gilligan was 
arrested. The following day, the Hartford Courant, a renowned Connecti-
cut newspaper, ran the front-page story: “Police Believe Archer Home 
for Aged a Murder Factory.”9

It was the keen investigative work of Hartford Courant journalist Aubrey 
Maddock that brought Archer-Gilligan’s crimes to light. Maddock was 
the first to uncover the statistical improbability of so many deaths occur-
ring under Archer-Gilligan’s care – 64 since the home had opened, and 
48 occurring between 1907 amd 1916. These were exceedingly high  
numbers considering the home’s limited capacity.10 Knowing that ar senic  
had been found in the exhumed bodies of victims, Maddock traced  
Archer-Gilligan’s purchases. Arsenic poisoning creates widespread organ 
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failure and is a painful, gruesome way to die, and Maddock discovered 
that Archer-Gilligan had bought a large amount of arsenic from Mason’s 
Drug Store in Windsor, Connecticut, just before each death.11 She had 
also bought a lot of morphine, which I will talk about later. Maddock 
brought his findings to the police, resulting in her arrest.12

It was estimated Amy Archer-Gilligan killed at least 20 elderly and 
infirm people. Moreover, she had somehow gotten named as the benefi-
ciary of their life insurance and other resources. Investigators also found 
that she had obtained loans from victims right before they died, and that 
she had suspiciously withdrawn money from their bank accounts. Her 
victims included some who had died shortly after paying a substantial 
boarding fee for long-term care in her home.

Due to legal entanglements involved with presenting all the evidence, 
the prosecution decided to try Archer-Gilligan for the murder of Frank-
lin Andrews only. In court, she defended herself, saying, “Of course a 
large number of the inmates died. Most of them were old and feeble 
when they came under my care.”13 But her logic did not hold, consider-
ing the evidence: the statistical improbability of so many people dying in 
such a short time in her care; her purchase of a large amount of arsenic; 
the fact that arsenic was found in the victims’ remains; and the fact that 
she benefited from their deaths. On July 14, 1917, she was convicted on 
one count of first-degree murder and sentenced to death.14 Wearing a 
black dress and a mourning veil, she sunk into her chair and wept as she 
heard the sentence. As she was led out of the courthouse, she reportedly 
clung to her daughter, moaning “Oh, Mary, my darling child!” over and 
over between convulsive sobs.15

On appeal, Archer-Gilligan was awarded a new trial due to errors 
made in the first. This time, in July 1919, she pleaded guilty and the sen-
tence was changed to life in prison.16 In 1924, she was declared insane 
and was committed to the State Hospital at Middletown, Connecticut, 
where she remained for the rest of her life.17 Archer-Gilligan died of old 
age at Connecticut Valley Hospital on April 23, 1962, at about age 91, 
but her murderous deeds were memorialized forever in the popular play 
Arsenic and Old Lace.18

In a story about Amy Archer-Gilligan, in 1919, The Daily Arkansas 
Gazette asked, “Do women commit cold-blooded murder? Do women kill, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.001


xiv

PrefaCe

as countless men in every age and clime have killed . . . with calm pre-
meditation?” The Gazette added, “It can be demonstrated by mere adduc-
tion of fact that women kill just as men kill, or as other animals, male 
and female, kill.”19 This statement from more than 100 years ago speaks 
precisely to the purpose of this book.

§

Throughout the following chapters, I infuse case studies of female serial 
killers to illustrate themes such as background factors, victim character-
istics, and mental health. I also include a few case studies of male serial 
killers to illustrate discussion points. For the cases I highlight, I have 
assembled the facts myself from publicly available, original sources. For 
some, I report directly what clinicians or criminologists have stated, with 
appropriate attribution. From my interactions with students, colleagues, 
and general audiences, I understand they expect these details when read-
ing or hearing about serial killings. Hearing a name, the details of the 
crime, who the victims were and how they died, and conjecturing on an 
individual’s murderous motives all hammer home the terrifying reality.

Yet I would be remiss if I did not emphasize that, in psychological 
research, we who engage in nomothetic research (i.e., studying large 
samples of people to create generalized understanding) have an ethical 
imperative, and make great efforts, to protect the identity of participants.20 
In my research papers, for example, even though we have analyzed infor-
mation available to the public, I do not provide the names of serial killers 
whose data we used to create our reports. However, we do our best in 
every project to describe our exact methodology so the results can be 
replicated if desired. Stated another way, if you replicate our methods you 
are going to find the same cases we did to include in your own research.

Furthermore, giving the name of a killer might reinforce the notori-
ety they may have sought through their crimes. As information-age 
scholar David Brin said in his appeal to the media, “Killers want notori-
ety. Let’s not give it to them.”21 Nonetheless, I validate that, for plausible 
psychological reasons I describe later, many readers genuinely wish to 
hear real-world case studies of serial murderers and their victims, not 
just statistics. Accordingly, I offer the disclaimer that the cases presented 
in this book may or may not have been included in our collective data.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.001


xv

PrefaCe

This book is a science-based endeavor reporting on female serial 
killer psychology and crimes. For case studies, I always consulted pri-
mary sources and have provided links to them in notes. I gathered the 
information presented herein from various valid, reputable sources 
accessible via the internet, such as the Associated Press, newspaper 
archives, national and local news websites, historical societies, court doc-
uments, censuses, and marriage and death records. Where I describe 
previous research derived from academic sources or data-based or 
 reference-based books in the field, I provide abbreviated notes; there is 
a References section at the back of the book, complete with academic 
source information.

At no point in the research or writing of this book did I draw from 
other college’s databases, internet blogs, student projects, or opinion or 
nonprofessional posts. Unfortunately, in my many years of serial murder 
research, I have encountered too many books and blogs that provide no 
sources for their information. Similarly, some pieces appearing in popu-
lar blogs have taken data from my own work and presented it as their own 
or misattributed my findings to others. The information in this book is 
derived from empirical data, and the findings have been published in 
reputable, peer-reviewed scientific journals. To use someone else’s data 
without citing them is not good science or form. To present cases with-
out citations is just storytelling and may perpetuate myths. This book is 
based on science. We psychological scientists are empirical and practical, 
and we take critical care to attribute findings accurately to others.

The information provided in this book, unless otherwise specified, 
is about female serial killers who committed their crimes in the United 
States. It is possible that these descriptions do not apply to women who 
committed serial murder outside the USA, but, in a contemporary sam-
ple, I believe that one would find similar demographics, means, motives, 
and victims outside this country. This is an empirical question. To 
understand the topic more fully and accurately, future endeavors should 
explore female-perpetrated serial murder in other Westernized and 
non-WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) 
cultures.22

As you will find in the pages to come, I do not interview, otherwise 
interact with, or diagnose those with psychological conditions or those 
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who have committed crimes. Serial murder is rare, and gaining access to 
interview serial murderers is exceedingly difficult. So I am quite happy to 
have been a data wrangler for well over 20 years. Moreover, I am a science 
writer, and more than 20 years ago I had to scrap any ambitions of craft-
ing artful articulations in my writing endeavors. I do not purport to write 
in an eloquent style like the gifted Stephen King or Nancy Gibbs (a shout-
out to two of my favorite writers). You will not get details about a dark 
and stormy night where the merciless butcher (insert dramaturgy here). 
I report just the facts. The reader’s imagination can take it from there.

In all my years of exploring this disturbing topic, however, I have never 
become desensitized to the sheer awfulness of planned murder. Rather, I 
have become more sensitized. Reading about and studying these crimes 
is jarring. The murder of anyone is horrible; these crimes usually involve 
the deaths of people who are very young, very old, or helpless. These 
victims suffered horribly and unnecessarily. Documenting these crimes 
can take a toll on any author. After I wrote the description of violent 
serial killer Dana Sue Gray’s crimes and elderly victims for this book, 
I had to take the remainder of the day off. The same thing happened 
when I wrote about baby Chelsea McClellan, who was killed by serial 
killer Genene Jones and whose mother Petti McClellan-Wiese became a 
fierce advocate for murder victims. The murdering women whose stories 
appear in this book often brutally killed people who trusted them, with 
many victims incapable of fighting back.

The most common motive of female serial killers is monetary gain. 
What is the price of a life? According to Amy Archer-Gilligan in the early 
1900s, the price of a life was a few thousand dollars in boarding fees or 
insurance money. Apparently, she deemed that it was worth poisoning 
older, often lonely people with arsenic.23 Arsenic poisoning is cruel. It 
causes pernicious vomiting, severe diarrhea, kidney failure, encephalop-
athy (disease of the brain), multisystem failure, and death.24 Her victims 
suffered before they died. That is not something one can get used to 
reading or writing about.

In the pages that follow, I stress that female serial killers are among 
us and can murder as many victims and just as cruelly as any male serial 
killer. I extend the caveat that the information herein is disturbing, 
but I endeavor to guess the reader is well aware of that fact. I present 
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descriptive information on female serial killers, a comparison of the 
crimes of female and male serial killers, and my take, from an evo-
lutionary point of view, on why people might find this phenomenon 
so fascinating. I also cover traumagenic and other psychological per-
spectives where I derived them from evidence-based literature. If we 
document incidents, patterns, antecedents, and consequences of serial 
murder and view the phenomenon through various psychological 
lenses, we increase the chance of prevention, or at least early detection.

We do not yet understand serial murder fully. But we do understand 
for a fact that women can be just as deadly as men.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.001


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.001


You’re the monster no one sees coming.
– US District Judge Thomas Kleeh to  

Reta Mays, convicted serial killer and former  
nursing assistant, at her sentencing for  

murdering seven elderly veterans in her care.1
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: What Is a Serial Killer?

§

Kristen H. Gilbert is a serial killer. She was convicted of the first-degree 
murder of three disabled patients at the US Department of Veterans 
Affairs hospital in Massachusetts, where she worked as a nurse in the 
1990s. She was also convicted of second-degree murder, having killed a 
fourth patient, and the attempted murder of two other patients. Gilbert 
is further suspected of killing, or trying to kill, other vulnerable people 
who were under her skilled care. In fact, so many patients died while 
Gilbert was on duty that her colleagues called her an “Angel of Death.”1

Death was apparently not Gilbert’s sole endgame. As The Boston Globe 
pointedly noted, “She liked to play the star.” She “liked the thrill of med-
ical emergencies” and “reveled in the excitement of emergency calls.”2 
Gilbert also wanted to impress VA police officer Jim Perrault, with whom 
she had a relationship and said she was in love, by showing off her skilled 
medical heroics.3

Sources say Gilbert thrived on the excitement and medical challenge 
of treating a patient coding in a cardiopulmonary emergency. This 
explains her murder weapon of choice: epinephrine. Epinephrine is 
synthetic adrenaline that causes extreme tachycardia (accelerated heart-
beat). To induce cardiac arrest, Gilbert, by all accounts a very skilled 
nurse, injected patients’ intravenous lines with the drug epinephrine. 
According to Assistant US Attorney William Welch, “She caused patients 
to die because of the adulation she would get from coworkers . . . and 
her own personal thrill and gratification from saving individuals she put 
in distress.”4
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But, according to investigators, these were not her only motivations. 
One night in 1996, Gilbert reportedly asked her supervisor if she could 
leave early if her patient died. She was meeting up with boyfriend Jim. 
This patient was 41-year-old Kenneth Cutting, a blind, disabled veteran 
with multiple sclerosis who had no known heart issues. She proceeded 
to kill Cutting, a husband and a father, so she could leave early. This 
victim died of a heart attack – his tragic, early departure from this world 
occurring less than an hour after Gilbert requested an early departure 
from work for her romantic interlude.5

Gilbert’s colleagues became increasingly suspicious and finally 
alerted authorities after a patient receiving a simple antibiotic treatment 
reported feeling nauseous and that he had a burning sensation after Gil-
bert flushed his IV line.6 An investigation ensued, in which all 37 deaths 
that took place from 1995 to 1996 during Gilbert’s shifts in Ward C were 
examined. When Gilbert was interviewed in March 1996, healthcare 
inspectors asked her, frankly, “Why are you the first one finding patients 
in distress?” She told them she had keen medical intuition.7

1.1 Kristen Gilbert in an undated photo. (Photo from Getty Images)
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During the time of the investigation, Kristen Gilbert left work with 
a shoulder injury and began collecting workers’ compensation. In her 
absence, the death rate on the evening shift markedly decreased. As the 
investigation progressed, she apparently grew desperate, making harass-
ing phone calls to the VA hospital and fighting with her boyfriend, Jim 
Perrault. She even accused Perrault of being complicit in the investiga-
tion and kicked him in the testicles. Then, in October 1996, seemingly 
to derail the investigation, Gilbert called in bomb threats to the Veter-
ans Affairs Medical Center. She was arrested for the threats and, two 
years later, sentenced to 15 months in prison for making them.8 Yet her 
demeanor was not consistent. Even when she was identified as a murder 
suspect, Gilbert was not distressed by the seriousness of the allegations, 
according to her neighbor. Rather, she hoped that all pictures of her 
in the press were flattering and that Bridget Fonda would play her in a 
movie about her life.

Meanwhile, investigators exhumed the bodies of victims and found 
evidence of epinephrine. Furthermore, they found 85 doses of epi-
nephrine unaccounted for in the VA Medical Center.9 Overall, they 
determined that there was a one in 100 million probability of so many 
deaths occurring with Gilbert present.10 In May 1999, she was arrested 
for  murder.11

At trial, Gilbert pleaded not guilty, but the evidence was over-
whelming. Fellow nurses testified that she was the first on the scene 
to the deaths and that they often found broken, empty bottles of epi-
nephrine at the scene. The jury heard one survivor’s account that 
 Gilbert “put something in my arm” before his heart rate increased to 
300 BPM and he passed out. Patient Angelo Vella died before trial, so 
his daughter testified that he had said he thought his heart was “going 
to explode.”12 As the US Attorney said, “The depth and cruelty of her 
evil had no natural boundary.” Gilbert was, he added, “a cold-blooded 
serial killer.”13

On March 14, 2001, Kristen Gilbert was convicted of murder and sev-
eral other charges.14 Since she committed crimes on federal property, 
prosecutors sought the death penalty as punishment, but in consider-
ation of Gilbert’s own children, jurors decided she should spend life 
in prison instead.15 Gilbert received four life sentences for her crimes. 
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Ironically, however, had Gilbert received a death sentence, she would 
have been executed the same way she executed helpless, disabled vet-
erans – by lethal injection.16 Reflecting on the case just a few days after 
Gilbert’s conviction, law professor David Rossman captured the horror 
of her crimes: “These good men . . . vulnerable men, there to be healed, 
all dead. What could be more frightening? More evil?”17

§

What is a serial killer? If you read five sources, you might get five dif-
ferent answers to this question. Although US Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation (FBI) agent Robert Ressler’s18 use of the term “serial killer” 
decades ago made it more mainstream, there is, to my knowledge, no 
absolute definition available for “serial killer” or “serial murder.” The 
FBI considers serial murder to be “the unlawful killing of two or more 
victims by the same offender(s), in separate events.”19 However, noted 
academics such as Eric Hickey, Stephen Holmes et al., and Amanda 
Farrell et al.20 defined a serial killer as someone who has murdered 
three or more victims. In research conducted with my team in 2015, 
we adopted the definition of three deceased victims and added the 
distinction of them being intentional killings. Furthermore, to distin-
guish serial killing from mass murders or spree killing, we stressed 
that there must be a cooling-off period of at least one week between 
murders.

Indeed, the FBI website’s information on serial murder is incom-
plete. It describes the modus operandi of the typical male serial killer. It 
ignores the fact that women can be just as deadly as men. All case exam-
ples presented are those of male perpetrators. In fact, almost all the 
experts who compiled the report were also men. In fairness, the group 
that assembled the FBI’s information was a highly reputable and experi-
enced team – likely some of the best experts in the world – working with 
the information they had at the time. However, newer research such as 
that published by my team in 2019 has elucidated drastic and statistically 
significant difference between the backgrounds, crimes, motives, and 
methods of male and female serial killers.21

At one time, authorities actually claimed that there were no 
female serial killers, and that serial murders were limited to sex-based 
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crimes.22 Even research23 in the last 20 years has used the terms “serial 
sexual homicide” and “serial killer” interchangeably. And while the 
FBI report debunks the myth that all serial killers are motivated by 
sex, the  examples provided in its report are largely sexual in nature. 
However, we know that the most common motive for female serial 
murderers is financial gain,24 which is not mentioned in the report at 
all. The FBI report does underscore that “more research is needed to 
identify specific pathways of development that produce serial killers,” 
but more research has since become available. It is time for the FBI 
and other law enforcement agencies to update their information, as 
other agencies look to this reference material when assessing murder 
cases in front of them.

The undeniable facts are these: women have been, and can be, 
serial murderers; their motives, crimes, and victims are almost always 
different to those of male serial murderers; and they have committed 
arguably some of the most disturbing clusters of murders the USA has 
ever seen.

§

Martha Patty Cannon was a serial killer. She committed among the 
most heinous crimes I have ever heard of in my many years of murder 
 psychology research. People often ask me, “Which female serial killer’s 
crimes do you consider the worst?” My usual answer is “all of them.” 
But when pressed to name names, Cannon is typically at the top of the 
depraved list.

Also going by Lucretia P. Cannon, or simply “Patty,” she was called 
“the wickedest woman in America” and “the most abandoned wretch that 
breathes.”25 Believed to have been born in about 1760, 16 years before 
the Declaration of Independence sparked the Revolutionary War, she 
was one of the first serial killers documented in the United States.

Cannon and her son-in-law, Joe Johnson, resided on the 
 Delaware-Maryland state line, where they murdered and robbed people 
who patronized her tavern.26 She was a prolific and equal-opportunity 
 murderer throughout the early 1800s, reportedly killing men, women, 
and children of many ethnicities. She and her gang of thugs also 
 kidnapped approximately 3,000 free Black people and sold them into 
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 slavery,  separating them from their children, often shackling victims in 
her attic to await a buyer.27 Scholars such as Richard Bell have referred 
to her crimes as a “reverse underground railroad.”28 Reports say that she 
strangled a three-day-old baby, burned other babies alive, and poisoned 
her own husband. Cannon also threw a child into a fireplace to stop the 
child from crying.29 Patty Cannon was Black, and scholars contend that 
her ethnicity and gender prevented suspicion that she was engaging in 
these crimes.30

In 1829, a three-foot-long blue chest containing a man’s bones 
was found buried on her property. The bones of others, including a 
child, were found in oak boxes. These discoveries led to her arrest for 
murder.31 After she was in custody, one of Cannon’s gang members, 
Cyrus James, told investigators that the buried remains were those of 
a  well-known slave trader from Georgia whom she had shot and killed, 
keeping the $15,000 he had in his possession. James also said that he had 
seen  Cannon kill a child by hitting them in the head with a wooden log.32 
Cannon confessed to killing more than two dozen people, including her 
own husband and child, but witnesses indicated she had murdered far 
more victims. At the age of approximately 70, Cannon died by suicide 
while in jail to avoid being put to death by hanging.33

Although one might question the accuracy of reports from 200 
years ago, Mike Morgan, who wrote a biography about Patty Cannon,34 
stressed his confidence in the historical documentation he uncovered in 
his research. “Whatever you have had heard about her is probably true,” 
he stated, “and even more so.” He added, “Patty’s heinous crimes equal, 
if not surpass the legend.”35

Although we cannot explain what exactly drove Cannon to a life of 
horrible crimes, an obvious motive is the vast amount of money she 
earned from her kidnapping and slave-trading ring.36 One can extrapo-
late that if someone is willing to kidnap, shackle, and sell another 
human being for profit, killing anyone who gets in the way does not 
seem  far-fetched.

Digging into history, not much is available on Patty Cannon’s past. The 
Morning News wrote a retrospective piece on Cannon in 1960. Accord-
ing to the report, she was victimized by her father, who was ultimately 
executed by hanging. Patty was said to have been tall,  good-looking, 
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and well-liked in her youth. She married Jesse Cannon, a captain in 
the  Delaware militia, in 1791. At some point in their marriage, Jesse 
was found guilty of kidnapping free Black people. He was sentenced to 
the pillory, a wooden framework that the prisoner sticks their head and 
hands through for public display and shaming. Although the sentence 
was supposed to involve nailing his ears to the wood, it was reported that 
the governor of Delaware removed this part of the punishment because 
of Jesse’s distinguished military service.37 While it is unknown why Patty 
Cannon may have decided to kill her husband and child, it is clear that 
she was in charge of her gang by the early 1800.

A macabre liner note to Cannon’s story is her bizarre postmortem 
journey. In 1902, her remains were unearthed from her grave outside 
the Sussex County Courthouse in Delaware in order to be relocated. 
Apparently, Attorney James Marsh had a “fascination” with her remains.38 
The Morning News ran a front-page story, “Found Patty  Cannon’s Skull,” 
reporting that “the skull and bones are on exhibition at James A. 
 Marshall’s law office and scores of people are attracted there to see 
them.”39 After public display, Marshall took her skull home with him, 
and when he died, his son-in-law Charles Joseph reportedly hung the 
skull on a nail in his barn.

After Joseph’s death, the new owners of the house, the Burtons, found 
the skull in a hat box in their attic. Mary Burton announced that she 
“didn’t want any part of it.”40 They gave the skull to relatives of the Joseph 
family, who donated it to the Dover Public Library, where it was used as 
a display at Halloween. Cannon’s skull now appears to be in the care of 
the US government at the Smithsonian Institution in  Washington, DC. 
Or, a skull from another woman buried in Delaware at around the same 
time as Cannon, who was also about the age of 70 when she died, whose 
skull was once displayed, hung in a barn, and stored in a hat box, is at 
the Smithsonian.41

And this was the end of the first documented case of a serial killer in 
the United States that I have encountered. Imagine someone considered 
so depraved that Delaware State erected a commemorative road plaque 
warning, “Nearby stood Patty Cannon’s House.” Nonetheless, with 
crimes committed so long ago, we must concede that it may be impos-
sible to determine what is fact and what is fiction.
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§

Despite crimes of horror and magnitude, the names of female serial 
killers (FSKs) are virtually unknown to the public. When I give aca-
demic or public talks, I challenge audiences to name serial killers aloud. 
The names of male serial killers (MSKs) like John Wayne Gacy and Ed 
 Kemper are invariably mentioned. But no one seems to have heard of 
Kristen Gilbert, Patty Cannon, or most other FSKs. Indeed, when asked 
to name a female serial killer, many people can only think of Aileen 
Wuornos, whose story earned notoriety when depicted in the 2003 movie 
Monster starring award-winning actor Charlize Theron.

Wuornos has been called “America’s first female serial killer,”42 but 
by all available definitions, she was not. Not only does this misnomer 
overlook the crimes of Patty Cannon more than 200 years earlier but also 
Wuornos does not quite fit the mold. Between 1989 and 1990, she shot 
men in the head and torso – killings she claimed were in  self-defense as 
a hitchhiking sex worker. Active violence such as targeting and shooting 
strangers are not acts that fit the profile of a typical FSK. In fact, Wuor-
nos’ behaviors and crimes were largely of the kind considered typical of 
male serial murderers. That said, Wuornos robbed her victims after she 
shot them. Thus, at least one aspect of her crime was typical of FSKs – 
her motive for murder being money. I will return to her case later in this 
book.

While MSK crimes and profiles are the subject of countless academic 
volumes, murder by FSKs has been misunderstood, overlooked, and 
underestimated. One reason for this may be society’s unwillingness to 
accept that women are capable of such heinous and gruesome crimes. 
Typical gender schemas categorize women as gentle, nurturing care-
takers. Perhaps there is a type of morbid glass ceiling when it comes 
to women being recognized and remembered as callous murderers of 
multiple victims, and the only way it can be broken is when the murders 
are particularly violent or gory. To wit, Aileen Wuornos shot men in the 
head and dumped at least one body in a junkyard. Not only is she readily 
identified as a serial killer, but her story also became the subject of a 
major motion picture. Yet Amy Archer-Gilligan, whose covert, insidious 
methods turned one of the country’s first nursing homes into a “murder 
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factory,”43 is largely unknown by name, despite the fact that her murders 
inspired the play and Hollywood movie Arsenic and Old Lace.

Journalist Patricia Pearson44 posited that contemporary culture 
denies women’s ability to be aggressive and violent. The sheer notion of 
a woman committing a planned string of murders is incomprehensible. 
This likely plays a factor when women get away with murder. In her work 
on FSKs, Deborah Schurman-Kauflin posited that “no one believes that 
a woman could kill multiple victims.”45 US District Judge Thomas Kleeh 
captured this ideology perfectly when sentencing serial killer nursing 
assistant Reta Mays for the murder of seven elderly veterans hospitalized 
in her care. He described Mays as the “monster no one sees coming.” 
Similarly, when reporting on Amy Archer-Gilligan’s arraignment in June 
1917, one newspaper observed that “the spectators wondered how on 
Earth [the] State Attorney could ascribe such gruesome deeds to so pale 
and gentle a dove.”46

Notably, while world-renowned forensic psychologist Eric Hickey47 
was one of the first authors on record to research and document the 
motives and crimes of female serial murderers, many of the solo or 
lead author researchers often cited for their work on FSKs are women: 
 Deborah Schurman-Kauflin, a criminal profiler; Amanda Farrell,48 whose 
work underscored how FSKs do not neatly fit into typical male serial 
murder classifications; Patricia Pearson, who authored an award-winning 
book on women who kill; and myself. This fact is open to interpretation, 
but perhaps it takes women to validate, underscore, and push society to 
accept the fact that women can be just as deadly as men.

Indeed, highly influential psychiatrist Hervey Cleckley’s seminal writ-
ings about psychopathy49 initially ignored women, as well. This is a sub-
stantial omission, as the perpetrators of many cases of serial murder have 
met the criteria for having, or are suspected to have had, psychopathy. 
As scholars have pointed out, Cleckley’s 1941 book The Mask of Sanity: An 
Attempt to Clarify Some of the Issues about the So-called Psychopathic Personality 
did not discuss women psychopaths at all until the fifth edition of the 
book was released in 1976. Cleckley’s omission may have been influenced 
by social stereotypes of women as warm and nurturing caregivers.50

Physical appearance can moderate perceptions of guilt just as pow-
erfully as social stereotypes. Psychologists have understood for half a 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.002


10

JUST AS DEADLY

 century that people experience the “halo effect” – meaning that they 
believe “what is beautiful is good.”51 Facially attractive people are judged 
to be more trustworthy, intelligent, socially competent, poised, and 
exciting.52 In movies, for example, the good characters are likely to be 
physically attractive, and much more so than the bad characters.53 And 
in the criminal justice system, it has long been common knowledge 
that a defendant who is good-looking has better chance of being found 
not guilty or of getting a less harsh sentence.54 A halo effect around an 
attractive defendant can decrease the jury’s and the public’s percep-
tions of guilt.  Tellingly, in 2015, my research team found that female 
serial murderers have typically been reported to be of at least average 
 attractiveness.55 When it comes to recognizing the guilt of FSKs, maybe 
people just do not think a good-looking woman is capable of committing 
gruesome murders with multiple victims.

§

Sharon Kinne is a serial killer. Guilty of heinous crimes, Kinne benefit-
ted from her physical attractiveness several times in court before a guilty 
charge was finally brought. One newspaper story about Kinne exclaimed 
that she was “probably the prettiest defendant ever tried for murder” in 
Kansas City.56 Louis Lombardo, the chief of operations for the prosecu-
tor’s office in Jackson County, Missouri, told a Kansas City Star journalist 
that at first he found her rather attractive – but added that his opinion 
changed as they worked the case.57 “Ladies just weren’t supposed to do 
what she did,” said Jim Hays, a former local government official.58

The first time Kinne saw a jury, the year was 1961 and she was on trial 
for the murder of Patricia Jones, her ex-lover’s wife. Despite  physical and 
circumstantial evidence tying her to crime, Kinne was acquitted by an 
 all-male jury in under two hours. After the not guilty verdict, the courtroom 
applauded.59 In an eyebrow-raising epilogue, newspapers  photographed 
Kinne giving autographs to, and taking photos with, the jury.60

The second time Kinne came to trial, it was for a murder that had 
actually taken place before the death of Patricia Jones. This time, Kinne 
was on trial for allegedly killing her husband, James Kinne, with a fatal 
gunshot to the head. At trial, Kinne blamed the gunshot on her daugh-
ter Danna, less than three years old, who she claimed was playing with 
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the gun while Kinne got ready for a church event. She was found guilty 
of killing her husband, but the verdict was overturned by the Missouri 
Supreme Court because of jury selection issues.61 She subsequently went 
through two more trials, resulting in a hung jury. As a prosecutor who 
worked on Kinne’s case explained to a journalist, “Convictions are dif-
ficult to get . . . any time you are talking about non-motivated crimes 
committed by psychopaths.”62

While I have not encountered any reports that Kinne had a for-
mal psychiatric evaluation or any diagnosis, the prosecutor was not 
alone in his belief that Kinne was psychopathic. James Browning, one 
of the lead detectives on her case, said, “Guys really went for her, 
but I tell you what – I think she could kill you, then sit down to the 
table and enjoy a nice breakfast.”63 Indeed, Kinne had a long history 
of antisocial behavior, callous disregard for others (e.g., shooting 
her husband and blaming her toddler daughter), superficial charm, 
impulsivity, and lack of remorse. Moreover, while many of Kinne’s 
relatives said they were afraid of her when she was angry, jurors found 
Kinne charming. People believed she was “the prettiest defendant 
ever,” and people thought her “cool and expressionless” demeanor 
at trial meant that she was unruffled by false accusations.64 Kinne 
showed signs and symptoms consistent with psychopathy – and she 
was not done killing.

While awaiting yet another trial, Kinne ran away with a new boyfriend 
to Mexico City, Mexico, where she killed once again. Kinne claimed 
that she met Francisco Paredes Ordonez at a bar. When he made sexual 
advances to her, she pulled a gun out of her purse and shot him – it was 
the same gun she had used to kill Patricia Jones.65 The murder in Mexico 
earned her the nickname “La Pistolera” and a prison sentence. Reports 
were inconsistent as to the prison term she received, however, noting 
sentences of anywhere between 10 and 23 years.66

Law enforcement thought she had shot men before and gotten away 
with it. And, as it turned out, this time was no different. After serving 
only five years of her sentence, she escaped from prison on December 
7, 1969. Some speculate that she used her good looks, once again, as 
an escape tool. She remains at large and would be in her 80s as of this 
writing.
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1.2 Sharon Kinne with her attorney Martha Sperry Hickman and an unidentified man. 
(Photo from Bettmann Archive/Getty Images)

§

PSYCHOPATHY PRIMER

As a research psychologist, I am ethically compelled to stress that I am not 
a clinician licensed to make client diagnoses. I cannot go beyond my exper-
tise. Yet even clinical psychologists must properly interview clients to make 
a legitimate assessment. Moreover, clinicians should not make assessments 
of public figures they have never properly interviewed, per the Goldwater 
Rule67 and the American Psychological Association (APA) Ethical Principles of 
Psychologists and Code of Conduct.68 Thus, I make no diagnoses in this book or 
elsewhere. Nevertheless, as Greg Hartley, an author and intelligence inter-
rogator for the US military noted, you do not have to be a botanist to rec-
ognize poison ivy; a psychopath has readily identifiable traits and patterns.

Psychopaths pose great harm to society and can eventuate to being 
versatile and violent criminal offenders.69 Many serial murderers like 
Sharon Kinne tend to exhibit behaviors and mental processes consist-
ent with psychopathy, and their cases underscore the need for improved 
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mental health issue recognition, understanding, and treatment. Thus, a 
brief primer of the concept is warranted.

While psychopathy is not an official mental health diagnosis, it 
includes both personality traits and antisocial behaviors.70 Psychopathic 
traits include lying, manipulation, exploitation, callous disregard for the 
welfare of others, lack of remorse, and empathy deficits.71 Hilda Morana 
and her colleagues72 put it plainly: a psychopath is someone who knows 
facts but does not care. Furthermore, those with psychopathy tend to be 
fearless and impulsive risk-takers, with a documented lower perception 
of risk and a lack of fear for consequences.73

In The Mask of Sanity, Hervey Cleckley74 describes how someone with 
psychopathy could appear to lead an ordinary life, pretending to have 
a normal, everyday existence. From their outer appearance, they seem 
highly functioning. They could appear very sincere, charming, and truth-
ful, displaying typical emotionality. Yet this outward appearance masks 
a psychological milieu of callous disregard, impulsivity, irresponsibility, 
exploitation, and lack of remorse.75 As Cleckley notes, they show “a gross 
lack of sincerity.”76 These deficits in remorse, empathy, and morality 
judgments may involve neural abnormalities.77

Psychopathy expert Robert Hare78 suggested that, as a personality 
style, psychopathy evolved to promote social predation. As Hare sug-
gested, “Psychopaths naturally slip into the role of criminal. Their readi-
ness to take advantage of any situation that arises, combined with their 
lack of internal controls we know as conscience, creates a potent formula 
for crime.”79

Some experts also believe that psychopathy may be an evolved, adap-
tive strategy.80 A cheating adaptation requires the ability to conceal it in 
order to be successful.81 The “mask of sanity” is an exercise of “affective 
mimicry” – it can help psychopaths appear to be normally functioning 
and to avoid detection while being socially exploitative.82

Many serial killers exhibit behaviors and cognitions consistent with 
psychopathy. Indeed, with the definition of serial murder encompassing 
three or more victims with a cooling-off period in between, it stands to 
reason that many serial murderers have mastered a “mask of sanity” to 
avoid getting caught after their first and second murders.  Nonetheless, I 
do not think psychologists can say that all serial killers are psychopaths. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.002


14

JUST AS DEADLY

We do not have enough diagnoses or other information about older 
cases. But even from information we can derive from past reports, it 
is possible that serial killers like Patty Cannon and Ed Gein (discussed 
later) did not even try to portray a socially acceptable exterior – or could 
not have done so had they tried. Further, not everyone with psychopathy 
is a serial killer.

The most widely accepted and used measure of psychopathy is the 
 Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R), which measures interpersonal, 
lifestyle, affective, and antisocial behaviors and traits.83 The PCL-R has 
been used to assess psychopathy in a few of the serial murderers men-
tioned in this book. Scores on the PCL-R produce two factors that work 
together to predict other psychopathology and maladaptive outcomes, 
including violent offences and recidivism.84 Factor 1 of the PCL-R encom-
passes interpersonal and emotional characteristics considered to be 
pathognomonic (i.e., specifically characteristic) of psychopathy. These 
include superficial charm, feelings of grandiosity, deceitfulness, and a 
remorseless exploitation of other people, as well as a lack of emotional 
depth, empathy, or remorse for wrongdoing. Factor 2 encompasses anti-
social behavior, including chronic irresponsibility, an impulsive lifestyle, 
and early-life behavioral issues.85

It is important to remember that having a psychopathic personality, 
or being diagnosed with mental illness, is different from being “insane” 
by the legal definition.86 Hervey Cleckley87 said that psychopaths have no 
reasoning deficits and have a typical awareness of the consequences of 
their actions. For example, when Cleckley was brought in as an expert 
witness at the trial of MSK Ted Bundy, he testified that Bundy – a psycho-
path who was skilled at presenting normalcy – was competent to stand 
trial.88 Indeed, scholars have argued that most serial killers know the 
difference between right and wrong when they kill.89

When discussing psychopathy, it is important to note how the con-
dition is depicted in relation to serial killers in pop culture. The por-
trayal of serial killers in films and television, for example, typically 
involves mixing psychopathy with psychosis, the latter of which includes 
delusions and hallucinations. But those who have worked on serial 
killer cases argue that these are not realistic portrayals, and clinicians 
and criminologists contend that such a mixture of high intelligence, 
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 psychopathy, and disabling psychosis (i.e., losing touch with reality) is 
very unlikely. Similarly, using words like “wacko” or “psycho” to describe 
serial killers is not accurate, as these words are often used as shorthand 
for “insane.” Many serial killers such as Ken Bianchi, Jeffrey Dahmer, 
and John Wayne Gacy did not plead insanity or had their insanity plea 
denied.90

From a clinical perspective, psychopathic and psychotic have some 
opposite features. Someone who is psychopathic has a distorted emotional 
and moral compass, but they do understand how they ought to look to the 
social world. They work very carefully to present the mask of what society 
expects as normal.91 In contrast, someone who is psychotic has lost their 
grip on reality and experiences a disrupted core experience of self.92 They 
also have behavioral and cognitive deficits and can have a very difficult 
time managing their internal self in the outside world. It stands to reason 
that someone experiencing psychosis would not be able to perceive what 
is socially appropriate and effectively project a mask of sanity.

Some authors use the term sociopathy more than they do psychop-
athy, although the difference between psychopathy and sociopathy is not 
always clear and consistent across sources. Robert Hare, for example, 
explains that the term sociopathy may be preferred by some because 
psychopathy may be confused with psychotic, which suggests insanity.93 
Again, those with psychopathy are not insane by legal standards. Hare 
also suggests that some clinicians, sociologists, and criminologists may 
use the term sociopath because they believe the condition arises purely 
form environmental (social) circumstances. In contrast, those who feel 
that the condition is best viewed through a biopsychosocial framework 
may use the term psychopath. Moreover, some notable researchers con-
tend that psychopathy and sociopathy fall on a spectrum. Eric Hickey94 
and colleagues argue that most MSKs are sociopaths who can express 
emotions but a small proportion of the group are psychopaths. (This 
has yet to be examined in FSKs.) It seems that experts do not necessarily 
agree on the definition of psychopathy. As a research psychologist, I take 
the biopsychosocial perspective, and thus use the terms psychopath and 
psychopathy, unless citing reports that explicitly use other terminology.

In sum, I have reviewed the definition of serial murder that I have 
seen academics typically incorporate in their research.  Women’s 
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 documented crimes most certainly fit this definition. Women are abso-
lutely capable of committing serial murder, and they do. Yet societal and 
psychological forces continue to influence our perceptions and there-
fore our  willingness to accept that women can plan and execute the 
cruel – often slow and  painful – killings of men and women, young and 
old, vulnerable and infirm. In the pages that follow, I report aggregate 
data and  additional case studies to illustrate key details about female 
serial  murder, including a comparison between FSKs and MSKs and a 
psychological perspective regarding the motives, means, and makings 
of female serial murderers. But first, let us dive into the psychological 
forces that drive our interest in this most disturbing of topics.
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Why Are We Interested in Serial Killers?

§

Dana Sue Gray was a serial killer. In 1994, the unemployed nurse 
murdered elderly women by stabbing and choking them. One 87-year-
old victim, Dora Beebe, was found in a pool of her own blood, stran-
gled and bludgeoned to death with a clothing iron. Another victim, 
86-year-old Norma Davis, was stabbed eleven times and strangled. The 
wounds to her neck were so deep she was nearly decapitated. After 
Gray murdered her victims, she stole their credit cards to feed her 
shopping habit.

Dana Sue Gray violently executed vulnerable women so she could buy 
expensive vodka and cowboy boots. She callously and brutally murdered 
people’s mothers, sisters, wives, and grandmothers. And, if so inclined, 
today you can own Gray’s underwear for $250. Autographed by Gray 
strategically in the crotch, the underwear is accompanied by her inmate 
number: W76776.1

§

Elizabeth Yuko recently reported for Rolling Stone magazine2 that the 
sale of murderabilia, the “macabre artifacts” of criminals and crimes, 
has become quite a lucrative industry. She noted collectors’ strong 
desire for serial-murderer artifacts such as a drawing of a deranged 
cartoon face and bloody knife by MSK Richard Ramirez (“The Night 
Stalker”). Self-portrait clown paintings by MSK “Killer Clown” John 
Wayne Gacy have been estimated in recent years to be worth thou-
sands of dollars.3 It seems that Western society sees serial murderers as 
“ perverse icons.”4
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The curator of The Museum of Death5 in Los Angeles, which  collects 
and sells such artifacts, justifies people’s interest in murderabilia as 
being legitimate and informative. Speaking to Yuko, the curator argued 
that, since museums collect and display artifacts related to presidential 
 assassinations and the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the USA, collections of mur-
derer artifacts should not be judged or viewed as aberrant.  Nonetheless, 
another collector interviewed by Yuko conceded that procuring murder-
abilia “can be a dark hobby.” Indeed, it should not be overlooked that the 
hobby (or profession) of collecting murder artifacts is extremely distress-
ing to victims’ families. As one victims’ advocate stressed to Yuko, “It’s one 
of the most nauseating and disgusting feelings in the world” to discover 
that people are profiting from memorabilia related to the criminals who 
murdered your loved one.6

Consumers spend hundreds of millions of dollars on media that is 
 created to frighten them. According to Forbes, horror movies in  particular 
make huge profits, taking in about $1 billion per year.7 The  carnivorous 
murder shark from the movie Jaws has terrorized  audiences since 1975, 
and the franchise is reported to have taken in hundreds of millions of 
dollars. The 1973 movie The Exorcist, a story about demonic possession, 
has also raked in hundreds of millions of dollars, remaining popular 
throughout its half-century existence.8 Similarly, serial murder is com-
modified.9 Serial killer media is hugely popular, particularly on television 
and streaming services. The show Mindhunter on  Netflix, which portrays 
fictional stories about FBI serial killer profiling, is critically acclaimed 
and an audience favorite.10 Other programs such as Dexter, Hannibal, 
Criminal Minds, and Killing Eve continue to be fan favorites. They are con-
sistently recommended for those who wish to travel down the dark and 
twisted paths of serial murderers and the law enforcement  professionals 
who profile and track them.11 Hundreds – if not thousands – of mov-
ies are also devoted to the topic, although some go directly to DVD or 
streaming. Eric Hickey reported that these movies and television shows 
appeal to consumers who want a greater in-depth understanding of 
serial  murder and “the requisite gore.”12

Whereas many of the aforementioned movies and programs are 
 fictional – although perhaps infused with aspects of real cases for 
impact – there are countless programs, books, magazines, podcasts, and 
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even comic books devoted to real-world serial killers and their stories, 
Collectively, these form the true crime genre.

Widespread interest in serial killers has even resulted in a robust 
industry of mass-produced collectibles that seem to memorialize and 
even make light of serial killing. Psycho Killers, a 1999 comic selling online 
for about $50, features Aileen Wuornos on the cover. One can find Ted 
Bundy, the Zodiac Killer, and Ed Gein action figures, each depicting kill-
ing and bloody action. Some are priced at well over $100. Interestingly, 
however, while there is an Aileen Wuornos action figure, it is difficult – if 
not impossible – to find figures representing the likes of Patty Cannon, 
Amy Archer-Gilligan, or Dana Sue Gray. Perhaps it is challenging to 
make an appealing resin model of an old grandma being choked with a 
telephone cord? Yet, through a quick internet search, you can easily find 
myriad macabre tributes to mutilating and murdering rapists. A T-shirt 
featuring a cartoon of Ted Bundy’s abduction vehicle, for example, asks, 
“Do you want a ride?” I would bet large sums of money that the families 
of victims would not think this funny.

Admittedly, comedy is not a new approach to presenting serial mur-
der phenomena. Arsenic and Old Lace, a 1939 Broadway play13 and a 1944 
movie14 was a comedy said to be based on poisoner Amy Archer-Gilligan’s 
serial murders. The prosecuting attorney from Archer-Gilligan’s mur-
der case, Hugh Alcorn, was invited to and attended the play’s  Broadway 
 premier. Alcorn attended, but his son later told the Hartford Courant that 
his father did not like it: “He couldn’t understand all the laughter over 
something he thought was a deadly serious matter.”15

Scholars have argued that murderabilia desensitizes the public to the 
heinous nature of killers’ crimes and to the suffering and cruel deaths 
of the victims. Research has indeed shown that, typically, the more one 
is exposed to an alarming stimulus, the less unsettling it becomes over 
time. This desensitization (decreased reactivity) or habituation has been 
demonstrated over the course of decades of cognitive, emotional, and 
physiological research.16 Even victims of crime evince physiological and 
cognitive desensitization when watching a series of videos depicting real 
crimes.17 Forensic criminologist Xanthe Mallett, for one, worries that 
society’s increased immersion in stories of dangerous and violent true 
crime will also mean decreased sensitivity (i.e., desensitization) towards 
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the suffering of the victims and their families.18 One wonders if purchas-
ers of an Ed Gein serial killer action figure with a shovel in his hands 
really think about the invisible, implied victim being exhumed in order 
for him to decapitate their bodies and harvest their body parts.

Around the world, there are various perspectives on the utility or 
damage of true crime and murderabilia. In 2021, I was honored to 
 participate in an online debate with the University Philosophical Society 
(The Phil)19 at Trinity College, Dublin. The position of “The House” 
was that true crime media is exploitative, and the desensitization of the 
public to the hideous nature of murder was brought up several times. I 
agreed. I took the position that true crime media – which can include 
videos, movies, books, and even merchandise – ignored victims’ experi-
ences in favor of profit, such as the sale of serial killer statues and T-shirts, 
and that this profit constituted exploitation. Skilled student debaters 
from Trinity College offered their own powerful opinions on this point. 
Passionately defending the rights and feelings of crime victims and their 
family and friends, honors student Erika Magan provided what I felt was 
the most intense statement of the night: “True crime keeps the pain 
alive.” Student officer and editor Maggie Larson further argued that 
many programs take crime details too far, invading privacy without the 
victims’ consent and noting that true crime stories reflect “the ultimate 
sense of entitlement to others’ lives.”

Nonetheless, there are valid arguments suggesting that some good 
can come from true crime media. In the debate social psychologist 
Amanda Vicary reminded us that true crime programs have resulted 
in new information being discovered about crimes and victims. In 
some cases, falsely convicted individuals were exonerated, particularly 
through the efforts of the Innocence Project.20 In one example, the televi-
sion show America’s Most Wanted helped apprehend 17 people over time 
from “FBI’s Top 10 Fugitives” lists, which included hardened murder-
ers.21 I myself am a fan of television programs like Oxygen’s Cold Justice 
and Investigation Discovery’s Reasonable Doubt, both of which use their 
experts and resources to pursue justice and truth without incorporating 
gore and exploitation.

While we know that people do get desensitized to violent crime – 
they do not always.22 In fact, research conducted with my colleague Erika 
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Frederick has shown that serial murder and similarly horrid events are so 
shocking that humans have evolved to be continuously sensitive to these 
phenomena.23 Paying attention to the most gruesome acts and actors 
may be an inherent, unlearned survival mechanism. As psychologist Dolf 
Zillmann argued in 1998, the fact that horror appeals to us serves as a 
form of protective vigilance. I recall when my research students wanted 
to hear every single, violent, disturbing detail of the FSK cases that Erin 
Murphy and I were compiling for our 2015 report.24 Anecdotally, I can 
tell you that this information about serial murder continues to disturb 
me greatly, probably even more so over time.

§

Belle Sorenson Gunness was a serial killer. She was also a serial arsonist. 
Born Brynhild Paulson25 and sometimes listed as “Bella,”26 Gunness is also 
known as “Lady Bluebeard.” Her crimes were gruesome and barbaric.

Gunness, originally from Norway, committed so many murders in 
the USA from the late 1800s through the early 1900s that authorities 
admitted that they would likely never know how many people she had 
killed. When dozens of bodies and body parts were discovered buried 
on her Indiana farm, the Burlington Daily News called her “the arch 
fiend living in her two-story house on the little hill,” and it described 
the scene a “Death Harvest.”27 Thousands of people raced to the 
scene to watch the excavation of remains. Railroads ran special trips 
to the Gunness farm, where people hoped to witness the recovery of 
body parts. People even set up refreshment stands for onlookers, with 
“ Gunness stew” for sale.28

Before arriving in Indiana, Gunness had lived in Chicago, Illinois, 
with her first husband, Mads Sorenson, their biological children, Axel, 
Caroline, Myrtle, and Lucy, and their foster daughter, Jennie.29 In 1896, 
Caroline died of what was likely poisoning. In that same year, Gunness’ 
unsuccessful confectionary business burned to the ground, and she 
collected insurance money. The family moved to Texas, where their 
home burned to the ground in 1898, and they again collected insurance 
money. In that same year, Axel also died of what was likely poisoning. 
Two years later, her husband died after exhibiting symptoms of strych-
nine poisoning, suspiciously on the one day that two insurance policies 
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on him  overlapped – conveniently adding to his wife Belle’s insurance 
payout.30

Gunness, who had come from a family of farmers and was familiar 
with the lifestyle, took the hefty sum of insurance money and moved with 
her children to a farm in La Porte, Indiana. Soon after, the farm’s boat-
house pavilion and carriage house were completely destroyed by fire. 
She collected insurance money. Sometime after arriving in La Porte, 
Belle’s foster daughter, Jennie Olson, disappeared. A young man with 
whom Jennie was friendly inquired about where she was, and Belle told 
him Jennie had gone to school in Los Angeles, California.31

In La Porte, Belle met Peter Gunness. They married on April 1, 1902.32 
Peter’s infant daughter died within one week of their marriage, and Peter 
died within the year. The Indiana State Board of Health  Certificate of 
Death lists the “chief cause” as fracture of the skull.33 Gunness reported 
that he accidentally got hit in the head with a sausage grinder, but one 
of the children reportedly told a friend, “Momma brained Papa with a 
meat cleaver.”34

Shortly after husband Peter’s death, Gunness posted advertisements 
in newspapers looking for a male partner to be her companion and assist 
with running her farm. Authorities do not know how many men answered 
these “Lonely Hearts” ads with the hope of finding new love along with a 
new business venture, but it was quite a few. Apparently, a series of men 
visited Gunness, bringing most of their life savings with them, and all but 
one of them disappeared. The survivor, Ray Lamphere, had worked for 
Gunness and later told authorities about her wicked setup – murdering 
potential suitors and keeping their money. In 1908, The New York Times 
pronounced that “Mrs. Gunness was money mad.”35

When Gunness visited an attorney to create a last will and testament,36 
she also mentioned to the lawyer that she feared Lamphere was obsessed 
with her and might try to harm her. “I’m afraid he’s going to kill me 
and burn the house,” she stated,37 although she herself purchased sev-
eral gallons of kerosene that day.38 Indeed, the very next morning, her 
house mysteriously burned down to rubble. Her farmhand, Joe Maxton, 
woke up to the smell of smoke in the home, but reported that he was 
unable to wake up the Gunness family. He hurried to get help, but it 
was too late.
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The bodies of Gunness’ daughters, Myrtle Sorenson, Lucy  Sorenson, 
and that of her young son Phillip Gunness,39 born in either 1903 or 
1904,40 were found under a piano. The body of a headless woman was 
found in the house’s charred remains. Witnesses described an overpow-
ering stench of kerosene.41 Witnesses claimed, and doctors confirmed 
during the forensic examination, that the dead body was too short to 
be  Gunness – even taking into account the missing head. The deceased 
weighed only about 150 pounds and was about five feet three inches tall. 
Gunness was reported to be about 200 pounds and was about five feet 
seven inches tall.42 Still, a dentist did testify that he made the gold tooth 
crowns and bridge found in the remains of the fire, but the teeth were 
not found with the head.43 Since it seems more likely that the short, head-
less fire victim was not Gunness, it stands to reason she pulled her own 
bridgework out and left it in the house to prove her demise. Nevertheless, 
Belle Gunness was declared officially dead by the coroner.44 She is listed 
in La Porte, Indiana records as having died on April 27, 1908, at age 48.45

John (Asle) Helgelien, the brother of one of the men who disappeared, 
was aware of his brother’s correspondence with Gunness. John knew that 
his brother, Andrew, had left home to visit Gunness, and that shortly after 
arriving in La Porte, had withdrawn $3,000 from his bank account (that is 
about $97,000 today). When he did not hear from his brother, John trav-
eled to the Gunness farm, arriving shortly after the fire. Along with Gun-
ness’ farmhand Joe Maxton, he searched in the debris from the fire, but 
they found nothing. But when they started to dig through garbage in the 
backyard where the farm hogs ate, they found Andrew’s body and more. 
They immediately called authorities and reported their grim findings.46

The La Porte Sheriff’s Office excavated the farm’s hog pit and, over sev-
eral days, found the dismembered remains of so many people, in so many 
severed parts, that the exact number of victims, and their identities, will 
probably never be known. Gunness used the skills of butchery that she had 
developed as a farmer to cut apart victims’ bodies, and then buried their 
body parts.47 The body of Jennie Olson, her foster daughter, was among 
those recovered from the yard. In Pine Lake Cemetery in La Porte, there is 
a headstone erected in memory of the unknown victims of Belle Gunness.

Ray Lamphere, who was arrested and convicted of arson but not 
 murder, informed authorities that Gunness had indeed murdered 
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 dozens of men and took their money before disappearing. Speaking 
with a prison manager where he was incarcerated, Lamphere explained 
that after getting their money, Gunness poisoned most of the men, then 
bludgeoned them with a hammer. Some victims she dissolved in quick 
lime, speeding up decomposition, and some victims she disarticulated 
and buried in her yard.48 Lamphere knew these details, it turned out, 
because he confessed to helping Gunness bury her victims. He said 
that victims’ heads were generally buried in one location on the farm, 
and bodies were buried in another.49 Lamphere also confessed that the 
woman found dead in the charred rubble of the farm was a housekeeper 
hired by Gunness only days before.

Her ruse successful, it seems that Gunness caught a train to Chicago. 
The Chicago Police oversaw the investigation, and the Assistant Chief 
stated his firm belief that the city was Belle Gunness’ destination. “We 
are hunting for her in the theory that she lured her victims with matri-
monial propositions, killed them, dismembered them and buried them,” 
he said. “And we will arrest her for murder if we find her.”50

Nellie Larsen, Belle Gunness’ sister, conveyed her sentiments to The 
South Bend Tribune. According to the paper’s report, Nellie believed 
 Gunness was “a wholesale murderess” and that she “was so demonically 
possessed of lust for money that she would not have stopped at any 
degree of crime to enrich herself.” Nellie also used the word “insane” 
to describe her sister, saying that she hoped it was indeed Gunness who 
died in the fire. It would, she expressed, “put an end to the misery which 
enveloped all the actions of her life.”51

Although authorities did search for Gunness, she was never found. 
There were numerous sightings, however, through the 1930s,52 and in 
1931, there was strong speculation that a California woman named Esther 
Carlson was actually Gunness. Carlson had been arrested for poisoning 
a wealthy, elderly man named Carl August Lindstrom, for whom she had 
worked as a housekeeper.53 When money disappeared from Lindstrom’s 
bank account following his death, Lindstrom’s son Peter asked for an 
autopsy. His father’s body was reported to be “reeking of arsenic.”54 Esther 
Carlson not only had the same modus operandi as Gunness, she was also 
reported to look remarkably similar. Furthermore, she had in her pos-
session a photograph of three children who resembled Gunness’ own.55
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2.1 Belle Gunness with her children. (Photo from Getty Images)
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After Esther Carlson died of tuberculosis while awaiting trial in 
 California,56 an associate of Gunness’ from La Porte, a man named 
 Dennis Daly, identified the body. “That’s Belle Gunness, unquestiona-
bly,” he said, noting her high cheekbones. Still, authorities  questioned 
the accuracy of an identification made decades after the time of Gunness’ 
murder farm.57 While the official story remains that Belle  Gunness died in 
a house fire, the evidence shows that she disappeared into history.

Although clinicians do not have access to Gunness to interview and 
assess her, it is not a stretch to acknowledge that her reported personality 
and behaviors recapitulate the signs and symptoms of psychopathy. On 
the one hand, she was superficially charming and generous at church, 
with one source describing her as “intensely religious.”58 She adopted 
children in need and portrayed herself as a kind and lonely widow in 
personal ads. On the other hand, arson and insurance fraud seem to be 
the lesser of her crimes. She killed her husbands, children, and stepchil-
dren, stole victims’ life savings, murdered her suitors, fed their body parts 
to hogs, and manufactured a story to frame her farmhand for murder. 
The psychological evidence suggests that, with her disregard for danger, 
repeated and callous disregard for and exploitation of others, and com-
mission of deadly violence, she may have been a psychopath along with 
possible other disorders. But “Hell’s Belle” disappeared before anyone 
got a chance to diagnose her mental health formally.

Belle Gunness remains the focus of intrigue and forensic investiga-
tion even to the present day.59 It seems that bludgeoning your husband 
with a sausage grinder, poisoning and burning your children, killing and 
dismembering at least dozens of people, feeding the remains of your 
victims to hogs, and ripping your own gold teeth out to cover a crime 
are jarring enough to capture onlookers’ and readers’ attention and 
 curiosity for well over a century.

§

People have always been curious. The legendary psychologist and  prolific 
writer William James60 stated that curiosity is what drives us to seek novel, 
sensational experiences to learn about ourselves and the world. Curiosity 
can be viewed a positive force. It is a cognitive and physiological drive 
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that causes us to explore, to learn, and to want to learn more.61 On the 
other hand, some scholars argue that curiosity is an aversive cognitive 
state. That is, we are experiencing an information gap; we do not know 
what lies ahead of us, thereby causing discomfort.

Researchers suggest that curiosity triggers a dopamine-fueled drive to 
understand whatever mystery lies in front of us.62 Dopamine is a craving 
and feel-good neurotransmitter in our brains that drives us to approach 
what is rewarding. Dopamine neurons are excited by new stimuli, and 
this motivates us to seek novel stimulation. That which activates dopa-
mine in our brains also causes physical addiction.63 With respect to the 
topic of serial murder, then, we can extrapolate that consuming true 
crime media may literally be addictive.

Humans have a negativity bias. If I told you, “I met a nice woman 
at work. She is a great teacher, she is funny, she suffers from intes tinal 
worms, she has written three books, and she is a yoga instructor,” I would 
bet that those unfortunate worms made the biggest impression. We pay 
attention to, emphasize, and repeat negative information more than we 
do positive information.64 But negative information also stimulates our 
fight-or-flight physiology, including our emotional centers, stress hor-
mones, and attention and decision-making brain circuitry.65 In short, 
threatening stimuli definitively capture and focus our attention.66 Our 
emotional physiology is old, evolutionarily speaking, and viewing or hear-
ing of something dangerous and/or repugnant – including  nonfiction 
or fictional entertainment – sounds the alarm, keeps us  vigilant, and 
mobilizes us to action.67

It makes sense, therefore, that we pay attention to terrifying events 
and people. This is protective vigilance.68 We can argue that we have an 
evolved drive to attend to that which can harm us so that we can avoid 
it should it come our way. Across millions of years of human evolution, 
people who have paid more attention to alarming events have left more 
descendants than people who have not.69

In fact, in several studies, people have chosen to view images of 
violence and death over other images. As social psychologist Suzanne 
 Oosterwijk emphasizes, “people deliberately subject themselves to nega-
tive images.”70 In Everyone Loves a Good Train Wreck: Why We Can’t Look 
Away, author Eric Wilson similarly asserts that when people witness or 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.003


28

JUST AS DEADLY

watch something terrible, such as motor vehicle accidents and graphic 
deaths, they cannot avert their eyes. “They can’t miss the carnage. They 
are mesmerized by the savagery.”71

Indeed, as stated above, many people showed up at her farm to watch 
the Sheriff’s team dig up dismembered heads, torsos, arms, and legs 
from her hog pit of mutilated victims. Similarly, many dozens of people 
also watched on as victims’ bodies were excavated from the properties of 
serial killers Dorothea Puente and John Wayne Gacy, both of whom I will 
discuss later. As evidence suggests, people get a  visceral reaction to wit-
nessing blood and gore.72 In psychological terminology, even the visually 
and conceptually aversive might be  appetitive in some form or another.

Apparently, we like it when we encounter negative stimuli. The great 
philosopher Aristotle is quoted as saying that we “enjoy contemplating 
the most precise images of things whose sight is painful to us.”73 I can-
not tell you how many people approach me or otherwise contact me to 
share that they “love serial killers.” I always hope and assume this means 
that they have a great interest in these criminals’ psychology. Although, 
to be sure, some people do actually love serial killers. Sheila Isenberg 
interviewed women who have had long-term romantic relationships with 
serial murderers and authored a book74 about them.

Taken all together, the evidence strongly suggests that we have mor-
bid curiosity. That is, we simultaneously feel excitement, fear, and a 
compulsion to seek information and to know about horrid subjects that 
include, but are not limited to, death and terror.75 In the media, the 
saying “If it bleeds, it leads”76 conveys awareness among news entities 
that horrific and alarming content will secure viewer interest at the top 
of the news hour. Indeed, research shows that news stories about crime, 
accidents, and disasters are prevalent in competitive news outlets across 
many countries.77

Well-known psychologist Marvin Zuckerman and his colleagues were 
among the first research teams to publish studies about morbid curiosity. 
They argued that morbid curiosity is linked to the personality  dimension 
of high sensation seeking. Sensation seeking is defined as the need for 
varied complex, stimulating, and novel experiences and the willing-
ness to take risks, whether these are psychological, physical, or social, 
to gain such experiences.78 Individuals who score high on measures of 
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sensation seeking are those who are more likely to use alcohol and other 
substances, gamble, mountain climb, have risky sex, and seek unusual 
activities.79 There is also strong evidence that links engagement in risky 
events to increased autonomic physiological arousal (i.e.,  fight-or-flight). 
Symptoms of fight-or-flight in this context include increased heart rate 
and respiration, heightened cortical activity, and the release of stress and 
arousal hormones such as adrenaline.80

Sensation seeking is common across people and cultures, suggesting 
that it is an evolved mechanism. Yet, like all psychological mechanisms 
that are a product of evolution, individual differences exist.81 Suzanne 
Oosterwijk, for example, observed individual variation in response to 
negative images, and likewise, Zuckerman and colleagues reported indi-
vidual variation in sensation seeking.82 There is, however, a clear connec-
tion between morbid curiosity and sensation seeking. If an interest in 
horror (and murder in particular) serves a survival advantage, it makes 
sense that morbid curiosity serves as a mechanism of protective vigilance 
and a physiological call to action.

My colleague Erika Frederick and I set out to document the connec-
tion between morbid curiosity and interest in serial killers, as well as 
to document the connection between sensation seeking and interest in 
serial killers. We recruited men and women college-student participants 
and asked them to rate their interest in serial killers in addition to their 
interest in other morbid and non-morbid topics.83 We asked the partici-
pants to complete the Curiosity About Morbid Events (CAME) Scale, 
developed by psychologists Marvin Zuckerman and Patrick Litle, which 
asks participants to rate their level of agreement with specific statements. 
The scale asks participants to rate their level of agreement with state-
ments such as, “I think I would like to witness an execution,” “It does not 
bother me to see extreme violence portrayed in movies or television,” 
and “I would like to see an autopsy being performed.” We also asked 
participants to respond to the Sensation-Seeking Scale, rating their level 
of agreement with statements such as, “I have tried some drugs that pro-
duce hallucinations or would like to,” “Keeping the drinks full is the key 
to a good party,” and “I like a lot of risky sports.”84 From the responses 
to these different scales, we  averaged scores to calculate both an overall 
index of morbid curiosity and a  sensation-seeking score.
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What we found is that, for both men and women, those higher in 
morbid curiosity were more interested in the topic of serial killing, and 
those higher in sensation seeking were more interested in the topic of 
serial killing. Stated another way, those interested in serial killers have 
a heightened curiosity about morbid topics and demonstrate an overall 
interest in participating in and viewing risky and/or gruesome events 
and situations.

Cross-culturally, men traditionally have scored higher in measures of 
sensation seeking.85 Men have more of the sex steroid hormone testoster-
one than do women, and increased testosterone is related to increased 
social vigilance, competition, dominance, and violence.86 With this being 
the case, we would expect men to have heightened morbid curiosity com-
pared to women. In keeping with previous research, our study found 
that men’s morbid curiosity scores were, indeed, higher than women’s 
scores. However, men’s and women’s sensation-seeking scores were the 
same. That said, we did find the expected association that both men and 
women with higher sensation-seeking scores also have higher morbid 
curiosity scores.

According to our study, those who were interested in serial killing 
also had a greater interest in learning about additional morbid and 
 non-morbid topics. This finding suggests that morbid curiosity is an 
offshoot of curiosity in general. Yet these other interests were not stat-
i stically perfect predictors of serial killer interest, meaning that there 
are other factors beyond simple curiosity to explain why someone would 
want to learn about FSKs and MSKs.

Of course, morbid entertainment cannot itself hurt you, be it factual 
or fictional depictions, yet people are drawn to it. Evolutionary psy-
chologists argue that our ancestral brain lacks the ability to distinguish 
between people and events who are actually in our lives and those we 
see portrayed in entertainment media such as on television.87 This con-
cept logically extends to morbid entertainment. Videos, books, and 
podcasts do not represent a threat in your immediate physical envir-
onment. But in evolutionary terms, our brains, having evolved over 
millions of years in conditions with no videos, books, and podcasts, still 
seem to respond to stimuli as if we were in the same environment as 
our ancient ancestors.
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On the automatic and unconscious subcortical level, it is more con-
ducive to survival for us to perceive a stimulus as an actual threat and 
activate physiological survival mechanisms just in case, as compared to 
taking even a split second longer to decide with cortical mechanisms 
that the threat is only occurring on our televisions. In other words, our 
brains reflect the idea that it is better to be safe than sorry, when being 
safe means remaining alive. In this context, then, it is interesting that evi-
dence suggests people prefer horror entertainment that is more plaus-
ible.88 It seems we actually prefer it when the threat feels more real.89

Research has yielded trait and personality factors associated with the 
consumption of horror media in general. For example, there is some 
evidence to suggest people who are higher in intelligence seek more 
horror entertainment.90 There may also be experiential factors involved 
in the consumption or avoidance of horror media, such as having been 
victimized by violence in the past. Yet even as we continue to learn more 
through scientific research, we have yet to understand fully why the top-
ics of serial murder and serial killers command the strong and continued 
attention of so many people.

What can be said with absolute certainty, however, is that they do. 
Whether it is through people showing up to watch as remains are 
exhumed by law enforcement, engaging with the thriving true crime 
genre, or exploring the disturbing world of murderabilia, serial murders 
and the killers who commit them tap into a strong current of morbid 
curiosity that exists in many.
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CHAPTER 3

The Lives of Female Serial Killers

§

Dorothea Montalvo Puente was a serial killer. You would not likely 
derive this knowledge from the boarding house proprietor’s appear-
ance, as she was described as “ostensibly the essence of grandmotherly 
virtue.” Curly and carefully molded grey hair, large-button sweaters and 
coats, and oversized glasses portrayed an image of innocence and care.1 
“ Murderous Grandma” does not fall into our typical gender schemas, 
yet Puente ultimately came to be known as “Killer Granny” when it was 
discovered in the 1980s that she had murdered at least nine people, 
 dismembered them, and buried them in her backyard.

Prior to the murders she committed at her boarding house, Puente 
was convicted for drugging three elderly people she met in bars and 
stealing their possessions.2 She served about three years in prison, was 
released on parole, and took up where she left off with both of those 
activities and more.3 Puente invited mentally ill, intellectually disabled, 
elderly, and indigent tenants in need of care and shelter to her lovely 
Victorian boarding house, known for its welcoming garden, on F Street 
in Sacramento, California. Social workers felt she was compassionate and 
were appreciative that she took in very difficult client cases.

After earning their trust, Puente murdered the vulnerable people 
who boarded with her, feeding them cake poisoned with the heavy seda-
tive flurazepam (a drug that has greater effects on older adults).4 As they 
lay incapacitated in their beds, she smothered her victims with pillows, 
then dismembered them and dumped their body parts into a mass grave 
in her verdant backyard.
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Puente hid her boarders’ deaths so she could continue to collect 
their disability compensation checks, netting about $5000 a month. 
She forged letters to the US Social Security Administration to get her 
victims’ government support checks sent to her address, and forged 
letters to loved ones that made them believe their family members 
were still alive.5 When neighbors started complaining about a putrid 
odor emanating from her property, she told them that she had a sewer 
and dead rat problem that was causing the smell. Eventually, Judy 
Moise, a counselor for boardinghouse resident Bert Montoya, became 
concerned about his whereabouts, as he had intellectual disabilities 
and had gone missing.6 Moise alerted the authorities, who made the 
grim discovery in her backyard.

Neighbors were in disbelief that the kindly older lady with the rose 
garden was a serial killer. Crowds and television trucks lined the streets 
as authorities exhumed the disarticulated remains of victims from that 
lovely yard.7

Some bodies were wrapped up in tablecloths “like a mummy,” and 
one was in a plastic bag.8 A body later identified to be 78-year-old Betty 

3.1 “Death House Landlady” Dorothea Puente with SPD homicide detective John Cabrera, 
1988. (Photo by Dick Schmidt/Sacramento Bee/Tribune News Service via Getty Images)
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Palmer was missing her legs, hands, and head.9 Not all her victims wound 
up in her backyard, however. The body of yet another of her missing 
tenants was found near the Sacramento River in a box.10

At the age of 61, Puente was charged with murdering nine people.11 
She had fled as soon as the first body was found, but was soon captured.12 
Upon her arrest, she told authorities, “I used to be a very good person at 
one time.” William Harder, who claimed to be Puente’s grandson, cor-
roborated her assertion. He said that Puente had not always been bad.13

Notably, William Harder is a murderabilia dealer who befriended 
both murderous cult leader Charles Manson and MSK Richard Ramirez. 
When pressed as to why he had no empathy for victims’ families, Harder 
said, “That’s not my job,” and stated that there was no difference 
between collecting murderabilia and collecting US Civil War memora-
bilia. Among his inventory is a bobblehead of his grandmother, labeled 
“Dorothea Puente, The Death House Landlady.” She is holding on to a 
stack of the checks she cashed after the deaths of her trusting disabled 
tenants.14

Indeed, Puente, who appeared grandmotherly and maintained an 
impeccable home while she used poison and suffocation to silence her 
victims, did it for the money. She preyed on the ill and infirm, and vic-
timized people who knew her and trusted her. She got away with it for 
years. In court, her defense attorneys claimed that the tenants died of 
natural causes, claiming that Puente did not report them because she 
was afraid it would look suspicious and violate her parole.15

Mitigating factors in the case were drawn from her life story. She 
grew up as an orphan, for example, and her alcoholic, adoptive parents 
abused her and her many siblings. The Los Angeles Times reported that 
Puente’s mother was a prostitute who died when Puente was 10, and that 
her father would hold a pistol to his head and threaten suicide in front 
of the children. After her mother’s death, she spent time in an orphan-
age and many foster homes. At age 16, she was sexually abused. The jury 
also heard that, at times, she was kind and generous.16

Nevertheless, on August 26, 1993, at age 64, Dorothea Puente was 
convicted of the first-degree murders of Dorothy Miller and Benjamin 
Fink and the second-degree murder of Leona Carpenter. The jury 
was inexplicably deadlocked on six other counts of murder. She was 
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 sentenced to life in prison, narrowly escaping a death sentence, which 
would have meant execution by the gas chamber. The jury voted seven 
to five in favor of sparing her life. Once in prison without the chance of 
parole, reports say that she was called “Mom” by her fellow inmates. She 
apparently doted over them and cooked burritos for them.17 Puente died 
at age 82 on March 27, 2011, in prison in Chowchilla, California.18

Despite efforts to introduce mitigating context in court, no one 
knows Puente’s real story. Carla Norton,19 who investigated Puente’s 
background while writing a book about her in the mid-1990s, uncovered 
evidence that Puente at one point pretended to be a retired doctor. She 
told some people she was Egyptian and others she was Mexican. She had 
multiple aliases and spoke of having had many husbands. No one was 
certain of her true age. Puente was a murderer and a thief, but people 
were fooled by her “grandmother side.” As Norton told the Santa Cruz 
Sentinel, “Sociopaths conceal that side very well. They are practiced and 
they have a vested interest in not advertising their criminal self.”20 While 
I am unaware of any psychological assessments of her, and I myself am 
not diagnosing her, her ability to present herself as a kind caregiver and 
grandma while murdering disabled individuals is consistent with behav-
ior seen in psychopaths.

Indeed, Puente engaged in many behaviors typical of female serial 
killers.

§

In this chapter, and those that follow, I discuss research findings about 
FSK backgrounds, mental illness, crimes, and victims. The information I 
present here is based on my team’s data collection. In 2014, we gathered 
information about a wide array of variables, and our sample size of FSKs 
is substantial considering the infrequency of these crimes. Although my 
team is not the first to study FSKs, studies using large samples of FSKs are 
rare, and some studies are at least a generation old. Seeking to collect 
information about as many FSKs as we could, our study is arguably one 
of the largest empirical (i.e., data collection) endeavors to be published 
on the topic. We also yielded some novel findings.

While there are many published studies of MSK crimes and psychol-
ogy, there are very few scientific studies that gather original source 
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material about FSKs in order to understand generalizations (i.e., nomo-
thetic research) regarding FSK mental states, crimes, motives, and vic-
tims.21 There are a few case studies of individual FSKs (i.e., idiographic 
research), but while lone cases are rich sources of hypotheses and even 
treatment avenues, a sample size of one murderer cannot be generalized 
to describe the behaviors of all murderers. Moreover, we should keep in 
mind that experts feel there is an appreciable number of unsolved serial 
murder cases throughout the world.22 There might be a certain type of 
serial killer whose motives and means are so different than others that 
they get away with their crimes.23

Unfortunately, very few researchers have access to actual case files 
or the ability to interview serial murderers. Forensic researchers, there-
fore, often rely on newspapers, legitimate news websites and stories (e.g., 
Associated Press, ABC, CBS, NBC, FOX), historical societies, and court 
documents to derive data. This is called the mass media method of data 
collection, and it has been used to derive facts about people or events 
from the past or present when researchers cannot gain direct access.24 
Importantly, where there are previously existing studies that used clinical 
and interview data about serial murderers,25 I have found that the infor-
mation yielded by my mass media method studies, conducted with pub-
licly available information, corroborates these findings almost exactly.

We know that sensationalism sells, and in the case of murder, news-
papers might depict only what they deem “a good story” that will garner 
readership. We also live in an era where some people feel that “fake 
news” permeates our landscape – that the media present false or mis-
leading information to manipulate the viewers and readers. Public fig-
ures push this viewpoint, asserting the information is untrue when the 
media gives unfavorable reports.26 Some scholars assert that there is a 
current “crisis of faith” in journalism.27 Yet in my various research pro-
jects, I have found information in the news to be factually consistent with 
courthouse records and transcripts, and I have found information to be 
fairly consistent across independently reported sources. Furthermore, 
unlike psychologists and criminologists who are investigating perpetra-
tor psychology, reporters usually do not have a theoretical angle when 
writing their product.28 I have not, for example, read any pieces on serial 
murderers where a newspaper reporter interjected words like “insane” 
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or “psychopath” unless they were quoting legal proceedings or a clinical 
mental health expert. They report facts.

Our initial study generated a sample of 64 FSKs who committed their 
crimes in the United States from 1821 to 2008. That might not seem like 
a large sample for the social sciences, and indeed, at times the data were 
too scarce for meaningful statistical analyses. But serial murder is rare. It 
may be the case that only 2% of murders are committed by serial  killers.29 
Using this estimate and taking one-sixth of that to be female-perpetrated, 
this leaves us 0.3% of all murderers to study. One would have to peruse 
about 20,000 murder cases to find a sample size of 64 FSKs.30

Fortunately, we were able to start with the news clearinghouse web-
site Murderpedia.org,31 where we could search alphabetically for FSKs. 
Acquiring the name of the offender, we consulted with an entry’s noted 
primary sources for accuracy validation, and then performed internet 
and database searches for related newspaper articles, news network web 
stories, historical society collections, government documents, and court 
documents. We verified that each offender met our criteria: they had 
killed three or more people, had a cooling-off period of at least one week 
between murders, and committed their crimes in the USA.32

Of course, we did not simply “copy and paste” from Murderpedia. 
We used its list as a springboard for exploration of reputable, verifiable 
information sources. While we never found a mistake in Murderpedia 
.org’s compilations, there has been a trend on the website in recent years 
toward incorporating information directly from Wikipedia or amateur 
blogs. Anyone can contribute to or edit this type of website, so this puts 
an even greater emphasis on the need to seek original sources.  Moreover, 
as of this writing, the site had not been updated for a few years. Neverthe-
less, Murderpedia.org was a great asset as we began our research.

For this study, we only included verified FSKs, electing not to include 
suspected killers. We also did not include FSKs who committed their 
crimes with a partner, as we were interested in the psychology of the 
lone offender, and it would be difficult to parse each case and attribute 
motives and behaviors properly to each member of a pair. Notably, how-
ever, previous research has illuminated intriguing variations between 
lone killers and partnered killers. For example, partnered serial killers 
are less likely to be mentally ill but are more likely to engage in brutality 
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such as kidnapping and using victims as sex slaves. Furthermore, women 
who were part of a serial killer pair were shown to have had more tumul-
tuous upbringings than did FSKs who acted alone.33

The following is what we discovered about the lives of female serial 
murderers, including interpretation and case studies that build and 
expand on the original research and statistics my team published in the 
Journal of Forensic Psychiatry and Psychology in 2015.34

WHO ARE FSKS? DEMOGRAPHIC DATA  

ON FEMALE SERIAL KILLERS

Our dataset of 64 FSKs yielded important information about the demo-
graphics, professional careers, socioeconomic status, relationships, and 
even physical appearance of women who have committed serial murder 
in the United States. All but one FSK in our sample were born in the 
USA, for example. For those whose ethnicity was documented, almost all 
(about 90%) were White. Religious affiliation was seldom mentioned in 
cases, but in all instances when it was, the killer was noted as Christian.

FSKs have held a wide variety of jobs, including sex worker, drug 
dealer, psychic, food server, farmer, and Sunday school (religious) 
teacher. However, an alarming number of serial killers (39%) have 
worked in health-related positions (e.g., nurses and nurse’s aides). In 
addition, more than one out of five has held another direct caregiver 
role (e.g., stay-at-home mother, stay-at-home wife, babysitter). That 
means that most (more than 60%) of FSKs were in charge of others’ 
well-being, particularly of those who are vulnerable.

The majority of FSKs in our dataset were of middle-class socioeco-
nomic status (55.3%), but some were lower-class (40.4%). Only a few 
(4.3%) were considered upper-class. Academic achievement was only 
available for 26 FSKs. Among these women, there was considerable vari-
ation in education: 34.6% had college/professional degrees, 19.2% had 
some college or professional training, 15.4% were high-school graduates 
with no further education, and 30.8% were high school dropouts. This 
means that the majority of FSKs had at least some postsecondary educa-
tion. Notably, while intelligence is difficult to derive from news sources, 
descriptors were provided for 16 women, or 25% of our sample. Of 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.004


39

The Lives of femaLe seriaL KiLLers

these, eight were described by sources as being of average intelligence, 
two were described as having high intelligence, and six were described 
as having low intelligence or intellectual disability.35

Data on relationship status were available for most FSKs in our study. 
While they were actively killing, more than half (54.2%) were married, 
about a quarter were divorced, and the rest were in a romantic relation-
ship or single. For those who had ever been married, they averaged two 
marriages, with about one in four FSKs having been married three or 
more times. The range of marriage frequency was one to seven mar-
riages, meaning that among those who married, they married anywhere 
from one to seven times over the course of their lives. It seems that 
female serial killers are serial monogamists.

Over the course of our study, we were able find descriptions of phys-
ical appearance in about a quarter of our cases. Seven were reported 
to be attractive, with one killer being described as looking like actor 
Elizabeth Taylor, who was considered very beautiful. Ten were reported 
to have average looks. Five FSKs were noted to be overweight, and 
three were described as unattractive, through the use of such terms as 
“remarkably ugly” and “not particularly attractive.” Taken from this, we 
can  extrapolate that most FSKs have been deemed to be of at least aver-
age attractiveness. That said, the halo effect described in Chapter 1, in 
addition to societal disbelief that women are capable of such gruesome 
crimes, might aid women who have committed crimes over time in evad-
ing suspicion.

The age at which a FSK commits her first murder might be a key vari-
able in the commission of these crimes. While our dataset included this 
information for most cases, we must remember that it is possible that 
some of a killer’s crimes, including her first crime, may be unknown to 
police. Nevertheless, we determined that the mean age of a FSK’s first 
act was 32, with a statistical standard deviation (SD) of 11.7 years.36 The 
ages themselves demonstrated considerable variation, with FSKs ranging 
from 16 to 65 at the time of their first documented murder. However, 
about three-quarters of the FSKs in our sample were in their 20s or 30s 
when they first killed.

In addition to identifying key information about FSKs’ ages at the 
time of their first murders, our study found that their average age when 
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they were caught was about 39.25 (SD = 12.3). FSKs committed crimes, 
on average, over a 7.25-year span, but with noted variability (SD = 8 
years). Some FSKs committed all their acts of murder in the same year, 
and at least one killed for over three decades before she was caught.37

§

“Jolly” Jane Toppan was a serial killer. She was a nurse “obsessed with 
death.”38 Her ambition, she is quoted as saying, was “to have killed more 
people – helpless people – than any other man or woman who ever 
lived.” Toppan was born Honora (Norah) Kelley in 1857, the daughter 
of an Irish family who resided in the Boston area. When she was very 
young, her mother died of tuberculous, and her father Peter, known as 
“Kelly the Crack,” died of alcoholism. She was adopted by Captain and 
Mrs. Toppan, whom she later poisoned.39

Toppan worked as a servant in her early life. She then began nurse’s 
training at Cambridge Hospital in Massachusetts. She was called “Jolly 
Jane” because of her rosy cheeks and friendly demeanor, and she was 
“personally rather attractive.” Nevertheless, colleagues developed dis-
dain for her, as she lied, stole, spread gossip, and was “obsessed” with 
autopsies. Later, she secured work at Massachusetts General Hospital, 
but she was fired for dispensing opiate drugs too liberally.40 In 1891, 
she got a job as a private duty nurse for wealthy clients, and she became 
admired for her compassionate nature and skills. Toppan made a lot of 
money for the time, although at least one report indicated that she aug-
mented her personal finances by stealing from her victims.41

Former colleagues remember Toppan saying something to the effect 
that it is useless to keep old people alive. Her landlords were “feeble 
and fussy,” for example, and so she killed them. But she did not kill 
the elderly only. Toppan also killed her foster sister, Elizabeth Toppan 
Brigham. Reports indicated that Elizabeth was always kind to Jane, but 
Jane resented her because she was attractive, married, and well-liked. 
One day, when the sisters went on a picnic, Toppan fed Elizabeth corned 
beef and taffy laced with the strong poison, strychnine. Death by strych-
nine is violent and painful. Elizabeth was likely terrified and aware of 
everything that was happening to her as she experienced painful muscle 
rigidity, including spastic arching of the back, an inability to breathe, 
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3.2 Serial killer nurse “Jolly” Jane Toppan may have murdered 100 people. (Photo from 
Getty Images)
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and ultimate respiratory failure.42 Toppan seemed to confirm this awful 
death when she revealed, “I held her in my arms and watched with 
delight as she gasped her life out.”43

In a plot to marry her sister’s widower, O. A. Brigham, Toppan moved 
in with him and killed his elderly housekeeper. “Jolly Jane” then poisoned 
Brigham and nursed him back to health to impress him. Apparently, how-
ever, he was not impressed enough to marry her.44 Later, police became 
suspicious of Toppan when her current landlord’s entire family mysteri-
ously died. Toppan killed Mrs. Davis, moved into Mr. Davis’ house and 
killed him, and then killed his two daughters with  morphine and atro-
pine poisoning. This triggered marked suspicion among  surviving family 
members, who reported her to authorities. She was finally arrested on 
October 30, 1901, for the murder of Mary (Minnie) D. Gibbs, one of the 
Davis daughters.45

Authorities say that during her nursing training, Toppan experi-
mented with the effects of morphine (an opiate narcotic depressant) 
and atropine (a stimulant at low doses and a depressant at high doses)46 
on her patients. This caused cycles of unconsciousness and alertness 
until they died. At the time, however, doctors dismissed the deaths of 
elderly patients as a product of heart disease, stroke, or even diabetes. 
Later, Toppan told authorities that she got a thrill from the killing. “No 
voice has as much melody in it as the one crying for life,” she said, “no 
eyes as bright as those about to become fixed and glassy; no face so beau-
tiful as the one pulseless and cold.”47

She also killed friends and business acquaintances along the way. An 
investigator was quoted as saying, “If all of the suspicions involving the 
operations of Jane Toppan could be substantiated . . . the succession of 
murders will cover a wider range and be more astounding than any series 
of crimes perpetuated by one person in many years.”48 Toppan ultimately 
confessed to killing 31 people between 1885 and 1901, but the authorities 
estimated that she had killed many more. She later stated, “It would be safe 
to say that I killed at least 100 persons.”49 Toppan appears to have fulfilled 
her ambition to become one of the most prolific murderers on record.

In her confession, she said, “I have absolutely no remorse. Even when 
I poisoned my dearest friends . . . I did not feel any regret afterward. I 
cannot detect the slightest bit of sorrow over what I have done.” Later, 
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however, she changed her tone. She told physicians she was prone to 
violent outbursts and said, “I know I am not safe to be around. It would 
be better if I were locked up where I could do no one any harm.”50

Psychiatrists at the time, called “alienists,” examined Toppan twice. 
Dr. H. M. Quimby, Dr. George F. Jelly, and Dr. Henry R. Stedman were 
“insanity experts,” and they unanimously declared her insane.51 One 
report said that Toppan was deemed to have “mental degeneracy.”52 
Another newspaper said that she was “declared a most remarkable 
specimen of degeneracy.”53 In addition to the murders she committed, 
she had written “a voluminous mass of letters” that was presented by 
authorities at her trial. The letters contained lies of wealth, planned trips 
around the world on a private yacht, and an engagement to a prominent 
man. The Boston Post stated that “the stories which she has told in these 
missives all border on the marvelous and seem to have been written with 
an absolute disregard for the truth.”54 The Boston Globe reported that after 
experts deemed Toppan “incurably insane” and Judge Bell gave the jury 
instructions for deliberation, she seemed pleased. It took the jury 20 
minutes to decide she was not guilty by reason of insanity, and during 
that time Toppan “chatted, laughed and was exceedingly jolly.”55 In the 
end, Toppan was sentenced to life in Taunton Lunatic Asylum on June 
24, 1902, with one headline declaring she was “Sent to the Madhouse.”56

It is difficult to interpret Toppan’s general insanity diagnosis through 
the lens of modern psychology, but it seems that mental health experts of 
the time believed Jane had lost touch with reality. One physician said that 
Jane also grew increasingly suspicious over time. An expert who exam-
ined Toppan told The Boston Post that hers was “one of the strangest cases 
of diseased mind he had ever seen.”57 While not diagnosing her, Top-
pan’s symptoms may be indicative of schizophrenia, although the term 
and diagnosis were not introduced until after her assessment. She had 
reportedly lost touch with reality; expressed bizarre behavior (including 
kissing a dying patient experiencing a death rattle);58 had an inappropri-
ate affect (she liked autopsies and said that being in jail was the happiest 
she had ever been);59 suffered from memory impairment (she told her 
lawyer that, at times, she had “great difficulty” remembering what she had 
done);60 and experienced delusions of grandeur. Further, schizophrenia 
has a substantial genetic basis and is thus seen in siblings,61 and Toppan’s 
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sister (unnamed) was also committed to an insane asylum.62 Nevertheless, 
Toppan is no longer around to interview and assess.

Toppan’s apparent delusions continued after institutionalization, 
along with her hallucinations. She was initially allowed to mingle with 
other patients, but as she developed more delusions and her violent out-
bursts became more frequent, she was confined to a padded cell. From 
her room she would scream about the dead victims coming back to exact 
revenge by poisoning her. When nurses brought her food, she would 
scream, “It is poisoned!” At one point, she wrote the hospital a letter that 
read, “I wish to inform you that I am alive in spite of the deleterious food 
which has been served to me.” She also dug her nails into her own skin, 
causing bleeding, and said the injury was because one of her deceased 
victims injected morphine into her arm. At night, she screamed, “Fire! 
Fire!” – another way that she reportedly murdered her victims.63

Toppan was not idle during her time in the asylum, however. She wrote 
love stories.64 In fact, Toppan told people that had she been married she 
would not have killed so many people.65 Indeed, the New England Histori-
cal Society conjectured that her motive for murder was being jilted by her 
boyfriend when she was aged 16.66 When Toppan died at the age of 81 on 
Wednesday, August 17, 1938, she had lived at the asylum for decades and 
become “a quiet old lady” in her later years.67 One obituary for Toppan ran 
with the headline, “Famous Poisoner Dies Wednesday After Weird Life.”68

§

Congruent with the data from our study, “Jolly” Jane Toppan was White, 
had a pleasant appearance, had at least some postsecondary education 
and training, and was a nurse and caretaker. We might further surmise, 
but cannot verify, that her Boston Irish heritage included Christianity, 
as most Irish immigrants to Boston in the 1800s were Roman Catholic.69 
Like the typical FSK from our dataset, she likely began killing in her 20s 
or 30s, but seems to have gotten away with it for about 15 years – longer 
than our reported mean, but still within about one standard deviation 
of it. Like many other FSKs, which I discuss in Chapter 4, Toppan had 
strong indications of severe mental illness.

It is unlikely that any one case will hit all the profile marks generated 
by our sample. Moreover, as stated at the outset of this book, Toppan’s 
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case may or may not be included in the sample from which we drew 
our statistics. Yet her case comes very close to our composite FSK profile 
extrapolated from our analysis.70 I will talk about the complete profile 
later in Chapter 6.

THE DEVELOPMENTAL HISTORY OF FEMALE  

SERIAL KILLERS

It is difficult to determine the precise developmental history of FSKs. In 
our data sample, for example, it is impossible to know whether cases that 
omit background information do so because there are no remarkable 
issues to present, or because the reporting agent or source just did not 
have this information available. When attempting to shed light on how 
women develop into serial killers, we must therefore interpret available 
information with caution.

In our sample of 64 FSKs, we found information about serious illness 
reported in the childhoods of only six women. Information on this topic 
was missing for most of the sample. In six cases illness was reported and 
the illnesses were blood poisoning and thyroid issues, head trauma, mea-
sles with long-term vision issues, scarlet fever, seizure disorder, and polio. 
With more sophisticated treatment and disease tracking available in the 
present day, and some conditions such as polio virtually eradicated, it is 
difficult to interpret these FSK data. We do know from research, however, 
that adverse childhood health problems increase the risk of health and 
behavioral issues in adulthood.71 Pediatric specialists stress that adverse 
childhood experiences can have deleterious consequences on brain 
development, including neuroplasticity, which indicates the brain’s abil-
ity to heal or adapt.72 Stated another way, severe illness, abuse, or other 
adverse experiences when we are younger can change our brain’s way of 
adapting to new information when we are older.

Relatedly, several FSKs are known to have had difficult family situa-
tions in their childhood. We found information for about a third of our 
sample regarding FSKs’ familial environment growing up. With some 
overlap between conditions, there were instances of parental alcohol-
ism, with an overrepresentation of alcoholic mothers as compared to 
women’s prevalence of alcoholism in the general population. We also 
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found instances of overly controlling parents and insulting and deni-
grating mothers. Five FSKs had mothers who were reported as absent or 
deceased, and one had a father who was reported as absent or deceased. 
Four FSKs were abandoned as children. Information within our sample 
about the physical and mental health of family members was sparse. As 
stated above, the absence of information may speak to non-access, or 
it can speak to the absence of the condition. While there is no way to 
determine this, it is clear that some FSKs experienced difficult family 
environments.

Of our sample of 64 FSKs, we found 20 cases (31.3%) in which the 
FSK was sexually and/or physically abused in her lifetime. This is about 
a third of our sample. In five of the cases, the FSK was both sexually 
and physically abused. In 30% of the women abused, the assault(s) 
occurred in childhood. As girls or women, they experienced being 
burned, beaten, and starved. Reported perpetrators were mothers, 
fathers, grandparents, and husbands or other romantic partners. I add 
the caveat that, after conducting research on this topic for several years, 
I feel that a prevalence of 31.3% abuse is likely an underestimate, but it 
is a clear indication of marked abuse in the developmental histories of 
many FSKs.

The long-term deleterious effects of childhood maltreatment have 
long been known, and it is a recurrent theme throughout this book. Poor 
outcomes stretch across health, psychological, relationship, and societal 
variables.73 While a systematic review of childhood maltreatment out-
comes is beyond the scope of this book, key findings are clearly relevant 
to the psychology of FSKs. Evidence suggests that childhood maltreat-
ment changes the very architecture of the human brain, as the young 
brain must adapt to extreme, adverse experiences.74 Some experts sug-
gest that the physical and psychological abuse of a child inflicts “wounds 
that won’t heal” because of the permanent effects on the brain.75

Notably, abuse impacts one’s emotional processing, including the 
inability to recognize emotions in others.76 And, indeed, a deficiency 
in emotional recognition has been documented in violent offenders.77 
Perhaps this offers a glimpse into why both FSKs and MSKs have a cal-
lous disregard for victims. Moreover, abuse decreases reward sensitiv-
ity,78 meaning that increased stimulation would be needed to achieve 
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a desired result. Perhaps this is why FSKs continue to murder for profit 
across various victims.

The tragic experiences of childhood maltreatment also negatively 
affect mental health throughout one’s lifespan and can lead to the devel-
opment of more than one psychiatric disorder.79 Specifically, experts 
have suggested a traumagenic neurodevelopmental model that shows 
childhood adversity causes brain alterations. Affected regions include 
the frontal lobes (creating problems with decision-making), the hip-
pocampus (causing memory and emotional reactivity issues), the hypo-
thalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis (which means an increased stress 
hormonal response), and the dopaminergic system (with increases in 
dopamine being associated with schizophrenia-like symptoms, emerging 
in later-life psychosis).80 However, while there may be an indication of 
childhood abuse in the development of documented FSKs, it cannot be 
overemphasized that almost no one who experiences childhood trauma 
grows up to be a serial murderer.

§

Aileen Wuornos was a serial killer. She shot several men in the head and 
torso, stole their money, and disposed of their bodies carelessly.

Wuornos was born in 1956 in Michigan. Her father was a violent, 
convicted child molester who completed suicide by hanging while 
serving a prison sentence. Her mother, Diane, was 15 years old when 
she married Wuornos’ father. She abandoned Wuornos and her 
older brother Keith to the care of their maternal grandparents after 
her  husband’s death. Wuornos’ alcoholic grandmother and violent, 
volatile grandfather raised both children.81 Wuornos told clinical 
 examiners that her grandfather sexually abused her, as did one of his 
friends.82 She also reported having an incestuous relationship with her 
brother.83

Years later, a relative stated that, despite being a good student and 
doing well in school, Wuornos started acting out around age ten or eleven. 
She shoplifted and set a fire that burned her face.84 When school officials 
recommended counseling for Wuornos, her grandmother declined to 
grant permission. When Wuornos got pregnant at age 14, she was sent to 
live at a home for unwed mothers. Staff reported her as hostile and unable 
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to get along with others. She gave birth to a baby boy, whom she gave up 
for adoption.

At some point, Wuornos’ grandfather, who some speculate was the 
father of her baby, completed suicide. She was eventually thrown out 
of the house and began living in the woods. At the age of 16, she began 
earning money as a sex worker and was reported to abuse drugs and 
alcohol.85 She was arrested several times in the 1970s for disorderly con-
duct and assault around the same time that her maternal grandmother 
died by suicide and her brother died of cancer.

When Wuornos was 20 years old, she moved to Florida and met a 
man named Lewis Gratz Fell, whom she married in May 1976. Fell, 
whose age was around 70 at the time, had the marriage annulled 
two months later,86 claiming that Wuornos was violent with him and 
squandered his money. Wuornos herself stated that he beat her with 
his cane.87

Wuornos resumed life as a sex worker. The Tallahassee Democrat 
reported that Wuornos was “a strong-willed woman . . . with a brown 
purse and a heart full of betrayal.” As a highway prostitute, she chose her 
company carefully and then decided if it would be a “normal day” or a 
“killing day.”88 Eventually, after a string of murders in Florida brought 
her under suspicion, Wuornos was arrested in 1991.89

After her arrest, Wuornos told authorities that she did, in fact, shoot 
seven men, but that she did it in self-defense. She claimed that she had 
been raped so many times that she decided to carry a gun. She had a 
story about roughness or abuse from each of her victims. “After I killed 
the first couple I thought about quitting,” she said from her jail cell, “but 
I had to make money to pay the bills. And I figured at least I was doing 
some good killing these guys . . . they would have hurt someone else.”90

Psychiatrist Wade Myers and colleagues assessed Wuornos while she 
was incarcerated and determined that she had psychopathy, antisocial 
personality disorder, and borderline personality disorder.91 During 
her murder trial, her uncle Barry claimed she was never abused.92 Yet 
clinicians were not convinced by him. They asserted that “childhood 
attachment disruptions, severe psychopathy, other personality disorder 
pathology, and a traumagenic abuse history likely contributed to her 
having serially murdered seven victims.”93
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When Wuornos was convicted for these multiple murders and sen-
tenced to death, she canceled all appeals. In an interview with a local 
news station, she proclaimed, “I need to die for the killing of those 
people.”94 She continued, “I killed those men, robbed them cold as ice. 
And I’d do it again . . . I’m the one who hates human life and I’d kill 
again.”95 At the time, some people within the criminal justice system, 
the public, and the media argued that Wuornos might not have been 
competent for execution. The Miami Herald’s Fred Grimm, for example, 
emphasized that her behavior was erratic and bizarre. Observers pointed 
to the fact that she fired her lawyer and instead appointed an evangeli-
cal horse trainer who claimed half the rights to movies about her life – 
actions that hardly demonstrate sound judgment. Many people felt she 
should have had additional psychiatric examinations.

Still, as Grimm said, “society shrugged off those mad, staring eyes,”96 
and Wuornos was executed on October 9, 2002. Her last words were, 
“Yes, I’d like to say I’m sailing with the rock. And I’ll be back, like 

3.3 Aileen Wuornos in an undated Florida Department of Corrections photo. (Photo from 
Florida DOC/Getty Images)
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 Independence Day, with Jesus, June 6th, like in the movie. Big mother 
ship and all. I’ll be back.”97

§

Viewing Wuornos’ life through a traumagenic lens, we might understand 
why her life followed an aberrant pathway. Undoubtedly, it can be difficult 
to have sympathy for a serial killer who has coldheartedly and violently ter-
minated the lives of multiple innocent human beings. As one writer put it, 
Wuornos was “wounded but vicious,”98 while investigators noted that she was 
“a killer who robs, not a robber who kills.”99 Nevertheless, she was a human 
being with a continued, toxic history of abandonment, neglect, paternal vio-
lence and suicide, incest, rapes, other physical trauma, and homelessness – 
and this list is not exhaustive. One cannot invalidate the suffering of her 
victims and their families, excuse her behavior, or offer absolution due to 
her having experienced profound childhood trauma. But we can pay atten-
tion to her circumstances for explanation and prediction.

Writer Kenneth Turan100 added a liner note to Wuornos’ story. The 
Hollywood movie about her life, Monster, won numerous, prestigious 
awards for acting and writing. Yet no one talked about Wuornos’ story 
during any award acceptance speeches. “Admittedly,” Turan wrote, 
“Wuornos is a tough person to thank.” However, he added, not men-
tioning Aileen Wuornos perpetuated the way she had been marginalized 
and made invisible through her struggle – a facet of her developmental 
history that culminated in her terrible crimes. I agree with Turan. If 
someone had noticed and intervened on her behalf during her tumul-
tuous upbringings, and if her grandmother had let her get the mental 
health counseling she needed, maybe her life would have taken a dif-
ferent turn. Perhaps there would have been no string of murders along 
the Florida highway system. Wuornos was, from childhood, abandoned, 
exposed to trauma, and raped to pregnancy. She had to learn to live 
in the woods and on the streets. She learned violence as a coping skill.

As we can see from Aileen Wuornos’ case, traumagenic development 
may play a factor in becoming a serial killer, although we must remember 
that almost everyone who has ever experienced trauma has not become 
a serial killer. I continue in the next chapter about mental health and 
substance abuse issues in FSKs.
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Mental Health and Substance Use Among FSKs

§

Amy E. Duggan Archer-Gilligan, whom you met in the preface, was a 
serial killer. She was reported to have been a graduate of the School of 
Nursing at Bellevue Hospital in New York,1 the first nursing school in 
the USA developed on English nursing pioneer Florence  Nightingale’s 
prin ciples of training. The school was established the same year 
 Archer-Gilligan claimed to have been born: 1873.2 If she did, in fact, 
graduate from  Bellevue, Archer-Gilligan must have been intelligent, and 
we can assume that, during her studies, she would have developed an 
advanced knowledge of how drugs affect the body.3

Archer-Gilligan ran one of the first nursing homes in the United 
States. Praised for her work, some called her “Sister Amy” for what they 
perceived as her compassionate and kind acts. Yet “Sister Amy” poi-
soned so many people in her care that the media and people around 
town eventually called her nursing home a “murder factory.”4 Although 
Archer-Gilligan was charged with five murders and only tried for one, 
authorities believed she killed far more. Because some relatives took 
their deceased loved ones far away for burial purposes, they never got an 
exact victim count.5

Evidence shows that Archer-Gilligan poisoned all but one of her victims 
with arsenic. She murdered Maud Lynch with strychnine. Amy  probably 
even killed her two husbands, although she was only indicted in the 
murder of one: Michael Gilligan. Her first husband, James Archer, died 
suddenly, “taken with a spasm,” in February 1910.6 In  November 1913, 
she married Michael Gilligan, who performed  maintenance around her 
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nursing home. He died in February 1914 just hours after having tea 
and crackers with Archer-Gilligan. Witnesses had seen him healthy and 
around town previously that week. Archer-Gilligan was the beneficiary of 
his estate, worth nearly $5,000 (about $100,000 today), although legal 
troubles consumed most of the money.7

The trial of Amy Archer-Gilligan attracted a lot of attention. Reports 
said it “was the most important poisoning case that has ever been tried 
in this country.” The courtroom was always filled to capacity with specta-
tors; authorities had to turn people away because there were no seats left 
in the courtroom. Many women attended, as did physicians and  lawyers.8 
Although the medical and legal information was of interest, morbid curi-
osity was also likely in operation.

Archer-Gilligan’s daughter Mary testified in court that her mother  
had been addicted to morphine since Mary was 13. Perhaps this explains 
why the Hartford Courant reported her purchase of a substantial amount 
of morphine at the local drug store.9 Mary said that Amy “usually took 
six one-fourth grain tablets of morphine each morning and tablets four 
times a day.”10 Grain is a measurement from the old apothecary sys-
tem, abandoned in the 1990s in favor of the metric system. One grain 
is 64.8mg,11 which means that Archer-Gilligan began her morning with 
97.2mg of morphine and topped off as the day went on. We know noth-
ing about the purity of the morphine she took – reports simply named 
the drug – but experts report that even 30mg of immediate-release mor-
phine increases risk of toxicity, and doses near 100mg can be fatal to 
those who are not tolerant of the drug.12

In other words, Archer-Gilligan had to have built up to the dosage 
that Mary reported, or she could have died. Indeed, up to 130mg of 
morphine was used as an anesthetic in the early 1900s.13 Morphine, 
which is highly addictive, stimulates the body’s opioid receptors to 
relieve pain.14 We can conclude with reasonable certainty, therefore, that 
 Archer-Gilligan typically felt little pain.15

In 1916, the Harford Courant reported that Archer-Gilligan was exam-
ined by psychiatrists after her arrest “to determine if she is mentally 
 balanced,” and that assessments of her mental condition were “conducted 
with unusual secrecy.”16 She was experiencing psychosis in prison. A 
former inmate who had already been released – and thus  garnered no  
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 benefits from providing false information – testified that Amy walked 
around the prison corridors, talking to herself and repeating, “Oh dear, 
oh dear, why did I do it? What made me do it?”17 State Attorney Hugh 
Alcorn was convinced that Archer-Gilligan had developed psychosis while 
behind bars because he believed her sane at the time of her arrest.18 How-
ever, in addition to abusing drugs, testimony consistently showed that she 
had chronic and pervasive psychiatric issues.

In court, Katherine Duggan, Archer-Gilligan’s sister, was asked if she 
thought Amy was “crazy or just saturated with morphine.” The Meriden 
Morning Record reported that “Miss Duggan held to her statement that 
she believed Amy had never been right but at times was in her right 
mind and at times insane.”19 In fact, Archer-Gilligan frequently feuded 
with Katherine, although Archer-Gilligan trusted her sister enough to 
transfer her assets to her the day she was arrested.20

Another of Archer-Gilligan’s sisters, Mary Malahan, described 
bizarre behavior to the court. Malahan related one incident in which 
 Archer-Gilligan shipped 30 bottles of ketchup to her parents for no 
reason. She further reported that, at times, Archer-Gilligan seemed to 
have trouble walking and spoke so strangely it was difficult to carry on 
a  conversation with her. Archer-Gilligan thought people were watching 
her, and she developed an obsession that the people of Windsor, Con-
necticut, were persecuting her.21

The evidence did not end there. Archer-Gilligan’s daughter Mary said 
that her mother liked to have imaginary conversations on the telephone 
when it was disconnected. She also “talked at random.” Witnesses described 
Archer-Gilligan as being very generous to service staff and her church, 
noting that she claimed God told her to be. She appears to have been 
obsessed with cabs (short for cabriolet, a horse-drawn taxicab, also called a 
hack at the time). The Hartford Courant reported that  Archer-Gilligan had 
“hack mania” and would hire cabs for no reason. She apparently hired 
ten cabs for her wedding to James Henry Archer in 1896,22 but the cabs 
sat unused outside the church.23  Archer-Gilligan would also hire and send 
empty cabs to the funerals of people she did not know. Indeed, she was 
similarly obsessed with funerals. In one bizarre instance, Amy had to be 
carried out when she began screaming at a stranger’s funeral. She also 
liked to play sad funeral music on the piano.24
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Testimony regarding Archer-Gilligan’s mental state reached far into 
her past. Before operating her nursing home, Amy  Archer-Gilligan 
had been dismissed from a teaching job because administrators “were 
not satisfied with her disposition towards scholars.” Annie Ryan, 
 Archer-Gilligan’s housemate from those days, told the court that she 
would “have nervous and crying spells for no reason.” Ryan testified that 
Archer-Gilligan would buy goods from a bakery wagon as it passed the 
school, dismiss the schoolchildren, and have a picnic. During that time, 
she liked to hire horses for no reason.25

Reports indicate that Archer-Gilligan had a family history of mental 
illness, as well. Her sister and brother were both in in-patient psychiatric 
care (then called insane asylums). The Hartford Courant reported that 
Archer-Gilligan had three second cousins who were declared insane. 
Her grandfather and uncles were committed to insane asylums for life. 
In these cases, reportedly, her relatives were committed quite some time 
after the onset of their psychiatric symptoms, which worsened over time, 
evidencing progressive conditions. With so much mental illness in the 
family, Archer-Gilligan’s sisters said they were ashamed and reluctant to 
have her committed.26 Sadly, it stands to reason that you might not be 
reading about Archer-Gilligan in this context if mental illness had less of 
a stigma and she had received proper treatment for her symptoms.

At her first trial, Archer-Gilligan was found guilty of the murder of Frank-
lin Andrews, although she was awarded a new trial when a higher court 
found errors in the proceedings. At the second trial, Archer-Gilligan’s attor-
ney Benedict Holden came ready with an insanity defense. He claimed that 
she had mental illness, which was exacerbated by drug use. She was there-
fore incapable of premeditated murder. Archer-Gilligan pleaded guilty to 
second-degree murder. The judge in the case, John Keeler, accepted the 
plea, agreeing that there were doubts to  Archer-Gilligan’s sanity, and there-
fore ability to premeditate, during the time leading up to Franklin Andrews’ 
murder. Judge Keeler sentenced her to life in prison, but  Archer-Gilligan 
was later transferred to the “state hospital for the insane.”27

In contrast to the violent and painful death she caused by arsenic, 
Amy Archer-Gilligan spent the rest of her days in relative peace, wearing 
a black dress trimmed with lace, sitting on a chair, and praying. She lived 
a long life to about age 93 – or 88 if you asked her.28

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.005


55

MENTAL HEALTH AND SUBSTANCE USE AMONG FSKs

I have not encountered a formal mental health diagnosis of Amy 
Archer-Gilligan, and she cannot be diagnosed now because she cannot 
be interviewed by a trained clinician. In 2015, author Ron Robillard tried 
to obtain a copy of her psychiatric records, but the Connecticut Supreme 
Court prohibited their release, fearing it would set a dangerous prece-
dent and would discourage people from seeking psychological help and 
disclosing personal information.29 Amy Archer-Gilligan made the front 
page of the Hartford Courant yet again some 100 years after the newspa-
per first brought her crimes to light, the paper noting that “Her secrets 
stay sealed.”30

Nevertheless, we can examine her symptoms. Archer-Gilligan engaged 
in chronic and persistent drug abuse. Based on this fact alone, it is not 
surprising that witnesses reported she was irrational at times, “walking in 
a dazed sort of way” or “in a stupor.”31 But even before it was detected 
that she abused morphine, she had delusions and engaged in bizarre 
behavior. Archer-Gilligan’s cognitions and behaviors are consistent with 
those seen in someone diagnosed with schizophrenia, including delu-
sions, obsessions, probable hallucinations, confusing conversations mak-
ing sense to no one else, and executive dysfunction (issues with impaired 
judgment and considering consequences).

Furthermore, there was a history of progressive mental illness in 
Archer-Gilligan’s relatives. Schizophrenia, a progressive brain disease 
involving brain deterioration, has genetic components.32 Moreover, 
substance abuse is common in people with schizophrenia and worsens 
as the disease progresses.33 Archer-Gilligan had to have built tolerance 
from chronic and repeated use of morphine,34 or she would not have 
been able to take such a high daily dosage without overdose or death. 
In the case of Amy Archer-Gilligan, her attorney was likely right in that 
the confluence of mental illness and drug abuse created a perfect storm 
for murder.

§

Most of the FSKs examined by my team35 committed their crimes in the 
twentieth century. Some committed their murders in the 1800s, and a 
few were active in the early part of the 2000s, but the majority of docu-
mented cases are from the 1900s. This may speak to crime prevalence 
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trends; it may relate to increasing sophistication in investigative tech-
niques from the 1800s forward; it could be an artifact of record availabil-
ity; or it may reflect what has been deemed newsworthy and published in 
the media. Whatever the case, when these women were committing their 
crimes matters, and it must be kept in mind as we discuss mental illness 
and substance abuse in relation to FSKs.

Expert attention to psychological issues as well as diagnostic systems 
and techniques have changed over the course of time. Negative, nonsen-
sical, and often barbaric attitudes towards individuals with mental illness 
dominated early America. For example, some experts argued that Irish 
immigrants were more susceptible to insanity, a position taken because 
some Irish immigrants had a difficult time adjusting to American life.36 
People struggling with mental illness may have been chained to walls 
and displayed to the public, lobotomized, or subjected to exorcism. 
Around the mid-1800s, advocates such as Dorothea Dix began arguing 
for reform, voicing the struggles of mentally ill Americans to the US 
government,37 and clinicians urged that mental disorders be considered 
medical disorders. Efforts were then made to implement fair and com-
passionate diagnoses, treatment, and care.38

Although this is by no means a comprehensive history of mental 
health stigma, diagnosis, and treatment, a brief primer of this inhumane 
and ineffective part of American history is necessary in order to interpret 
our data about FSK mental health and substance abuse. People living in 
many of the years covered by our research would not have received the 
same diagnoses that we see now, nor would they have had access to com-
passionate care. The American Psychiatric Association’s classification 
system Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)39 was not 
published until 1952. Historical newspapers and court documents would 
not have had the information or language to talk about, for example, 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). We can argue, then, that the data 
we did find on mental health and substance use represent a minimum 
frequency.

It should be stressed from the outset that classifications and diagnoses 
continue to evolve. We still have work to do to develop a comprehen-
sive, fair, and accessible avenue to mental health treatment. In the USA, 
the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) reported that, in 2019, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.005


57

MENTAL HEALTH AND SUBSTANCE USE AMONG FSKs

less than half (about 45%) of more than 50 million Americans with any 
mental illness (AMI) received services.40 Furthermore, it must be noted 
that having a diagnosed mental health condition does not automatically 
qualify someone as being “insane” in the legal sense.41 In the US legal 
system, a defendant must not have known the difference between right 
and wrong at the time of their crime(s). Indeed, one major problem in 
court proceedings is that mental health professionals and legal teams 
may not have the same understanding of an issue.42 For example, a clin-
ician may not be able to answer questions about mental processes and 
psychological illnesses with an absolute “yes” or “no.” However, despite 
the complexity of this concern, there is an ethical obligation to under-
stand enough to be able to provide a functioning and fair evaluation and 
legal approach.43

Although individual case studies of FSKs exist, my team’s study is one 
of the only attempts to document the prevalence of mental health issues 
in a large sample of FSKs.44 Of the 64 FSKs in our sample, we obtained 
mental illness information for 25, representing 39.1% of the total sam-
ple.45 However, these data points represent minimum frequency. This 
does not mean the remaining 60.9% of FSKs we studied did not have 
mental illness. As I can find no accurate mental illness prevalence from 
the nineteenth or early twentieth centuries for comparison, we can 
instead rely on current estimates from the NIMH for comparison (duly 
noting a likely variability in prevalence over time). In 2019, the NIMH 
stated that 20.6% of Americans had any mental illness diagnosable that 
year or in the previous year.5 This means that, even in the absence of 
missing data, FSKs experienced mental illness about twice as frequently 
as others in the general population.

In addition to any mental illness, the NIMH presents statistics for the 
prevalence of serious mental illness in the USA. Serious mental illness 
causes severe functional impairments and interferes with major life activ-
ities. This classification includes schizophrenia spectrum disorder, bipo-
lar disorder, and major depressive disorder.46 Currently, the estimated 
prevalence of serious mental illness in the US is 5.2%. While we have no 
way of gauging “functional impairment” in our FSK sample, we might 
argue that mental illness accompanying serial murder would always 
qualify. In this case, even accounting for just our minimum frequency 
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percentage of FSKs with mental illness, our data would suggest that the 
prevalence of serious mental illness in FSKs is more than seven times that 
of the rest of the population.

When viewing their entire life span, FSKs experienced a wide variety 
of mental illnesses. As my team and I reported in the Journal of Foren-
sic Psychiatry and Psychology in 2015, FSK conditions included anxiety, 
antisocial personality disorder (ASPD), bipolar disorder, borderline 
personality disorder, dissociative disorder, hypochondria, mental illness 
undefined, mixed-personality disorder, intellectual disability, and major 
depressive disorder. Some FSKs experienced more than one mental 
disorder (i.e., comorbidity). These comorbidities included ASPD and 
PTSD; depression and PTSD; depression and dissociative fugue; and 
schizophrenia and factitious disorder imposed on another (FDIA, for-
merly known as Munchausen syndrome by proxy, or MSBP). Notably, 
these illnesses were not always labeled in modern terminology, but my 
research team – which included clinical psychologists (i.e., diagnos-
ticians) – assessed reports and considered symptoms as understood in 
modern terms. Although these data are based on news reports rather 
than clinical interviews, a startling overrepresentation of mental illness 
emerged in the evidence we gathered.

§

Martha Woods was a serial killer. Although her name appears on many 
lists and blogs about FSKs, it was difficult to locate original sources of 
information about her life. According to The Baltimore Sun, Woods lived 
in Maryland, the wife of an Army Mess Sergeant stationed at nearby 
Aberdeen Proving Ground military base.47 Authorities asserted that 
Woods cared for nine children, and seven of them died. Deceased vic-
tims include Woods’ three biological children, her adopted son, her 
niece and nephew, and the child of a friend.48

According to The Baltimore Sun, records showed that Woods brought 
her adopted son Paul to various hospitals – including the prestigious Wal-
ter Reed Medical, Kirk Army Hospital, and Johns Hopkins – five separ-
ate times for medical emergencies. Dr. Felix Kavanaugh, who examined 
Paul twice, told the court that while Woods explained Paul’s symptoms 
in detail, he could determine no medical issues.49 Paul died in 1969  
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when Woods smothered him. Unaware of her crime, doctors attributed 
the death to sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS), a term created right 
around the time of Paul’s death to replace the label “crib death.” SIDS 
is the unexpected death, with an unknown cause, of an infant under the 
age of one year.50

Woods next brought her adopted daughter, Judy, to Johns Hopkins 
Hospital in Baltimore for problematic breathing. An observant  physician, 
Dr. Douglas Kerr, recalled the previous death of Paul. He  admitted Judy 
to the hospital and reviewed the medical and death records of the other 
children who had died in her care and whose deaths she had tried to 
pass off as SIDS. Dr. Kerr and colleagues determined that all the chil-
dren were healthy and had died suddenly without explanation. Con-
temporary experts laud Dr. Kerr for his medical detective work. The US 
attorney for the case, Charles Bernstein, described what Dr. Kerr did as 
heroic. “Remember,” Bernstein said, “at that time, you didn’t accuse a 
mother of murder.”51 Once Judy was removed from Woods’ care, she 
never suffered another symptom of dangerously low oxygen (cyanosis).52

Woods was ultimately charged with the murder of seven-month-old 
Paul and the assault of Judy, with experts at the time believing that her 
motive was to gain attention. In 1972, when she was 42 years old, Woods 
was tried in federal court because she and her military husband lived on 
US property. At a trial that lasted over six weeks,53 prosecutors produced 
evidence that, in addition to Paul, six other children in her care, in sep-
arate events, presented with breathing problems in local hospitals and 
died. Woods’ defense team tried to blame insecticides used at Aberdeen 
military base for causing the infants’ breathing problems and deaths.54 
The defense also argued there was “overwhelming evidence of mental 
illness.”55

But the defense did not work. On June 8, 1972, Woods was convicted 
by a jury of eight women and four men and received a sentence of life 
in prison.56 Moreover, she received sentences for other offenses, includ-
ing assault, with consecutive and concurrent terms totaling 75 years.57 
 Prosecutors later admitted they were worried about getting a jury to 
believe that a mother could murder her own children.58

The Baltimore Sun reported that, when sentencing Woods, Judge Frank 
Kaufman said he hoped “during the years ahead doctors and or others 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.005


60

JUST AS DEADLY

will find it possible to discover why these acts were committed and will 
be able to treat or through other methods take such steps to insure they 
will not occur again.”59

In 1999, she was still in prison in Texas at age 70. Federal Bureau 
of Prisons records indicate that an inmate named Martha Woods, the 
same age as the person in this case presentation, died on her birthday 
at age 73 on April 20, 2002.60 Furthermore, there is a Martha Leeann 
Woods who died on that day buried in West Virginia with her husband, a 
dec orated Army veteran. The veteran’s obituary, however only mentions 
“his late wife,” with no name listed.

§

Despite the fact that the other children’s deaths were originally attrib-
uted to SIDS, experts know Martha Woods killed the other children and 
contend that she killed all seven children to gain attention. Experts have 
a “three baby rule.” If a first child dies with an undetermined cause, it 
is considered SIDS. If a second child in the same family dies without a 
known cause, it is considered undetermined. If the third baby in the 
same family, they suspect homicide.61 The “three baby rule” is sometimes 
known as Meadow’s Law, named after pediatrician Sir Roy Meadow, 
who was one of the first authorities on Munchausen syndrome by proxy. 
However, the “three baby rule” has been more commonly attributed to 
Domenic DiMaio and Vincent DiMaio. In their 1989 textbook, Forensic 
Pathology, they said of this phenomenon, “While a second SIDS death 
from a mother is improbable, it is possible and she should be given the 
benefit of the doubt. A third case, in our opinion is not possible and is a 
case of homicide.”62

Martha Woods’ case led early researchers to publish work on parents 
who disguise murder with SIDS, including DiMaio and Bernstein’s land-
mark article, “A Case of Infanticide,” published in the Journal of Forensic 
Science.63 In retrospect, in fact, Martha Woods is believed to have had 
Munchausen syndrome by proxy (MSBP), although this did not become 
a formal diagnosis until 1977.64 MSBP is now known as a factitious dis-
order imposed on another (FDIA) in some diagnostic systems, as this 
newer label emphasizes a behavioral pattern, although the term MSBP is 
used more frequently in the literature cited in this book. MSBP is a form 
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of child maltreatment whereby caregivers fabricate or induce symptoms 
of health issues of children in their care, including bleeding, apnea, sei-
zures, vomiting, and rashes. These symptoms may emerge only in the 
presence of the caretaker, which is almost always the child’s mother. In 
one disturbing case, for example, a woman was caught on camera in a 
hospital closing her daughter’s nose and mouth to induce seizures.65 In 
fact, a woman was involved in 92% of MSBP/FDIA cases reviewed by 
experts.66 Notably, the individual imposing illness on another may have 
extensive medical or symptom knowledge,67 as seemed to be the case 
with Martha Woods.

The impact on victims cannot be overstated. Children often undergo 
unnecessary, invasive medical tests and procedures to determine the 
cause of perplexing symptoms,68 and as many as 10% of child victims 
die. Considered medical child abuse (MCA) or “medical battering,” it 
is one of the deadliest forms of child abuse.69 Moreover, MSBP/FDIA 
can be difficult to detect, as the caregivers are pathological liars – if they 
detect suspicion, they change physicians. MSBP/FDIA is also very rare, 
as are estimates of its prevalence, which appears to be about 0.3–0.5%.70 
Indeed, experts stress that there are probably no reliable statistics avail-
able for MSBP/FDIA.71

Clinicians believe that MSBP/FDIA occurs because the caretaker 
enjoys the role. A mother whose child is sick garners sympathy and atten-
tion, and earns praise that she is an excellent and devoted caretaker. 
Some researchers feel that those with this condition derive satisfaction 
from deceiving doctors and others whom they perceive to be more 
important than they are.72 When it comes to serial murderers, some 
women might enjoy the role of grieving mother.

§

Marybeth Tinning is a serial killer. All nine of her children died, and 
authorities suspect she killed at least eight of them. It is unknown 
whether she ever received a formal diagnosis of MSBP. Nevertheless, 
events reported in newspapers at the time of her arrest are consistent 
with behaviors seen by those who are diagnosed with this mental disor-
der. Remember, as military interrogator Greg Hartley pointed out, you 
do not have to be a botanist to recognize poison ivy.
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The Tinning family lived in Schenectady, a friendly city situated on 
the Mohawk River in upstate New York. Each of the Tinning children, 
born from 1967 to 1985, died: Jennifer, Barbara, Joseph, Timothy, 
Nathan, Michael (adopted), Mary Frances, Jonathan, and Tami Lynne. 
None of the children lived beyond the age of five. Jennifer, who died 
first, was eight days old when she died. She had meningitis and never left 
the hospital. Jennifer’s death may be the only one that Tinning did not 
directly cause.73 Tinning did, however, receive an outpouring of sympa-
thy over Jennifer’s death.

The number and circumstances of the other Tinning children’s 
deaths were so puzzling to doctors that local pediatrician Dr. Dominick 
Mele thought she had a “death gene” in her family.74 Tinning would have 
one child at time, and although the infant would be healthy, Tinning 
would soon show up at a Schenectady hospital with a dying or dead baby. 
Not knowing causation, confused doctors attributed the babies’ deaths to 
SIDS. World-renowned pathologist Michael Baden said that suffocation 
could mimic SIDS in a postmortem exam.75 A headline in the Poughkeepsie 
Journal citing Tinning’s case read, “SIDS: A Killer’s Best Alibi.”76 Doctors 
also suspected Reye’s syndrome (increased brain pressure and fat accu-
mulation within organs), which is sometimes confused with SIDS.77

Schenectady is not a large city. The tragic circumstances of Marybeth 
Tinning and her husband Joe became known to its residents, and Tin-
ning received a great deal of attention. Strangers would come to the 
babies’ funerals to hug the grieving mother. Joe’s mother praised Tin-
ning as a courageous mother. As reported by Joyce Egginton in her 1989 
book78 about the Tinning case, Tinning held herself together well and 
seemed to appear detached or even to be enjoying herself during the 
children’s funerals. Enjoying the attention or benefits from a child’s sick-
ness or death is a key manifestation of MSBP,79 and Egginton suggests 
that Tinning garnered a lot of attention by staging elaborate funerals for 
the babies. Between enjoying neighbors’ attention and planning fancy 
funerals, it seems Tinning reaped the sympathy benefits of a mother with 
dead babies. As Egginton pointed out, perhaps getting pregnant again 
after each child’s death was logical for Tinning.80

Tami Lynne was Tinning’s last living child. As reported by The Wash-
ington Post, Tami Lynne would not stop crying one night shortly before 
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 Christmas, so Tinning suffocated her with a pillow. Tinning rushed the 
child to a local emergency room and said she found the child unrespon-
sive. It was too late for Tami Lynne, who was wearing pajamas decorated 
with little clowns. It was at this point that an anonymous caller phoned 
social services and asked, “How many more have to die before you do some-
thing?”81 Police finally questioned Tinning, and she admitted to suffocat-
ing Tami Lynne, Timothy, and Nathan to stop them from crying. She said, 
“I smothered them each with a pillow because I’m not a good mother.”82 
Tami Lynne is buried in Schenectady Memorial Park83 with her grandpar-
ents, who both outlived their grandchildren by nearly 20 years.

At the time, all the babies seemed to be well cared for, so doctors 
did not suspect abuse. Tinning’s husband Joe claims he never suspected 
anything, and he was not suspected because his wife was alone with each 
child when they died. In fact, Joe defended his wife despite the fact that 
she allegedly tried to kill him with anti-seizure medication in 1974 – an 
attempted murder for which she was never charged.84 He did, however, 
suggest that she needed psychiatric help. Notably, one official men-
tioned that Joe did not seem involved with the children, and he even 
had trouble remembering their names.85

Not only did Marybeth Tinning try to retract her confession, she 
pleaded insanity.86 And it seems to have worked to an extent. A jury 
found her guilty of smothering Tami Lynne – acting recklessly with 
depraved indifference, but not guilty of acting with the intent to cause 
death. She was sentenced to 20 years to life in prison. District Attorney 
John Poersch said he hoped that “Mrs. Tinning can get some help.”87 
Meanwhile, although she was indicted in 1989 by a grand jury for the 
murder of Timothy and Nathan, a judge dismissed the charges on the 
grounds that the grand jury was not provided with complete informa-
tion. Later attempts to indict her for the deaths of her other children 
were abandoned.88 Tinning was released from prison in 2018 after being 
denied parole six times.89 She is reported to be living in Schenectady90 
once again.

How did this happen? How did nine babies from the same parents 
die, and no one investigated the Tinnings? According to The Washington 
Post, one official claimed that nothing was suspicious because the doctors 
had attributed the babies’ deaths to SIDS. Officials also blamed a lack of 
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centralized records for a failure to detect a pattern. “I guess we were all 
in the position to do something, but it wasn’t done,” said the medical 
examiner, Dr. Robert Sullivan, adding, “I should have talked with more 
people.” A local pathologist stated, “You get no points for sticking your 
neck out.” 91

§

The condition is rare, but MSBP is a statistically overrepresented men-
tal illness in my team’s research sample of FSKs. Going by the upper 
estimate of the disease’s prevalence (0.5%) and noting that at least 3 of 
our 64 FSKs had MSBP (4.7%), we can argue that, even with minimum 
frequency statistics, FSKs are more than nine times as likely as the rest of 
the population to experience the disease.

MSBP/FDIA may be more readily detectable these days, as it has 
made its way into the popular media in the past few years with the case 
of Claudine “Dee Dee” Blanchard. Although not formally diagnosed 
when she was alive, some experts contend that Dee Dee’s behaviors were  

4.1 Sheriff Barney Waldron escorts Marybeth Tinning to the Schenectady County 
 courtroom. (Photo from Getty Images)
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consistent with this condition. Dee Dee lied about diagnoses and 
induced symptoms of severe illnesses ranging from muscular dystrophy 
to leukemia in her daughter Gypsy Rose. Because she had some health-
care training, Dee Dee was able to fake conditions with accuracy, and she 
forced Gypsy Rose to use a wheelchair and a feeding tube and did not let 
her attend school. The Blanchards gained public sympathy and support 
for Gypsy Rose’s illness. Dee Dee’s case made the news and was the topic 
of several documentaries after she was stabbed to death by Gypsy Rose’s 
boyfriend, Nicholas Godejohn.92

Let me stress, however, that most people with mental illness do not 
perpetrate violence,93 let alone murder. Nearly everyone who has ever 
lived with mental illness has not become a serial killer. In fact, evidence 
suggest that those with mental illness are more frequently the victims of 
violence, not the perpetrators.94 Yet, the public has a general miscon-
ception that people with mental illness are inherently violent, which can 
be exacerbated by the media.95 In films we see mental health patients 
depicted as suddenly becoming mass murderers or serial killers,96 an 
unlikely transformation.

Nevertheless, people with serious mental illness have a “modestly 
increased risk” of perpetrating violence, including targeting family 
members.97 While there are some case studies documenting and under-
standing psychiatric conditions in MSKs,98 the literature is sparse on the 
topic for FSKs. Still, the data are telling. Some evidence suggests, for 
example, higher rates of mental disorders in women who commit vio-
lent acts, including domestic violence (abuse of one’s intimate partner), 
which is certainly in line with FSKs killing husbands, children, and other 
relatives.99 Moreover, these disorders include depression, posttraumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), borderline personality disorder, and antisocial 
personality disorder (ASPD)100 – all of which are represented in our sam-
ple of FSKs.

According to our data, some mental illnesses do seem to be overrep-
resented in FSKs. The prevalence of ASPD, for example, is estimated 
to be 0.5–1% in women.101 Using the upper estimate of this prevalence 
and noting the minimum frequency of 4.7% of our sample experien-
cing ASPD, this suggests a nearly fivefold risk. However, our study used 
newspaper reports to identify FSKs’ background and crimes. To meet 
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the DSM-5 criteria for ASPD, the individual would have to have been 
diagnosed with a conduct disorder (CD) before the age of 15,102 and 
we were unable to document with the connection or progression from 
CD to ASPD for any cases within our sample. Nonetheless, in 9.4% of 
our sample, future FSKs exhibited behaviors in childhood that are con-
sistent with conduct disorder. These include bullying, noncompliance 
with rules, violence towards others, lying, and stealing. By today’s stand-
ards, about 7% of girls in the USA have symptoms of conduct disorder.103 
Interpreting this information with caution, it seems that there is an over-
representation of conduct issues in the childhoods of FSKs.

Relatedly, many FSK cases feature lying, exploitation, manipulation, 
callous disregard for the welfare of others, and a lack of remorse.104 
These traits are consistent with psychopathy, which is not a diagnosis 
itself. Examples of callousness are illustrated by such FSK statements as, 
“[the children] bothered me, so I decided to kill them,” and “I like to 
attend funerals. I’m happy when someone is dying.”105 Moreover, FSKs 
may actually view themselves as victims – a clear sign that they may be 
processing their actions through the lens of psychopathy.106

Of course, multiple, planned murders are prima facie evidence for lack 
of a conscience and disregard for others, but it is important to note that 
a single FSK might not exhibit all the characteristics of psychopathy, nor 
would she always exhibit them. That said, psychopathy may play a role in 
victim targeting, as psychopaths take advantage of opportunities. Think 
of Belle Gunness conning suitor after suitor, or Kristen Gilbert targeting 
vulnerable victims allegedly so she could be a hero nurse. Of course, there 
are probably sociocultural factors moderating FSK crimes as well.

Several of the women in our study were identified as having major 
depressive disorder. Depression is typically associated with a lack of energy 
and motivation, inability to concentrate, feelings of worthlessness and 
listlessness, lack of interest in daily activities, absence of experiencing 
pleasure, and even suicidal ideation.107 It is seemingly counterintuitive to 
associate depression with serial homicide. There is evidence, however, to 
suggest that depression is related to violence. In a study comparing a large 
sample comparing more than 47,000 depressed patients with more than 
898,000 healthy controls, depression was associated with an increased risk 
of committing violent crime. This phenomenon was rare in women, as 
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only 0.5% committed violent offenses after their diagnosis, but it remained 
significant even after controlling for sociodemographic factors.108

Depression that can progress to a violent extreme may be a manifest-
ation of postpartum psychosis (PP) in women who have given birth. 
Postpartum depression would be nonpsychotic, but PP is a dangerous 
affective (mood) or manic condition in which new mothers experience 
paranoia, confusion, delusions, and mood swings. Experts feel that both 
the infant’s and mother’s well-being are jeopardized by PP.109 Review-
ing my team’s original (unpublished) data, they show that FSKs who kill 
their own children (75%) use asphyxiation statistically more frequently 
than FSKs who do not kill their own children (34%).110 Suffocating a 
baby – smothering them with a pillow or closing their nose and mouth – 
is an extreme form of violence. While acknowledging that depression 
rarely leads to violence, and that serial murder is also exceedingly rare, it 
appears that depression may precipitate homicide in some cases.

Other behaviors associated with mental health appeared to greater or 
lesser degrees in my team’s data. The first is demeanor. Clinicians typi-
cally assess a battery of information about a client to draw their conclu-
sions about mental state, and demeanor is one of the aspects they address. 
Granted, news reports cannot take the place of clinical interviews, but in 
31 cases my team was able to find descriptions of FSK demeanor. Com-
ments described FSKs with terms such as angry, bizarre, flat affect, flippant, 
grandiose, hyperactive, unstable, and even serene. While unstandardized 
descriptors made pattern recognition difficult, we can estimate a dysfunc-
tional mental state in FSKs from some of the comments noted above.

While data were available for only 8 of the 64 cases reviewed (12.5%), 
my team was also able to find some information commenting on sex-
ual adjustment. Sexual information does not necessarily speak to crime 
motives for FSKs, but can speak to an atypical mental state. Uncommon 
sexual behaviors reported were prostitution, barking like a dog during 
sex, and autoerotic asphyxiation (choking oneself during sexual activity, 
rumored to heighten sexual gratification).

A final behavior related to mental health that my team and I exam-
ined was reported substance abuse in FSKs. It is difficult to determine 
exact prevalence or extent of substance use from publicly available media 
reports, yet the data showed indications that about one-fourth of  the 
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women in our study abused drugs and/or alcohol. Because information 
was not available for the remaining cases, this number is once again an 
estimate of minimum frequency, as missing data are not necessarily evi-
dence of absence. Yet the data are telling. The Substance Abuse and Men-
tal Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) reported in 2019 that 7.7% 
of people in the USA had a substance use disorder.111 From this compari-
son, it appears that FSKs had a threefold risk of abusing substances.

§

Margie Velma Bullard Barfield was a serial killer. In North Carolina in 
1977, she dated a man named Stuart Taylor, forging checks from his 
account to fund her addiction to Valium and several other prescription 
drugs. When she became worried that he was onto her scheme, she laced 
his tea and beer with Singletary Rat Killer and Terro Ant and Roach Killer, both 
arsenic-based rat poisons. He became extremely ill, and when he died in a 
hospital a few days later, an autopsy revealed arsenic in his system.112

Prior to Taylor’s death, several of Barfield’s family members also died, 
including those previously in good health. When Taylor died, people 
grew increasingly suspicious at the number of deaths associated with 
Barfield. An anonymous call reported her to the police, saying, “Some-
body’s got to stop her.”113 She was arrested in March 1978 at the age 
of 45. That day, like many others, she had taken a powerful cocktail of 
painkillers, sedatives, and antianxiety and antidepressant medications. 
Later in 1978, Barfield was convicted of the first-degree murder of Stuart 
Taylor and sentenced to death.114

Barfield confessed to killing three other people before Taylor. She had 
laced her mother’s soft drinks with poison after taking out a loan in her 
name. She also killed two elderly people for whom she was a caregiver: 
Montgomery Edwards, 94 years old, and Dollie Edwards, 84 years old. She 
poured rat poison into their cereal and drinks.115 In addition, two of her 
previous husbands had died under similar circumstances. The body of one 
husband was exhumed, and authorities found arsenic in his remains.116

Arsenic is a corrosive poison. Ingestion causes a grueling death, 
with mostly gastrointestinal symptoms. There are, however, differences 
between chronic and acute arsenic poisoning. The person experiencing 
acute arsenic poisoning has a burning esophagus, tremendous abdominal 
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pain, nausea, projectile vomiting, and explosive diarrhea. The intense 
bleeding in the gastrointestinal tract interferes with circulatory and car-
diac function. They may experience mental status symptoms, including 
psychosis. They would feel numb, cold, drowsy, confused, and likely, very 
scared. They may experience seizures or fall into a coma before they die 
of multiorgan failure (e.g., digestive system, heart, kidneys, and lungs).117 
Since Barfield’s victims died shortly after ingesting arsenic in their meals, 
we can infer that they died this way from acute arsenic poisoning.

Reports at the time argued that Margie Velma Barfield did not have 
“the face of a drug-crazed serial killer.” She looked shy and had a nice 
smile and a “round figure.” According to one outlet, she looked like 
someone who would dish out food at church picnics, hold her grand-
children, and gift them with hand-knit toy bunnies.118 Her children, 
however, emphasized her drug habit, stating that she hid her pills in 
her yard, her bra, the toilet paper, the washing machine, and even in 
her hair rollers. According to her daughter Kim, you could hear “pills 
rattling around on her head” as she walked around.119

Some family members and fellow prison inmates suggested that after 
Barfield overcame addiction in prison, she was reformed, and “returned 
to her good self.” She became known as “Death Row Granny,” and she 
often consoled other inmates who were upset or agitated. But Robe-
son County District Attorney Joe Freeman Britt emphatically denied 
the change, stating that Barfield was not “some sweet little old grand-
mother.” According to Britt, she remained an acute threat: “That woman 
is a  cold-blooded killer.” He emphasized that Margie Barfield is a con 
artist and cruelly killed others “for greed, for money” as she borrowed 
money from her victims and never paid it back, or forged checks from 
her victims. Britt added that “if she gets out, she’d kill again. Hell, she 
probably poisoned half the county, if we only had the resources to 
exhume all the bodies for autopsies.”120

Like many other serial killers, Barfield suffered childhood trauma. 
Barfield’s father was “violently abusive” to her and raped her when she 
was 13. Barfield’s sister corroborated the fact that their father was violent, 
and Barfield was bitter that her mother never protected them. Despite 
introducing these details about her early life, the Governor of North 
 Carolina denied Barfield clemency. He noted that death by arsenic  
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poison is “slow and agonizing” and that “victims are literally tortured to 
death.” Barfield was not saved from execution.

According to The Washington Post, Barfield got to choose how she 
would die in the gas chamber – lying down, sitting up and inhaling, or by 
lethal injection.121 She chose lethal injection by sodium pentothal and a 
muscle relaxant. Barfield was executed by the State of North Carolina on 
November 2, 1984, wearing blue slippers and pink pajamas. Among her 
last words were “I am sorry.”122

§

Although drug addiction does fuel compulsive behavior, almost  everyone 
who has been addicted to substances has not turned to serial murder to 
fund their habit. Arguably, however, Barfield’s story is testament to the 
worst-case-scenario damaging effects of addiction. Also, we know that 
people who experienced childhood trauma may turn to substance abuse 
as a coping mechanism. In other words, they may use substances to avoid 
the mental anguish associated with memories of a violent past.123

4.2 “Death Row Granny” Margie Velma Barfield confessed to killing several people with 
arsenic. (Photo from Getty Images)
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Many of the disorders and behaviors discussed in this chapter are dif-
ficult to treat. For example, antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) does 
not appear to respond to interventions very well.124 There are no specific 
medications approved for its treatment, and there are no substantiated 
effective psychological treatments. There is, in fact, a lack of research 
on treatments for ASPD.125 It is costly to hospitalize someone with ASPD, 
and they may be disruptive to hospital functions and other patients. Only 
early intervention in childhood conduct disorder, the precursor to ASPD, 
seems to be effective.126 Similarly, schizophrenia requires lifelong treat-
ment, and those who suffer from the disease need daily living support.127 
Those who suffer from the disease may experience suspiciousness as a 
symptom, which may interfere with medication adherence. Meanwhile, 
medication that can help with symptoms typically has adverse effects, 
including motor issues,  seizures, weight gain, sexual dysfunction, and 
even cardiac  problems.128

Examining our sample of FSKs more closely, reports indicate that in 
only six of the cases in which mental illness was known did the FSK undergo 
treatment. We can speculate about what might have been different had 
FSKs been more extensively helped – or been helped at all. But, arguably, 
mental health treatment is insufficiently accessible even in contemporary 
times, and we do not have scientifically perfect predictors of what – or how –  
mental illnesses would lead to murder. Thus, more research is needed for 
identification and effective treatment. If we can address clinical knowl-
edge gaps, we can ensure the most appropriate courses of treatment for 
violent offenders with mental health issues.  Perhaps we could save lives.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.005


72

CHAPTER 5

FSK Crimes and Outcomes

§

Tammy Corbett (Eveans) is a serial killer. The Illinois resident  confessed 
to her ex-husband Richard Eveans that she suffocated all three of her 
children while living in Brighton, Macoupin County.1 Brighton is typi-
cally a quiet, rural area, known for a mysterious dish called  Burgoo soup2 
and for having the largest collection of Sears & Roebuck3  mail-order 
houses in the USA.4

Three-year-old Richard W. Eveans Jr. died on his birthday in 1989. 
Richard (“Ricky”) was the third child to die in the Eveans household, 
and after reporting to the scene of death, Police Chief Jay Woolridge 
believed that “something unnatural” was happening in the household.5 
Tammy Corbett was arrested and pleaded guilty but mentally ill to 
charges of smothering and killing Ricky.6 She was sentenced to 20 years 
in prison.

The deaths of Tammy Corbett’s other two children were then inves-
tigated. It was initially believed that seven-week-old Robert Wayne 
Eveans died in 1987 from a skull fracture and resulting meningitis when 
his brother pulled him down from a table. It had been believed that 
 two-week-old Amy Eveans died in 1988 of sudden infant death syndrome 
(SIDS).7 However, Corbett’s former husband Richard Eveans Sr. told 
authorities that Corbett had confessed to him that she murdered the 
other two children, as well.8 Corbett was charged with murdering  Robert 
and Amy. She was already in prison for the death of Ricky when she 
waived her right to a jury trial for the other murders, opting for trial in 
front of a judge only. During the trial, her ex-husband recounted her 
confession to him, and further informed the judge that his ten-year-old 
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daughter from a previous marriage had heard Tammy say, “I hope you 
die,” right before Ricky was murdered.9

A clinical psychologist who evaluated her reported that Corbett 
attributed having murdered her children to dreams of doing it. This psy-
chologist believed Corbett had mood and thought disorders, as well as 
impaired judgment, stemming from previous accidents and the trauma 
of having being raped three times when she was a teen.10 However, three 
clinicians interviewed her, and not one of them thought she was insane.11

At no point does it seem that the diagnosis of Munchausen syndrome 
by proxy (MSBP, as labeled then) was indicated for Corbett. However, 
language used by the prosecutors suggested this was possible. State’s 
Attorney Vince Moreth told the jury that Corbett killed her children, 
Robert and Amy, to gain sympathy and attention as a grieving mother. As 
reported by the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Moreth said, “It was as if somebody 
was addicted to drugs and used drugs to make them feel good. Tammy 
Corbett was addicted to attention.”12

On two counts of first-degree murder, Circuit Court Judge Joseph 
Koval found Corbett guilty but mentally ill. Corbett was already serv-
ing 20 years in prison for murdering Ricky when she received a life 
sentence, without the possibility of parole, for murdering Robert in 
1987 and Amy in 1988.13 State’s Attorney Moreth did not seem pleased 
with this decision, however, clearly having hoped she would receive 
a death sentence. He reminded reporters that she did not even bake 
a cake for Ricky on his birthday before she murdered him. “Life [in 
prison] without parole is not a loss,” Moreth said, “but we have to pay 
for her all those years.” He added, “The only way she gets out of prison 
is in a box.”14

Corbett was sentenced to the maximum security Dwight Correctional 
Center in Illinois, an institution her lawyer called “a house of horrors.”15 
In fact, early reports suggested that prison was not going well for  Corbett. 
While there, she made friends with a convicted murderer named Sondra 
“Tear Drop” Banks. In letters that Banks shared with authorities, she 
said that Corbett had mentioned she was having problems with other 
inmates. When talking about a particular inmate, Corbett told Banks 
that if problems persisted, “I’m going to just tag her ass,” and said she 
had made a knife out of a prison spoon just in case. Banks said that 
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 Corbett was generally a nice person but added, “I’ve seen many dark 
sides of Tammy.”16

Dwight Correctional Center closed in 2013, and it is unclear where 
Corbett was subsequently placed when inmates were shuffled to other 
Illinois prisons.17

It cannot be overemphasized that almost all people who have experi-
enced a traumagenic environment do not escalate to serial murder. That 
being said, physical accidents and sexual abuse seem to have created a 
storm of maldevelopment for Tammy Corbett. In the case of Corbett, this 
contributed to her murderous mindset, which ultimately led to a grue-
some string of murders that shook an otherwise ordinary town in Illinois.

§

The sheer horror of crimes committed by FSKs captures our attention. Our 
desire to know more about who, when, how, why, and what triggers our nat-
ural response mechanisms to pay attention to murders and other gruesome 
events such as car accidents. Through our morbid curiosity, which itself 
appears to be a by-product of protective vigilance, we are preprogrammed 
to attend to events that can harm us so that we can avoid them, live to 
see another day, and have the chance to reproduce. Our  fight-or-flight 
mechanisms are activated even when alarming events turn out not to be an 
 immediate threat. Physiologically, it is better to be safe than sorry.

Although consciously (at the level of the cortex) we know exactly what 
is going on when we watch TV or read a book, those first danger signals 
go also to our emotional center limbic system, particularly our amygdala, 
which moderates our fear response. Greg Hartley, author and military 
interrogator, gave a great description of this mechanism. He stated, “The 
amygdala gets the first vote, and it decides whether you go into fight or 
flight.” Hartley continued, “If it mistakes a bear for a rock, you don’t repro-
duce. If it mistakes a rock for a bear, well then, so what?”18 Again, it is better 
to be alarmed when unnecessary than to not be alarmed when necessary.

In our research, my team examined the crimes of FSKs, including 
victim characteristics.19 I describe these findings below, and I will add 
the research findings of other scholars to paint as complete a picture 
as I can. The FBI’s current publicly available information about serial 
murder gives examples only of sexual serial homicide. FSKs murder 
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 different targets in different ways. By understanding crime trends and 
victim profiles, we may be able to facilitate detection of FSK activity and, 
importantly, we may also be able to prevent murders.

CRIME PLACE

With respect to crime location, more than a quarter of FSKs (28.1%) 
murdered in urban areas only, 17.2% in rural areas only, and 9.4% in 
suburban areas only. An appreciable number of FSKs (45.3%) spread 
their crimes across region types including the suburbs, making suburbia 
the serial murder scene for more than half the cases.

FSKs committed their crimes across 31 of the 50 states, although we 
interpret this with caution, as some crimes may have been committed 
before a territory became part of the United States. Estimates are chal-
lenging because the population obviously has changed over time. Going 
by sheer numbers, Illinois and Texas have had the most FSKs commit-
ting crimes there. However, we can rank order states with the most FSK 
crimes, controlling for population. The state with the most FSKs com-
mitting crimes therein was Illinois (eight FSKs committed crimes there – 
think of Tammy Corbett), followed by Georgia (four), Pennsylvania 
(four), New York (six), and Texas (eight).20

CRIME TIME

Of 64 cases of FSKs, almost all were from the 1900s (about 48%), with a 
few from the 1800s and from the 2000s. Data did show a 2.5-fold increase 
in FSK cases over the past 50 years, but, and this is just my take, I would 
more readily attribute this to increased detection than to criminal 
increase. We also must consider that there may be a certain type of FSK 
out there who just has not gotten caught yet.

§

Genene Jones was a serial killer. In the 1970s and early 1980s, she was a 
licensed vocational nurse (LVN) who was skilled at inserting  intravenous 
lines into sick children’s veins. On Jones’ shift at Bexar County Hospi-
tal in San Antonio, Texas, dozens of babies mysteriously died. Children 
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 suddenly had seizures and stopped breathing. Many times, Jones would 
sit bereft at their bedsides in the pediatric intensive care unit. People who 
worked in the hospital started referring to Jones’ 3:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. 
shift as the “Death shift.” Eventually, colleagues and hospital administra-
tors caught on to that fact that Jones had been present at the death bed 
of ten children who died of “sudden and unexplained” circumstances, but 
they could not prove she was responsible. Still, children were ten times 
more likely to die on her shift than on those of other nurses who worked in 
the pediatric ward.21 To fix the “problem,” the hospital decided to replace 
all LVNs with registered nurses and offered Jones a job elsewhere in the 
hospital. When she declined and quit, the mysterious deaths stopped.22

Jones then went to work at a pediatrician’s office in 1982. Within about a 
month, eight children had medical emergencies, and one died: 15-month-
old Chelsea McClellan, who stopped breathing during a routine checkup 
for a cold. As this point, Jones was accused of injecting the children with 
succinylcholine chloride, a muscle relaxant.23 She was tried and convicted 
of murder for killing baby Chelsea,24 and was ultimately also convicted for 
attempting to murder another child. Jones was sentenced to prison,25 with 
prosecutors believing she had killed as many as 60 young children.26

While serving her prison sentence, Jones said to her parole officer, 
“I really did kill those babies,” adding, “I look back now on what I did 
and agree with you that it was heinous, that I was heinous.”27 In 2017, 
when Jones could have been released from prison on her initial charges, 
prosecutors filed five new murder charges against her for children who 
were hospital patients ranging in age from three months to two years.28 
However, Jones did not want to be known as a serial killer and offered to 
plead guilty to lesser charges, even though that meant she would remain 
in prison. In 2020, she pleaded guilty to killing 11-month-old Joshua 
Sawyer.29 He was in the hospital for smoke inhalation, but he died when 
Jones injected him with a fatal dose of the powerful anti-seizure medicine 
Dilantin.30 His mother, Connie Weeks, read a victim’s statement and told 
Jones, “I hope for you to live a long and miserable life behind bars. Good-
bye.”31 It is unclear what happened with the other four murder charges.

Genene Jones is still in prison, but she will be eligible for parole when 
she is 87 years old. Yet according to veteran prosecutor Catherine Babbitt, 
“With this plea, the odds are she will take her last breath in prison.” Babbitt 
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then added, “If the parole board wants to deny her every time she comes up 
and keep her until she takes her dying breath, that’s their prerogative and 
our preference. Why on earth would she be allowed to walk among us?”32

The motive for Jones’ murders was reported as unclear. Some sug-
gested she wanted to play hero by reviving some of the children she 
injected with toxic doses of drugs, and some suggest she killed children 
to emphasize the need for increased pediatric care.33 While the latter 
feels particularly hard to imagine, she did inspire one future medical pro-
fessional: Chelsea McClellan’s mother. Petti McClellan-Wiese became a 
nurse and advocate, leading the campaign that resulted in additional 
charges being brought against Jones. She testified before every grand 
jury and attended every court hearing. In 2019, Petti died suddenly at 
the age 64, but she had never stopped fighting and made sure Jones 
faced justice for at least some of her crimes.34

§

5.1 Former licensed vocational nurse Genene Jones in handcuffs after a pretrial  
hearing in 1984 (Photo by Getty Images)
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MEANS

An understanding of how FSKs murder can help detect crimes and per-
haps prevent future ones. We found that 50% of FSKs in our sample used 
poison35 as their primary murder weapon.36 Psychologists Wayne Wilson 
and Tonya Hilton37 made the strong argument that using a low-profile 
method of murder such as poisoning likely contributes to FSKs being 
able to get away with their crimes for a long period of time. Criminal pro-
filer Deborah Schurman-Kauflin38 agreed with this viewpoint, emphasiz-
ing that the FSKs she interviewed tended to use poison or asphyxiation 
as less detectable ways of eradicating their victims.

§

Nannie Doss (Nancy Hazel) was a serial killer. Born in Alabama in 1905, 
she murdered many of her family members from the 1920s through the 
1950s. She was first married at the age 16. But when two of her daughters 
with first husband Charles Braggs mysteriously died of what was thought to 
be food poisoning, Charles became afraid and left home with their oldest 
daughter, Melvina.39 As The Alabama Heritage pointed out, this decision 
made him “lucky Charles.”40 Others close to her would not be so lucky.

In 1954, Doss lethally poisoned her fifth and final husband, Sam Doss, 
in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Authorities were suspicious and, while investigating 
Sam’s death, discovered arsenic in his exhumed body. Nannie Doss, whom 
newspapers called, “The Giggling Granny,” confessed that she had put the 
poison in his coffee. Oklahoma investigators then received reports that at 
least one other husband in her past had died of what was believed at the 
time to be food poisoning.41 After Nannie Doss was arrested for killing Sam 
Doss, she eventually confessed to poisoning three of her previous husbands, 
all of whom she had attracted through “Lonely Hearts” newspaper ads. 
 Husband Frank Harrelson of Alabama died after drinking rat poison in his 
liquor; husband Arlie Lanning of North Carolina died after suffering several 
days of vomiting from poisoned food and drink; and husband Richard Mor-
ton of Kansas died after he ingested coffee laced with rat poison. She is also 
suspected to have poisoned Morton’s dog.42

Relatives of Arlie Lanning had been suspicious. After Arlie died, 
 Nannie Doss burned their house down for insurance money, and then 
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Arlie’s mother suddenly died. Although Arlie’s sister was the beneficiary 
of his will, Doss forged the insurance check paid out upon his death and 
kept the money.43

While Doss admitted to killing her husbands, she always maintained 
that she “never killed blood kin.”44 “You can dig up all the graves in the 
country,” she said, “and you won’t find any more on me.”45 Yet the evi-
dence paints a different picture. After Arlie’s murder, Doss went to live 
with her sister, Dovie, but Dovie died suddenly soon after her arrival.46 
Next, Doss poisoned her mother, Lou Hazel, after Lou surprised her with 
a visit. It was reported that Doss felt Lou was getting in her way. Upon 
exhumation, arsenic was discovered in Lou’s body, same as the others.

She also likely killed her two young grandchildren. Doss’ daughter 
Melvina believes she saw her mother stab her newborn baby daughter 
with a stickpin, but thought she was hallucinating in a postpartum haze. 
A few months later, Melvina left her baby son, Robert, in Doss’ care. 
Robert mysteriously died of asphyxiation, and Doss collected $500 insur-
ance money from his death.42 In this context, the nickname “Giggling 
Granny” seems especially cruel.

Reports called her “jovial,” and “affable,” even when she was signing 
confession statements, and noted that Doss was laughing and enjoying 
herself when being filmed during questioning by authorities.47 Inter-
estingly, newspaper reports also called her “stocky,” “plump,” “pudgy,” 
“round-faced,” and “buxom,” and described the gap between her two 
front teeth.48 One understands reporting on her demeanor, but one 
wonders about the nature of this fixation with her appearance. Perhaps 
it is because grandmothers are expected to have a certain appearance, 
but are not expected to murder.

Reports were inconsistent as to why Doss had killed her victims. 
Authorities said she collected between $500 and $1200 insurance money 
upon the deaths of her husbands,49 but they also conceded that the 
sums she collected were not even enough to cover each victim’s funeral. 
County Attorney Howard Edmondson conjectured that “she killed them 
because they rubbed her the wrong way.”50 And, in fact, Doss did com-
plain about several husbands: Charlie would leave home too frequently 
(although she did not kill him); Frank drank too much; Harvey drank 
too much and was a philanderer; and Sam was too straitlaced and would 
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not buy her a television.51 Another report claims Doss gave a reason for 
killing husband after husband – she said, “I have been seeking perfect 
love for a long time.”52

Before trial, Doss was held for in-patient psychiatric observation at 
Eastern State Hospital for 90 days. Doss had told examiners her father 
was extremely strict and would not let her socialize. In addition, she 
apparently sustained a substantial head injury when a train she was rid-
ing in abruptly stopped, and she hit her head on the metal seat in front 
of her.53 If these accounts are true, it may indicate a traumagenic his-
tory that could have contributed to the development of a murderer. At 
the time, administrative psychiatrist Dr. Felix Adams who assessed Doss 
said he felt that “she does not know right from wrong or realize the 
consequences of her acts.” Other psychiatrists agreed she was “mentally 
defective.” Nevertheless, a jury at her “sanity trial” took literally just two 
minutes to declare her sane. Dr. Adams was stunned at the verdict and 
told reporters he was in disbelief that the prosecution, on whose behalf 
he typically testified, ignored his report. He said Doss was “of low mental-
ity,” and that she was “infantile” and had intellectual disability.54

5.2 “The Giggling Granny” Nannie Doss being interviewed by Captain Harry Stege. (Photo 
by Getty Images)
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Diagnostic systems and mental illness markers were different in the 
1950s. Moreover, according to criminal justice experts, the M’Naghten 
rule, focusing on knowing right from wrong to determine culpability, 
was growing antiquated even in the 1950s. Experts were arguing for 
evaluations of self-control or medical evidence of mental illness.55 Still, 
although I am not a clinical psychologist, criminologist, or insanity 
defense expert, I feel one is justified in questioning a sanity ascription to 
a woman who killed four husbands, her mother, her mother-in-law, her 
sister, and her two grandchildren – someone whom a conglomerate of 
experienced, high-profile psychiatrists said was infantile and mentally ill. 
Furthermore, whereas trial by jury is a right in the USA, laypeople decid-
ing on a defendant’s mental health seems unjust.

Doss escaped the electric chair through the negotiations of her attor-
ney, and because she was never read her rights when accused of mur-
dering Sam. She said she had, though, wanted the electric chair as her 
fate.56 Doss served life in prison, where she was assigned to work in the 
prison’s bakery – a curious assignment for a notorious poisoner.57 On 
June 2, 1965, Doss died in prison of leukemia.58 Interestingly, arsenic is 
a carcinogen that, in laboratory studies, has been linked to leukemia.59 
To be scientifically fair I should note that purified derivatives of arsenic 
have been suggested as a therapy for cancer.60 Still, the purified form is 
not the kind you find in rat poison.

Doss’ tombstone reads, “Beloved Mother.”61

§

Eradication of the victim appears to be the typical endgame and the 
reason for FSK murders – not necessarily enjoyment of the act. In our 
study, my team and I found no evidence of necrophilia or other unusual 
engagement with victim remains, besides careless disposal, such as in 
the case of “Death House Landlady” Dorothea Puente, or in the case 
of Aileen Wuornos, who left at least one body in a junkyard. Amanda 
Farrell and her colleagues noted, “It is unlikely you would find a woman 
sexually assaulting a corpse or engaging in cannibalistic or vampiric 
activities.”62

Still, there can be exceptions. “Jolly” Jane Toppan’s motives and crimes, 
for example, had many commonalities with other FSKs. Yet in one aspect 
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she was a counterinstance to the typical FSK: she liked to hold victims 
as they died and reported that she enjoyed the feeling of someone’s life 
slipping away. In 1902, The Saint Paul Globe further reported that, when 
in custody for murder, Toppan told a panel of physicians assessing her 
mental state that hearing the death rattle in her first victim’s throat was as 
sweet as music, and she kissed him when he was cold from death.63 This is 
not your typical FSK modus operandi where victims are concerned.

When describing the victims of FSKs, some caveats are warranted. 
There are instances in which we do not know all the victims of a serial 
killer, such as in the case of Belle Gunness, where it is thought her 
hog pit was the resting place of up to 100 people. Another example is 
that of Genene Jones, who is suspected of killing up to 60 infants and 
children. In many cases, it is impossible to determine the age and sex 
of victims, even when remains are discovered. Further, there are very 
likely victims who have died at the hands of serial murderers not yet 
apprehended, or who may never be apprehended. Sadly, we will never 
know, and we may never have enough information to complete the 
picture. Thus, these data are interpreted with caution as representing 
minimum frequency.

FSKs on average typically kill between five and 10 victims. We docu-
mented known victims, although it is likely in many cases these women 
killed more victims. Our sample of 64 FSKs killed an average of 6.1 
persons, with a wide variation (SD = 4.84; range of three to 31 victims). 
This mean number is similar to that found in previous studies.64 Some 
researchers reported whole numbers (appropriately, as victims are 
people) versus decimals. Therefore, calculating a grand or pooled mean 
would not yield valid data. It is worth noting that there is very likely over-
lap in the cases my team investigated and those explored by other teams. 
It is against ethical practice to list the names of subjects in this type of 
project, so we do not know.

VICTIM AGE

We could not determine mean ages exactly, as several reports indicated 
generalities (e.g., all victims were elderly). Our sample of 64 FSKs was 
a mixture of those who killed adults only (about 45%; average of 6 
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 victims), children only (about a quarter; average of 5 victims), and 
both adults and children (about a third; average of 7 victims). The 
number of victims was highest in the “both” category, but there was no 
statistical difference between mean number of victims between these 
three groups. Standard deviations show wide variability in mean num-
ber of victims.

VICTIM VULNERABILITY

In our sample of FSKs, more than half (54.7%) murdered children, and 
a quarter murdered those who were infirm or elderly. With overlap in 
victim type, about three-quarters of FSKs in our study killed at least one 
person who was vulnerable and powerless in their direct care.65

These victims had arguably no chance of fighting back. Kristen Gil-
bert was a skilled nurse who murdered disabled veterans with injections 
of epinephrine. Dorothea Puente was a landlady who poisoned and 
suffocated tenants with intellectual disabilities and mental illness and 
buried their bodies in her yard. Martha Woods murdered most of the 
infant and toddler children for whom she was providing care, includ-
ing her own, inducing fatal breathing issues. Genene Jones, a licensed 
vocational nurse, quite skilled by all accounts, injected baby Chelsea, 
baby Joshua, and countless other infants and children with lethal doses 
of sedatives.

VICTIM FAMILIARITY AND RELATEDNESS

Almost all (92.2%) of the FSKs in our sample are confirmed to have 
known at least one of the people they murdered. Moreover, most 
(62.5%) FSKs in our sample were related to all or some of their victims 
by blood or marriage. Of the entire sample, 43.8% killed their own chil-
dren, and 29.7% killed at least one spouse or committed partner (fiancé 
or boyfriend). Four FSKs killed their mothers, one killed her father 
and her mother-in-law, and others killed aunts, cousins, and nephews.66 
Again, we must keep in mind that murders do go undetected, particu-
larly under the assumption that those who give care are not supposed to 
kill, so this list is probably an underestimate.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.006


JUST AS DEADLY

84

OUTCOMES: WHAT HAPPENS TO FSKs?

§

Kimberly Clark Saenz is a serial killer. Convicted of the murder of five 
dialysis patients and injuring five others in Lufkin, Texas, the ex-nurse 
and mother of two children could have received the death penalty in 
2012.67 However, Saenz is spending the rest of her life in prison, ineli- 
gible for parole.68 Of being in a penitentiary forever, Saenz’s attorney 
said, “It’s not a special place, just another corner of hell. And she will be 
there the rest of her life.”69

Saenz murdered five patients and made others gravely ill by inject-
ing bleach into their intravenous lines as they received treatment in the 
Lufkin DaVita Dialysis Clinic, where she worked as a Licensed Vocational 
Nurse (LVN). Investigators believe she killed or harmed even more 
patients. During her employment at DaVita Dialysis, there was an expo-
nential increase in emergency patient transports to hospitals, including 
30 in one month, compared to 15 total transports in the two years prior.70

Defense attorneys argued Saenz was “a good nurse, a compassion-
ate, a caring individual who assisted her patients and was well liked.” 
Saenz had told a grand jury she was being railroaded by her incompetent 
place of employment. Nonetheless, investigators who examined Saenz’s 
computer found records of internet searches on whether it was possible 
to detect bleach in dialysis lines and on bleach poisoning in general. 
Moreover, two witnesses saw Saenz use a syringe to extract bleach from a 
cleaning bucket she was using and inject the substance directly into the 
IV lines of two patients.71

Reports are not clear as to Saenz’s motive, and I could not locate 
any information on clinical assessment of her psychological state. Still, 
evidence does point to a troubled past. Prosecutors believed that Saenz 
had marriage problems, and they believed she took out frustrations on 
patients.72 She also had indications of substance abuse. Saenz swore in an 
affidavit that she had no previous felonies, but the District Attorney had 
evidence that Saenz abused prescription drugs and stole Demerol (a syn-
thetic opiate pain killer with heightened potential for addiction and mis-
use)73 from her previous employer, Woodland Heights Medical Center.74 
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Saenz lied about having been arrested in order to obtain a healthcare 
job at DaVita Dialysis.75

The impact on victims and their families cannot be overstated. Wanda 
Hollingsworth’s mother was killed by Saenz. Wanda is also a nurse. She 
addressed Saenz in court: “You have disgraced your family and the med-
ical field. I honestly say I hope you rot in hell.”76 She added that Saenz 
was “nothing more than a psychopathic serial killer.”

A jury found Saenz guilty of capital murder on March 30, 2012.77

§

What became of the FSKs in our study?78 We found that, like Kimberly 
Saenz or Lydia Sherman (discussed later), most (about 80%) were sen-
tenced to prison. Of the FSKs that went to prison, less than a quarter 
received the death penalty for their crimes. Another 12.4% of our sam-
ple of FSKs were committed to mental health facilities. A few went to 
local jail, remained under house arrest, or were never caught.

Recall the cases of Sharon Kinne and Belle Gunness. Neither was 
heard from again. Whereas Belle is long gone, Sharon (“La Pistolera”) 
would be a little over 80 years old as of this writing, perhaps enjoying her 
golden years on some beach in Mexico.

Most FSKs whose cases were included in our study were caught and 
faced justice. Of course, we must concede that there may be many FSKs 
out there who were never caught, and therefore their stories have not 
been memorialized in news and court documents. However, investiga-
tors have access to increasingly sophisticated forensic techniques and 
thorough profiles to help with detecting and catching a murderer.
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CHAPTER 6

FSK Motives and Profile

When someone hears  the what of serial murder, they 
 probably want to know the why. Why did this happen? What were 

the motives? It is difficult to know the operation of someone’s mind, par-
ticularly someone who makes murderous decisions. Most of us cannot 
put ourselves in a murderer’s shoes. Most people would not understand 
the mindset, for example, of Dana Sue Gray, who choked elderly ladies 
with phone cords so she could steal their money and buy cowboy boots.

When examining the motives of FSKs, we can ask the perpetrator why 
they committed the crimes. Or, if we have no interview access, we can go 
by what clinical reports, news reports, court documents, and historical 
societies have recorded as their motives. We can also gauge what the FSK 
herself has said, and we can report what authorities have derived from 
the evidence. Nonetheless, we might not ever have a perfect understand-
ing of why someone would commit a string of murders, particularly of 
children, the elderly, and infirm victims.

In 2015, my team and I documented what was reported as the primary 
motives for 63 out of 64 of the FSKs in our sample – one FSK’s motive was 
reported as “unknown.”1 For all others, we classified motives according to 
Ronald Holmes and Stephen Holmes’ serial killer typology.2 Consistent 
with the opinions of other authors, we found that FSKs do not neatly fit 
into this classification system that was constructed based on MSK crimes. 
We found that the most common FSK motive to be “hedonistic” (about 
half), which are murders for profit, comfort, or thrill. Other motives were 
“power-seeking” (about one-fifth) and “unspecified mental illness” (about 
one in 10), with rare examples of “visionary” (following command hallu-
cinations), and “missionary” (ridding the world of undesirable people).
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Other cases, however, did not fit into these proscribed categories. 
My team found that about 8% of FKSs murdered for revenge. We also 
created a new category we labeled “maintenance killer.” Although rare, 
FSKs do murder to protect their own interests, i.e., the killings were 
arguably collateral damage along a destructive pathway. And in some 
cases, FSKs had more than one motive.

It is interesting, and speaks to the theme of this book, that 
classification systems were developed by experts for understanding 
male-perpetrated serial murder, but these systems do not adequately 
capture female-perpetrated serial murder. FSKs can certainly be just 
as deadly, and their cases merit deeper understanding. Still, I found 
Holmes and Holmes’ categorization system, compared to other systems, 
best able to capture the motives of FSKs.

§

Kristen Gilbert, you will recall from the beginning of this book, is a serial 
killer. Her motives cannot be neatly categorized. Gilbert liked to create 
cardiac events in her disabled patients at the Veterans Administration 
hospital in Massachusetts so that she could play hero nurse and revive 
them from the brink of death. The desire to play hero would make her 
“power-seeking.” Yet these actions also gave her a thrill, which could be 
considered “hedonistic.” A court document3 noted that Gilbert’s pri-
mary motive was the “desire for attention,” and that she was “showing 
off” for her hospital police officer boyfriend Jim Perrault. The Boston 
Globe reported that Gilbert was literally playing footsie with Perrault as 
she attempted to help patients in cardiac distress.4 Showing off is fur-
ther underscored by Gilbert’s unfounded claims to be a relative of well-
known murderer Lizzie Borden.

We also know that Gilbert killed at least one person, Kenneth Cut-
ting, so she could leave her shift early to go out on a romantic date in 
early February 1996. Demonstrating the complexity of classification, this 
action could qualify as “hedonistic” if the choice to murder was made 
for her pleasure or comfort. Might it also qualify as “missionary” if the 
motive was to get a sick person “out of the way”? Of course, we can all 
agree that Kenneth Cutting deserved so much more than to be collateral 
damage for Gilbert’s date night with her boyfriend. Cutting was a VA 
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patient for many years and was known as being cheery and kind, with a 
sense of humor. Although blind, Cutting would regularly greet people 
with a smile and a compliment, such as, “Boy, you look good today!”5 
So how do we classify Gilbert’s reasons for murdering him? The distinc-
tion between “power-seeking” and “hedonistic” feels unclear. Further-
more, reports show that Gilbert was treated for psychiatric issues, which 
included making violent threats against others and a suicide attempt. 
She was in and out of psychiatric hospitals at least seven times in the mid-
1990s.6 She thus had signs consistent with “unspecified mental illness.”

In other words, while Gilbert7 should likely be classified as a primarily 
“power-seeking” serial killer, her case is a great example of how FSK mur-
ders do not fit neatly into any single preexisting serial killer category.8

§

Other scholars have cautioned against using existing serial killer clas-
sifications for understanding FSKs. Forensic expert Sandie Taylor and 
colleagues9 argued against the validity of classifying FSKs into mutu-
ally exclusive categories of “visionary,” “missionary,” “hedonistic,” and 
“power/control.” On a related point, as of this writing, I am uncertain if 
FSK motives are statistically more likely to span across multiple categori-
zations compared to MSK motives; this is an empirical question.

Profilers Michael Kelleher and C. L. Kelleher10 argued for another 
classification system for FSKs: “black widows,” “angels of death,” “sex-
ual predators,” “revenge killers,” “profit or crime killers,” “team kill-
ers,” “killers of questionable sanity,” and “unexplained murderers.” 
These categories, however, are not mutually exclusive. As an example, 
“black widows” often kill husband after husband for profit (i.e., inher-
itance, insurance money), although “black widow” is a nickname typi-
cally ascribed to FSKs who murder their husbands, like Judy Buenoano, 
whose case I describe below.

As pointed out by Emily Dryer-Brees,11 no classification systems 
are really accepted as serial killer doctrine. Even categorizations such 
as “organized” versus “disorganized” serial murder yield inconsistent 
results. Sandie Taylor and colleagues analyzed 40 serial killers in one 
study and 40 serial killers in another.12 They found most serial murders 
to have organization, but they likely differ in aspects of disorganization.
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Yet there are certainly different types of FSKs. Recall the case of Patty 
Cannon, who killed people who got in the way of her kidnapping and 
people-selling business. Recall the case of Martha Woods, who killed 
seven infants and toddlers, victims of her probable Munchausen syn-
drome by proxy/factitious disorder imposed on another (MSBP/FDIA). 
Recall the case of Aileen Wuornos, who shot men in the head and torso 
and robbed them. Recall the case of Nannie Doss, who is suspected of 
having killed multiple people who just got on her nerves. While all uni-
fied by horrific deeds and high victim count, these are different types 
of crimes.

KILLING FOR PROFIT: AN EVOLUTIONARY MOTIVE?

The most common motive for FSKs to murder is money/profit. This dif-
fers markedly from what a large body of scholarly work has told us about 
MSKs, whose primary motivator is sex. Yet this makes sense, from the 
perspective of evolutionary psychology.

But what is evolutionary psychology? As Charles Darwin13 wrote, 
many millennia of existence gave rise to anatomical adaptations that 
were best suited to a species’ survival and reproduction. And just as our 
human bodies evolved, evolutionary psychologists contend our minds 
evolved to solve the issues we faced regarding survival and reproduc-
tion. We have innate, adaptive drives mediated by genes inherited from 
our early human ancestors. These drives motivate behavior that, under 
the circumstances of our ancestral environment, would have increased 
the likelihood of survival and reproduction. For example, why do we 
feel happiness? People who felt happy left more descendants. Apply this 
explanation to caregiver bonding, physical attraction, falling in love, etc.

Sometimes, however, what would have worked to a specified degree 
in the ancestral environment can take lesser or exaggerated forms now. 
Take jealousy, for example. Jealousy was adaptive in the ancestral envir- 
onment, or there would not be jealousy today. Some jealousy through-
out human history led to mate guarding and anti-mate-poaching tactics, 
ensuring mate retention, and increasing reproductive chances.14 When 
extreme, however, jealousy is a primary motivator for murdering one’s 
partner, and even of one’s  partner’s allies, particularly among men.15 
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Jealousy is an adaptation that, when taken too far, can prove fatal. Adap-
tations can go off-kilter.

“Evolved,” however, does not mean “genetically predetermined” or 
“absolute.” Noting that there is an evolutionary contribution to serial 
murder is different from saying that we are genetically programmed to 
commit serial murder. Do people who murder leave more descendants? 
No. The human population would have been eliminated very quickly 
if that were the case. Yet in evolved human female psychology, there is 
a drive for ensuring access to mates with resources, as resources would 
have facilitated survival and reproductive success in the ancestral envi-
ronment. And it is this drive for money that has become a pathological 
variant motivating resource/profit-seeking FSK murders.

For example, the data from my team’s study of 64 FSKs showed that 
FSKs who kill for profit (and who could thus be classified as “hedonistic”) 
were older at the age of their first kill than all other types besides “mis-
sionary” killers. Maybe as they aged, they did not feel financially secure 
and took extreme measures to gather resources – in this case, financial 
resources. Going back to the original unpublished data, I discovered that 
92% of “hedonistic” killers in our sample were of low or middle socio- 
economic status, perhaps indicating the potential for financial issues. 
While there were virtually no reports available about financial distress 
being a trigger for female-perpetrated serial homicide, perhaps we are 
seeing the ancestral survival drive to accumulate resources gone haywire.

Evolutionary psychology all comes down to eggs and sperm. Take 
it a step back . . . way back . . . to conception. Robert Trivers’ Paren-
tal Investment Theory attributes sex differences in evolved psychology 
to sex differences in reproductive biology.16 Men produce millions of 
sperm daily.17 It would make sense, then, for males in the ancestral envir- 
onment to have sex with as many females as possible to increase the 
likelihood of insemination. This is not to say that modern men should 
go on an intercourse spree and inseminate everyone they meet. But it 
does mean that an increased desire for sex would have best served male 
reproductive purposes over the course of human evolution. Indeed, con-
temporary men still want more sex, more sex partners, and more sexual 
variety, and they prefer more one-night stands and consent to sex sooner 
than do women.18
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On the other hand, as Trivers pointed out, women’s reproductive 
opportunities are narrow. Women are born with a few hundred thou-
sand eggs and will ovulate only about 400 eggs in their lifetimes,19 from 
puberty until menopause. Women who give birth also experience obliga- 
tory lengthy parental investment, with internal fertilization, pregnancy, 
labor, childbirth, breastfeeding, and postnatal care. It makes sense that 
females in the ancestral environment would have to be selective, choos-
ing the best mates for their limited reproductive opportunities. Choosing 
a mate with status and securing resources would give a female and her 
children the best survival chances in the environment of evolutionary 
adaptedness (EEA) – the social and physical selection pressures humans 
faced over millions of years.20

Women today certainly do not need a male mate with money to sur-
vive, or any mate at all. However, women still have unconscious drives 
that operate in the way we did over millions of years of evolution when 
we were primitive hominids. To wit, around the world, women still pre-
fer mates with high status and resources.21 Furthermore, children of 
fathers who have invested resources in their well-being have lower infant 
mortality rates and greater access to material and social resources that 
give them a competitive advantage in life.22

Yet even with evolved psychological mechanisms, individual differ-
ences exist.23 We have different degrees of jealousy, attachment, love, 
and sex drive, and we each have a myriad of developmental experiences 
that shape who we are. But the basic, evolved drives are in place to maxi-
mize the likelihood of genetic representation in subsequent generations.

So, for FSKs, we can understand, ultimately, why money is a prime 
motive for murdering,24 but that does not make it right. It does not 
excuse murder or deem murder a correct behavioral response. Not at 
all. It is an evolved drive taken to a morbid extreme. Think of “black 
widows” who murder their husbands – and other people – to collect an 
inheritance or insurance money, who then move on to their next victim. 
The drive to secure resources is innate in women. FSKs take it to a ter- 
rible degree and use murder for financial gain.

Of course, there are other perspectives on serial murder besides the 
evolutionary one. These include social, clinical, and traumagenic factors; I 
would never say that such circumstances are uninvolved or  unremarkable 
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in the making of a murderer. We do not develop in a vacuum. These, 
however, are all proximate motivators. They are immediate causal con-
siderations. Evolutionary psychologists contend that there are ultimate, 
evolved forces at work in all human behavior and mental processes. To 
view serial murder only through an evolutionary, or clinical, or personal-
ity, or gender role framework would provide an incomplete assessment. 
As proximate and ultimate motivators are studied by various experts in 
psychology, criminology, and sociology, we can gain the most complete, 
accurate understanding of a behavioral phenomenon.

§

Judias “Judy” Buenoano was a serial killer. She was born in 1943 or 1945 
in Texas as Judias Welty, or Anna Lou Welty, depending on what source 
you read. This “black widow” held many roles in her life beyond “mur-
dering wife/partner” and “mother”: she was a nurse, a food server, and 
later, a manicurist. In 1962, Judias Welty married a man named James 
Goodyear, a United States Air Force sergeant. Her last name, “Bueno-
ano,” which she took some time after her marriage, was an imperfect 
Spanish variation of James’ last name. James Goodyear adopted her son 
Michael, and they had two other children together. A few months after 
Goodyear returned from a tour as a pilot in Vietnam, however, he experi-
enced a mysterious illness and died in a military hospital in Florida. As a 
result of James Goodyear’s death, Judy Buenoano was the beneficiary of 
multiple insurance policies.

James Goodyear was just the first of several murders. In the late 1970s, 
Judy Buenoano moved to Colorado with her then boyfriend, Bobby Joe 
Morris. In 1978, Morris became ill with the same symptoms that had 
afflicted James Goodyear. Like Goodyear before him, Morris died, and 
Buenoano was once again the reported beneficiary of three separate 
life insurance policies totaling about $85,000.25 Then, in the late 1970s, 
Judy’s son Michael Goodyear joined the military. However, he became 
gravely ill with what was diagnosed as arsenic poisoning. The toxin 
affected his limb mobility. As a result, he had to wear heavy arm and 
leg braces. A few years later, in 1980, Buenoano took her son canoeing 
on the East Bay River near her Florida home. The canoe capsized and 
Michael drowned, weighed down in the river by his braces. Buenoano 
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once again received an appreciable survivor’s benefit payment. Reports 
are inconsistent, but figures range anywhere from $20,000 to $100,000.26 
She later gave authorities four different accounts of what happened that 
day, including the explanation that it was a snake falling into the canoe 
that caused it to capsize.27

Even aside from murder, reports suggest Buenoano was a suboptimal 
mother. A relative indicated that Buenoano was embarrassed of Michael, 
who probably had an intellectual disability. One of Michael’s friends 
from the military testified that she called Michael “stupid,” “dumb,” and 
“idiot.” She was also overheard calling Michael a “little bastard.” More-
over, neighbors from when Michael was a child said he had no toys at 
home – Buenoano would frequently leave Michael and her other chil-
dren alone in the house to go out, and they would fall asleep in front of 
the television.28

In the 1980s, Buenoano began dating a man named John Gentry, 
whom she met at a mud wrestling match. She reportedly took out a 
$500,000 life insurance policy on him.29 Soon after, Gentry sought treat-
ment at a local hospital for extreme nausea and vomiting. Buenoano 
claimed to have been giving him vitamins, but vitamin capsules contain-
ing paraformaldehyde (found in disinfectants) were later found in her 
home. Gentry did recover from the illness, but then his car exploded, 
injuring him very seriously. Authorities then became very suspicious of 
Buenoano, and they investigated other deaths tied to her.30

James Goodyear’s body was exhumed, as was Bobby Joe Morris’ body, 
and investigators determined that arsenic was in their systems. Buenoano 
was arrested. She was convicted in April 1984 and given a life sentence 
for killing Michael Goodyear and a 12-year sentence for planting a bomb 
in John Gentry’s car.31 Later, in 1985, she received a death sentence for 
killing James Goodyear in 1971 by arsenic poisoning. Investigators had 
evidence that Buenoano murdered Bobby Joe Morris, but they did not 
press charges once Judy was given a death sentence in Florida. Bueno-
ano’s two surviving children, Kim and James, asserted her innocence 
until the end.32

In the end, Buenoano had no final words as she faced her execution, 
although she spent the day before reading Mary Higgins Clark’s novel, 
Remember Me, a story about a mother who blames herself for the death 
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of her son.33 At age 54, Judy was executed via the electric chair (known 
as “Old Sparky”) by the State of Florida on March 31, 1998‚ the date 
on which Michael would have celebrated his 37th birthday. During the 
38-second electrocution, reporters noted smoke coming out of her leg 
where an electrode was attached. 34 In her final moments, her limbs were 
destroyed, just as she had destroyed her son’s limbs.

By the time she was caught, Judy Buenoano had murdered three  
people, and attempted to murder another, all for the insurance money.  
In all, she collected about $240,000 in benefits from the deaths she 
caused.35 Over the years, she also started several house fires in order to 
collect insurance payments. Buenoano’s foster daughter Debra Sims 
remembered her as a young mother yearning for a better life, often sewing 
sequins on dresses she never got to wear. Sims theorized that insurance 
fraud and murder were Judy’s way of getting the money to have “finer 
things.”36 The prosecutor in Michael’s murder described her motive as 
“twisted greed.”37 An unnamed relative said, “It’s just my honest opinion, 
but I don’t think she had any values on anything other than money.”38 
“She cared nothing about anybody else’s pain and suffering,” asserted 
Attorney Belvin Perr, adding, “She rightly serves the title of Black Widow. 
Just like the spider, after she mated with her prey, she killed it.”39

It is possible that that there is more to Buenoano’s story, however. 
Judy Buenoano was reported to have had a traumatic upbringing. Her 
mother died when she was four years old, and she spent much of her 
youth living with various relatives and in foster care. She told authorities 
she was sexually and physically abused and often went hungry while in 
foster care. If true, although abhorrent, this would not be an unusual 
experience, as some reports suggest that as many as 40% of children 
in foster care are abused.40 Eventually, her father remarried, and she 
lived with him and his new wife. According to Buenoano, her father and 
stepmother forced her to climb into the dumpsters of restaurants and 
grocery stores to find food. After running away at age 14, she was sent to 
reform school in Albuquerque, where records indicate she was a good 
student. She became pregnant with Michael at age 17.41

If these circumstances are true, Judy Buenoano, like many other 
FSKs, had a traumagenic upbringing. Yet we must concede that she has 
a history of lying. Indeed, Buenoano claimed she was the granddaughter 
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of Geronimo,42 the formidable and fearless Apache leader43 – a claim 
for which there seems to be no record or basis. She also went by many 
names, including Anna Lou Welty, Ann Schultz, Ann Goodyear, and 
Judy Buenoano. Prosecutors argued that she changed names frequently 
so that insurance companies would not catch on to her being the recipi-
ent of a vast number of payouts. Moreover, on her marriage certificate to 
James Goodyear, she claimed to have been born in England rather than 
Texas. She also made herself older. She was a licensed practical nurse in 
Colorado, but she told people that she was a flight attendant, a doctor, 
and later, a psychologist. Nevertheless, her aunt confirmed, “She had a 
pretty rough childhood.”44

§

KILLING CHILDREN

If FSKs primarily kill for money, which can be viewed as a pathological 
variant of ancestral tendencies for women to seek resources maximizing 
the chances that they and their offspring will survive, why would so many 
FSKs kill their children? If reproduction is the name of the game in evo-
lution, isn’t killing your children the exact opposite strategy? According 
to Richard Dawkins’ concept of “genesmanship,” an organism behaves 
in ways most suited to passing on its genetic legacy.45 Seen from this per-
spective, then, killing your children is, indeed, the antithesis of genes-
manship. Yet infanticide has been recorded throughout human history. 
A quick peek at the literature reveals scientific papers speaking to human 
infanticide everywhere from Ancient Rome, to Britain, to Italy, to Aus-
tralia, to the Artic.

Nonetheless, murdering one’s own children clearly indicates that 
an evolved caregiving mechanism is malfunctioning. It indicates that 
a motivator is not performing the way it evolved to perform – a mal-
function similarly seen, for example, in the behavior of stalking, which 
researchers contend is an aberrant and dangerous courtship strategy.46

Murdering one’s own children can be seen as an extreme outlier of 
the distribution of caregiving polygenic traits. As we know, individual vari-
ation exists in psychological mechanisms that are a product of  evolution.47 
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Think about a normal distribution – a bell curve – you may have encoun-
tered in a statistics course. Most behaviors and mental processes are cap-
tured by the optimal mean. The tails represent reduced or exaggerated 
manifestations of normal behavior. In the case of mothers, in the very 
middle of the normal distribution is the average (depicted by the highest 
point in the bell curve), where most are typically responsive and loving 
caregivers. To the right of that, heading towards one tail, you have moth-
ers who are permissive, indulgent, overbearing, overinvolved, hanging on 
every detail of their child’s life. At the extreme end, you might even see 
mothers with illness anxiety disorder over their child’s well-being. On the 
other side of the curve, however, heading towards the other tail, you have 
mothers who harm their children. And way far down into that extreme, 
many statistical standard deviations away from the mean, you have moth-
ers who kill their children – just like Judy Buenoano, Martha Woods, and 
Belle Gunness – or their grandchildren, like Nannie Doss.

Perhaps exploring infanticide in the non-human animal kingdom is 
warranted. Those who have witnessed infanticide among non-human 
animals describe it as horrifying.48 Although it is disturbing to process, it 
may be an adaptive strategy, enhancing reproductive fitness by conferring 

6.1 Bell curve representing a normal probability distribution
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resource benefits to the perpetrator.49 For example, if a male tree squir-
rel kills juvenile tree squirrels that are unrelated to him, there would 
be more resources for his own offspring. This increases the chance that 
his offspring will survive and reproduce, thereby enhancing his fitness 
(meaning his genes will be passed down to subsequent generations).50

Decades ago, J. Boggess51 argued that infanticide was a social pathol-
ogy, and that in instances of overcrowding, non-human animals (e.g., 
langur monkeys) become psychologically disturbed and kill infants, with 
no reproductive advantage for the perpetrator. Although there has been 
pushback on this hypothesis from anthropologists, the pathological 
angle does seem to speak somewhat to FSKs killing their own children. 
FSKs already have a disturbed resource-acquisition drive. And some FSKs 
are killing their own offspring, thus directly eliminating their genetic 
fitness. There must be a psychological disturbance.

An older theory put forth by renowned anthropologist and primatolo-
gist Sarah Hrdy52 argued that female-perpetrated infanticide of one’s own 
offspring can eliminate competition for resources. She also argued that 
having “supernumerary” infants can trigger this response in the animal 
kingdom. Going back to my team’s original FSK data, I found that 80% 
of FSKs who killed children killed their own children. And for those who 
killed their own children, the mean number of victims was 5.82. Where 
information was available for socioeconomic status of those who killed 
their own children, none were upper-class. Most were middle-class, and a 
few were lower-class.53 As disturbing as it seems, it would not be a stretch to 
think that six children are “supernumerary” – there was likely some over-
crowding in living quarters and limited resources were likely stretched.

Notably, infanticide seems to have different functions in different 
species, and its functions are not totally clear to scientists.54 However, just 
because a behavior might be triggered by some evolutionary throwback 
mechanism does not make it correct or justified. In the human world, 
killing children is an aberrant manifestation on the extreme, suboptimal 
end of the distribution of parenting skills.

§

Rhonda Belle Martin was a serial killer. She was born on November 
4, 1906. From 1934 to 1951, she killed six members of her family in 
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Alabama.55 Victims included her three daughters, Emogene Garrett, age 
three; Carolyn Garrett, age six; and Ellyn Elizabeth Garrett, age 11. She 
also killed her husband George W. Garrett; husband Claude C. Martin; 
and her mother, Mary Gibbon.

George Garrett and their three daughters Emogene, Carolyn, and 
Ellyn were among the first of Martin’s victims. Notably, the couple also 
had two other children who died very young, although information 
about them is sparse. Young Mary Adelaide Garrett (1930–1934) and 
Judith Charlene Garrett56 (1938–1939) were buried in the same ceme-
tery where newspapers say victim Ellyn Garrett (1932–1943) was also 
interred. According to The Montgomery Advertiser, Martin claimed that 
Mary Adelaide was born ill. Although there is no clear evidence that Mar-
tin was responsible for her first two daughters’ deaths, it is not beyond 
reasonable doubt. Or one might wonder if Mary Adelaide’s early death 
was natural but triggered something horrific in Martin, who subsequently 
killed all her girls in the same manner. The Montgomery Advertiser certainly 
speculated along these lines, asking, “Did something in her mind snap at 
the death of her invalid daughter?” Indeed, the obituary for 11-year-old 
Ellyn, known to have died at Martin’s hand, indicated that she perished 
“after a long illness,” which may mean this helpless little girl suffered 
with the effects of chronic arsenic poisoning.57

In total, Martin was married four or five times; one cannot be sure. 
But it seems that two of her husbands did not die by her hand: W. R. 
Alderman and Talmadge J. Gipson.58 Information is sparse on Alder-
man. At age 40, Martin married Gipson in August 1947 – sometime after 
having killed George Garrett and their children.59 However, their mar-
riage lasted only five months. In March 1956, after Martin was accused of 
murder, Gipson told his story to The Montgomery Advertiser accompanied 
by a front-page photo of him, face in palm. He told reporter Joe Azbell, 
“The only thing I can figure that kept her from poisoning me is that I 
got shed of her too quick . . . or I didn’t have no insurance.” Gipson 
added, “I was working at the VA Hospital in Montgomery at the time and 
they could have detected the poisoning if I had got it.” He also claimed 
he was so drunk when they got married that the judge asked him if he 
knew what he was doing.60 Records indicate that Talmadge J. Gipson 
lived until 1989 when he died of natural causes at the age of 93.61

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.007


FSK MotiveS and ProFile

99

Less than two years after her marriage to Gipson, in 1949, Rhonda 
Belle married Claude Martin.62 Apparently ignoring her marriage to 
Gipson, she was identified as a widow rather than a divorcee. Their mar-
riage ended with Claude’s murder, after which Martin, a food server, col-
lected a total of $2,750 from three life insurance policies. Eight months 
after he died, she married his 28-year-old son Ronald, a Navy veteran. 
She poisoned him. Luckily, he survived, but he was left paralyzed from 
the waist down and had to remain in the care of a veterans’ hospital.

When Ronald was admitted to the hospital and tests revealed traces 
of arsenic in his system, authorities began investigating all the sus-
picious deaths in Martin’s family. They exhumed her six deceased 
victims.63 Faced with the evidence, Rhonda Belle Martin confessed to 
putting arsenic-based poison (some sources say ant poison, some say rat 
poison . . . potat-o, potah-to) in the drinks of seven human beings – the 
six she murdered and the stepson/husband who lived. In a statement to 
the court, she admitted to putting poison in Emogene’s milk in 1937. 
In 1939, she put arsenic in husband George Garrett’s whiskey. In 1940, 
she poisoned Carolyn’s milk, and did the same to Ellyn in 1943. In 1944, 
she served Mary, her mother, coffee laced with arsenic. Repeating her 
modus operandi, she also put arsenic in husband Claude Martin’s coffee 
“three or four times,” and later did the same to Ronald.64

In an odd coincidence, according to a story ran by the New York Daily 
News, Martin had lived across the street from Kilby Prison within view of 
a cell inhabited by “Mrs. Earl Dennison,” a woman who was executed for 
killing her two-year-old niece with arsenic.65

While Martin told the court she had small insurance policies on each 
of her six victims, she claimed that this was not her motive.66 “I don’t 
know why I did it,” she said, “I don’t understand it. I didn’t do it for 
the money. I loved my family. I guess I loved them to death.”67 Martin’s 
attorney George Cameron attempted to use a mental illness defense, 
but the judge mocked his use of the word “schizophrenia,” and then 
refused to recuse himself, despite having made clearly prejudicial com-
ments in front of the jury.68 Nonetheless, a psychiatrist from Birming-
ham, Alabama, testified at trial that he examined her and determined 
that she did, indeed, have schizophrenia. In his closing arguments, Mar-
tin’s attorney pleaded, “Don’t kill this crazy woman. Send her to prison 
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as long as you can.”69 The all-male jury did not grant his request. Martin 
was convicted for having killed Claude Martin in 1951, and she was sen-
tenced to death.

Contemporary legal scholars argue that the evolution of the 
M’Naghten insanity defense includes considerations of delusions (false 
beliefs). It also considers if the defendant “could have fairly been 
expected to exercise adequate reasoning abilities while in the throes of 
psychosis.”70 Delusions are a hallmark symptom of schizophrenia. Per-
haps in today’s era of increased understanding of mental illness, Martin 
would have met a different fate.

I am not diagnosing anyone. But I think you need not be a diagnosti-
cian to notice that Martin gave birth to five daughters in a short period of 
time (1930, 1932, 1933, 1934, and 1938), and it is therefore possible that 
she was suffering from postpartum psychosis (PP). When suffering from 
PP, the patient experiences bizarre, paranoid, or grandiose delusions, 
confusion, and mood swings. The patient exhibits “grossly  disorganized 

6.2 Rhonda Bell Martin confessed to putting poison in the drinks of her victims, including 
her children. (Photo by Getty Images)
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behavior that represent[s] a dramatic change from her previous func-
tioning,” and “the safety and well-being of the affected mother and her 
offspring are jeopardized.” It can be brought on by hormonal shifts, 
sleep deprivation, and stress.71

In the case of Rhonda Belle Martin, one might picture the rapidly 
changing hormonal milieu created by five pregnancies, as well as the 
sleep deprivation and stress one might have with five very young chil-
dren – some with only a year between them. Moreover, if her first child 
was indeed very ill, this would have been a marked stressor. Homicidal 
behavior is rare in women with PP, yet the risk of PP increases in women 
with schizoaffective or bipolar disorder; Martin might have had either 
or both, as diagnostics were different in the 1950s. Additionally, risk 
increases for people with a previous PP episode,72 and Martin had five 
children. There is, in fact, no evidence that Martin had any traumagenic 
background or bizarre behavior prior to the murders. And PP-related 
behaviors would be a dramatic change from behavior seen previously. 
It may be the case that Martin had an existing predisposition for schizo-
phrenia spectrum, and the birth of each subsequent child, through no 
fault of theirs, exacerbated her symptoms. It is also possible that she had 
this predisposition, and the death of Mary Adelaide from illness trig-
gered the expression of dangerous symptoms.

We shall never know if some of the Martin children might have been 
spared if there was a more extensive knowledge of mental illness in 
that era, particularly schizophrenia and postpartum issues. Yet trying 
to understand Martin’s circumstances does not excuse her murders. In 
reviewing files for this case, I saw the marriage license of Rhonda Belle 
Garrett and Claude C. Martin, dated October 28, 1949.73 To me, look-
ing at his signature on the marriage license reinforced the victims’ side 
of this story. One might presume that day was happy for him and that 
he had no idea what she would do to him only two years later. Rhonda 
Belle Martin showed victims no mercy, and those who experience ar- 
senic poisoning, a type of heavy metal poisoning, suffer before they die. 
Symptoms include, but are not limited to, encephalopathy, demyelina-
tion of neurons, edema, vomiting and abdominal pain, bloody diarrhea, 
skin lesions, throat inflammation, and the breaking down of red blood 
cells.74 Imagine the three young Garrett children enduring that. There 
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are pictures of these beautiful children in newspapers of the time75 – put-
ting faces to the pain and crimes makes the circumstances of their deaths 
particularly difficult to process.

Holding on to a Christian Bible, Martin was executed by the Kilby 
Prison electric chair on October 11, 1957. I cannot verify it, but some 
sources say that Rhonda Belle Martin is buried in an unmarked grave 
near all her children. But she did leave a note inside her Bible asking for 
her body to be examined by physicians:

In death . . . I want my body to be given to some scientific institution to be used as 

they see fit, but especially to see if someone can find out why I have committed the 

crimes I committed. I can’t understand it, for I had no reason whatsoever. There’s 

definitely something wrong. Can’t someone find it and save someone else the agony 

I have been through[?] Rhonda Belle Martin.76

§

Lydia Sherman was a serial killer. Known as “The Derby  Murderess,”77 
she was a prolific poisoner. Sherman admitted to poisoning seven 
 people – three husbands and several of her children – but, according to 
officials, this lethal nurse and caretaker may have murdered as many as 
11 victims.78

Sherman was born in 1825 in New Brunswick, New Jersey. According 
to Connecticut and New England historical reports,79 she was an orphan 
raised by her uncle. She married her first husband, Edward S. Struck, 
when she was about 17 years old.80 Struck was a widower with two chil-
dren, and some sources said he was about 20 years older than she.81 The 
two had met at a “Methodist love feast.”82 Within seven years, the Strucks 
had six biological children, for a total of eight children in the family.

Edward had been a police officer in New York, but he lost his position. 
According to Lydia Sherman, he was accused of not doing his job during 
a saloon fight where a detective was killed. He then sank into depres-
sion and illness. He could not find another job, and it is not difficult 
to imagine they were pressed for money. In 1864, Sherman poisoned 
Edward with arsenic and killed him. A few weeks later, she poisoned and 
killed either two or three of their youngest children, depending on what 
source you read.
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With husband Edward unemployed and now deceased, Sherman 
claimed she was struggling financially and did not have enough money 
to feed the children. Because of this strain on the family resources, she 
reported the children were “hurried into eternity.”83 Indeed, According 
to a report published in the Harford Courant on January 18, 1873, Sher-
man later confessed to her jailer that she had killed her children so they 
would not be burdens to her or “grow up to life’s cares.”84 She was also 
quoted as saying that her six-year-old, four-year-old, and nine-month-old 
children “could do nothing for me or for themselves.”85 While these cir-
cumstances arguably fit models of infanticide in the non-human animal 
kingdom due to overcrowding and maternal supernumerary responses,86 
there is little doubt that a host of factors may have contributed to Lydia’s 
decision to carry out the crimes, cover them up, and keep killing.

And kill she did. After the death of Edward and the children, Sher-
man got a job as a nurse. This was during the US Civil War, although no 
information was available as to whether she provided care for soldiers. 
Before long, Sherman’s other three children had died. Reports indicate 
that only two, John and Cornelius, survived. Cornelius reported his step-
mother to authorities as having caused his family members’ deaths, but 
they did nothing.

After the US Civil War ended, Sherman took a job as a private nurse in 
Connecticut. Soon, she caught the attention of Dennis Hurlburt (called 
“Old Hurlburt”), an older widower with a considerable amount of 
money. Dennis Hurlburt married Lydia Struck on November 22, 1868.87 
It appears that his first wife had died on September 8, 1868, so he did not 
wait long.88 Dennis Hurlburt’s Last Will and Testament, written February 
9, 1869, stated, “I give and bequeath all my real and personal estate . . . 
to my wife Lydia Hurlburt without reserve.”89 Shortly after, she poisoned 
his clam chowder.90 Dennis died on January 20, 1870, with cause of death 
listed as cholera and acute diarrhea.91 Cholera is a bacterial illness, the 
symptoms of which are similar to arsenic poisoning symptoms.92 Later, 
the New York Herald later reported that, with a “cold heart,” Sherman 
“hurled” Hurlburt into the grave and seized his property.93

Lydia Hurlburt did not wait long to get married again. On September 
15, 1870,94 at age 46, she married Horatio Sherman (sometimes reported 
as H. N. Sherman), aged 47. She did not wait long to poison again, either. 
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Shortly after their marriage, on May 12, 1871, the entire Sherman family 
of Derby, Connecticut, lay dead – hence Sherman’s nickname “The Derby 
Poisoner.” Lydia Sherman said she “only” meant to kill her new husband’s 
children, Ada and Frankie, but Horatio died of poisoning, too.95

Right before he died, Horatio had not wanted to speak to his wife, and 
he mentioned something about arsenic to his brother George – which 
George later testified to at Sherman’s trial. Mr. Sherman’s friends were 
suspicious, and George was very suspicious. So, when Sherman was away 
visiting family, they contacted authorities to investigate. The Sherman 
family was exhumed.96 Professor George F. Barker of Yale University 
(then Yale College) found “lethal quantities of arsenic” in their remains.97 
Authorities also investigated the murders of Lydia Sherman’s two previ-
ous husbands, each of whom had died under similar circumstances.

Lydia Sherman was arrested for murder,98 but claimed she was inno-
cent.99 And, in the end, she was only convicted for the second-degree 
murder of Horatio, with whom the prosecution could prove she was not 
on good terms. Horatio Jr. testified that his father and stepmother often 
argued. Sources say that Horatio Sherman would stay away from home 
in New Haven to avoid her. Noting that Horatio did not exactly immerse 
himself in refined culture and was “once found in a den with low people,” 
the Hartford Courant suggested that “it probably would have been better for 
Mr. Sherman to have stayed in the den no matter how low its people.”100

At trial, the New York Herald Reported, “Every seat in the courtroom 
that will accommodate probably four or five hundred persons was 
occupied by curious people who were anxious to get a glimpse of the 
accused.”101 Among their witnesses, investigators called a druggist named 
George Peck to the stand, who testified that Sherman had purchased 
arsenic rat poison from him.102 Furthermore, a physician testified that, 
before he died, Mr. Sherman exhibited symptoms of arsenic poisoning, 
including vomiting and respiratory distress. Unfortunately, the prosecu-
tion could not show that she had administered the poison to her other 
victims, so the court would not allow information about the previous 
poisonings into evidence.103 Yet one newspaper reported that Cornelius 
Struck, her suspicious surviving stepson from her first marriage, had the 
bodies of his father and siblings exhumed and tested while she was on 
trial in Connecticut. The examiners found arsenic.104
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In the case of husband Horatio, Lydia Sherman was convicted of sec-
ond-degree murder and sentenced by Judge Sanford to life in prison. On 
April 27, 1872, the New York Herald wrote, “If deliberate poisoning be not 
murder in the first degree we do not know what is,” adding, “To kill by 
poisoning is the coolest and most deliberate act.” Commenting on Sher-
man’s sentence, the Herald went on to speculate that “the jury probably 
had a repugnance to hanging, and particularly to hanging a woman.”105

After being in prison for about four years, Lydia escaped. The guard 
(called a “matron” at the time) left Lydia’s cell door open because Lydia 
was in poor health and might have needed immediate assistance.106 How-
ever, she was soon caught and returned to prison, where she died of 
cancer on May 16, 1878.107 It is worth noting that arsenic exposure is 
associated with several types of cancer.108

There seem to be no psychological diagnoses reported for Lydia Sher-
man, although sources from 1871 said that she was supposed to enter 
an insanity plea. However, those who interviewed her said that she did 
not present as insane. A newspaper reported, “She does not affect to be 
moved by any insane impulse but talks like one who was entirely con-
scious of her innocence.”109 When closing arguments were being made in 
court, she wept openly, but this was momentary, and then she appeared 
to be indifferent again.110 Sherman was callous; she killed her children 
when resources were scarce. She was perceived to be distrustful and jeal-
ous. Some say she killed husbands for their money.111 Some argued that 
she just wanted her marriages to end.112 While not attempting to diag-
nose anyone, it seems that having callous disregard for others, acting out 
emotions she thought appropriate to the situation, writing what some 
felt to be an embellished confession for attention, and executing multi-
ple, planned murders, Lydia Sherman may have been a psychopath.

§

FEMALE SERIAL KILLER PROFILE

Knowing the “what” and “why” of previous serial murders can prove useful 
in identifying the “who” – the identity of subsequent perpetrators. Once 
investigators have several cases of murder and understand these killers’ 
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crimes and motives, they can create an offender profile. They examine 
the nature and characteristics of the killings they have committed, includ-
ing victim traits and the mechanics of murders. They also consider the 
perpetrator’s background information, such as psychological history, 
traumatic history, and criminal history. They then create a composite 
offender profile of statistically likely traits and behaviors that can be used 
to recognize other crimes and catch similar perpetrators.113 Current clas-
sification systems for serial killers, and the FBI’s currently available infor-
mation, were developed through expert knowledge of male serial killers’ 
crimes, including focusing on sexually motivated murders. Experts argue 
that these systems are inadequate to capture the essence of a female serial 
killer. Therefore, my team endeavored to create a FSK profile. Aggregat-
ing our data and observing trait frequencies, my team and I generated 
a data-based portrait of a female serial killer, published in the Journal of 
Forensic Psychiatry and Psychology.114 We hope this may aid in investigations.

Our report suggested that a FSK is likely White and in her 20s or 30s. 
She has probably been married, perhaps multiple times, and she may 
be middle-class and Christian. Her appearance is likely to be normal; 
she is probably of average or above-average attractiveness. She probably 
holds a stereotypically feminine job and has a good possibility of being 
a nurse, other healthcare worker, or other direct caregiver in charge of 
those who are helpless (such as the elderly, the infirm, and children). 
She may have a traumagenic background, including parental issues, sex-
ual abuse, or other physical abuse. There is a marked possibility that she 
suffers from some form of mental illness. People close to her are at risk, 
even her own children. She usually murders for profit but sometimes for 
power. She will most likely kill by poison or asphyxiation. There is a good 
chance she has murdered in the suburbs.115

Notably, our findings build on the seminal work of criminologist Eric 
Hickey, who was one of the first scholars to profile FSKs and to validate 
that women can even be serial killers.116 As he put it, it is “myopic” to 
think otherwise. In 1986, Hickey developed an evidence-based portrayal 
of FSKs over time based on data from 22 cases and collecting interviews 
and other valid information sources. He found that FSKs most com-
monly kill in domestic and nursing contexts, and that financial gain 
is commonly a primary motive. Hickey also described the tumultuous 
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upbringings of FSKs, as well as their psychopathology. While some of the 
statistics my team derived from our larger sample vary slightly from those 
presented by Hickey, and we did collect data on additional variables, our 
corroborating, converging evidence makes the composite of a FSK even 
more convincing and adds some unique findings and insights.

Experts emphasize, however, that a criminal profile is only “one inves-
tigative tool among many and is not a magical solution.”117 A summary 
of data, no matter how comprehensive, cannot predict who will become 
a FSK or detect a FSK with total precision. Still, profiles can be useful in 
that they allow investigators to focus their attention and identify poten-
tial suspects with parallel traits. Indeed, a team of researchers who con-
ducted a meta-analysis of 40 years of research on offender profiling in 
2018 determined that they had “moderate to strong accuracy” for con-
necting crimes to perpetrators.118

What can a profile accomplish? The FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin119 
summarized the characteristics of a successful criminal profile in a list 
that included moving a case forward, giving investigators new ideas, and 
helping catch an offender. However, profiling is not an exact science, 
and strict reliance on homology would not be a viable strategy.120 For 
example, FSKs are not all uniform in their backgrounds, motives, and 
crimes. Nevertheless, as a research psychologist, my goal is to collect data 
and generate frequencies, averages, and probabilities in an attempt to 
describe and understand a given behavior or mental process. Hopefully, 
the data my team and I collected and summarized on FSKs will help 
investigators catch killers – and prevent more murders.
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CHAPTER 7

Comparing FSKs and MSKs:  
Backgrounds and Mental Illness

§

Ed Gein is, most likely, a serial killer. Yet he committed crimes of a dras-
tically different nature than any FSK I have read about in all my years of 
research. Gein confessed to killing two women, Mary Hogan and Bernice 
Worden, in the 1950s in and around Plainfield, Wisconsin. The third 
victim that would qualify him as a serial killer, per our criteria of three 
or more deceased victims, is his brother Henry, whom authorities are 
convinced he killed. Henry allegedly died while he and Gein were trying 
to extinguish a brushfire near their farm. Gein called the police after the 
fire was extinguished, stating that his brother was missing, and that he 
was alarmed. When police arrived on the scene, however, Ed lead them 
directly to Henry’s body. Not only was he found in an area not burned 
by the brushfire, Henry had injuries to his head.1

Gein was suspected of killing others, as well, including two men who 
were hunting without permission on his neighbors’ farm and were never 
heard from again. When searching Gein’s home, investigators also found 
newspaper clippings about women who had disappeared in the area, and 
they found children’s clothing – although there were no children living 
in the house. The Twin City News-Record reported that, when interrogated, 
Gein raised his hands like claws, snarled, and stated, “I’ve been killing 
for years.”2

In 1957, as many as 150 investigators searched Gein’s property. 
Among the disarray of all that Gein had hoarded through the years, they 
found the decapitated, disemboweled body of Bernice Worden hang-
ing upside down by her ankles, said to be “dressed out like a deer.”3 
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The Sheriff walked out of the house and vomited.4 In all, authorities 
found the remains of at least 14 people, including Mary Hogan. They 
found 10 human heads in plastic and in a large, round box. One head 
belonged to an approximately 60-year-old woman, and one was that of 
a child. Facial skin was preserved as masks, displayed on Gein’s walls at 
eye-level. Authorities found a belt made of women’s nipples; a vest made 
of breasts; furniture upholstery made of skin; and a bowl made from the 
top of a human skull. They also found scattered pieces of skin, including 
vaginas. Further, they found a human heart in a pot, evidencing that 
Gein had engaged in cannibalism.5

Gein confessed to the murders of Worden and Hogan, whom author-
ities believe he mutilated after shooting. Gein claimed, however, that 
he did not kill the others; he obtained the other bodies and body parts 
through grave robbing from 1944 to 1952. He said he was in a “daze” 
when he committed his crimes. He also told crime lab authorities that 
he stole bodies, using their skin and acquiring female body parts to wear, 
because he wanted to be a woman.6

7.1 Ed Gein in handcuffs after his confession to murder. (Photo by Getty Images)
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Ed Gein’s crimes are said to have inspired horror films such as Psy-
cho, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and The Silence of the Lambs.7 Yet Sheriff 
Ed Kroll, who worked the case, said that it was “too gruesome to even 
talk about.”8 In 1958, Gein’s farmhouse was destroyed by fire, with the 
general feeling, as one Plainfield authority put it, that the fire “was no 
accident.”9 The arson occurred shortly after rumors surfaced that Gein’s 
house was going to become a tourist attraction. People were already visit-
ing the house “out of curiosity,” and a fence had been erected around it 
to prevent people from going inside.10 Not explicitly approving of arson, 
but expressing relief, one Plainfield resident stated, “At least we know it 
won’t be turned into a museum.”11

How did this man develop into a killer who mutilated dead human 
beings?

Gein attended school to eighth grade but did not do well academi-
cally.12 It has been reported that his father had alcoholism and was abu-
sive, and that his mother Augusta was a religious zealot who repeatedly 
told Gein that all women were whores and that sex was evil and impure.13 
Mental health experts believe Gein had an unhealthy, dependent rela-
tionship with and an obsessive devotion to his mother. Gein’s mother was 
extremely strict with her two sons, yet Gein adored her. When she died, he 
closed off rooms in the house she had occupied. He also may have killed 
his brother for arguing with his mother and disparaging her, although 
some suspected that Gein simply did not want to share the inherited farm 
with his brother.14 Experts have speculated that Gein had incestuous feel-
ings about his mother, suggesting that digging up bodies that reminded 
him of her was his way of bringing his mother back to life.15

As Ed Gein’s lawyer stated, “I don’t see how there can be any other 
conclusion but that the man is insane.”16 Gein had said, for example, 
that he “thought he was an instrument of God” when he shot Bernice 
Worden.17 Ed Gein was diagnosed with schizophrenia by both prosecu-
tion and defense experts. In 1968, he was found guilty of first-degree mur-
der due to insanity. He was ultimately placed in Mendota State Hospital.18

At Mendota State Hospital, Gein was said to be a model in-patient. Psy-
chiatrist Dr. Gail Saltz speculated to A&E Television that incarcerators “may 
have been reminiscent of his mother,” although she noted appropriately 
that she did not interview Gein so as to make a definitive conclusion.19
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On July 26, 1984, Edward T. Gein, the “Butcher of Plainfield,” died 
of cancer.20

Before and after his death, rumors circulated that Gein had a host of 
mental illnesses comorbid with schizophrenia. In 1957, The Capital Times 
of Madison, Wisconsin, ran the headline “Gein Gives Psychiatry a Field 
Day.” The newspaper reported that, as the case became known, “psychi-
atric speculation continued unabated.” Professionals and amateurs alike 
were ascribing necrophilia, transvestism (i.e., “cross-dressing”), and an 
Oedipus complex to Gein.21

However, a major red flag is that, in serial killer lore, Gein is “known” 
for having sex with dead bodies – necrophilia. Most people, including 
psychologists, take the term “necrophilia” to mean sexual attraction to, 
and sex with, dead bodies.22 But while Ed Gein did keep women’s geni-
tals as souvenirs and wore them during his fantasies of being a woman, 
he never admitted to having sex with dead bodies. In fact, it is just as 
plausible that, because his mother was overly controlling, he murdered 
women and mutilated their corpses to take back some form of control. 
While it is possible that I am just missing it, I simply see no definitive 
proof of sexual interactions with dead bodies in valid reports. Indeed, 
every book I have seen suggesting that Gein engaged in necrophilia has 
done so with no citations for the information.

Gein was drawn to dead bodies, as even he described. Reports say Gein 
wanted to be a woman and transition into a woman’s body,23 something 
he stated explicitly.24 He created and wore suits made from women’s body 
parts, including genitalia and breasts, to wear and help him realize his 
wish. Tellingly of the times, one newspaper reporting on Gein pejora-
tively called him “sex-sick” simply for his desire to become a woman.25 
Psychologists know today that one’s sense of gender – their sense of self as 
women, men, nonbinary, or genderqueer26 – is separate from one’s sex-
ual attraction,27 and this is a reason for society moving away from the term 
transsexual to the preferred term transgender. It strikes me that perhaps 
the concept of being transgender is so poorly understood, people would 
rather talk about necrophilia, no matter how tenuous the evidence.

Unfortunately, many books and other media pieces on serial killers, 
even “best sellers,” give no citations or references for their work. This 
should be a warning to readers. The facts seem to have become distorted 
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in the Gein case, so it stands to reason that this may occur across other 
serial killer cases. One high-priced book I encountered, for example, 
labeled the claim that Ed Gein engaged in necrophilia as a “fact,” but 
gave no clarification or citations for this information. Moreover, this 
same book, awash in uncited Gein “facts,” ran a list of Gein-related body-
part jokes. It is easy to surmise that Mary Hogan’s and Bernice Worden’s 
families would not find humor in these jokes. It seems as though some 
authors and readers have become so desensitized to the victims’ plight 
that it is acceptable to present murder, corpse abuse, and humor simul-
taneously – and with little insight into the actual facts of the case.

§

Although the primary aim of this book is to present information on 
FSKs, a comparison to MSKs illustrates the dramatic differences between 
their crimes. The case of Ed Gein illustrates just how different his crimes 
were compared to those of any documented FSK. In my career studying 
serial murder, I have found no information where a FSK has murdered 
to steal a penis, for example, or has created totems or costumes of male 
testicles or other body parts.

Along with my colleague Susan Hughes and then-graduate-student 
Adam Gott, I collected data on MSKs to compare to our existing FSK 
dataset. Being aware that data-driven comparisons between FSKs and 
MSKs are virtually non-existent, we gathered descriptive data from pub-
licly available sources. Furthermore, as an evolutionary psychologist, I 
pursued the analysis of sex differences in serial murderers through an 
evolved psychology framework. That is, women and men have different 
behavioral tendencies due to evolved psychological processes, largely 
based on differences in reproduction, and we can make predictions 
about sex-specific tendencies.28 I explain our general findings below, 
and later, I devote a separate chapter to the evidence that supports our 
evolutionary predictions.

Starting with the dataset we had for FSKs, we repeated the same 
information-gathering process for MSKs, using valid news reports, court 
reports, and historical society publications. My team and I found it 
important to peruse original, reputable sources to control for the evolu-
tion of legend – such as the idea that Ed Gein had sex with dead bodies, 
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a “fact” everyone “knows.” A critical thinker will always ask, “How do you 
know that to be true?” or “From where did you get that information?” I 
would hope that consumers of stories that are supposed to depict true 
crime indeed want the material to be true.

Since there is an established connection between age and crime, we 
selected each MSK’s age at first murder to match those of each FSK in 
our sample. We also tried to match year of first murder between each 
FSK and MSK, as historical forces can influence behavior. There was 
high statistical reliability among the pairings we did yield; in other words, 
they matched well. We verified that each MSK met the definition of serial 
killer – three or more victims with a cooling-off period of at least one 
week between kills. In all, my team and I ended up with 55 pairs of FSKs 
and MSKs (N = 110) who committed their crimes in the United States 
between 1856 and 2009. Although this might not seem like a high sam-
ple size for the social sciences, considering the rarity of serial murder, we 
felt that this was an appreciable number.

My team’s aim was to elucidate, with empirical data, as many FSK–MSK 
differences as we could, hoping that this information might aid in the 
detection of perpetrators and the prevention of murder. Below I report 
on the findings from our 2019 study, and you can find all exact statistical 
analyses in the original publication in Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences,29 a 
scientific journal published by the American Psychological Association 
(APA). Unless otherwise noted, each of these comparisons yielded stat- 
istically significant associations or differences. In the information that 
follows, I add interpretations and supporting research in context.

RELATIONSHIPS, EDUCATION,  

AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

There are major demographic distinctions between FSKs and MSKs. 
Identifying these statistically different factors can help investigators nar-
row down their search for a perpetrator. Moreover, psychologists can 
examine these characteristics further to understand the risk of becom-
ing a murderer.

In terms of relationship status, murderous ends aside, FSKs have had a 
more successful romantic history. Most FSKs (about 57%) were in at least 
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one committed relationship during the span of time in which their crimes 
were committed. By contrast, most MSKs were not in a relationship (only 
about 32% were). These MSKs were single, divorced, or widowed.

There was a difference in educational attainment between FSKs and 
MSKs. The majority of FSKs (54%) attended at least some college, but 
nearly three-quarters of MSKs (73%) earned a high school diploma 
as their highest achievement. Examining socioeconomic status, most 
MSKs – more than two-thirds – were lower-class. The majority of FSKs 
were middle-class. MSKs were more likely to be lower-class than were 
FSKs. Nonetheless, compared to estimates of the general population, 
there was an overrepresentation of lower-class individuals among both 
FSKs and MSKs.30

MENTAL ILLNESS

We found mental health information for two-thirds of the total sample, 
and a startling picture emerged. Whereas mental illness was very com-
mon in both FSKs and MSKs, our data showed that MSKs were more 
than twice as likely as FSKs to experience mental illness. For MSKs for 
whom information was available, 89.5% had reported mental health 
issues. That is nearly all. For FSKs for whom information was available, 
42.6% had reported mental health issues. For mental illness, my team 
simply recorded “yes” or “no” for the purposes of this study, so an exam-
ination of what mental illnesses presented more in each sex was not pos-
sible here. This is an interesting avenue for further research.

I am uncertain why all serial murderers have not been viewed as 
having mental illness. By definition, a mental illness involves profound 
problems with emotions, thoughts, or actions causing interpersonal dis-
tress and/or problems socially.31 Those with mental illness often exhibit 
unhealthy emotions (affect), and have difficulty controlling their emo-
tions.32 Serial homicide seems to me to be the epitome of dysfunctional 
responses.

A clarification is warranted. Data from my research show that mental 
illness, as defined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM), is present in both MSKs and FSKs at a prevalence beyond what 
we see in the general population. Still, I understand that some forensic 
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experts see a distinction between the terms “mental illness” and “mental 
disorder.” A forensic interpretation may be that “mentally disordered” 
refers to a normal mind malfunctioning, and “mental illness” refers to 
a disease of the brain, mind, and body. For example, it is argued that 
having delusions (false beliefs) is qualitatively different than having per-
sonality disorders (irrational thinking about certain circumstances) and 
may play a factor in legal culpability.33 Seen from this perspective, serial 
killers may not be considered mentally ill but rather mentally disordered.

Nevertheless, even the US National Library of Medicine uses the terms 
“mental illness” and “mental disorder” interchangeably,34 while in prac-
tice psychiatrists frequently contend with “fuzzy boundaries” between a 
“possible disease condition versus treating a variation of normal behav-
ior.”35 Thus, while the distinction between these two terms is arguable, 
for serial killers the murderous end is the same. We may allow ourselves 
to consider whether someone with a “normal” mind is capable of killing 
another human being.

FSKs kill people they know, particularly those who are vulnerable 
and in their care, often for money. MSKs kill unfamiliar victims, often 
in cruel ways, and for sexual purposes.36 Are these behaviors indica-
tive of someone with a typically functioning mental state? Nonetheless, 
although women overall tend to have a higher prevalence of mental dis-
orders compared to men,37 in serial murder this is reversed when com-
paring an equal number of FSKs and MSKs.38 Maybe there is a category 
of mental illness yet to be developed that will encompass murder and/or 
multiple murder. Clinical researchers should explore this sex difference 
more thoroughly.

Broadly speaking, researchers have identified sex differences in men-
tal disorders. Compared to women, men experience more antisocial dis-
orders and substance abuse issues and tend to externalize – they are 
disinhibited.39 If we examined MSK data more thoroughly, would we 
find that MSKs disregard right and wrong, violate the rights of others, 
and act out their impulses more? Do MSKs exhibit behavioral problems 
beginning at a young age, as seen in those with ASPD? Compared to 
men, women experience more anxiety and mood disorders and tend 
to internalize – they have maladaptive self-regulation, manifesting in 
negative mood states, such as anxiety, fear, and depression.40 Examining 
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serial murderers more closely would we find that FSKs ruminate more 
(think repetitively about past negative experiences), increasing their 
perceptions of harm and conflict,41 and act on their stressors?

It might simply be the case that the people in our study experienced 
diagnostic misses or errors. It might even be the case that missing data 
(i.e., information unavailable in our sources) explain the sex difference 
prevalence in serial murder. Maybe, as described in Chapter 1, at the 
time this information was reported in the news people were less likely 
to ascribe mental illness to women in general, as this notion violates our 
schema of mother, grandmother, or attractive woman. Or maybe in the 
past the crimes of MSKs were so typically overtly barbaric (e.g., rape, 
mutilated bodies), we felt MSKs must be mentally ill, whereas the crimes 
of FSKs were cold and calculated (e.g., poisoning), so FSKs must have 
uncompromised cognitive processes.

The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) estimates that 20.6% 
of Americans have or have had any mental illness (AMI) currently diag-
nosable, or diagnosable in the past year.42 That means MSKs have more 
than a fourfold chance of having a mental illness compared to the pop-
ulation and are twice as likely as FSKs to have documented issues. FSKs 
have more than a twofold chance of having mental illness issues com-
pared to the population. Of course, people with mental illness almost 
always do not harm other people, and mental illness itself would not be 
a sufficient cause for violence.43 Among serial murderers – those who 
perpetrate such unfathomable harm – mental illness was arguably com-
mon. With data showing a marked overrepresentation in mental illness in 
serial murderers, and such a vast difference in mental illness prevalence 
in serial murderers, it would be prudent to continue this research.

My team and I could not find mental health information for the remain-
ing third of the sample, however, so it is likely that these are minimum 
frequency data that underestimate the true prevalence of mental illness.

Many studies about serial murders and mental health are older, but 
keep in mind that serial murder is so uncommon, there are likely not 
new cases or information to analyze on a consistent basis. In addition, 
because FSKs have been largely ignored in the literature, many sources 
about this topic, including those speaking to psychological diagnoses, do 
not differentiate between FSKs and MSKs.
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In 2014, forensic psychologist Clare Allely44 and colleagues studied 
the prevalence of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and head injury in 
serial and mass murderers. Although they found few previous studies 
with more than one subject and discovered that the use of standardized 
clinical assessments was rare, they were able to glean valuable informa-
tion. They found a sample of 239 killers, 106 of whom had definite or 
probable ASD. Forty-eight of these were serial killers. Although they did 
not report the sex of the killers, they estimated that about 10% of all 
serial killers and mass murderers have ASD, and a similar percentage 
had a history of head injury. Although they cautioned that ASD or head 
injury alone would be an insufficient explanation for who becomes a 
serial killer or mass murderer, their work sheds valuable light on the 
different factors that might contribute to the making of a serial killer.

Helinä Häkkänen45 is a forensic psychologist and researcher for the 
Finnish National Bureau of Investigation. She said that “major mental 
disorder is not usually considered to have a noteworthy role in serial 
homicide,” but she did add that about a fifth of serial homicide offend-
ers had a history of psychiatric treatment. Häkkänen conducted research 
with 45 repeat homicide or attempted offenders labeled “homicidal 
recidivists” (not necessarily serial murderers). Only one subject was a 
woman. Viewing her sample using our criteria for three or more victims, 
two subjects were probable serial killers (two previous convictions and 
being questioned for a third murder) and two were definite serial kill-
ers. She reported that 73% of this sample had received mental health 
services as an adult, and about a third had ongoing mental healthcare. 
Further, 89% were diagnosed with a personality disorder (most with 
ASPD), and 11% were diagnosed with schizophrenia. With results simi-
lar to what my team and I found in the United States, this Finnish study 
further shows that impactful mental health issues are more prevalent 
among serial killers than among the general population. Yet, with only 
one female subject in the sample, we cannot be sure exactly how FSKs 
differ from MSKs.

While many studies do not differentiate between MSKs and FSKs, 
there is still much to learn by placing our findings side-by-side with stud-
ies focusing on male offenders. For example, aberrant sexual thoughts 
and behaviors, either before or as part of a murder, appear to be very 
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uncommon in FSKs. In MSKs, it is another story. In a study compar-
ing 25 male serial sexual murderers and 17 male single-offense sexual 
murderers, more serial offenders (86%) compared to single offenders 
(23%) had violent, obtrusive sexual fantasies. Furthermore, those who 
committed sex-based serial murders had a higher prevalence of all para- 
philias, with significantly more fetishism.46 Although the definition of 
“paraphilia” has changed over time, it involves persistent, abnormal sex-
ual interest or urges that cause marked personal distress to the self and 
can cause harm to the self or others.47

Researchers48 believe that paraphilias lend a stimulus to these violent 
sexual fantasies and that eventually MSKs lose the inhibitions associated 
with acting out fantasy and probably engage in progressively more vio-
lent enactments. In fact, newer research suggests that a lack of inhibition 
is the most important factor in the development of sexually aberrant 
behavior, not the sexual arousal itself. Other behavioral indications of 
impulsivity, such as substance abuse, are common in those who commit 
sex crimes.49 Researchers also suggested that the homicide itself may have 
become the paraphilia.50 This is in line with paraphilias being associated 
with problems with impulse control/executive function.51 It is important 
to stress that these behaviors are seldom, if ever, documented in FSKs.

Moreover, mental illness itself would not cause someone to commit 
a sexual crime.52 Rather, fantasies fuel the inner compulsion, and the 
presence or diminution of mental health moderates control of the com-
pulsion. Nonetheless, some violent offenders do have mental illness. 
As noted by forensic psychologist Eric Hickey, examiners may look for 
psychosis (losing touch with reality), anxiety, dissociative disorders (dis-
sociative identity disorder, amnesia, and fugue), personality disorders, 
autism spectrum, and psychopathy.53

I did not expect to present an exhaustive literature review on MSK 
mental health for this book, but I am surprised at the lack of descriptive 
analyses to determine which, if any, psychological disorders are statisti-
cally overrepresented in MSKs.

§

John Wayne Gacy was a serial killer. He was also a psychopath. Known as 
the “Killer Clown,” he wore a literal mask as he performed for children as 
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his character Pogo the Clown, and he also wore a “mask of sanity” of the 
sort theorized by Hervey Cleckley54 in his seminal work on psychopathy.

There are numerous sources of information available about Gacy, 
and some information is inconsistent, perhaps evincing that serial killer 
lore evolves. Nonetheless, I present information as I have found it in 
reputable sources.

Gacy was born in 1942. In a 2008 memoir describing his friendship 
with “Johnny,” childhood friend Barry Boschelli described years of terri-
ble parental physical abuse they both suffered. They were both a “punch-
ing bag” for their fathers.55 John Stanley Gacy was extremely abusive to 
John Wayne Gacy (sometimes presented as Gacy Jr.) much more than to 
his other children, and it escalated as John Wayne Gacy got older. Gacy 
Sr. even threatened to kill his son.56 Gacy’s mother loved Johnny and 
tried to defend him, but it did not always work out well for her. At one 
point Mrs. Gacy told Boschelli to be careful of Mr. Gacy. It was clear she 
was afraid of her husband. John Wayne Gacy would block out the pain 
of his father’s abuse, channeling his emotions to strength and stubborn-
ness. Researchers have noted that psychopathy may stem, at least in part, 
from severely traumatized individuals “turning off” emotions as a coping 
mechanism.57

Gacy was hospitalized eight times between 1961 and 1967 for vari-
ous issues including a heart condition, a fall, and car accidents. In one 
instance, he was in the hospital for 23 days with an unspecified head 
injury.58 But while many of these injuries were likely related to the abuse at 
home, not all were. Barry Boschelli said that Gacy got hit in the forehead 
with a child’s swing so hard that it knocked him unconscious one day on 
the playground. That is not the only time he experienced head trauma. In 
an interview, one of Gacy’s sisters said that he had fallen down the stairs 
and hit his head, and then had episodes where he would pass out.59

Not all Gacy’s childhood difficulties stemmed from abuse or injury. 
Throughout his life, Gacy struggled over his sexual orientation.60 Gacy 
told a reporter that, when he was younger, he was not attracted to girls 
and thought of being a priest.61 If Gacy lived in a time when homosexu-
ality or bisexuality were more acceptable and had felt able to come out 
of the figurative closet, maybe 33 young men (at least) would not have 
died because of Gacy’s rage against his own homosexual tendencies.  
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In addition, he said that his father thought he was feminine, even though 
his father named him after Western (cowboy) movie star John Wayne, 
whom one journalist called “a paragon of American masculinity.” It is 
reasonable to assume his father was disappointed. He often disparaged 
Gacy and called him a “sissy,” and Gacy’s sister said, “Dad was just never 
pleased with how John was. He wanted John to be like him and he just 
wasn’t.”62 In addition, Gacy used to dress in his mother’s underwear.63 
When he was 10, Gacy showed Boschelli a bag of women’s clothes he 
kept in his closet, but Boschelli told him to put them back in the closet 
where they belong.64

Notably, Gacy was not always known for telling the truth. Yet in a 
manuscript he wrote about his life, he described being sexually molested 
at age five. In an excerpt published in The New Yorker in 1994, Gacy wrote 
of visiting a neighbor with his mother and siblings. When other chil-
dren were out of the room, the neighbor’s 15-year-old daughter, who 
had intellectual disabilities, took off Gacy’s clothes and, as Gacy stated, 
“fondled” him. The neighbor and his mother walked in on them and 
saw her “playing with” his penis. The neighbor rushed in, grabbed the 
girl, hit her repeatedly, and yelled at her for what she was doing. Gacy’s 
mother hurriedly dressed him and rushed him home. Gacy said he was 
frightened and thought he was going to get beaten also. He said, “I was 
told not to be taking my clothes off with girls,” adding, “I was told that 
what we were doing was dirty and wrong.”65 Gacy described how this 
made him self-conscious about removing his clothes in front of others. If 
true, we can think about Gacy’s traumatic experience through the lens 
of learning theory. The first sexual encounter he had was forced on him, 
left him scared, and his mother told him it was dirty and wrong.

Gacy also claimed that a local male contractor molested him when 
he was nine years old. In an interview, Gacy’s sister said that she remem-
bered her father being incredibly angry and wanting his gun so he could 
shoot the contractor for something pertaining to her brother. Their 
mother told the sister that the guy “did something to him.” Years later, 
Gacy’s sister pondered if that event is “what happened to him” and what 
made him have “two sides.”66

One might think about the profound impression these events had 
on Gacy’s sociosexual development. Victims of childhood sexual abuse 
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(CSA) often experience subsequent maldevelopment. CSA victims have 
an increased risk of engaging in all types of criminal behavior, includ-
ing violent and sexual crimes.67 Furthermore, there is a gender effect 
whereby men who experience CSA perpetrate more sexual offenses. Yet, 
crucially, not everyone who is abused becomes a violent or murderous 
adult, and there is absolutely no evidence to suggest an adverse first 
experience with a woman would affect Gacy’s sexual orientation.68

Gacy’s crimes began early and can be traced back at least to when he 
was married to his first wife. In the 1960s, after graduating from Kentucky 
Fried Chicken’s (KFC’s) Chicken School, Gacy moved to Iowa to help 
run several restaurants owned by his father-in-law.69 When Gacy’s wife70 
went out of town in 1967, Gacy invited a 16-year-old boy to their home. 
They watched pornography and engaged in sodomy, for which Gacy was 
subsequently arrested. As reported in the Des Moines Register, psychiatrists 
who examined Gacy before sentencing diagnosed him with antisocial 
personality. While they found him competent to stand trial, they said he 
should be put under “firm consistent external controls.” Noting that he 
was “unsocialized,” they warned that he engaged in behavior that “brings 
[him] into conflict with society.” “Persons with this personality structure 
do not learn from experience,” they said, “and are unlikely to benefit 
from known medical treatment.”71

Gacy pleaded guilty to a sodomy charge on November 7, 1968, and 
was sentenced to 10 years in prison.72 His wife filed for divorce while he 
was in prison, but Gacy was deemed to be a model prisoner. He secured a 
donated golf course for inmate use and became a lead cook, supervising 
other kitchen workers.73 After serving only about a year and a half of his 
sentence, he was paroled. If he had served his entire sentence, the fate 
of at least 33 young, murdered men and their families might have turned 
out very differently. Stated another way, if officials had listened to the 
psychiatrists and kept him under firm control, 33 young men might have 
been able to live their full lives.

Out on parole, Gacy moved to Chicago and lived with his mother. 
He married again in 1972. His second mother-in-law told the Chicago 
Times, “I was against the marriage from the beginning. He always seemed 
strange to me.” She said she once saw Gacy fighting with a young man 
who yelled, “He tried to rape me!” She also lived with her daughter 
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and son-in-law for a brief time and told reporters that the house always 
smelled strange, “like dead rats.”

His second wife said Gacy had told her he was bisexual before they 
married, but she did not believe him.74 She said he could not sexually 
function properly with women and that, before they separated, Gacy 
“started to bring home a lot of pictures of naked men.” She found books 
in the house featuring gay men. She also found wallets around the house 
that belonged to teenage boys.75 The second Mrs. Gacy filed for divorce 
on March 2, 1976.76

Indeed, from about 1975 onward, Chicago teenagers told the police 
that a man name John cruised the neighborhood and solicited young 
gay men from his black Oldsmobile.77 Police saw many young men enter-
ing and exiting Gacy’s Norwood Park Township home, but when ques-
tioned, they said nothing bad about Gacy, who had become a reputable 
contractor and business owner with many community ties.

Gacy’s violent tendencies escalated. He kidnapped a 19-year-old man 
at gunpoint in January 1978. Gacy forced him to engage in brutal sex 
acts and held his head underwater in a bathtub repeatedly, causing him 
to lose consciousness. The victim reported the incident, but when Gacy 
was questioned by the police he claimed it was consensual. Gacy was 
released. Later, in March 1978, after soliciting 27-year-old Jeff Rignall 
with marijuana, Gacy rendered Rignall unconscious with chloroform, 
handcuffed him, and brutally sexually assaulted him.78 When the attack 
was over, Gacy brought Rignall back to the park where they met, and left 
him there unconscious, bleeding from his rectum, and with facial burns 
from chloroform; the chemical also damaged his liver.79

Rignall later made it his mission to find his attacker, and he did even-
tually identify Gacy by his car. However, in May 1978, when Gacy was 
charged with misdemeanor battery, he simply paid Rignall $3,000 in 
a civil suit and did no jail time. Years later, Rignall’s life partner Ron 
Wilder said in an interview that “Police didn’t want to deal with gay 
rape.”80 It seems that Wilder was right. Reports state that at least three 
times parents of missing teenage boys from the area gave police Gacy’s 
name as a suspect.81 A neighbor even said that she occasionally heard 
screams coming from Gacy’s home. She called the police, but when they 
responded, Gacy would tell them nothing was wrong.82
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In fact, after Gacy was eventually caught, police came under intense 
scrutiny for not having paid attention sooner to reports and signs that 
linked Gacy to his crimes, including ignoring many families’ pleas for 
police to help them find missing young male family members.83 Gacy 
preyed on people he thought were powerless – those whom reporter 
Jay Levine described to NBC/Peacock as “voiceless, clout-less victims.”84 
Officers typically told families it was most likely the young men had just 
run away from home. Gacy arguably relied on “luck” to avoid being 
caught – a documented characteristic of successful serial homicide 
offenders.85

But his luck ran out when he hurt a member of the Piest family. On 
December 11, 1978, 15-year-old Robert Piest’s mother came to pick him 
up after his work shift at the local Nisson Pharmacy. They were going 
to celebrate her 46th birthday. Rob said to her, “Mom, wait a minute. 
I’ve got to talk to a contractor about a summer job that will pay me 
$5 an hour.”86 Rob, whose good looks were reminiscent of 1970s teen 
idol Shawn Cassidy, never came back. Elizabeth Piest grew increasingly 
concerned, drove back to her house, got her whole family and Rob’s 
two dogs, and searched for him to no avail. She filed a missing persons 
report that evening.

Police Lieutenant Joe Kozenczak investigated. He learned quickly that 
Gacy’s construction company had recently remodeled Nisson Pharmacy, 
and that Gacy was the person who offered Rob a job. Police searched 
Gacy’s house. They found a film development receipt belonging to 
Rob’s friend and coworker, Kim Byers. She had borrowed Rob’s coat 
when she was working the cash register near the pharmacy doors during 
the chilly winter weather. Kim put the receipt in Rob’s coat pocket and 
forgot about it. On December 15, investigators found that receipt, show-
ing Rob had been at Gacy’s house, and they eventually found Rob’s blue 
puffy winter coat and other items in Gacy’s house belonging to missing 
young men.87 In the house, police smelled death.88

But Gacy was not yet arrested. Instead, a police detail followed him 
around town, where they caught him selling marijuana, and arrested him 
on December 21. While Gacy was in custody, police obtained a search 
warrant for his house. Police evidence expert Daniel Genty crouched 
into the crawlspace beneath Gacy’s house. His flashlight illuminated 
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movement in a puddle of sludge, which turned out to be living worms. 
He stuck his shovel into the mud and hit something. Genty said, “I pulled 
it up, and it’s a bone, an arm bone.” He yelled to fellow officers, “Charge 
him, I’ve got one!”89

Gacy, age 36, was arrested for murder on December 22, 1978.90

From December 1978 to April 23, 1979,91 kneeling in a combination 
of soil and body decomposition “muck,”92 police found the remains of 
29 victims on Gacy’s property, as well as the remains of four victims in 
nearby Chicago rivers. Examiners made great efforts to try to identify 
the victims. But because acid and lime had been poured on some of the 
victims, identification was not simple.93 An anthropologist was brought 
in to help process remains, and a forensic odontologist was brought in to 
identify remains through teeth and dental records.94

Rob Piest was not identified until April 9, 1979. Nine young men 
remained unidentified at the time and were buried respectfully. Three 
were later identified. Decades later, in 2018, the National Center for 
Missing and Exploited Children released highly technical, forensic facial 
reconstructions of two of Gacy’s still-unidentified victims, Body Number 
10 and Body Number 13.95 One hopes someone recognizes the young 
men in these hauntingly realistic sketches.

Victims had been handcuffed and raped repeatedly.96 Many had been 
strangled with bunched-up paper, cloth,97 or men’s underwear shoved 
in their mouths and choked with rope around their necks. One report 
said Gacy used a stick with knotted ropes98 (like a garrote) to strangu-
late. Medical examiner Dr. Robert Stein said that it was possible some 
of the victims had been buried alive after falling unconscious and just 
appearing dead after Gacy’s strangulation attempts.99 The opening to 
the crawlspace where they were found was itself sawed out and brought 
to the courtroom for Gacy’s trial.100

On December 22, in a rambling statement that lasted hours, Gacy 
confessed to killing many young men after having sex with them, includ-
ing Rob Piest.101 Notably, incoherent and illogical speech can be a char-
acteristic of psychopathy. It is as if psychopathic individuals do not, at 
times, know the difference between spoken speech and their own mental 
speech. Researcher Robert Hare has called this “mental Scrabble without 
an overall script.”102 Gacy also talked about himself in the third person, 
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stating that “John” or “Jack” was the murderer.103 Yet, in their search, 
police found a book in Gacy’s home about the criminal justice system 
with bookmarked information on the insanity defense. They felt that 
Gacy was attempting to manipulate the court by pretending to have mul-
tiple personalities.104

On January 10, 1979, Gacy was indicted on seven counts of murder, 
aggravated kidnapping, deviate sexual assault, and taking indecent liber-
ties with a child. Prosecutors sought the death penalty and execution via 
the electric chair. Gacy first tried to plead insanity and told the police an 
alternate identity had committed the murders. Defense attorneys tried 
to attribute crimes to his “hidden side” that was compelled to kill due to 
the chronic and severe abuse he suffered at the hands of his father.105 
But his insanity plea was rejected based on expert testimony. Still, he 
pleaded not guilty.

On April 23, Gacy was indicted for 26 additional murders, bringing 
the count to 33 victims.106 The Chicago Tribune reported that at trial, both 
prosecution and defense witnesses claimed that Gacy experienced a host 

7.2 Investigators remove a victim’s remains from serial killer John Wayne Gacy’s house, 
1978. (Karen Engstrom/Chicago Tribune/Tribune News Service via Getty Images)
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of abnormal psychological phenomena, with each expert’s opinion not 
necessarily consistent with that of other experts. Defense experts testi-
fied he had borderline personality disorder; psychopathic personality; 
atypical psychosis; paranoid schizophrenia; and sociopathy. Prosecution 
experts testified that he had antisocial personality; mixed personality 
including narcissism; obsessive-compulsive quality; drug and alcohol use 
issues; histrionic character; and sexual sadism.107 One psychiatrist also 
talked about necrophilia, as some suspected Gacy had sex with the men 
after he killed them.108 Psychiatrists were at odds as to whether these dis-
orders were present in Gacy all the time or just manifested in response 
to triggering events,109 although we know what psychiatrists said in the 
1960s about Gacy’s mental state.110

Relatedly, one psychiatrist, Dr. Richard Rappaport, said that that Gacy 
“has a grandiose sense of self. He feels like he is the star. He has a perva-
sive sense of power and brilliance . . . that he is entitled to more than the 
average person.” Rappaport drew from Cleckley’s111 work and said that 
Gacy wore a “mask of sanity. In reality it’s only a mask . . . it covers up the 
insanity.”112 No experts could show, however, that Gacy lacked the men-
tal capacity to know right from wrong at the time of the murders. On 
March 12, 1980, the jury took under two hours to find Gacy guilty. On 
March 13, he was sentenced to death. He was given 12 death sentences 
and 21 life sentences.113 Judge Louis Garippo114 set an execution date.

Gacy was on death row for nearly 15 years. During that time, he gave 
interviews with contradictory information and set up a phone number 
where people could pay to hear his confession. He called people collect, 
received numerous visitors, and answered about 27,000 letters.115 He 
entertained fellow prisoners with “macabre jokes about his crimes.”116 
During this time, Gacy pitied himself. He said, “I was made an asshole 
and a scapegoat . . . when I look back I see myself more as a victim than 
a perpetrator.” He continued, “I was the victim,” and he wondered “if 
there would be someone, somewhere who would understand how badly 
it had hurt to be John Wayne Gacy.”117 Before he was executed, Gacy 
told Corrections Department Spokesperson Nic Howell that his last 
words were going to be, “Kiss my ass.” When Howell was asked if Gacy 
made apologies for anything, Howell answered, “Not a thing.”118 His last 
words were actually not about kissing his ass, but rather how the state 
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was  murdering him and that killing him would “not compensate for the 
loss of all the other lives.”119 On May 10, 1994, at 12:58 a.m., John Wayne 
Gacy, age 52, died by lethal injection.120

A postmortem exam revealed nothing remarkable about Gacy’s brain. 
There was no evidence of the head injury he sustained as a child. This 
does not rule out him having neural functional and connectivity issues 
while alive. A psychiatrist who worked with Gacy in his last years has his 
brain in her basement, along with slices of his organs. It was Gacy’s wish 
that his brain be studied, and Gacy’s sisters allowed the psychiatrist to 
take it.121 However, there are no accounts of his brain or organs being 
studied scientifically after the sisters granted this permission.

There is more to Gacy’s story than is typically spoken about in the 
media. I would never defend Gacy’s actions. Nevertheless, information 
about his childhood reveals a physically and psychologically traumatic 
development. I am a research psychologist. I cannot diagnose, but I 
can gather and present facts. One blaring fact is that he was sexually 
molested at least twice as a young boy. His sister corroborated that “some-
thing” did happen that caused her father to want to kill the contractor. 
Although Gacy was known to lie, since he never made any apologies for 
his crimes, even proclaiming his innocence for decades, I believe he did 
not fabricate these incidents. At no time did he ever try to explain away 
his behavior. I certainly can be wrong.

As Robert Hare noted, Gacy was clearly a psychopath. Superficial 
charm, callousness, lack of remorse, and avoiding blame are psycho-
pathic characteristics.122 When you are described as a psychopath by 
a leading contemporary expert on psychopathy, Hare, you must be a 
poster child for it. Although psychiatrists offered a host of diagnoses for 
Gacy, the common thread, even from reports in the late 1960s, was that 
he had ASPD with psychopathic features.

When Gacy was being investigated in 1978, the Chicago Tribune wrote 
“Murder suspect’s ‘2 faces’ revealed.”123 On one side, Gacy was boastful, 
but was outgoing, friendly, and plowed neighbors’ snow-covered walk-
ways without even being asked. He performed at children’s parties as 
“Pogo the Clown,” later earning him the nickname “Killer Clown.” A 
public official who interacted with Gacy on the Norwood Park Township 
Commission said, “I believe he just had two personalities, one of which I 
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never saw.”124 This is reminiscent of one of Hervey Cleckley’s case studies, 
in which an individual was “nearly always in his mask of the grand and 
charming gentleman.”125 On the other side, when Gacy was unmasked 
he was a psychopath who bound, gagged, raped, and killed young men, 
leaving dead, victimized, human beings buried and decomposing under 
his house or discarded in a local river.

Journalist Alec Wilkinson interviewed Gacy for The New Yorker about a 
month before Gacy’s execution, visiting him six different times, spend-
ing hours with him. Wilkinson said, “Gacy seemed unaware that he was 
in prison because he was a criminal. He seemed to think that I had come 
to see him because he was famous.” Wilkinson’s writing about his experi-
ence with Gacy illustrates the mask of sanity perfectly: “I often had the 
feeling that he was like an actor who had created a role and polished it 
so carefully that he had become the role and the role had become him.” 
Wilkinson added that when interacting with him Gacy used “a catalogue 
of gestures and attitudes and portrayals of sanity” and noted that Gacy 
spoke “with deranged logic.”126

Investigators said that Gacy was friendly when they spoke with him. 
However, investigators also said that Gacy never showed any remorse for 
his crimes, and Gacy blamed the victims who came to him for money, 
a job, or drugs. One detective added, “When it came time to dig up 
the basement, I think he was more concerned about us messing up his 
carpets.”127

His father was consistently and progressively abusive to him, more so 
than with the other Gacy children, physically punishing, controlling, and 
humiliating him. Gacy Sr. also abused Mrs. Gacy, but she and Gacy Jr.’s 
siblings would put on a façade that nothing was wrong. One of his sisters 
told reporters that they were “normal as hell.”

In addition, Gacy was hit in the head so hard that he was knocked 
unconscious, and as evidence suggests, he was hospitalized for it for 
more than three weeks. Although we do not know the exact location 
of impact, Gacy’s friend remembers him being hit in the forehead. 
The forehead region houses the prefrontal cortex (PFC), the part of 
our brain with a critical role in social and moral behavior, emotional 
regulation, and impulse control. Although a postmortem examination 
revealed no injury or trauma, we cannot rule out that this blow to the 
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head caused connectivity and functional issues. He was reported to have 
had more than one head injury. The physical abuse by his father could 
have exacerbated any physical insults, or physical insults could have 
exacerbated neural damage done by his violent father. Once someone 
sustains a concussion or other traumatic brain injury (TBI), structural 
and chemical changes in the brain can cause neurobehavioral issues128 
and make subsequent injuries even more dangerous.129

Gacy had a sexual orientation that, at the very least, was not com-
pletely heterosexual. He knew his father did not approve, and his trusted 
friend prompted him to put his women’s clothes literally back in his 
closet. Gacy’s two marriages and children also served as a mask to con-
ceal his homosexuality. His first ex-wife said, “John came across very 
straight,”130 but then he was arrested for performing sodomy on a young 
boy and she divorced him. Many years later, that victim died by suicide. 
Gacy’s first ex-wife also told reporters in 1978 that he was charming but 
tended to “stretch the truth.”131

Thus with Gacy we have an individual who experienced repeated 
blows to the head with potential impulse and emotional issues, struggling 
with sexual orientation, on whom physical abuse was used to control and 
humiliate, who had been conditioned that sex is dirty and wrong, with 
a family history of acting as if everything is normal and perfect. Under 
the cover of night in his home, Gacy humiliated, raped, tortured young 
people of the same gender as he, rendering them powerless, controlling 
them with restraints. During the day, he was the exemplary neighbor and 
business owner, and nothing seemed wrong. Of course, understanding 
an individual’s traumagenic formative journey does not excuse later cal-
lous disregard, brutality, and murder. I also stress that nearly everyone 
who has experienced any or all these biopsychosocial traumas does not 
become a psychopath and a sexually sadistic serial murderer.

A quote by Annette Lachmann and Frank Lachmann132 captures the 
essence of John Wayne Gacy’s psychology. They stated: “Typically, the 
serial killer, brutalized and deceived in his childhood, inflicts this tor-
ture on his victims.” They added, “In doing so, he attempts to redress 
his own painful early experience by reversing roles, temporarily revital-
izing dead feelings, and momentarily restoring a traumatically depleted 
sense of self.”
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Within a book aimed at telling the stories of female serial killers, I cer-
tainly did not set out to write so much on John Wayne Gacy. Since his 
crimes were so gruesome, and since these events took place at a time at 
which media coverage had evolved to be arguably consistent, vigilant, 
and reliable, there is more reputable source information on him than 
I have typically seen for other cases. Gacy’s story illustrates how vastly 
different the motives and crimes of MSKs and FSKs are. Still, we see that 
Gacy experienced profound childhood trauma, including sexual abuse, 
as many FSKs did. Furthermore, Gacy’s case teaches us that there are 
profound dangers when not paying attention to previous crimes and 
other red flags. Psychiatrists gave stern warnings early on that he would 
cause problems in society and should be watched closely.

By comparing FSK and MSK motives, means, mental states, and vic-
tims, and by better understanding mental illness and treatment, we cre-
ate a better approach to detection and prevention.
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CHAPTER 8

Comparing FSKs and MSKs:  
Crimes and Victims

Female serial killers murder different people and 
in different ways than do men, but they are indeed deadly. At one 

point, experts argued that there were no FSKs, and that all serial homi- 
cides were sexual in nature. As of this writing, even the FBI’s current 
website on serial murder gives examples only of sexual serial homicide. 
Yet, the victims of all serial killers met the same end. Still, people do 
seem to downplay serial murder committed by women. My team and 
I found that, statistically, the nicknames (“noms de guerre”) given to 
FSKs more frequently emphasized their gender than nicknames given 
to MSKs.1 I cannot confirm that these cases were a part of our aggregate 
data, but FSK examples are “Lady Bluebeard” and “Tiger Woman.” We 
do not see nicknames for MSKs such as “Mr. BTK Strangler” or “South-
side Strangler Man” pointing out the gender of the murderer. Eric 
Hickey, a leading expert on serial murder, argued that names for FSKs 
such as “Beautiful Blonde Killer” and “Old Shoe Box Annie” are “stereo-
typic, patronizing, and sexist.”2

Our statistical analyses made our study unique in its direct compari-
sons of data for FSKs and MSKs. I know of no other studies presenting 
these empirical analyses. All differences reported here were statisti-
cally significant unless otherwise noted. It may help steer investigators 
in the right direction knowing that that one sex is much more likely 
than the other to have committed a suspected serial homicide they are 
 investigating.
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DIFFERENT PLACES

Comparing the locational data related to serial murder, MSKs are more 
likely to have murdered across multiple states, while FSKs are more 
likely to have committed the crimes close to where they were born. In 
my team’s comparative sample of FSKs and MSKs, about one out of seven 
MSKs were born outside of the United States, but no FSKs were.3 Most 
MSKs (more than two-thirds) committed crimes away from their birth-
place, and 40% committed murders in multiple US states.

In contrast, only about a quarter of FSKs committed crimes away from 
their birthplace. Further, less than one out of five FSKs committed mur-
ders in multiple US states. Although there were no sex differences, many 
MSKs (about 46%) and FSKs (about 38%) targeted at least one of their vic-
tims in the US South, making that the most common area for serial killers 
to strike compared to in other US regions.4 The US South has historically 
had among the highest crime rates in the country.5 An explanation for this 
fact may be that the US South has typically had lower income compared to 
other US regions.6 Researchers have documented that income inequality 
is related to crime.7 Also, perhaps police staff and investigative techniques 
were not well enough funded to detect crime patterns, as legal scholars 
argue that underfunded police can lead to more crime.8

DIFFERENT VICTIMS

There are notable differences when it comes to the victim profiles 
of MSKs and FSKs, including their ages, the killer’s familiarity with 
them, and how many the killer is likely to have murdered in a given 
time span. Congruent with previous research,9 our data showed that 
almost all MSKs (85.5%) killed at least one stranger. In fact, before 
FBI investigator Robert Ressler’s use of “serial killer” made the term 
more common, this type of homicide was called “stranger killings.”10 In 
comparison, only 14.5% of FSKs killed a stranger. Stated another way, 
MSKs are about six times more likely than FSKs to kill someone they do 
not know. We can see the error of broad-stroke conceptualization of all 
serial killers based on the crimes of only one sex. Furthermore, there 
was a stark difference in likelihood of stalking an unfamiliar victim 
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prior to killing. MSKs were 18 times more likely than FSKs to stalk11 vic-
tims. Nearly two-thirds of MSKs stalked at least some victims compared 
to only about 4% of FSKs.

Most FSKs (about 91%) in our sample killed at least one person they 
knew. Less than half (48%), but still an appreciable number, of MSKs 
killed at least one person they knew. Most FSKs (58%) killed at least one 
person they were related to by blood or marriage, but fewer than one in 
10 MSKs (9%) killed a relative – of these, only one killed a blood relative 
and four killed their wives. FSKs were more than twice as likely to have 
killed their spouse or long-term, committed partner.

Data suggest that MSKs kill more victims than do FSKs. In our sample, 
MSKs killed between eight and nine victims, and FSKs killed about six. 
These are averages, however. We should not ignore the fact that some 
of the most prolific serial murderers in American history, such as Jane 
Toppan, Belle Gunness, and Patty Cannon, were women. Combined 
estimates from various reports suggest that, in total, these three women 
killed at least 100 people,12 which is a higher victim count than that of 
infamous MSKs John Wayne Gacy, Ed Gein, and Ted Bundy13 combined.

Although previous research, including my own,14 showed that FSKs 
tend to commit crimes over a longer span of time before they get 
caught, in this sample, there was no statistical difference in kill span. 
MSKs’ crimes lasted, on average, about 9 years (SD = 11), and FSKs’ 
crimes lasted, on average, about 8 years (SD = 8), with marked variation 
for both.

Some reports did not identify exact age of victims, and some reports 
indicated that victims’ age could not be identified with certainty. Think 
of John Wayne Gacy’s or Belle Gunness’ victims, recovered in a state of 
advanced decomposition, or recovered as body parts only. We categor- 
ized targeted victim age as “adults only,” “both adults and children,” and 
“children only.” About half of FSKs targeted adults only more frequently 
than they did other groups. About half of MSKs targeted adults only, and 
almost half targeted both adults and children. MSKs were very unlikely 
(only about 4%) to kill children only. FSKs were seven times more likely 
than MSKs to kill children only.

Distribution of victim sex was different between FSKs and MSKs. FSKs 
most frequently killed both males and females. MSKs most frequently 
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killed females.15 Serial killers uncommonly targeted only the same sex as 
they are. Only about one out of eight FSKs killed women only, and only 
about one in six MSKs killed men only.16

DIFFERENT PRIMARY MEANS OF KILLING

As a part of our study, my team and I also examined and compared the 
most common ways that FSKs and MSKs kill their victims. Some killers 
used a mixture, but we documented their most frequently used method. 
Data showed that FSKs and MSKs murdered in somewhat similar ways 
but with differing frequencies. For FSKs, the most common method of 
killing was via poison (about 47%), but for MSKs, the most common 
method of killing was asphyxiation (about 47%). An appreciable num-
ber of FSKs also asphyxiated victims (nearly a third), but they also shot, 
stabbed, drowned, and beat (blunt force) victims to death, or allowed 
them to die through neglect. Only FSKs used drowning and neglect to 
kill. About a fifth of MSKs shot victims, and they also stabbed and beat 
victims. Few MSKs (7.5%) used poison to kill. Although uncommon for 
both, MSKs were four times more likely than were FSKs to kill victims by 
beating/blunt force trauma, and MSKs were more than twice as likely to 
shoot their victims than were FSKs.

§

Robert Lee Yates Jr. is a serial killer. He murdered at least 16 people, all 
vulnerable women whom he shot in the 1990s.

Born in 1952, Yates served in the Army and National Guard as a 
helicopter pilot. By all counts, he lived a fairly unremarkable life. He 
had two children with his first wife, but the marriage ended in divorce. 
Yates then married Linda Brewer, who thought he was a nice guy. They 
had four children together and lived in Spokane, Washington. Yates 
was described as a loving and doting dad who was deeply religious and 
never used profanity. He loved cars, the outdoors, and camping trips. 
He would go out hunting alone. But Yates, like so many serial killers, 
lived a double life.17

It turns out that Yates was hunting people. Instead of hunting in the 
woods, as his wife believed, he went cruising Spokane’s red-light district 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.009


COMPARING FSKs AND MSKs: CRIMES AND VICTIMS

135

in his vintage Corvette.18 He would find vulnerable women, all sex work-
ers, and invite them into his car and shoot them in the head or the heart. 
He covered their faces in plastic and then dumped their bodies along 
dirt roads and in vacant areas.19 He may have put plastic over their heads 
to control the bleeding20 and thus protect his beloved car.

Linda Yates claimed that she did not think her husband’s solo hunting 
trips were unusual, although in hindsight, she did find it odd that he would 
dress nicely and wear cologne.21 She also did not know Robert buried vic-
tim Melody Murfin only feet from their bedroom window – so he could see 
her “every day,” as he later told authorities.22 The Yates’ daughter Sonja, 
however, told journalists that her mother was suspicious. “He would stay 
out until two in the morning. She wondered what he was doing.”23

Women were turning up dead and being dumped along the Spokane 
River. Suspecting a serial killer, authorities in the Spokane area were 
searching for a murderer of female sex workers and drug users through 
the 1990s. Ultimately, the Corvette told on Yates. Late in 1997, Yates was 
pulled over in the Corvette by the police in a location where two people 
had been found dead, although he was not issued a ticket. In November 
1998, Yates was pulled over by police again. A known sex worker was 
in his passenger’s seat, but he told police she was a friend’s daughter. 
Police closed in on Yates.24

Jennifer A. Joseph was found dead in 1997. She had died from sev-
eral gunshot wounds, her body dumped in a farm field. Jennifer was 
last seen alive in a white Corvette with a White man driving. Yates had 
sold his Corvette in 1998, but police tracked it down. In 2000, inves-
tigators found blood on the seatbelt and seat, and carpet fibers from 
the Corvette matched fibers found on 16-year-old Jennifer’s remains. 
They also found a mother-of-pearl button belonging to a blouse worn by 
her when her body was discovered. Obtaining DNA samples from John 
and Mi Hae Jones, Jennifer’s parents, technicians found that it matched 
DNA extracted from the car.25 On April 19, 2000, Yates was charged with 
first-degree murder.26

In 2018, The Spokesman-Review interviewed social worker Lynn Everson, 
who was the needle exchange coordinator for Spokane Regional Health 
District. Lynn knew most of the women Yates killed. She said, “If you look 
at the victims of serial killers, prostituted people are at the top of their list 
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because they have no choice but to get into vehicles with strangers.” To 
maximize the health and safety of prostitutes, Lynn kept a “bad tricks” 
list – those who choked, beat, stabbed, and raped women. She said, “Yates 
was on there.”27 Melanie Wilson, a friend of victim Melody Murfin, said, 
“You never know when you’re going to meet a psycho.”28

On October 19, 2000, Yates wiped away tears as he pleaded guilty to 
13 murders.29 He also pleaded guilty to one count of attempted mur-
der of Christine Smith, whom he shot, but who managed to get away. 
Christine still had bullet fragments in her head. The evidence against 
him was damning. Overall, investigators had matched Yates’ DNA to 
semen found on seven victims. Moreover, Yates’ fingerprint was found 
on a plastic bag around a victim’s head, and vegetation originating on 
Yates’ property was found on the victims.30 For these crimes, Yates was 
sentenced to 408 years in prison. He was subsequently convicted of two 
additional murders, at which point he was sentenced to death.31

When appealing Yates’ death sentence, his attorneys claimed that he 
was mentally ill and suffered from a paraphilia – persistent, abnormal 
sexual interest or urges – and suggested that this explained his sex-based 
murders. But the prosecution was not buying it. As the Pierce County 
Prosecutor said, “I don’t think Mr. Yates helps his cause by relying on the 
fact that he’s a necrophiliac.”32 Nevertheless, Yates’ death sentence was 
overturned in 2018 when the Washington Supreme Court struck down 
the state’s death penalty.33

Despite Yates’ conviction, there is much about his criminal history 
that remains unresolved. For example, he was also suspected in several 
unsolved homicides that took place in the areas where he was stationed 
in the Army and the National Guard during his 20-year military career.34 
He also had time “gaps” between his killings. He first murdered Patrick 
Oliver (the only man he is known to have killed) and Susan Savage, who 
were picnicking in 1975. He shot Stacy Hawn when he was on leave from 
the Army in 1988. He killed the other women in the 1990s.35 However, 
homicide detective Vernon Geberth said that, most likely, “He didn’t 
stop.” That is, there were likely murders committed by Yates continu-
ously since 1975, still undetected.

His is a gruesome track record. Among other aspects of the case, 
Detective Geberth felt that Yates probably experimented with various 
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killing methods.36 This is unsurprising. In a study I worked on with 
Enzo Yaksic37 and several other noted scholars in the field, we found 
that successful serial killers are more likely to use multiple killing meth-
ods and various types of body disposal.38 And although Yates dumped 
many women’s bodies in fields, he also dumped some along a river and 
buried at least one in his own yard. With authorities believing there 
are more victims not yet found, it may be that he used other disposal 
methods as well.

It appears Yates lived a “normal” life when he was not committing 
murder. He was able to hold several jobs and had what was perceived as 
a typical family. As Jennifer Joseph’s father said, “I just don’t understand 
how somebody who has five kids . . . can do something like this.”39 While 
serial killer investigator Robert Keppel has cautioned that family dynam-
ics are never fully known,40 we can nonetheless see Hervey Cleckley’s 
“mask of sanity” reflected in this case. Yates seemed ordinary when he 
was not killing.

With Yates’ semen found on the bodies of his victims, there is an 
obvious sexual element to his crimes. While nothing can adequately 
explain such a killer’s actions and behaviors, his developmental history 
may help contextualize his criminal profile. When Yates was a child, he 
was molested by an older boy. Criminologist Eric Hickey told The Spokes-
man-Review41 this adverse event probably destroyed Yates’ trust in people. 
A molested child is overpowered, and someone who was victimized may 
want to have power over others. According to Hickey, this could have 
been a factor in Yates’ once having been a prison guard and then choos-
ing a military career. Yates also worked at a smelting plant. A supervi-
sor, Chazz Wellington, said of Yates, “If something didn’t go his way, he 
would try to take charge.” Wellington added that Yates would “overstep 
his boundaries.”42 Furthermore, Yates’ grandmother killed her husband 
with an axe. Hickey said that it is possible the family has a genetic predis-
position for violence.43 It is also possible to learn from that experience 
that extreme violence is a solution to problems.

Although only one in five MSKs shoot their victims, Yates shot and 
killed his victims. Still, most FSKs do not use this means of murder.

§
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DIFFERENT MOTIVES FOR MURDER

Just as FSKs and MSKs do not seem to kill in the same ways, they do not 
seem to kill for the same reasons. For example, 75% of MSKs in my team’s 
study murdered primarily for sex, while only about 7% of FSKs did.44 The 
most common primary motive that drove FSKs to kill was financial or mater-
ial gain, found in 52% in our sample, whereas financial gain was the pri-
mary motive for only about 17% of MSKs in our sample. Stated another 
way, men are 10 times more likely than women to commit serial homicide 
with a sexual motive, and women are three times more likely than men to 
commit serial homicide with a financial/profit motive. Further, examining 
data from those in our sample who were in prime reproductive age (teens, 
20s, and 30s) when they first killed, 80% of MSKs had a sexual motive, com-
pared to only about 8% of FSKs. Examining data from serial murderers over 
age 40, nearly half (43%) of MSKs had a sexual motive – but no FSKs did.45

While there are clear differences in the crimes and motives committed 
by MSKs and FSKs, there are still some similarities worth noting. Let us 
return to the case of Robert Yates, for example. At first glance his activities 
seem to contrast starkly with serial murders committed by women. I have 
come across no instances of FSKs soliciting people who are sex  workers, 
putting bags over their heads, and shooting them – with some kind of pre-
mortem or postmortem sexual contact transpiring. Yates’ disposal of vic-
tims, though, was not unlike how FSK Dorothea Puente disposed of her 
victims. She recruited vulnerable tenants to live in her boarding house, 
killed them, and buried their bodies in her backyard though she disposed 
of at least one body near a local river. The difference here is a motive. We 
do not know Yates’ full reasoning for committing serial homicide, but it 
was, at least in part, sexual. Puente killed for money – she stole her vic-
tims’ government support checks (i.e., US social security disability). This 
difference speaks to evolutionary motives, which we turn to in Chapter 9.

OUTCOMES

Society deals with MSKs and FSKs differently, even though the crimes 
of FSKs can be just as heinous as those of MSKs. More than half of 
MSKs received the death penalty for their murders, but only a  quarter 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.009


COMPARING FSKs AND MSKs: CRIMES AND VICTIMS

139

of FSKs did. Nearly two-thirds of FSKs went to prison or jail. Of serial 
killers of both sexes in our sample, only four were placed in a men-
tal health facility. One MSK in our sample escaped, and two FSKs 
remained at large.

FSKs VS. MSKs DIFFERENCES: THE BIG PICTURE

Table 1 gives a quick review of FSK and MSK differences based on our 
empirical study.46 Please note we collected data only from serial murder-
ers who committed their crimes in the USA.

Table 1. US FSK and MSK Differences (from Harrison et al., 2019), N = 110

Female serial killers (n = 55) Male serial killers (n = 55)

Probably in a romantic relationship at the time of 
killing

Probably not in a romantic relationship at the time 
of killing

Most have at least some college education Most graduated from high school as their highest 
academic achievement

Most are middle-class Most are lower-class
More than 40% have mental health issues Nearly all have mental health issues
Seldom born outside the USA Small percentage born outside the USA
Only about 15% killed at least one stranger Almost all killed at least one stranger
Almost all killed at least one person they knew Less than half killed at least one person they 

knew
The majority killed someone they were related to by 

blood or marriage
Only about 9% killed a blood or marriage relative

About six victims on average, with a wide range Between eight and nine victims on average, with a 
wide range

Typically killed adults only; about a quarter killed 
adults and children. FSKs are seven times more 
likely than MSKs to kill children only

Typically killed adults only; about half killed adults 
and children; rarely kill children only

Most frequently killed males and females; 
uncommonly killed females only

Most frequently killed females; uncommonly killed 
males only

Most common method of killing was poison (nearly 
half), but about a third used asphyxiation

Most common method of killing was 
asphyxiation (nearly half), and about one in 
five shot victims

The majority murdered for financial gain Most murdered primarily for sexual reasons
Most went to prison or jail Majority received the death penalty
*About 13% kept souvenirs of crimes (n = 30) Almost half kept souvenirs of crimes (n = 30)

Notes. Exact statistics are presented in Harrison et al. (2019) in  Evolutionary Behavioral 
Sciences. *Data not appearing in Harrison et al. (2019) are  discussed below.
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OTHER FSK-MSK DIFFERENCES: OBSERVATIONS

In addition to the data-based comparison summarized above, I wanted to 
bring up some observations on sex differences in serial killer behavior I 
have made. Perhaps in the future, researchers can further explore these 
matters empirically.

WE CATCH MSKs. WE DETECT FSKs.  MSKs leave a string of 
deceased victims with brutal injuries. With MSKs, we see an overt series 
of victim deaths. Gruesome murder is obvious. Victims’ bodies are dis-
covered or recovered, perhaps exhibiting marked brutality and sexual 
trauma. Perhaps a string of sexually violated and mutilated corpses is 
found. Media report numerous deceased victims with an unknown, 
monstrous perpetrator wreaking havoc on a city or town. Investigators 
then try to identify and catch the MSKs. Think of Robert Lee Yates.

FSKs, on the other hand, continue until someone suspects or detects 
something is amiss with a heretofore seemingly unconnected series 
of deaths. A series of deaths occur, which can appear accidental, but 
are caused by a covert perpetrator. Victims are vulnerable – typically 
elderly, infirm, or young children. Finally, a lightbulb goes on in a co- 
worker’s, supervisor’s, or family member’s head. They have detected 
that a certain woman is the common denominator in the circumstances 
of a string of deaths. She was the nurse on shift at the time of all deaths; 
she is a mother whose third child has died suddenly; or she is a “black 
widow” who has lost multiple husbands.47 What appeared to be acciden-
tal deaths are now examined closely, and cause of death is determined. 
The FSK is legally proven as having the motive, means, and the oppor-
tunity to have committed the crimes. Think of Kristen Gilbert or Amy 
Archer-Gilligan. In short, we typically catch male serial killers, but we 
detect female serial killers.

FSKs DO NOT TYPICALLY DEFILE DECEASED VICTIMS.  As 
Amanda Farrell and her colleagues observed in 2011, “It is unlikely you 
would find a woman sexually assaulting a corpse or engaging in canni-
balistic or vampiric activities.”48 There were some rumors that FSK Jane 
Toppan might have been sexually mounting her victims just after they 
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died, but this is unsubstantiated. No such activity seems to have been 
reported with other FSKs.

This is not to say that body disposal, however, is always respectful – or 
even complete. It is not. Aileen Wuornos, for example, simply dumped 
her victims’ bodies along highways or in the woods. Dorothea Puente 
buried her victims’ bodies in her own backyard to hide their deaths. 
Some FSKs do not dispose of their victims’ bodies at all. Diane O’Dell 
killed three infants and kept their bodies in her trunk for 19 years. 
Another infant’s remains were found in her suitcase. The New York Post 
called her “Mommy Weirdest.”49

Still, I have seen no cases of FSKs definitively characterized by necro-
philia.

SOLO FSKs LIKELY DO NOT RAPE VICTIMS.  I have never seen 
a case where solo-acting FSKs raped their victims. Partnered (“team”) 
serial killers,50 by contrast, have been known to commit violent sexual 
acts against their victims. For example, serial killers Debra Brown and 
Alton Coleman murdered eight people and committed seven rapes 
across three US states, with a victim count that included children. How-
ever, even in this instance, it was determined that Brown was “not a prin-
cipal offender,” and she was found guilty of only one of the murders.51

FSKs RARELY KEEP “TROPHIES”. Many FSKs keep insurance money 
benefits and other resources gained from the deaths of victims. However, I 
have never seen a case in which a FSK kept trophies for the sake of memor- 
ializing her crime. My undergraduate research team and I collected data 
on serial murderers keeping trophies of their crimes perpetrated in the 
USA, with cases ranging back to the 1800s. The team cross-checked each 
other’s findings, and I checked all findings later. This is part of a larger, 
ongoing project, but I would like to report interesting, tentative findings 
here. I thus used a random numbers table and selected 30 MSK and 30 
FSK cases from our ongoing study to report on in these pages.

Data show that nearly half (46.7%) of MSKs kept souvenirs of their 
victims and crimes. These included heads, skulls, and other body parts; 
jewelry; lingerie and other clothing; and wallets and driver’s licenses. 
However, we also included those who took and retained photos of the 
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victims prior to murder or postmortem, the latter at times posed in 
sexual positions. MSKs might use these totems as stimuli to relive the 
“excitement” of the kill or the sexual elements of their murders.52

We found that only four out of 30 FSKs (13.3%) kept souvenirs of 
their victims. This low number was unsurprising to me, as the most com-
mon motive for female-perpetrated serial murder is financial gain, and 
kills are apparently the means to an end. In these cases, there would be 
no reason to take souvenirs to remember or fantasize about the crimes. 
I cannot be certain, but in three of the four cases where FSKs did keep 
victims’ possessions, jewelry and make-up may have been taken for value 
or appearance, not because they belonged to a victim per se.

§

Jerome “Jerry” Henry Brudos was a serial killer. He kept women’s body 
parts and undergarments, as well as photos of his murdered victims. Bru-
dos committed acts of egregious violence against women, culminating in 
the slaying of four women in and around Salem, Oregon, between 1968 
and 1969.

Brudos was born in 1939. He was fascinated by women’s clothes – 
particularly shoes. He had found a pair of women’s heels at a local trash 
dump when he was five years old. When his mother caught him wearing 
them, she confiscated and destroyed them. In 1956, when Brudos was 17, 
he beat a woman, took pictures of her naked, and stole her underpants. 
He was committed to a psychiatric ward. Later, in the 1960s, authorities 
found him lurking at Oregon State University wearing women’s shoes 
and underpants.53

Brudos got married at age 22. He asked his wife to pose for nude photo- 
graphs and engage in sexual acts she found bizarre. She did so at first, 
but later declined. He continued his obsession with women’s clothing, 
breaking into homes and stealing women’s undergarments.54 Then, in 
1968, Brudos used blunt-force trauma and strangulation to kill Linda 
Kay Slawson, a traveling salesperson who visited his home. He kept her 
body and dressed her in various undergarments. He cut off her foot and 
kept it so he could display shoes from his collection. Next, Brudos killed 
Jan Susan Whitney, had sex with her dead body, and took her remains to 
his workshop for posed photographs. He removed one of her breasts to 
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keep as a souvenir. He then sexually assaulted and killed Oregon State 
University student Karen Elena Sprinkler and kept her breasts. He later 
kidnapped and killed Linda Dawn Salee. He dumped their mutilated 
bodies in local rivers.55 Brudos also attempted to abduct 15-year-old Glo-
ria Smith at gunpoint, but she fled and later identified him.56

Through this same time period, Brudos tried to date women at Ore-
gon State University. In fact, it was because of this that he was eventu-
ally caught. After Oregon State student Karen Sprinkler was murdered, 
another woman student tipped the police that a man was soliciting dates 
from students. At the time Sprinkler disappeared, two students told the 
police they saw a large man dressed in drag (i.e., female clothes) in the 
University’s parking garage.57 He was investigated for suspicious activi-
ties at Oregon State, but authorities soon learned his crimes stretched 
far beyond trespass. Police found photos of the victims at Brudos’ home, 
mostly of nude torsos, tying him to brutal murders. They also found 
photos of him wearing women’s pantyhose and shoes. He confessed 
to raping and killing the young women in his photography darkroom, 
located in his home garage.58 Linda Slawson’s body was not found. Bru-
dos said he threw her “over a rail somewhere.”59 Police believe he may 
have murdered as many as 12 women who went missing during his kill-
ing period.60

Although I am not a clinician and cannot ethically diagnose, and no 
one can diagnose mental health issues in the absence of proper inter-
viewing and testing, we can examine the evidence and speculate what 
is happening in cases such as this one. Brudos told authorities that, as 
a child, he was abused by his whole family.61 He also reported that his 
mother was domineering and had wanted a daughter instead of a son.62 
As early as age five, he attempted to dress like a girl; perhaps this was 
an attempt to gain his mother’s love and acceptance, or perhaps he was 
exploring his gender identity. This early behavioral initiation seems to 
suggest gender issues and that shoes were not, at least at first, sexual to 
him. Later, he engaged in heinous acts of mutilation to possess wom-
en’s body parts and photograph their torsos, perhaps as idyllic models of 
femininity for his emulation. He was seen in public several times dress-
ing in women’s clothing, underwear, and shoes. Some sources do say he 
had a shoe fetish, but I saw no information that it was shoes per se that 
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brought him sexual gratification. Women’s shoes, but also their clothing 
and bodies, were constants in his obsession.

Of course, nearly everyone who ever lived with gender identity issues 
has not committed murder. In terms of mental illness, he did admit to 
engaging in sexual sadism and necrophilia, although I encountered no 
reports of formal diagnoses. Sadism and necrophilia are both associated 
with loneliness.63

Forensic psychologist Faith Leibman64 suggested that Brudos had a 
lifelong anger at his mother that he redirected at his victims. The family 
had an older son, and when Jerome was born, the mother was resentful 
she did not give birth to a daughter. Brudos reported that he was abused 
by both his mother and father, and his mother was controlling, rigid, and 
rejecting. This rejection of affection fueled his violent behavior. Leib- 
man reported that one of Brudos’ only friends in childhood, a little girl, 
became ill and died. This was an unfortunate form of abandonment by a 
female. He apparently had little trust in others, and he was consistently a 
loner with no friends and no one to confide in.

Despite his developmental history, seven mental health profession-
als testified that he was not insane and was competent to stand trial.65 
Rather than go to trial, however, Brudos pleaded guilty to three counts 
of murder. He received three life sentences.66

Later, in 1969, Brudos’ wife Ralphene was charged with aiding her 
husband in the murder of Karen Sprinkler. An eyewitness claimed she 
saw Ralphene Brudos help her husband force a gagged woman into their 
home on the day that Sprinkler went missing. However, no one corrob-
orated the eyewitness’ story. In addition, a psychiatrist who examined 
Ralphene Brudos testified that she did not have a personality type sug-
gesting she would participate in deviant sex acts like her husband did. 
She was found not guilty. She divorced Jerome Brudos, changed her 
name, and never let him see their two children.67

Jerome Brudos did not like prison. He was stabbed by a fellow inmate, 
leading to scars on his arm and back and poor blood circulation. Seem-
ingly oblivious to the pain he caused his victims and their families when 
he raped and murdered women, defiled their bodies, and weighed their 
remains down with auto parts for disposal in the local Long Tom River, 
Brudos complained about being uncomfortable in prison. He said that 
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being there was a burden, and that he was lonely, yet he also added that 
the prison was overcrowded, lamenting, “This place is just too damn full.”68

Brudos died in prison of liver cancer in 2006.69 When he died, Jan 
Whitney’s sister said, “I am feeling relief.” She emphasized, “He put my 
family through hell.”70

§

A killer’s practice of keeping trophies of murder victims may relate to 
their power or fantasy needs. This practice may also stem from a fear 
of being abandoned71 – if you keep a part of someone’s body or other 
personal possession, their essence remains with you. It is worth further 
exploring what psychological variables relate to trophy taking to eluci-
date the contents of a murderous mind.

FSK AND MSK SIMILARITY: SEXUAL TRAUMA IN COMMON

In this chapter, I have documented numerous differences between the 
means, motives, and victims of FSKs and MSKs. Still, a startling picture 
emerged with respect to something traumatic that many FSKs and MSKs 
have in common: they were victims of childhood sexual abuse (CSA). To 
address CSA experienced by serial murderers, it is important to under-
stand what CSA is. I turn to the expert definition of CSA provided by 
RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network at RAINN.org),72 which 
is an anti- sexual-violence network. They defined CSA as any behavior 
that “intentionally harms a minor [child] physically, psychologically, sex-
ually, or by acts of neglect.” This can include sex of any kind, touching, 
fondling, exhibitionism, or “any other sexual conduct that is harmful to 
a child’s mental, emotional, or physical welfare.”73

As reported in The Spokesman-Review, when discussing the case of MSK 
Robert Lee Yates, criminologist Eric Hickey noted Yates’ probable in- 
ability to deal with his anger about having been molested. Hickey said, 
“He doesn’t know how to talk about it, so he buries it. The anger keeps 
fueling his fantasies, and that just pushes him over the edge.” Hickey 
added that it is “very, very common” for serial killers to have been victims 
of CSA.74 Of course, that would not be the only causal factor for someone 
to become a serial killer. In his book, however, Hickey also stressed it was 
a myth to think that all serial killers were sexually abused.75
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But it was not until writing this book that it struck me just how many 
serial killers have experienced CSA – often repeatedly. Consider Rob-
ert Lee Yates, John Wayne Gacy, Margie Barfield, Aileen Wuornos, and 
Patty Cannon. If someone had helped them cope with their childhood 
trauma, we might have had fewer victims. These worst-case outcomes 
stress the need for early intervention and treatment.

Still, FSKs and MSKs typically commit quite different crimes with dif-
ferent motivations. By helping authorities recognize marked differences 
between them, we can aid in detection, apprehension, and perhaps pre-
vention of future murders.
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CHAPTER 9

The Behavioral Neuroscience of Serial Murder

Why does someone commit serial homicide? The World 
Health Organization (WHO) and others have argued that inter-

personal violence cannot be completely explained by any single factor. 
Rather, a multifaceted model is warranted to stress the impact of the 
interactions between individuals, the people around them, their com-
munity, and their society.1 For this reason, in psychology, we promote a 
biopsychosocial model of understanding any behavior or mental process.

In this chapter and the ones that follow, I offer a glimpse into vari-
ous perspectives regarding why someone would commit serial murder, 
and I offer a summary and syntheses of how we might view maldevelop-
ment and lethal aggression through each lens. These perspectives are 
not mutually exclusive; for instance, you will see overlap in clinical and 
traumagenic factors. This chapter focuses on the biology of behavior, or 
behavioral neuroscience. Behavioral neuroscientists engage in reduction-
ist techniques geared at understanding the neural, endocrinological, and 
genetic correlates and consequences of behavior and mental processes.

Whereas behavioral neuroscience is a rigorous, science-based field, 
this field started off mired in controversy. Early psychology was con-
fused with pseudoscience such as phrenology, in which Franz Joseph 
Gall (1758–1828), a German physician, created a schema to determine 
how bumps in one’s skull related to personality and behavior – even 
criminality.2 Of course, this argument is just not true. However, we have 
come a long way since then, and contemporary behavioral neuroscien-
tists have increasingly sophisticated, rigorous investigative techniques 
that  facilitate deeper analyses. We can attempt to analyze what goes on 
physically – at the level of the brain – with those who commit crimes.
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There are slim findings with respect to what transpires at the level of 
the brain in serial murderers. There are, however, excellent books and 
papers in the fields of psychology and criminology that describe biologic- 
al mechanisms (e.g., frontal lobe issues) that contribute to violence, 
aggression, impulsivity, and compromised mood regulation. These fac-
tors can affect the decisions and behaviors of those who commit crimes.3

DIRECT BRAIN EVIDENCE: CASES SHOWING NEURAL ISSUES

There are very few studies4 published that detail examinations, in vivo 
or postmortem, of the brains of serial murderers through direct means, 
such as by using brain imaging technique computed tomography (CT) 
scans and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI).

§

A CASE OF AN UNNAMED MSK. Researcher Richard Kraus5 exam-
ined a MSK whom he did not name in 1995. Deductive disclosure may be 
possible here, but since Kraus did not name the perpetrator, I will not. 
The MSK was convicted of the murder of 11 women in the northeast-
ern US. The MSK had “no hesitation” in admitting to all the homicides 
he committed. In this case, CT scans of his brain revealed ventricular 
enlargement. Ventricles are the brain’s cerebrospinal-fluid-filled cham-
bers, and enlargement of these means surrounding tissue atrophy, as 
commonly seen in psychological issues such as schizophrenia. CT scans 
of the MSK’s brain also showed right temporal lobe damage and atrophy, 
and bilateral scars in the frontal lobes. Additionally, SPECT (single-pho-
ton emission computerized tomography) analysis showed reduced blood 
flow to the left parietal lobe. CEEG (continuous electroencephalogra-
phy) showed bursts of “irritative patterns” in bilateral frontotemporal 
regions, more pronounced on the right side. All these issues were likely 
due to head trauma. MRI showed a healed, old skull fracture from a 
discus (i.e., athletic track and field) throwing accident. He also had a 
47, XYY karyotype, and thus an extra Y chromosome, but tests showed 
that his testosterone (a masculinizing sex steroid hormone) was within 
normal levels.6 Kraus summarized, “These clinical findings  suggested 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.010


The Behavioral NeuroscieNce of serial Murder

149

that his aggressive and violent past could be associated with a matrix of 
genetic, biochemical, neurological, and psychiatric deficits.”7

The MSK sustained a concussion from an accident. He reported that 
he had blackouts after the accident, accompanied by fainting, chest 
pains, nervousness, mood changes, and strong sex drive but decreased 
sexual performance. Later, he sustained another concussion when he 
was struck in the head with a sledgehammer.

A woman who claimed to have dated this MSK reported, “He wasn’t 
weird, he wasn’t rude . . . we just dated and went home.”8 Yet he had 
been in prison for arson, burglary, and for the manslaughter of a 
 ten-year-old boy and the rape and murder of an eight-year-old girl. When 
he was released on parole, as quoted by Richard Kraus, a parole officer 
wrote that he was “possibly the most dangerous individual to have been 
released to this community in many years.”9

Although the MSK’s mother said that family had loved this person very 
much and never abused him, she thought she had spoiled him, and he 
did not behave as well as his siblings. When he was quite young, warning 
signs emerged. Describing this MSK to a newspaper, Kraus said that when 
the subject turned six, he was “completely unmanageable. His mother 
was beside herself. He was a bully, threatening others, running away from 
home, out of control.” The other children nicknamed him “Oddie” and 
“Crazyboy,” and he insulted teachers, tortured animals, and committed 
arson.10 Animal cruelty, arson, and bedwetting make up the MacDonald 
Triad, a cluster of childhood behaviors thought to predict adult violence.11

The subject preferred to be alone, wandering away from school and 
home, and at age seven he was referred for mental health services after 
hitting other schoolchildren with an iron bar. Mental health profession-
als found that he indulged in a fantasy where he was another person who 
earned respect and had dignity.12

When he was age nine through ten, he engaged in theft and burglary. 
During that time, he was hospitalized for encephalomyelitis, which is 
inflammation of the brain and spinal cord. Later, although he did not 
perform well academically, he engaged in school sports. This is when he 
sustained a fractured skull during a track and field discus-throwing acci-
dent. However, his erratic and dangerous behavior preceded the injury, 
having emerged very early on.
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In adulthood, one psychiatric report stated that he had an “emotionally 
unstable personality,” and later, another stated that he exhibited “dissocial 
behavior.”13 He was married several times, and his wives described him as 
vacillating between being withdrawn and having fits of rage. He blamed 
some of his homicides on “uncontrollable rage.” He also killed some of 
the victims because they resembled either his sister or his mother. Notably, 
while psychiatrists said that he had strong resentment towards his mother, 
Richard Kraus reported the MSK also had a genuine affection for her.

ANOTHER CASE OF AN UNNAMED MSK. In 1986, forensic psychi-
atrist Park Dietz14 described one unnamed, White MSK in his 30s who 
had been charged with several murders committed somewhere in the 
United States.

This MSK had a very traumatic upbringing. His biological father, who 
was reported to have raped his mother, was executed for the murder of a 
police officer. On committing this crime, his father wrote that “the sensa-
tion was something that made me feel elated to the point of happiness.” 
Moreover, even from a young age, the MSK physically resembled his homi-
cidal father, and the MSK believed his father’s essence lived inside him.15

His mother was married four times and had a series of short-term 
sexual partners. As a child, the MSK was exposed to sexually explicit pic-
tures of his mother with an unknown man. The MSK experienced bed-
wetting (part of the MacDonald Triad) until he was 13. For wetting the 
bed, his mother beat him, ridiculed him, and called him “pissy pants” in 
front of others. He reported that he was forced to drink urine, burned 
with a cigar, and beaten repeatedly by one of his stepfathers, who also 
put his mother’s head through a wall. He said he was knocked uncon-
scious several times. The subject did not conceal his wrath towards his 
mother. He said he wanted to “blow the back of her head off” with a 
shotgun.16

He was in trouble with the law several times in his youth, committing 
vandalism, burglaries, and truancy. When he was 13, he was arrested for 
sexual contact with a seven-year-old girl and sent to reform school. As 
an adult, he was married and divorced four times, committing domestic 
violence against the first three wives. After numerous crimes, he was con-
victed of armed robbery and sentenced to time in prison.
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Later, he molested his own seven-year-old daughter when she visited 
him in prison. When he was released, he married for the fifth time, 
although he also got a different woman pregnant. While in his 30s, he 
lived with his now 13-year-old daughter, whom he molested again and 
impregnated. After she had an abortion, he continued to molest her, 
and he also assaulted one of her friends. When she was 14, he sodomized 
this daughter to celebrate his own birthday.17

This MSK had sexual fantasies about killing his mother, and had fan-
tasies about abusing, raping, and torturing young girls. His first victims 
were teen girls, and later, adult women, whom he beat, tortured, raped, 
and forced to play odd sex roles. He was sentenced to death for his mur-
ders. Dietz labeled this serial killer a “psychopathic sexual sadist.”18

The subject of this report had sustained a severe head injury at age 
20, falling into a coma. A CT scan showed sulcal widening and ventricu-
lar enlargements (i.e., evidence of cerebral atrophy).19 In addition, neu-
ropsychological tests, indirect evidence as described later, suggested 
frontal lobe damage. Repeated physical and psychological trauma in this 
MSK’s history may have pushed him down a murderous path.

§

The two MSKs described above had documented head injuries with direct 
evidence of brain damage. Head injuries in serial killers appear to be 
overrepresented compared to population prevalence.20 Using the mass 
media method, forensic psychologist Clare Allely and her team studied 
head injuries in serial killers and mass murderers. They found that about 
10% of these perpetrators were reported to have sustained a head injury.21

Head trauma can cause brain bleeding and bruising, and brain hypoxia. 
A focal injury usually occurs in the frontal or temporal lobe, with widespread 
white matter (myelinated axon) shearing.22 Axon shearing means that the 
part of the brain cells that transmits electric impulses tears, as a result of 
injury involving twisting and shifting of the head.23 Frontal neural structures 
and their connectivity to other brain regions, including temporal structures, 
regulate executive functions, such as concentration, emotional control, 
planning, and moral and social reasoning, and judgment.24 Brain injury 
compromises neurological structure, connectivity, and functioning and 
can therefore lead to behavioral deterioration and increases in impulsivity  
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and violent criminal offending. Repeated head trauma is also associated 
with increased risk of depression, substance use, PTSD, social phobic, panic 
disorder, and agoraphobia.25 Still, head injury is not an  absolute determi-
nant of violence or murder. Most people with head injuries do not commit 
murder, and many without head injuries do commit murder.

Indeed, not all serial killers have sustained head injuries. Furthermore, 
there are caveats to causal inference, as serial killers’ head injuries may have 
been sustained in traumatic childhood circumstances, such as the MSK in 
Dietz’s case study, and a cluster of adverse childhood experiences besides 
a head injury can cause maldevelopment. Furthermore, there are many 
events that happen in the formative years between childhood and adult-
hood, making it difficult to determine the exact pathway to serial murder.26

§

THE CASE OF JOSEPH VACHER.  In 2011, scholar Jean-Pierre 
Luauté and colleagues27 reported on serial killer Joseph Vacher, who, 
in 1898, confessed to at least 12 countryside murders in France. News 
reports from the time indicated that, beginning in 1894, Vacher may 
have killed at least 23 people. An American newspaper, The Leavenworth 
Times, reported, “Joseph Vacher had a passion for cutting the throats 
of shepherds and young girls – the bodies were always mutilated.”28 The 
Baltimore Sun said, “His rage was particularly directed against young girls. 
He first cut the throats of his victims with a knife and afterward mutilated 
them with a razor.”29 Some called Vacher “The French Ripper.”

Alexandre Lacassagne, a renowned medical expert30 and founder of 
modern autopsy and forensic procedures, worked on Vacher’s case post-
mortem. Lacassagne oversaw legal medicine at the University of Lyon, 
France. Lacassagne and his colleagues founded many techniques used in 
modern forensic science, including systematic autopsies, blood spatter 
analysis, and securing the chain of custody for evidence.31 This original 
team did not see any organic disturbance in Joseph Vacher’s brain at the 
time of his postmortem examination.

Jean-Pierre Luauté and colleagues32 reported, however, that a contem-
porary examination of retained biological material revealed that Vacher 
had lesions of the brain and the meninges (meninges are membranes 
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9.1 Front page of French newspaper Le Petit Parisien, October 24, 1897, depicts serial killer 
Joseph Vacher. (Photo by Leemage/Universal Images Group via Getty Images)
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that protect the brain).33 Examiners also found corpora amylacea (CA), 
small masses that can indicate neurodegeneration and/or evidence of 
infection or malignancy.34 Vacher may have even had temporal lobe epi-
lepsy. Thus, biological evidence suggests that severe brain disturbances 
contributed to Vacher’s crimes. Luauté and his research team35 reported 
that Vacher’s sister had dementia, which can indicate inherited neuro-
degenerative conditions.

Moreover, news sources state that Vacher survived a suicide attempt. 
One newspaper reported that he “tried to blow out his brains with a 
revolver,” and that the bullet was still lodged in his brain or skull.36 It was 
also reported that he was bitten by a “mad” (rabid) dog in his youth. After 
a local doctor’s herbal treatment, Vacher “became irritable and brutal.”37

The motives for Vacher’s killing were reported to be unknown, and 
some sources suggest that he just liked to kill. Vacher told authorities he 
killed one man because he wanted the man’s shirt, and he killed others 
for their money. In one case, he killed a shepherd boy, hacked him into 
pieces, and simply continued on his way. Investigators found the bodies 
of victims exactly where Vacher said they were, but investigators believed 
he committed so many crimes he forgot just how many.38 If he truly did 
forget, this may further evidence temporal lobe issues.

Joseph Vacher, “The Killer of Little Shepherds,” was executed by guil-
lotine for his crimes in Bourg-en-Bresse on December 31, 1898.39 News 
reports at the time suggested that Vacher “simulated insanity” right 
before his execution,40 but, per the reports of Luauté’s team, his erratic 
behavior may not have been an act. It seems plausible that neurologi-
cal issues including neurodegeneration contributed to Vacher’s deadly 
impulsivity and explosivity.

THE CASE OF J. B.  In 2008, neuropsychology researcher Feggy 
Ostrosky-Solís and colleagues41 published perhaps the only neural exam-
ination of a FSK available: that of J. B., who killed at least 16 elderly 
women in Mexico.42 J. B. was given the nickname “Mataviejitas,” or 
“Killer of Old Ladies.” Some sources suggested she committed as many 
as 36 homicides.43

J. B. came from an impoverished background. Her father abandoned 
the family, and her mother remarried. Her mother abused alcohol and 
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was physically and verbally abusive to her. J. B. was not allowed to go 
to school, have toys or friends, and was forced to be a caretaker to her 
younger siblings. When she was 12, her mother “traded her” for three 
bottles of beer to an older man who tied her up and repeatedly raped 
her. J. B. later had a son, and her stepfather, who may have been the 
only positive force in her life, provided care for her son and her until the 
 stepfather died at a young age. J. B. had four children with three differ-
ent men, but her oldest son was killed in a street fight.44

Ostrosky-Solís and team report that, although J. B. provided for her 
family by selling candy and washing clothing, because of her height (she 
was nearly six feet tall), she became a professional wrestler. Her wrest-
ling name was “La Dama del Silencio” (“The Silent Lady”) because she 
claimed to be a quiet person. She worked as a wrestler and as a wrestling 
promoter for 13 years. J. B. may have gotten away with her crimes for 
years because of her height. Many people who witnessed a suspect leav-
ing murder scenes assumed the killer was a man.

In the mid-2000s, although she had no criminal history, J. B. was 
accused of killing 12 elderly women, with the motive ascribed as burg-
lary. In one case, what began as J. B. approaching an elderly lady and 
proposing to do her laundry for pay ended in a brutal murder. When  
J. B. asked for a higher wage than the woman was proposing, the woman 
said something about illiterate bitches wanting too much money. J. B. 
grabbed a stethoscope that was on the women’s table and choked her 
with it. It was this murder that brought her into custody. She was appre-
hended by this woman’s tenant and then arrested by police. When inter-
rogated, J. B. confessed to strangling another woman with a stocking 
and another with a handkerchief. Both murders had taken place during 
arguments over money that J. B. had either asked to be paid in exchange 
for labor or had tried to borrow. J. B. told investigators that she “knew 
that killing people is by all means unacceptable,”45 but that her actions 
were justified because these women insulted her.

During her years of wrestling, J. B. sustained no major head injuries. 
However, brain voltage (event-related potential; ERP) analysis did show dif-
ferences between her and a control participant: J. B. had flattened response 
to various stimuli. In other words, she exhibited practically the same reac-
tion to moral, neutral, pleasant, and unpleasant stimuli.  Ostrosky-Solís and 
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team took these findings and speculated that J. B.  experienced amygdala 
changes that created psychopathic emotional  processing.46

Psychological tests (indirect brain evidence) revealed that J. B. had 
deficits in executive functioning (e.g., impulsivity, flexible thinking, short-
term memory), suggesting frontal lobe dysfunction. J. B. also scored high 
on some indications of affective dysfunction. When asked about her motive 
for killing one woman, she simply answered, “I got angry.”47 Her scores 
also revealed some anxiety and depression. Nonetheless,  Ostrosky-Solís 
and colleagues reported that J. B.’s PCL-R of score of 25 (a measure of 
psychopathy) did not reach the cutoff for psychopathy. Notably, however, 
25 is a cutoff score in some European countries,48 and some experts con-
tend that we should view psychopathy as falling on a spectrum.49

What made J. B. a murderer? Researchers suggested that her trau-
magenic history of physical, sexual, and verbal abuse, and lack of emo-
tional and social support may have resulted in nervous system changes, 
particularly frontal abnormalities, in J. B. that created the propensity 
for violence.50 J. B. indeed told investigators that she had a persistent 
resentment of her mother.51 To the best of the authorities’ knowledge,  
J. B. had no criminal history prior to middle age. Although no major 
head injuries were documented over the course of her wrestling career, 
one can speculate that repeated jarring and blows to the head,52 accom-
panied by the physical abuse she sustained growing up, may have caused 
connectivity issues and therefore alterations in emotional regulation, 
perhaps beginning in middle age. Repeated head trauma does damage 
tissue and alter neurochemistry.53

It is worth noting that evidence suggests executive function decreases 
with age, and this may be attributable to connectivity diminution over 
time.54 However, this almost always does not lead to serial murder.

In the end, J. B. was sentenced to 759 years in jail for the murder of 
16 elderly women.55

§

Each of the above cases had documented evidence of neural damage or 
dysfunction. For at least a few serial killers, we see damage to parts of the 
brain that underly impulsivity, decision-making, and the understanding 
and control of emotions. In the case of Joseph Vacher, testing long after 
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his death revealed marked brain abnormalities, and he had a family his-
tory of neurodegeneration. Further, he was subjected to an unknown, 
archaic treatment for a reported rabid dog bite; after this, Vacher was 
reported to have exhibited a personality change. It is unknown whether 
the treatment he was given indeed had toxic effects. In the case of J. B., 
evidence from testing brain signals showed impaired emotional response. 
Participation in wrestling matches, with head jarring, could have created 
neural damage undetected by the tests administered by neuropsycholo-
gists. We do not know, however, exactly how these individuals’ neural 
issues translated to becoming a murderer. Neural dysregulation itself is 
an unlikely candidate as a lone cause of murder.

INDIRECT/IMPLIED EVIDENCE:  

NEUROPSYCHOLOGICAL TESTING

Neuropsychological tests do not measure brain activity directly. They meas-
ure the presence, nature, and severity of compromise in decision-making, 
problem-solving, memory, mood, language, and other functions that may 
have resulted from brain injury or dysregulation.56 These tests involve writ-
ing, drawing, and responding to questions. These assessments can help 
with diagnoses and establish a baseline for measurement of further decline 
or effectiveness of intervention.57 Through neuropsychological examina-
tions, clinicians make inferences about the brain’s structure and function.58

§

THE CASE OF K. T.  In 2013, psychologist Alessandro Angrilli and 
colleagues from University of Padova and 2CNR-IN Institute of Neuro-
science in Italy59 presented information on the cognitive and socioemo-
tional state of a MSK. They administered tests of executive function to 
MSK K. T., who murdered at least five people over a seven-year timespan, 
bludgeoning and burning them. K. T. targeted sex workers, priests, peo-
ple with substance abuse issues, and people who were homosexual. K. T. 
believed his victims were all sinners.60

Psychologists administered the Tower of London, a neuropsycho-
logical test involving planning object configurations, to assess K. T.’s 
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executive function. Results revealed that he had “a mild deficit in plan-
ning.” Other tests showed that he had intact moral reasoning, but he 
had impaired recognition of anger, embarrassment, and violations of 
social rules. Tests showed that K. T. did not meet the DSM-IV criteria for 
antisocial personality disorder.

K. T. was also administered the PCL-R (the measure of psychopathy). 
K. T. scored low for antisocial behavior on Factor 2 but scored 16 out 
16 (100th percentile) for emotional detachment on Factor 1 (primary 
psychopathy). Angrilli et al. (2013) described K. T. as an emotionally 
detached psychopath and theorized that he had dissociation between 
emotions and morality.

§

In neuropsychological testing, clinicians administer a battery of paper-
and-pencil or computer-based neuropsychological tests, and then infer 
brain injury or dysfunction. With increasingly sophisticated functional 
imaging techniques, the field of neuropsychology is growing to a point at 
which such testing may some day be automatically accompanied by real-
time functional neuroimaging to identify problematic neural networks.61

CASES SHOWING NO NEURAL ISSUES

Just as the above cases evidence brain issues in serial killers, it seems 
there are just as many cases where an examination has shown no neural 
dysfunction.

§

THE CASE OF SURINDER KOLI. In 2012, forensic expert T. D. Dogra 
and his colleagues62 presented one of the most comprehensive case stud-
ies of a serial killer I have ever seen. They used brain imaging and neu-
ropsychological tests in their assessment of serial killer Surinder Koli. 
While an MRI of Koli’s brain was unremarkable (nothing abnormal), the 
case paints an interesting picture.

In the mid-2000s, several children from Nithari, India, had gone miss-
ing. Forensic investigators found 19 skulls in the backyard of the house 
where Koli worked as a servant, as well as in the residence’s sewer. He had 
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murdered women, boys, and girls, engaged in sex acts with the corpses, and 
had cooked and eaten some of their breasts and arms. T. D. Dogra and col-
leagues reported that Koli showed no remorse. Although experts believe 
Koli committed the murders, and Koli admitted that the homeowner, Mon-
inder Singh Pandher, knew nothing about the murders, both were sen-
tenced to death for the crimes. News reports indicated that Koli received 
12 death sentences and one acquittal for his crimes.63 Curiously, Koli asked 
officials if death by hanging was painful. A man called a “butcher” of his vic-
tims, and who never expressed remorse, was worried about his own pain.64

Koli was of lower socioeconomic status. He attended school to sev-
enth grade. His father died when he was young, but Koli reported that 
he got along well with his mother and siblings. He reported no psychi-
atric illness in his family. He was married with three children, although 
his first child died of illness, and he was unable to afford proper medical 
care for her. He said he had no close friends.

Koli worked as a domestic servant and caretaker, maintaining fairly 
regular employment. He had no criminal history, did not take drugs, 
and drank alcohol occasionally. Koli revealed to examiners that he was 
sexually abused around age 10–11 by a male in his 20s from the village. 
As early as age 14, he masturbated to fantasies about killing girls, having 
sex with their dead bodies, and mutilating them.65

When examined by clinicians, Koli was of average intelligence and 
had intact judgment. He maintained eye contact, exhibited rapport, 
and had normal response times to questions. He showed no signs of 
anxiety, had a normal pulse and blood pressure, and no abnormalities 
were detected in his nervous system functioning. He showed no thought, 
attention, or perceptual disturbances. There was no evidence of psychotic 
features. Still, he showed no emotions during four hours of testing, even 
when describing his family or his crimes. Dogra and his team reported 
that Koli was uncooperative on some of the psychological testing.

Dogra et al. said that “there was no question that masking or dissem-
bling” was a key feature of Koli’s personality. He engaged in deception 
as a mask, as he had “difficulties dealing with emotional situations and 
tended to use denial, avoidance, and escape into fantasy, mainly lethal 
ones.” Koli’s responses to psychological tests and questions indicated 
that he was vague, inconsistent, and avoidant. Dogra and colleagues 
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 concluded that Koli’s profile was consistent with antisocial personality 
disorder (ASPD) and psychopathy. He had a callous disregard for oth-
ers, he lied, violated social norms (particularly those of Indian culture), 
was aggressive, and killed. He was clearly a danger to others. He also had 
no remorse, no emotional reaction after murder, and used the same 
knives for household chores that he did for murder.66

Examinations of Koli, including an MRI, showed no “organic disturb-
ance.”67 Stated another way, in this case, ASPD was diagnosed, and his 
behaviors and responses were consistent with psychopathy, but there was 
no evidence of underlying brain dysregulation. However, as this case also 
features cannibalism and necrophilia, this brain may not generalize to 
the brains of other FSKs or MSKs who do not eat their victims or have 
sex with corpses.

THE CASE OF JEFFREY DAHMER. As pointed out in 2017 by psycholo-
gist Sasha Reid, a lack of direct information about serial killer neurobiology 
may not be due to a lack of interest or effort.68 The serial killer may decline 
participation in testing, be deceased, or their family may deny access. For 
example, MSK Jeffrey Dahmer murdered 17 men, had sex with their dead 
bodies, ate some of their body parts, and kept other body parts as souve-
nirs.69 (I will provide more details about Dahmer’s case later.) Dahmer’s 
family did not wish for his brain to be an object of study. They petitioned 
the court to have his brain cremated with the rest of his body, and they 
won.70 Nonetheless, as Reid pointed out, when Dahmer was alive, MRI and 
electroencephalography (EEG) tests revealed no neurological issues.71

THE CASE OF JOHN WAYNE GACY. Gacy sustained at least one head 
injury in his youth, requiring hospitalization.72 He was also repeatedly phys-
ically abused by his father, which may have involved head trauma. However, 
reports indicate that a postmortem examination of John Wayne Gacy’s 
brain showed nothing abnormal – no injury, swelling, atrophy, or tumor.73 
The psychiatrist who had possession of Gacy’s brain reported that it was 
“normal.”74 It showed no ventricular enlargement or blockage.75 Since this 
psychiatrist may still have Gacy’s brain and slices of all his organs,76 further 
analysis is possible with today’s sophisticated imaging techniques. Still, the 
brain was driven home from the autopsy in the psychiatrist’s Buick on the 
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passenger seat in a jar.77 A brain that has “ridden shotgun” in an unscien-
tific transport and has been kept in a home basement may not have been 
handled or preserved well enough for examination to reveal conclusive 
evidence of dysfunction while the subject was alive.

§

With no evidence of brain injury, there must be more to these killers’ 
stories. It could be the case that modern techniques are insufficient to 
detect minor brain differences that lead to major behavioral outcomes. 
It may be that serial murderers have no brain issues, and just chose to 
disregard the rights of others. In the case of postmortem examination, it 
is impossible to determine deviation or changes in function.

SO . . . WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT SERIAL KILLER BRAINS?

We know that there is an incomplete picture about neural functioning 
in serial murderers. From the cases above, only one of which was about 
a FSK, some direct evidence points to degeneration, disease, and brain 
response issues. Some indirect evidence points to executive function defi-
cits. Some evidence suggests that head injury may be a factor. It seems, 
though, that just as much evidence suggests the absence of these issues. 
There is no overwhelming evidence to paint a comprehensive picture 
that the brains of serial killers have a unified pathophysiology that can 
explain or predict their crimes. Maybe there really is an overall lack of 
brain dysregulation in SKs, and that is why few reports exist on this topic. 
Scientific journals do not necessarily place great value on null results.78 
This is sometimes called the “file drawer problem,”79 and it is estimated 
that 95% of studies with null results are filed away, never to be published. 
To maintain the rigor of science, we must yield when we have inconsist-
ent, no, or very little, evidence. Evidence of absence is important.

This is not to say, however, that brain dysregulation does not contrib-
ute to the behaviors and mental processes of serial homicide offenders. 
I am confident, in fact, that there are functional neural factors involved. 
Someone who shoots multiple people in the head, asphyxiates several 
disabled people, smothers seven babies and enjoys their funerals, poisons 
disabled veterans, or buries bodies in their home crawl space does not 
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have the executive functioning that the rest of us do. We would need 
more direct research with larger numbers of serial murderers to try to 
understand their pathophysiology. Of course, there is irony in that what 
would make the science more powerful would be the continuation of the 
horrible events so we could study and describe the neural workings of a 
greater number of perpetrators. And no one wants more serial murderers 
to exist. We also need to understand that, as noted by Sasha Reid,80 the 
heterogeneity of serial killer presentation will make it unlikely that we will 
ever find a specific serial killer predisposition network in the brain.

There may be no way to derive neural evidence of serial murder. 
Surinder Koli killed nearly 20 people81 yet showed no brain issues. Still, 
there may be a different neurological profile for a “successful  psychopath” – 
those who have intact or even heightened cognitive abilities that allow 
them to use more covert approaches to goal attainment.82 Following this 
viewpoint from experts on neurocriminology, there are likely serial killers 
out there who have high executive function and avoid detection ad infini-
tum. This theory is in line with our documentation of differences between 
aspiring, probable, and successful serial homicide offenders. Forensic 
researcher Enzo Yaksic and colleagues summarized that successful serial 
homicide offenders compartmentalize, take deliberate actions, have 
heightened aptitude and stamina, and make strategic, deliberate plans to 
selectively target victims. They also take active forensic countermeasures 
to avoid detection. Furthermore, successful serial homicide offenders can 
easily switch from being a murderer to being a normal part of society.83

BIOPSYCHOLOGY OF VIOLENCE, GENERALLY SPEAKING

We also must remember that serial murder is an atypical manifestation 
of lethal violence,84 and suppositions about serial killers based on the 
neurobiology of other murderers or violent offenders may not inform 
the complete picture. Almost everyone who has ever lived with atypi
cal brain structure, function, connectivity, neurotransmitter profile, and 
hormone profile has not committed murder, let alone serial murder.

Still, a general acknowledgement of the biology of violence is war
ranted. There are volumes of published science devoted to the biopsych
ology of violent behavior. For years, researchers have documented the 
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association between aggression and frontal lobes dysfunction.85 In par-
ticular, many studies have shown relationships between prefrontal cor-
tex (PFC) dysregulation and violent behavior. The PFC is the front of 
our frontal lobes, in the front of our cerebrum, behind our eyes and 
forehead.86 It supports executive function, which is involved in inhibi-
tion (controlling responses to stimuli), attention, focus, and planning. 
These processes allow goal-setting and behavioral control, and they keep 
you on task.87 Deficits in executive functioning (i.e., executive dysfunc-
tion) have been consistently linked with antisocial behavior and are con-
sidered key in the onset and maintenance of aggression and violence.88 
In fact, people with lesions to their PFC have increased violent attitudes.89

In 2013, psychologist and neuroscience researcher Stephane De Brito 
and colleagues studied executive function impairment in non-jailed  
individuals who had previously committed crimes. The researchers 
found that, compared to non-violent offenders, violent offenders with 
anti social personality disorder (ASPD), with and without psychopathy, 

9.2 Digital illustration of the brain with the prefrontal cortex highlighted. Located in 
the anterior part of the cerebrum, the PFC supports executive function (e.g., attention, 
decision-making, emotional control, and social judgment). (Photo by Getty Images)
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had impairments in executive function, including poor working memory 
and decision-making, not learning from punishments, and not adapt-
ing well to changing contingencies.90 Similarly, a notable meta-analysis 
by criminologist James Ogilvie and colleagues that included 126 stud-
ies with some 15,000 subjects showed a robust association between 
poor execu tive functioning and antisocial behavior.91 Moreover, violent 
criminal offenders showed reduced inhibition compared to non-violent 
offenders, further evidencing executive dysfunction.92

A caveat is warranted. Decision-making and planning are extraordi-
narily complex and not completely understood. While I have written 
generally here about the prefrontal cortex (PFC), its different divisions 
have specific functions that overlap and interact with neurotransmitters 
and other brain areas. It is therefore difficult to tease out the exact con-
tributions for each PFC region and for the combinations of structures in 
the corticolimbic circuit (the interaction of the PFC and limbic regions 
that helps people control their emotions and behavior).93

In terms of violence, one area of research focus within the PFC is the 
orbitofrontal cortex (OFC). Simplified, the OFC is connected to limbic 
(emotional) brain areas and integrates responses to emotional stimuli. 
The OFC appears to play a role in rule use, reward valuation, and inhib-
iting cognitive, motor, and emotional responses. Stated another way, it 
helps integrate emotions, cognitions, and behaviors, facilitating compe-
tent decisions, preventing impulsivity, and allowing social flexibility.94 
Impulsivity and dysfunctional violence are related to reduced volume in 
the OFC and in the hippocampus, a limbic area.95

It is worth stressing here that frontal lobe issues can be linked to trau-
magenic experiences. Evidence suggests a traumagenic environment in 
childhood, something we have seen in many serial killers, interferes with 
OFC-amygdala (limbic) connectivity.96 This means that childhood adver-
sity can interfere with the ability to understand and regulate one’s emo-
tions and behavioral responses. Psychologist Jessie Lund and colleagues’ 
systematic review of 36 studies yielded strong evidence of the connec-
tion between diminished executive function and adverse childhood 
experiences such as abuse, neglect, and exposure to intimate partner 
violence (IPV).97 Again, trauma in childhood is continuously associated 
with suboptimal adult outcomes, including a proclivity for violence.
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The understanding of the function of the PFC remains challenging 
to decipher. Tumors, strokes, closed head injuries, and other events 
affecting these frontal areas can cause substantial executive dysfunction 
and cognitive impairment.98 But with no two injuries the same, analysis 
and mapping of distinct functions is challenging. In addition, although 
I have focused on neural regions here, most certainly, hormones and 
neurotransmitters (e.g., serotonin, dopamine) play a role in emotional 
regulation and impulse control.99 Moreover, it is difficult to deter-
mine if those who perform well in laboratory tasks can execute optimal 
decision-making in real-life scenarios. Further research is needed.

Yet we know at least some information about the brains of violent 
offenders. We also understand that there are endocrinological, genetic, 
and epigenetic forces at play working in conjunction with the brain and 
with each other to moderate and mediate aggression. However, with vir-
tually no research involving more than one serial killer’s data, we are 
unable to generalize and say with certainty that “Serial killers have XYZ 
brain differences.”

Even Aristotle would agree with the syllogistic logic that some serial 
killers have antisocial personality disorder (ASPD). ASPD involves fron-
tal and limbic dysregulation, and therefore some serial killers probably 
have frontal and limbic dysregulation. But remember, not all people 
with ASPD are serial killers. Almost all are not. Furthermore, there is evi-
dence of no dysfunction in the brains of those with psychopathy. More-
over, even though they are supposed to largely speak to the same concept, 
only one-third of people diagnosed with ASPD have psychopathy, and 
not everyone with psychopathy has ASPD.100 As I tell my Physiological 
Psychology class often, “It’s complex and not fully understood.”

Even expert Robert Hare101 questioned whether those with psychop-
athy had frontal lobe issues, and he was the creator of the Psychopathy 
Checklist (PCL), now known as the Psychopathy Checklist-revised 
(PCL-R). In testing these individuals with the Wisconsin Card Sorting 
Test (WCST),102 Hare did not find deficits. It may be the case that dam-
age to specific areas of the PFC, such as the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC), 
causes issues with negative and defense emotions, thereby motivating 
affective murders – those that are emotional and unplanned. Yet preda-
tory murderers can have normal OFC and other frontal functioning.103 
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Many FSKs carefully plan their crimes – a trait of successful serial homi-
cide offenders104 – and would therefore be considered predatory.

In support of the idea that predatory murderers can have normal OFC 
and other frontal functioning, clinical expert and researcher Vanessa 
Pera-Guardiola and colleagues found that offenders with antisocial per-
sonality disorder (ASPD) who had higher PCL-R scores did not perform 
differently than controls on the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test (WCST), 
indicating no difference in executive function. Moreover, those with 
ASPD who had higher Factor 1 scores on the PCL-R (more psychopathy) 
performed better on the WCST. This research team suggested that psy-
chopathy influences cognitive ability in those with ASPD.105

Indeed, in 2013, psychologist Andrea Glenn and colleagues argued that 
a diagnosis of ASPD is too broad and controversial, as it overlaps with other 
conditions.106 In the DSM-5, a diagnosis of ASPD requires that the individ-
ual has a history of conduct disorder.107 Subtypes of ASPD vary in marked 
ways, likely have different neural and genetic underpinnings, and can be 
influenced by substance use, anxiety, and other mental health conditions. 
ASPD is more behavior-based,108 and psychopathy (not an official diagnosis 
in the DSM-5), has behavioral, affective, and interpersonal components.

Robert Hare also argued that the diagnosis of ASPD has “dubious 
validity.” He stated that, among criminals, ASPD is quite common, but 
those with ASPD can have vastly different personalities, attitudes, and 
motives for engaging in criminal behavior.109 It does not mesh well with 
other indicators of psychopathy. Hare stressed, “Most psychopaths . . . with 
the exception of those who somehow manage to plow their way through 
life without coming into formal or prolonged contact with the criminal jus-
tice system . . . meet the criteria for ASPD, but most individ uals with ASPD 
are not psychopaths.”110 Hare also stressed that those with ASPD and those 
with psychopathy tend to perform differently on neuropsychological tests.

Even direct brain research measuring cognitive and emotional pro-
cessing evinces differences between ASPD and psychopathy.111 For exam-
ple, using the measuring tools of fear-potentiated startle (FPS; measure 
of a startle reflex) and event-related potentials (ERPs; measures of the 
brain’s electrical voltage), psychologist Marja Anton and colleagues 
showed that women offenders with psychopathy had an elevated reac-
tion to threats but filtered out fear-based peripheral information in the 
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pursuit of goals. Anton and the team noted that people with psychop-
athy have selective attention, becoming disinhibited when they have a 
great motivation to gain a reward. By contrast, women offenders with 
ASPD had less fear overall but displayed greater fear when cognitive load 
was increased. They suggested this response in those with ASPD might 
be an artifact of executive dysfunction.112

Still, little research to date measures the brain activity of serial killers 
directly. And of course, we know that not all psychopaths or people with 
ASPD are serial killers.113 Moreover, of the limited number of case studies I 
have seen, only one report I have encountered describes a direct FSK brain 
examination. There have been several FSKs who committed crimes fairly 
recently, so I am not sure if contemporary, sophisticated neural analyses were 
not performed, or if the results are just not accessible, or if studies just show 
no results and remain unpublished, forever relegated to the file drawer.

Generally speaking, beyond serial killers, we can say confidently that 
some areas of the brain involved in executive function, such as the PFC, 
amygdala, hippocampus, and angular gyrus, probably show damage or 
dysregulation when someone has impairments in moral reasoning and 
demonstrates antisocial behavior.114 Yet the science is still in progress.

Despite this caveat, researchers J. Arturo Silva and his team115 have 
put forth a neuropsychiatric model of serial sexual homicide that they 
suggest speaks to almost all MSK cases. This model does not, however, 
speak to FSKs. A model is a prediction viewed through a cogent frame-
work, and, admittedly, it need not include the data that test it. These 
researchers presented evidence that some individuals on the autistic 
spectrum have theory of mind (ToM) deficits, and that there may be a 
connection between serial murder, autistic psychopathology, and fan-
tasy development. The authors believe that studying the functional neu-
roanatomy of autistic serial killers may be key to understanding their 
homicidal motivations. Still, this is not an empirical study in which they 
examined a sample of serial killers via MRI, fMRI, SPECT, or PET scans 
and found documented neural underpinnings of murder.

As Mark Palermo and Stefan Bogaerts116 asserted, “There is no doubt that 
the brain is the organ of behavior,” but we must be careful giving posthu-
mous diagnoses of brain-related disorder (e.g., autism spectrum) to people 
who have committed crimes but have not been subjected to rigorous testing 
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and modern diagnostics. Palermo and Bogaerts stressed that such ascrip-
tions without science can create myths and perpetuate stigma. Moreover, 
there are ethical and legal issues in highlighting hypothetical  connections 
between brain structure/function and crime, as there is  potential for  misuse, 
arguing neurological absolute determinants of crime.117

HEAD INJURIES AND GENERAL VIOLENCE

Head injuries that change the structure and function of the brain have 
long been linked with violent crime, and even with the persistence of 
violent criminal activity. Some researchers label these “acquired neu-
ropsychological deficits.”118 Examining records for 16 male inmates on 
death row in California, for example, researchers found that 75% had a 
history of traumatic brain injury (TBI). In addition, all 16 men experi-
enced family violence, with severe sexual and physical abuse in almost 
every case.119 Along these lines, a meta-analysis of 24 studies showed a 
51.1% average prevalence of TBI in an incarcerated sample of men and 
women. The 24 focus studies, emerging from six countries, reported TBI 
prevalence in incarcerated people ranging from 9.7% to 100%.120

In a recent comprehensive review of the literature, psychologist W. Huw 
Williams and team reported that TBIs are commonly associated with deficits 
in control, inhibition, and attention, as well as poor treatment outcomes. 
They suggested that emergency departments, family medicine, school, and 
mental health services could work together to identify and manage TBI with 
neurorehabilitation, which can increase the chance of improvement.121

GENES FOR VIOLENCE?

Is there a serial killer genotype? While the science to tell us what exact 
genes may predispose someone to commit serial homicide has not yet 
emerged, there is some research showing that violence against conspe-
cifics is common across the animal kingdom, evidencing an evolved, 
genetic predisposition for killing.122 There are also studies that show 
high heritability123 in violence, but this may be different than murder.124 
And different still would be a predisposition to kill multiple people.

A genetic finding about violence and the MAO-A gene captured 
attention in the media in the mid-2000s. A variant of the MAO-A gene, 
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sometimes known as “the warrior gene,” was reported to be associated 
with violent aggression. Found on the X chromosome, this gene facil-
itates monoamine oxidase A production, a chemical that directs the 
breakdown (the oxidation) of the neurotransmitters dopamine, sero-
tonin, norepinephrine, and epinephrine.125 These neurotransmitters 
modulate many aspects of cognition, mood, and movement. Monoam-
ine oxidase A metabolizes these neurotransmitters, and excessive mono-
amine loss can cause problems including depression.126 These findings, 
however, were taken out of context by many media outlets, leading to 
a public (and dangerous) misinterpretation that having this gene was 
an absolute determinant of aggressive behavior. We must remember to 
contextualize findings – genes work in conjunction with other genes and 
with the envir onment to create an increased likelihood of a behavior.127

Other research shows the association between low MAO-A activity 
alleles (low repeats) and violent behavior. The MAO-A allele was asso-
ciated with lower orbitofrontal volume (the OFC is part of the prefron-
tal cortex); reductions in limbic volume; reduced cingulate-related128 
inhibition,129 and hyperactivity of the hippocampus and amygdala when 
recalling aversive stimuli. Stated another way, MAO-A low repeat alleles 
were associated with compromised emotional regulation and cognitive 
control. Similarly, low-activity variants of the MAO-A gene were linked to 
violent crime, weapon use, and gang membership.130 While these find-
ings have implications for executive dysfunction, it is worth stating again 
that the functioning of MAO-A is very complex.

Monoamine neurotransmitters may play a particular role in serial sex-
ual homicide. This link has not been explicitly established, but evidence 
underscores a role for monoamines (i.e., dopamine, norepinephrine, ser-
otonin) in both sexually impulsive behavior and violence. Monoamines 
are involved in an individual’s perception of what is sexually attractive, 
their sexual motivation, and their sexual activity itself.  Antidepressant 
drugs that affect monoamines can have the side effect of increasing 
or decreasing sexual cognitions and motivations.131  Interestingly, stud-
ies have consistently shown monoamine dysregulation in individuals 
with paraphilia,132 and those who commit serial  murder have increased 
 paraphilia.133 Moreover, lower serotonin levels have consistently been 
linked to disinhibition, violence, and aggression, and drugs that increase 
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 serotonin, particularly selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), 
are routinely used to treat sexual impulsivity and paraphilia.134

Nevertheless, in 2017, psychiatrist Andrzej Jakubczyk and col-
leagues showed that there was no link between MAO-A polymorphisms 
and history of sexual offenses. Further, precise ties between MAO-A 
 polymorphisms and serial murder have not been established, and find-
ings regarding “the warrior gene” are not necessarily associated with 
MSK and FSK typical traits. For example, MAO-A low activity expression 
(two repeats) was associated with antisociality; however, the two-repeat 
allele was not related to scores on a test of psychopathy.135 Moreover, 
low activity expression of the MAO-A gene seems to be associated with 
aggression after being provoked,136 which does not seem congruent with 
calculated homicides. This is, however, reminiscent of the case of J. B., a 
FSK who reacted with murder to women who insulted her.

While certain blogs and opinion pieces refer to MAO-A as a “serial 
killer gene,” I have come across no studies directly assessing a particular 
serial killer’s genomic makeup to crimes. We must await progress in this 
area of exploration for any such relation to be verified. Furthermore, we 
must keep in mind that it is necessary to consider the interaction with 
variants of the MAO-A gene with other genes and the environment to 
best study aggressive tendencies. Stated another way, it takes more than 
just an allele to make someone aggressive or a murderer.137 Researchers 
and ethicists caution that any biological connection to behavior or men-
tal process must be viewed in the context of environment, including cul-
tural, societal, and economic conditions. The widespread attention to, 
and misinterpretation of, these findings prompted experts in the field to 
be very clear in their warnings about the limitations of their findings.138

Genes are composed of deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA), a unique 
molecular code for each person’s structure and function.139 DNA analy-
sis may not directly tell us who has the potential to be a serial killer, but 
DNA left behind can help us catch a serial killer.

§

Joseph James DeAngelo Jr. is a serial killer. Known as “The Golden State 
Killer,” he is a former police officer who murdered at least 13 people, 
killed pets, raped more than 50 women, and committed many burglaries 
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throughout the 1970s and 1980s.140 He was not caught at the time of the 
crimes, but was identified years later through genetic investigation.141

Authorities in the 1970s and 1980s felt that a string of murders, rapes, 
and burglaries in California was related. But they had only vague descrip-
tions of a suspect – a stocky White man with larger than average legs, light 
skin, with brown or blonde hair, in his 20s or 30s. Authorities described the 
perpetrator’s pattern as “explosive violence and then escape.”142

DNA samples found at crime scenes did not match any in the US 
federal Combined DNA Index System (CODIS)143 offender database.144 
But eventually DeAngelo was caught when investigators uploaded DNA 
obtained from a crime scene to GEDMatch,145 an open-source genea-
logical database used for family history tracing. The Los Angeles Times 
reported that private data from two for-profit genealogy companies were 
also used in the operation.146 Experts found DeAngelo’s distant cousin 
and common ancestor and constructed his family tree. They eventually 
narrowed suspects down to Joseph DeAngelo and matched DNA he left 
on his car door while shopping at Hobby Lobby to the DNA he left at 

9.3 “Golden State Killer” Joseph DeAngelo in Sacramento Superior Court in 2019. DeAn-
gelo was caught using Forensic Genetic Genealogy. (Hector Amezcua/Sacramento Bee/
Tribune News Service via Getty Images)
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crime scenes.147 DeAngelo, at age 72, was the first public arrest made as 
a result of using this investigative method,148 known as Forensic Genetic 
Genealogy (FGG).149 It has been reported that other criminals have been 
caught using this technique.150

Prosecutors claimed that DeAngelo had a history of faking mental 
illness and physical disability and that he was manipulative. In 1979, for 
example, when he was a police officer, he was caught shoplifting. He 
rolled around on the floor and pretended to have a heart attack. He told 
his colleagues he pretended to be “crazy” to avoid trouble. He was fired. 
Sacramento County Deputy District Attorney Thienvu Ho also reported 
that DeAngelo “feigned feeble incoherence” while being interviewed by 
authorities, even though they had observed him doing heavy yard work 
and riding his motorcycle shortly before.151

DeAngelo claimed he had another personality named Jerry who 
made him commit his crimes. “I didn’t have the strength to push him 
out,” DeAngelo said, “He made me. It was like in my head . . . he’s a part 
of me. I didn’t want to do those things. I pushed Jerry out and had a 
happy life.”152 However, there are no reports I can find where DeAngelo 
was formally diagnosed with dissociative identity disorder or any other 
disorder, and authorities suggest he was being manipulative.

Joseph DeAngelo appeared to have an aggressive, high sensation-
 seeking personality even before escalating to rape and murder. He dated 
Bonnie Colwell at Sierra College in the late 1960s. He coaxed her into 
engaging in risky activities, such as skydiving and riding fast cars and 
motorcycles. Colwell said DeAngelo was sexually “insatiable” and that he 
would break intercourse before he climaxed, and then return to the sex 
act and repeat. Colwell became frightened of DeAngelo’s increasingly 
alarming behavior, ranging from cheating on college exams, to trespass-
ing, to killing a dog, and she broke up with him. DeAngelo showed up 
with a gun at her house and demanded that she leave with him. Her father 
talked him down, but Colwell remained terrified of DeAngelo, causing 
her to take a leave of absence from the college they both attended.153

Some of DeAngelo’s more sadistic behaviors seem to have manifested 
after this failed relationship. Experts say DeAngelo’s hostile and resent-
ful feelings towards Bonnie Colwell appear to be one of the driving 
forces of his crimes. DeAngelo raped and sodomized one woman in July 
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1978, and then he began crying. As conveyed in The Los Angeles Times, the 
report from Davis Police stated that the perpetrator was “sobbing” and 
said, “I hate you, Bonnie. I hate you, I hate you, I hate you.” Later, he said 
to the victim, “I’ll blow your fucking head off. I’ll kill your fucking kids. 
I’ll cut you.”154 Reflecting on DeAngelo’s case, forensic psychologist Eric 
Hickey stated that “he obviously had a lot of anger towards women.” He 
continued, “He hated women . . . he was very sadistic towards them.”155

Former FBI Agent Brad Garret told ABC News that DeAngelo’s modus 
operandi fits that of a sexual serial killer. He got progressively more vio-
lent, as his crimes went from robbery and rape to murder.156 He would 
bind a woman victim, turn on her television, and cover it with a towel 
so he could see her in the glow of the TV while he raped her.157 DeAn-
gelo used a gun and blunt force to kill. Reflecting Hervey Cleckley’s158 
observation that psychopaths are often dedicated to law and order and 
“traditional values” as a part of mimicking sanity, DeAngelo also had an 
attraction to uniforms: he was in the navy for 22 months during the Viet-
nam war159 and then became a police officer.

Moreover, Garret said that DeAngelo was good at leading a “compart-
mentalized life,” in that he worked for decades as a public affairs expert 
at a local supermarket and lived a typical life in Sacramento with his wife 
and three daughters.160 His daughter wrote, “Growing up, I thought I had 
the best and most loving and attentive father in the world . . .” She contin-
ued, “The father I know and love is a good person.”161 Yet not only were 
DeAngelo’s motives power, control, and sex,162 his profile is clearly con-
gruent with other successful serial homicide offenders who easily com-
partmentalize their lives and mix up their killing methods.163 I am not 
diagnosing anyone, but evidence from media reports does suggest that 
DeAngelo’s behaviors are consistent with the criteria for psychopathy.

Still, life in the suburbs may not have been exactly normal for 
 DeAngelo. Neighbors nicknamed him “freak” and described him as 
argumentative, noting the regularity with which DeAngelo would yell 
and scream curses in their otherwise quiet neighborhood of Citrus 
Heights in Sacramento, California. When neighbors told reporters that 
DeAngelo was handy and even poured the concrete in his yard himself, 
a neighbor speculated that investigators were going to dig up the slabs in 
search of souvenirs he may have kept from his crimes.164
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Indeed, DeAngelo had kept trophies of his crimes, including victims’ 
identification, dishes, coins, and purses.165 The items were later found 
in his bedroom, where authorities said he had a computer monitor with 
a towel over it. Investigator Paul Holes told Karen Kilgariff and Georgia 
Hardstark, hosts of the podcast My Favorite Murder, that he wondered 
whether DeAngelo was “pulling out any of those souvenirs and replicat-
ing the glowing environment from back in the 1970s” when he raped 
women with their televisions on.166

To avoid the death penalty, DeAngelo, also called the “East Area Rap-
ist,” pleaded guilty to 13 counts of first-degree murder. He also admit-
ted to rapes he committed that were older than the statute of limitation 
and thus could not be prosecuted.167 DeAngelo was sentenced to life in 
prison168 An unnamed woman who, when she was age seven, watched him 
rape her mother, said that Joe DeAngelo was “proof monsters were real. 
I had met the boogeyman.”169 Debbi Domingo McMullan, whose mother 
was raped and murdered by DeAngelo, said, “Today the devil loses and 
justice wins.”170 The boogeyman left behind DNA, and justice was served.

§

There are only a few cases in available records where biological processes 
were investigated in actual serial killers, living or dead. More over, those 
cases studying the structure and function of the brain have not yielded 
very consistent evidence as to the precise neural makings of a serial 
murderer, and there have been no studies to date that have empirically 
demonstrated neural issues in a large-sample study of serial killers. No 
two serial killers are identical, of course, so identifying common neu-
rological underpinnings may be difficult or impossible. Yet there is evi-
dence as to what brain mechanism dysfunction underlies violence and 
impulsivity, even of a sexual nature. Unfortunately, however, to conduct 
studies that convincingly capture evidence, or evidence of absence, we 
must have access to an appreciable number of living serial murderers 
and subject them to the sophisticated neuroimaging techniques availa-
ble today. While we are aiming for the body of knowledge to grow, we 
surely do not want the pool of serial murderers to grow.
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CHAPTER 10

Psychosocial Factors that Make  
a Serial Murderer

In understanding any behavior or mental process, it is best 
to take a multifaceted approach. What do we know about the mind 

of a serial murderer? What do we know about how other people, soci
ety, and institutions have influenced this person’s psychology? In this 
chapter, I will examine clinical psychological, traumatic developmental, 
and sociocultural perspectives that may allow insight into the making of 
a serial murder. I include media dynamics and feminist perspective in 
this material. Because I have used these theories throughout this book, 
below is a summary snapshot of each perspective.

In psychology, we endeavor to ask why someone is who and what they 
are. That is an exceedingly difficult puzzle to solve, and no one has yet 
created a comprehensive model that would fully predict good behavior 
or bad behavior, including murder. Although we can speculate on con
tributions to a serial murderer’s psyche, I cannot stress enough that it 
is statistically unlikely that someone who experiences any one of these 
factors, or even all of these factors, will become a serial killer.

CLINICAL PERSPECTIVE

I talked about mental health in the preceding chapters, but information 
bears repeating. Mental illness is not a motive for serial murder per se, 
and almost everyone who has ever lived with mental illness has not been 
a serial killer. It cannot be overemphasized that almost everyone with 
mental illness does not harm others. The odds of being murdered by 
someone with mental illness is about the same as winning the lottery, at 
about 1 in 60,000,000.1 The serial homicide offending women and men 
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whose data and stories are told in this book are extreme case studies. 
Still, mental illness can help answer the question of why serial murder is 
committed, and thus it is beneficial to examine serial murder through a 
clinical perspective.

Nearly 40% of the FSKs in our research had mental illness, and 
almost all MSKs in our research had mental illness. In addition, there 
were indications of serious mental illness, including disorders marked by 
anger, mood disturbances, distorted perceptions, and dissociation. And 
although psychopathy is not a separate diagnosis, it seems from the cases 
presented in this book that there is abundant evidence suggesting it is a 
common trait in serial murderers.

That is what we found in the records we examined; I would say the 
actual number of serial killers with mental illness is a lot higher. It is 
possible that mental illness was determined but not recorded properly 
in the initial newspaper reports, government records, court records, and 
historical society reports collected by my team and me. Yet, to be fair, 
even if mental illness was detected and diagnosed, the FSKs in our ori
ginal sample largely did not receive mental health services (we did not 
obtain this information for MSKs). We know that we have still a lot of 
work to do in psychology to facilitate the recovery journeys of those with 
mental illness. It is possible that early treatment of mental illness can 
prevent homicide or other types of violence.

Although there are several published studies on MSK mental health, 
our study was one of the first to our knowledge to amass data on FSK 
mental health. Some other researchers’ efforts are mentioned in this 
book,2 but nomothetic (large sample) reports are rare. Idiographic (case 
study) reports of FSK mental illness in the scientific literature are also 
rare, but such reports can highlight mental illness in FSKs and incor
porate traumagenic information in the etiology of each killer’s violent 
development. I perused the literature for peerreviewed, scientific, ori
ginal report articles on this topic. I was not looking for others’ syntheses. 
I wanted case reports written by clinicians who interacted with FSKs. I 
have had little success finding such. It is interesting that the two stud
ies I found most readily identifiable in scientific journals provided case 
details for FSKs that do not exactly fit the typical FSK profile – Aileen 
Wuornos and J. B., who both had a modus operandi of explicit violence.
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§

FSK Aileen Wuornos was mentally ill. Psychiatrist Wade Myers and col
leagues3 reported on their clinician assessment of Wuornos. She admit
ted to killing seven men, all over the age of 40, and to shooting them 
between one and nine times. Wuornos stole their money, electronics, 
and jewelry, and she disposed of most victims’ bodies in wooded areas. 
At first, she claimed she killed the men in selfdefense, but later reported 
in a documentary that she “was into the robbery biz” and that “there was 
no selfdefense.”4

This clinical team documented Aileen’s traumagenic background, 
including her grandmother’s refusal to give permission for Aileen to get 
counseling help in junior high school for her behavior problems.

The authors also examined her Department of Correction files, 
attempting to determine whether Wuornos were a psychopath, whether 
she had other personality disorders, and whether she were a sexual 
sadist. They used the Psychopathy ChecklistRevised (PCLR) to gauge 
psychopathy. They reviewed Wuornos’ court transcripts, reports, and 
testimony for criteria. Coded items included grandiose selfworth (she 
said she had sex with 250,000 men), lack of remorse (she said she did 
not care that the victims were dead and wished she could have reached 
her target number of victims), poor behavioral control (she attacked her 
friend with a shish kabob when they disagreed), and being manipulative 
(she used aliases, forged checks, and had multiple concurrent relation
ships).5 They ascribed to Wuornos a PCLR score of 32, which is above 
the cutoff of 30 for a psychopathy and put her in the 97th percentile of 
psychopathy.

Using the thencurrent edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-TR), Myers and colleagues diagnosed Wuor
nos with antisocial personality disorder and borderline personality dis
order. They did not, however, support the theory that Wuornos was a 
sexual sadist or that her crimes were sexually motivated. They said there 
was no evidence that killing was sexually arousing for her.

Myers’ clinical team affirmed that, as someone with psychopathy, 
Wuornos was emotionally callous, cruelly aggressive, and reactively 
and instrumentally violent. They also stated that, whereas borderline 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.011


JUST AS DEADLY

178

personality disorder probably did not directly contribute to Wuornos’ 
murders, instability and sexual triggering could have lowered her inhibi
tion. They concluded that disrupted childhood attachments and a series 
of developmental traumas, coupled with her extreme psychopathy and 
other mental illnesses, contributed to her committing crimes. Still, they 
underscored that Wuornos made “behavioral choices.”6

§

FAKING IT? As seen with John Wayne Gacy and Joseph DeAngelo, and 
as noted by criminologist Jack Levin,7 it is entirely possible that serial kill
ers will try to fake mental illness. In psychology, faking mental illness by 
inventing symptoms is known as “malingering.”8 Levin talked about “Hill
side Strangler” Ken Bianchi as an example. With his cousin Angelo Buono 
Jr., Bianchi raped, tortured, killed, and discarded the bodies of at least 12 
women in the late 1970s in Los Angeles.9 When Bianchi’s apartment was 
searched, police found several books from which he could have learned 
how to feign mental illness, including multiple personality disorder (now 
called dissociative identity disorder, or DID). He had the book Three 
Faces of Eve, about a woman with DID. He watched the movie version of 
Three Faces of Eve and the movie Sybil, also about a woman with DID, many 
times.10 Then, at one point after his arrest, Bianchi claimed multiple per
sonality disorder as his defense. He said he had an alter ego, “Steve,” who 
committed the murders. Bianchi pleaded guilty and was sentenced to life 
in prison. Buono was also sentenced to life in prison, where he died in 
2002.11

Jack Levin conveyed that he felt that a manipulative, lying serial killer 
like Bianchi, with hope of getting a new trial or being released, would 
“never give up” manipulating victims, the public, law enforcement, prison 
systems, and criminologists. According to Levin, having power and control 
over victims, agencies, and even physically over Levin when they shook 
hands, made Bianchi feel superior.12 Indeed, a news story in The Bellingham 
Herald in 2019 reported that Bianchi continues to be litigious. He has sued 
Washington State, the police, a county prosecutor, and the maker of a true 
crime novelty trading card with his face on it. He was convicted more than 
40 years ago and is still filing appeals. One former police detective observed 
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of Bianchi that “he has nothing else to do.”13 Perhaps he engages in these 
actions to try to have power. It seems that faking mental illness and trying to 
beat the system are extensions of the desire to take control over a situation.

TRAUMAGENIC PERSPECTIVE

Throughout the serial killer cases highlighted in this book, we see child
hood exposure to sexual, physical, and emotional abuse. In cases like 
those of Wuornos, J. B., and John Wayne Gacy, for example, there was 
a substantiated, marked history of exposure to physical, emotional, and 
sexual trauma. Each of these individuals developed probable psychopa
thy and lethally violent behaviors. They also appeared to know the differ
ence between right and wrong but committed heinous crimes regardless. 
They demonstrated indifference to negative events. Researchers and clin
icians  have specifically underscored that the confluence of traumatic 
experiences and mental health issues likely created violent proclivities 
in the FSKs they studied.14 Although not everyone who has traumagenic 
and clinical issues is violent, and so few have escalated to serial murder, 
evidence is strong that these factors played a role in many of these cases.

Both Aileen Wuornos and J. B. were raped repeatedly by men. From 
a clinicalevolutionary perspective, it is plausible that exposure to such 
egregious violence perpetrated by men altered unconscious drives that 
ancestral females had to seek male partners with resources. Instead, 
these victimized women secured resources through victimizing others. 
Notably, while slender, shortstatured, ancestral female hominids pur
sued male protection and resources for offspring and selfsurvival over 
millions of years in the ancestral environment, it is certainly not the view
point of evolutionary psychologists that modern women need a man’s 
money, or a male partner, or any partner to survive. Moreover, inter
pretation from an evolutionary perspective does not condone a behav
ior. Just as importantly, there is no evidence that childhood events alter 
one’s sexual orientation; Wuornos identified as nonheterosexual.15

Maltreatment in childhood, including sexual abuse, increases risk 
for later life psychopathology. Researchers believe that those who are 
abused experience epigenetic changes that increase risk for laterlife 
psychological and behavioral issues.16 (“Epigenetic” refers to a change 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.011


JUST AS DEADLY

180

in gene expression, but not in underlying gene sequence.)17 Abused or 
neglected children can experience PTSD, psychosis, and personality dis
orders. These may manifest due to deficits in emotional understanding, 
altered sensitivity to threat, and decreased sensitivity to reward.18 What 
this tells us is that we must do better in our society to protect children. 
When we do not, we risk the loss of one and many.

Nearly all the women portrayed in the FSK case studies in this book 
were victimized, with many instances of childhood sexual abuse (CSA). 
The same is true of the MSK cases presented. It is possible that these 
individuals are coping with their own perceived victimization through 
their crimes.19 It is also possible that these individuals are lying about 
their experiences, but we have no compelling reason to doubt them with 
evidence to the contrary. Indeed, in many cases, interviewing clinicians 
believed them, or others corroborated their stories. Furthermore, for 
decades, clinicians have shared the opinion that it is rare for children 
to lie about being sexually abused.20 Many children feel reluctant to dis
close they have been abused, and up to 70% of victims do not disclose 
they have been abused until adulthood.21

SOCIOCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

We do not live in a social vacuum. The world around us has a remark
able influence on who we are, how we feel, and what we do. Social, cul
tural, and historical context are all important to people’s learning and 
development. We are an agent synthesizing a constant bombardment of 
information from various social forces. (We also, of course, contribute 
to societal forces.) We start off being dependent on our caregivers, look
ing to them for provisions and social instruction. We rely on others with 
more experience. As we grow, we synthesize the influences around us to 
learn how we ought to behave. Eventually, we take increased responsibil
ity for our own behaviors and decisions.22 For better or worse, external 
forces play a major role in our development throughout the life span.

The crimes of serial killers can thus be examined from a sociocultural 
viewpoint. In fact, researchers have demonstrated statistically that cul
tural and social factors can play a considerable role in the variations of 
MSK crimes.23
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§

Ronald Dominique is a serial killer. Between 1997 and 2006, he killed at 
least 23 men in rural Louisiana. After eventually being arrested at a home
less shelter on December 1, 2006,24 he confessed to killing the 23 victims 
found throughout six parishes in southern Louisiana.25 Dominique said 
he could not remember if there were more.26

Dominique chose street hustlers and homeless men – people he could 
easily control – as his victims.27 Lafayette Police Detective Randy Chesnut 
said that Dominique’s victims “tended to be people who lived on the 
fringe.”28 Dominique’s crimes were not impulsive. They were carefully 
planned and ritualistic – he killed for sex, power, and control. He tied 
up his victims, had sex with them, and strangled them to death with an 
extension cord. He kept his victims’ urine as a trophy.29 Other reports 
indicated that many victims were found without their shoes,30 which he 
may have kept as trophies or to sell.

Sociologist Craig Forsyth, a crime mitigation expert, presented Ron
ald Dominique’s case through a sociocultural lens. Although Dominique 
was loved by his family and friends, several factors stood out about his 
sociocultural development. Born in 1964, he once saw his mother hav
ing sex with her own brother while she was still married to  Domin
ique’s father. Forsyth asserted that this destroyed sexual boundaries for 
Dominique. Then, when Dominique sang in his high school’s glee club, 
he reported – and former classmates corroborated – that he was ridiculed 
and bullied for being gay despite not being out of the closet. Because of 
this bullying, he found it difficult to go to school. He remained angry 
about this fact into his adulthood.31

When he got older, Dominique developed a heart condition and 
mobility issues. He was short in stature (about five feet five inches32), 
overweight, and used a cane to walk. He did not appear physically impos
ing. He also struggled with money, although he was helpful to his neigh
bors in the trailer park where he lived. They described him as generous.

At night, however, he seemed to take on a different persona. He per
formed drag at a local gay bar,33 although reports indicated he was not 
liked very much on the gay scene. People even made fun of him for 
riding a motorized bike, calling him “Miss Moped.” “To me, he seemed 
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like an OK guy,” said a man who knew him from a local gay bar. “But 
you could tell he was a little off. You could tell that there was definitely 
something different about him.”34

Dominique was reported to have been involved in two rapes prior to 
becoming a serial killer. In 1993, he allegedly raped a homeless man who 
had a crack (drug) habit and history of mental illness. The police in the 
town where the crime was committed did not pursue charges. However, 
a second victim came to the same police in 1996, sharing a similar story 
and accusing Dominique of rape. Dominique was charged with aggra
vated rape in 1996 and went to prison on a reduced charge. While in 
prison, Dominique himself was raped “so brutally that his rectum was 
ripped.”35 He was released on November 7, 1996.

Dominique’s first murder victim, 19yearold David Mitchell, was 
found in a canal on July 14, 1997.36 Craig Forsyth assessed that the trigger 
for Dominique becoming a serial killer was that the second rape victim 
had reported him to the police, and Dominique went to prison and was 
raped himself as a result. When he was released from prison, he subse
quently asphyxiated the men he raped so they would not tell.37

Dominique killed people who had even less power than he did: men 
who lived a “highrisk lifestyle”38 and who lived in or hung around low
budget motels known for drugs and prostitution. Police Captain Dawn 
Foret, who worked the case for two years, told reporters, “The majority 
of victims lived a transient lifestyle, a lot of them were homeless and 
involved in illegal drug activity.”39

For sentencing purposes, the court hears arguments about mitigating 
circumstances which might include “a life which predisposed him or her 
to the crime.”40 When Craig Forsyth interviewed Dominique and investi
gated his background, a clear picture emerged of sociocultural turmoil. 
Despite being loved by family and friends, Dominique was exposed to 
incest, experienced poverty, was bullied about his sexual orientation, 
had poor health, consistently felt powerless in his dealings with people 
and institutions, and was raped.41

Dominique did not receive the death penalty. Instead, he pleaded guilty 
and is serving eight life sentences for murder.42 Victim Chris Cunningham’s 
brother Kurt said to Dominique, “I hope hell finds you fast.”43 Dominique 
is serving his sentences in the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola.
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No one is looking to excuse serial murder. In Dominique’s case, he 
sadistically murdered at least 23 vulnerable people who had trusted him 
enough to enter a sexual arrangement with him. What we can do as psy
chologists and criminologists is examine the many factors and levels of 
influence that may have pushed Dominique and other serial murderers 
down an aberrant path. Again, this does not excuse the behavior.

Sociocultural theorists contend that we must view behavior and 
mental processes as a product of how the self takes in information and 
responds to the world around us. Classic theory from Lev Vygotsky44 
stressed the importance of sociocultural and historical factors affect
ing human development. Likewise, Urie Bronfenbrenner45 stressed 
the importance of complex interactions of ecological forces in human 
development. Dominique’s sociocultural experiences were profound, 
disruptive forces in his life. Craig Forsyth asserted that, much like the 
dueling literary characters Jekyll and Hyde occupying the same person, 
Dominique was caught in between two different identities – the gener
ous community member and the murderer.46 Although I am not diag
nosing anyone, Dominique’s symptoms and dual identity are similar to 
what is observed in people diagnosed with psychopathy. And, of course, 
understanding Dominique’s backstory does not diminish the agony the 
victims and their families suffered.

§

THE POWER OF THE MEDIA.  While a component of sociocultural 
influence, it is worth elaborating specifically on the influence of the mass 
media. The media have the power to engage and terrify an audience,47 but 
do they have the power to inspire crime? We might ask ourselves, what if 
culture – particularly the media – inspires serial murder? Evidence on this 
point is controversial,48 but many studies over the years have suggested that 
exposure to media violence triggers aggression and crime. Such studies 
also suggest that the media provide information on the means of executing 
a crime and can therefore inspire similar styles of crime (i.e., “copycats”). 
In a 2020 analysis of more than 32,000 cases of homicide, political scientists 
Viridiana Rios and Christopher Ferguson49 found support for the “copycat” 
theory in that media coverage influenced the probability of other criminals 
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using similar techniques. However, they did not find support for the “trig
ger” theory – that is, they found no evidence that media coverage changes 
overall homicide rates.

Do these findings generalize to serial homicide? It is possible. Although 
I have not found empirical research speaking to this point (I have only 
seen analyses of copycat serial killers in fiction50), data do show that the 
media overemphasize atypical cases of violence and homicide.51 Although 
he geared commentary towards coverage of mass murder in the media, 
researcher Grant Duwe’s exploration of “bodycount” journalism sug
gests that the media tend to “maximize the size of their audience and 
therefore their profits by catering to the public’s fascination with rare and 
sensational acts of violence.”52 His theory can encompass media coverage 
of serial murder, as well. Serial murderers have a demonstrable cultural 
impact in the USA,53 and the media seem to sensationalize and even come 
close to celebrating serial murder (e.g., murderabilia). It may be the case 
that some serial killers commit their crimes in the pursuit of this notoriety.

In 2016, sociologist Julie Wiest54 conducted an analysis of how the 
USA and United Kingdom (UK) media portray serial murderers. She 
found that UK media sources portray serial killers as traditional mon
sters, or “savage, nameless animals that prowl neighborhoods and prey 
on innocent victims.”55 Furthermore, UK media sources highlight the 
victims of serial killers’ crimes, placing lesser importance on the perpe
trator. In the USA, however, serial murderers are portrayed as “fantas
tic monsters,” having high intelligence, predation skills, and, arguably, 
celebrity status. Moreover, the media focus almost entirely on the perpe
trator, largely ignoring the victims. Wiest connected her findings to the 
sentiments of author David Schmid who labeled being a serial killer in 
America as a form of modern celebrity.56

Take, for example, the murder trial of MSK Ted Bundy in 1979. One 
young woman told reporter Dan Sewell, “I don’t know what it is he has, but 
he’s fascinating. He’s impressive. He just has a kind of magnetism.”57 Under 
the headline “AllAmerican Boy on Trial,” The New York Times reported 
on Ted Bundy’s “hair and blue eyes, looking rather Kennedyesque, 
dressed in a beige turtleneck and dark blue blazer, a smile turning the 
corners of his lean allAmerican face.”58 The article made him sound 
like a romantic hero or movie star rather than a serial killer who raped  
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and killed dozens of women, including a 12yearold junior high school 
student. In 2019, journalist Katie Dowd appropriately trashed Bundy’s 
mythological image. As she put it, “Bundy was not special. He was not a 
genius. He was a pathetic misogynist so wounded by rejection he killed 
young women to feel powerful.” She pondered, “Who benefits from 
humanizing any bit of this monster’s life?”59

Certainly, many criminals become celebrities.60 Yet, as criminologist 
Yvonne Jewkes and sociologist Travis Linneman underscored in their 
2018 book, Media and Crime in the US, people in the USA “have a relent
less fascination with serial killers.”61 Serial murder researchers Holmes 
and Holmes62 reflected the notion that many serial murderers have 
become “societal icons,” including David Berkowitz (“Son of Sam”), Ted 
Bundy, John Wayne Gacy (“Killer Clown”), Wayne Williams (“Atlanta 
Child Murders”), Gary Ridgway (“The Green River Killer”) and Dennis 
Rader (“BTK”/“Bind, Torture, Kill”). Notably, there are no FSKs on 
this list. It seems only FSK Aileen Wuornos may have approximated this 
infamy among female serial murderers in the USA. Perhaps, as I sug
gested earlier, there is a brutality threshold for gaining public recogni
tion as a serial murderer. It is also possible that the United States has a 
qualitatively different perception of serial murder compared to other 
countries, including being less willing to believe in women’s hostility and 
culpability. In England, for example, it seems that everyone knows who 
Myra Hindley is. In the 1960s, she partnered with Ian Brady to commit 
the Moors Murders, which included the sexual abuse and murder of five 
children in the Manchester area.63

There have, in fact, been serial murder cases in which the perpetrator 
follows coverage of their own crimes in the media. Ed Gein saved news
paper clippings of missing people and later confessed to two murders 
of missing women whose bodies were found in his home.64 “The Zodiac 
Killer,” still at large, actually used area newspapers as part of his crimes. 
Thought to have killed more than 12 people in San Francisco, California, 
and beyond, he created and cut a cryptogram puzzle into three pieces 
and sent each piece to a different newspaper after he murdered a victim. 
The puzzles were Zodiac (i.e., astrologically) themed, and detailed the 
killings. Zodiac challenged police, media, and the public to figure out 
his identity. According to police, “He liked publicity.”65 After more than 
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50 years, police and amateur sleuths are still trying to solve the case by 
breaking Zodiac’s code.66

§

Dennis Rader is a serial killer. Known as the “BTK Strangler” (“Bind, 
Torture, Kill”), a nickname he gave himself, Rader used the media to 
assert his power and publicize his reign of terror over Wichita, Kansas, 
beginning in the 1970s. He killed at least 10 people, beginning in 1974 
with the strangulation of Julie and Joseph Otero and two of their chil
dren, Josephine and Joseph Jr. When being arraigned on charges some 
30 years later in 2005, Rader told the court that he entered the Otero 
home through the back door, cut the family’s telephone lines (people 
typically had wired land lines then), and waited for them to return 
home. He strangled the Oteros with plastic bags and rope around 
their necks. He took 11yearold Josephine to the basement. According 
to Rader, she asked, “What is going to happen to me?” He told her, 
“Well, honey, you’re going to be in heaven with the rest of your family.” 
Then he hanged the girl from a pipe and masturbated.67 Police found 
Josephine’s body partially clothed. Rader later told Kansas Bureau of 
Investigation (KBI) special agent Raymond Lundin that he targeted 
Josephine because he liked the dark eyes, hair, and skin of people who 
are “Hispanic.”68

Standing before the court, Rader told Sedgwick County District Judge 
Greg Waller, “I had some sexual fantasies. That was after she [Josephine] 
was hung.” When time allowed, Rader would pose victims’ bodies in 
bondage positions, take photographs, and masturbate. Semen was found 
at scenes, although authorities did not report finding evidence of sexual 
assault of living victims. Rader sometimes stole victims’ underpants and 
later wore them himself to reenact the thrill of killing.69

Rader communicated with Police Chief Richard LaMunyon, and the 
world, through the media. In the late 1970s, various media outlets would 
receive letters from an author who claimed to have committed unsolved 
murders.70 Authorities say that Rader first put a letter about his crimes 
against the Otero family inside a book in the Wichita Public Library. Sub
sequently, he sent the media letters, poems, and even drawings, taunting 
them about his past murders and his plans for future ones.71 In 1974, 
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Rader used the initials “BTK” in a poem about victim Shirley Vian, which 
he sent to The Wichita Eagle and Beacon.72 He sent another letter to tele
vision station KAKETV in 1978, calling attention to a lack of current 
media coverage of his crimes. “A little paragraph in the newspaper would 
have been enough,” the letter said. According to Chief LaMunyon, BTK 
appeared to be seeking recognition. Authorities confirmed that Rader 
checked news reports for coverage of his crimes.

In February 1978, newspapers reported receiving another letter from 
BTK. This time, he provided enough details about an unsolved murder 
for police to tie him to the slaying of 20yearold Kathy Bright, who was 
murdered in April 1974. The story appeared on page 8 of The Manhattan 
Mercury, a local Kansas newspaper.73 Another story about BTK, appearing 
in The Wichita Beacon in February 1978, ran on page 42.74 One wonders 
how much it bothered Rader that he was no longer a frontpage story.

On the 30year anniversary of his first murders, a newspaper ran a 
story theorizing that BTK was dead. This apparently did not sit well with 
the attentionseeking Rader, who sent new letters to the media and left 
strange packages of details around Wichita. In March 2004, The Wich-
ita Eagle received a package from BTK containing crime scene photos 
of the 1986 murder of Vicki Wegerle. In December 2004, a letter from 
BTK was found in Murdock Park containing victim Nancy Fox’s driver’s 
license.75 Over time, claimed Chief LaMunyon, the tenor of BTK’s letters 
to the media changed. His early messages contained anger and hurt. He 
wanted to make a name for himself. Rader suggested the nom de guerre 
“BTK,” which stuck. His later messages, however, largely took the form 
of puzzles, seemingly geared at getting himself caught. These messages 
included an anagram of letters spelling “D RADER,” as well as his house 
address number 6220.76

Years later, Rader was still using the media to his advantage – or so 
he thought. He asked the police to place a classified ad in a local news
paper, verifying that he could communicate with them by sending a com
puter floppy disk. “Be honest,” he urged them. Per Rader’s instructions, 
the police placed an ad that said, “Rex, it will be OK.” Rader then sent a 
computer disk to a local television station containing information about 
clues to crimes. However, unbeknownst to him, the disk contained meta
data that investigators traced to Christ Lutheran Church, where Rader 
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was the congregation council president. The computer log revealed that 
“Dennis” was the last user.77 Rader later said, “The floppy did me in.”78

In addition, police had DNA samples that connected him to the mur
ders. While the science did not exist in the 1970s and 1980s to solve the 
case, it did in 2005, and law enforcement had had the foresight to pre
serve their evidence.79 Rader’s daughter Kerri had recently had medical 
tests, and without her knowledge, authorities secured a court order to 
obtain a sample of her DNA from laboratory specimens for comparison. 
Kerri’s DNA showed a 90% match to that found at BTK crime scenes.80

On February 25, 2005, police arrested Dennis Rader for crimes com
mitted from 1974 to 1991. The pastor of Christ Lutheran Church was so 
stunned that Rader was under arrest, police had to repeat what they were 
telling him a few times.81 One can only guess how the pastor processed 
the news that Rader, after strangling Marine Hedge, had put her body 
in the trunk of his car, driven her to the church, posed her body on the 
altar, and taken photographs.82

10.1 “BTK Strangler” Dennis Rader being escorted into the El Dorado Correctional 
Facility in 2005. Rader sent clues of his crimes to the media and police. (Photo by Jeff 
TuttlePool/Getty Images)
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According to FBI agent Gregg McCrary and Chief LaMunyon, the BTK 
killer might never have been caught had Rader not opted to interact with 
the media again. Lieutenant Ken Landwehr, who headed the multiagency 
taskforce charged with catching BTK, affirmed, “Him sending that disk 
is what cracked the case. If he had just quit and kept his mouth shut, we 
might never have connected the dots.”83 Gregg McCrary, a retired FBI pro
filer, told NBC News, “Once he raised his head again and started gaming 
again, taunting the police . . . [it] breeds new life into this case.”84

At his sentencing, Rader made a statement that, as noted by crimino
logist Jacqueline Helfgott,85 seemed more like a press conference. He stated 
that he had many things in common with the victims, such as gardening, 
liking dogs, and writing poetry. He also alarmingly proclaimed that one 
of his young victims reminded him of his own children. This event, albeit 
bizarre, certainly fit in with Rader’s attentiondemanding modus operandi. 
At the end of his speech, he was sentenced to prison for ten counts of 
firstdegree murder. He will be eligible for release in 2180, at age 235.86

Experts contend that Rader’s characteristics are in line with those 
seen in psychopaths. Reflecting Hervey Cleckley’s “mask of sanity,” 
Rader was a contributing member of his community and church on one 
hand, while perpetrating vicious murders on the other. In fact, serial 
homicide researcher and expert Jack Levin said that Rader was “extraor
dinarily ordinary.”87 At the same time, as former FBI profiler Clint Van 
Zandt told NBC News, Rader is “someone who has no conscience, no 
guilt, someone who takes no responsibility for his actions.”88 A Wichita 
psychologist who worked with police on Rader’s case, Howard Brodsky, 
said that during his hearings Rader had “a striking lack of remorse and 
emotionality. That’s the keynote of a sociopath.” He added, “This guy 
was an aberration.”89

In an interview for WebMD, Jack Levin underscored how sexual serial 
killers have a pronounced need for control and power, and that victims’ 
suffering makes them feel important.90 Rader was sexually sadistically 
motivated by violent, misogynistic fantasies. He almost always targeted 
women, whom he would choke nearly to death, allow to regain con
sciousness, then choke again, gaining a thrill and a sense of power from 
his victims’ suffering. When they were dead, he would sometimes mas
turbate into their underpants, with sadistic fantasies fueling his sexual 
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gratification.91 Of sexually sadistic killers like Rader, criminologist Jen
nifer Murray said they are “engrossed in a disturbing fantasy world of 
compulsive fixation on the absolute control over, objectification of, and 
the infliction of pain onto the victim.”92 Exerting his power through sex
ual dominance, assault, violence, and murder, Rader terrorized Wichita 
residents for decades before he was caught.

In 2005, psychologist Howard Brodsky said that Rader “wants to make 
himself interesting. He’s very interested in his legacy, the books and mov
ies that will follow.”93 Many years later, Brodsky remains correct in that 
Rader is still interested in his legacy. Rader still tries to garner media 
attention, and in 2017 told The Wichita Eagle that he was concerned about 
what will happen to his remains after he dies. He told the reporter, Roy 
Wenzl, that he wondered if his family would like to have his possessions 
when he passes. “I did write Kerri and ask her and the family if they would 
like my leftover art, poetry, papers, logbooks, journal, etc.” Daughter 
Kerri Rader Rawson groaned as she told Wenzl that the family does not 
want his belongings, nor does she want them sold, which could cause 
more harm to his victims.94 Rawson told a CrimeCon crowd in 2021 that 
she was disgusted by murderabilia, and she was particularly disturbed to 
learn that her father was autographing BTK crime scene photos and that 
these were desirable among collectors.95

§

In all my years of research, I have seen no cases in which FSKs taunt police 
and engage with the media as MSKs have. Further, I have seen no cases in 
which FSKs have retained copies of newspaper coverage of their crimes. 
Why might this be? One reason could be that there is no such coverage. 
Solo FSKs do not typically leave a string of grisly crime scenes behind, and 
thus do not fuel media and morbid imaginations in quite the same way.

FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE.  In the course of my research, I have 
been intrigued by the question of whether my work could be con
sidered “feminist.” I endeavor to demonstrate that women are just 
as capable of serial murder as are men. Women might account for 
a small proportion of all serial murderers, but when they do kill, 
they poison, smother, beat, shoot, and drown babies, old people,  
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and sick people. These crimes are just as deadly as those committed by 
men. It also may be the case that women commit many more serial mur
ders and just do not get caught as frequently as men do. To begin with, 
we know that murder does not fit a gender stereotype for women. Addi
tionally, a death might not appear as a murder when poison is used – 
FSKs’ most commonly used means. They might just get away with it. Of 
course, this concept could never be tested, but it is a possibility.

Psychologist Amanda Farrell and her team96 also offered some fem
inist perspective on FSKs. They pointed out that female serial mur
derers can be thought of as being in revolt against patriarchal society. 
FSKs target male spouses, children, and those in their care, perhaps as 
a rebellion against the traditional maternal role. Still, FSKs also target 
parents, siblings, aunts, and cousins, and those who simply get in their 
way. We can therefore see aggression beyond the confines of relational 
roles. In fact, FSKs most frequently target both male and female victims, 
and the endgame of death is typically more important than the players 
eliminated. Stated another way, FSKs typically kill people as a part of 
their plan to gain money or power, but whom they kill, as well as the 
dying process itself, seem less important. Think of Dorothea Puente, 
who killed tenants. She was a landlady who posed as a caregiver, but she 
poisoned and smothered disabled and underprivileged tenants for their 
government benefit checks. Her goal was profit; there is no evidence she 
had a personal issue with any of the victims.

On the other hand, there were indeed FSKs who murdered people 
because of who and what they were. Patty Cannon murdered a known 
slave trader and was reported to be proud of doing it. Jane Toppan 
killed landlords and her foster sister, people who held power over her 
in one form or another. Aileen Wuornos said she killed predatory men 
as a favor to society. As women’s roles continue to change economically, 
politically, and socially, we can see if trends in FSK murders change.

PSYCHOSOCIAL FORCES: IN SUM

To summarize, researchers and authors have underscored that “struc
ture and agency come together to create opportunity” for murder. To 
understand serial murder committed by women or men more fully, we 
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certainly should examine the perpetrator’s perceptions and cognitions, 
and consider how their experiences, particularly those that are trauma
genic, shaped their way of viewing and reacting to the world. We should 
also examine the roles of the family, economy, religion, and education 
in their lives.97 Further, more broadly, we should examine the historical 
and cultural contexts of murder.98 Serial killers do not develop and exist 
in a vacuum.

THE EFFECTS OF SERIAL KILLERS: VICTIMS AND BEYOND 

Indeed, the crimes of serial murderers do not exist in a vacuum, either. 
In this chapter on suspected psychosocial influences on serial murderers, I 
wanted to validate the psychosocial influences of  serial murderers. Victims’ 
families, their friends, and their communities are affected profoundly and 
permanently by these murders. First, let me again underscore the sheer 
terror that the victims must have experienced in their final moments.

In this book, I have described the cruel murders of innocent people 
of all ages and genders. For example, prosecutors say FSK Kristen Gilbert 
injected hospitalized veterans with epinephrine, inducing cardiac arrest. 
The VA hospital where she worked could not account for nearly two
thirds of the epinephrine dispensed to Ward C during the time of her 
killings. An epinephrine injection would explain the fatal heart attack 
suffered by 72yearold Francis Marier on December 20, 1995. Sources 
say Gilbert wanted to leave early on December 20, and when her request 
was denied, she took out her frustrations on Marier. Marier was more 
than a victim. He was a hero: a World War II veteran who, on DDay 
in 1944, invaded Normandy with Allied forces.99 We must also remem
ber that, in addition to health issues, veterans already experience a high 
prevalence of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), feelings of social 
isolation, and other major psychological issues.100 Francis Marier, and all 
the victims, deserved so much better.

It is also difficult to imagine what victims’ families and friends endure. 
Loved ones of murder victims are shaken, angry, confused, anxious, and 
feel as if their world has been turned upside down. They often wonder 
how they will go on living, and how what happened will forever change 
their life narrative.101 Although not focusing on serial murder victims’ 
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families per se, psychologists Jennifer Connolly and Ronit Gordon 
reviewed years of research into the consequences of murder for victims’ 
loved ones, experiences called being a “covictim” or “survivor” of mur
der. In addition to their profound grief, families feel marked distress, 
including posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, and depres
sion. Families experience crisis at school, work, in their social lives, 
and among themselves. They cannot focus. They avoid gatherings, feel 
alienated, and friends may even avoid them, perhaps out of not knowing 
how to act with someone who experienced a traumatic loss.102 In losing a 
loved one tragically, it seems one loses a part of oneself.

FSK Dana Sue Gray, an unemployed nurse, murdered elderly women 
in California in the mid1990s. She stole their credit cards and went on 
shopping sprees. June Elizabeth Roberts, whom Gray knew socially, had 
just turned 66 years old in 1994. Loved ones were very worried, because 
they could not get in contact with her to wish her “happy birthday.” So, 
they checked in on her in her home, only to find her dead in a pool of 
her own blood. Gray strangled Roberts with a telephone cord and bludg
eoned her to death. Similarly, Dora Beebe was 87 years old when Gray 
struck her in the head multiple times with a clothing iron and strangled 
her with a telephone cord. These women were brutalized in their last 
moments. Gray stole elderly women’s credit cards and bought perfume, 
shoes, sneakers, cowboy boots, and vodka. Family and friends listened in 
horror as details were discussed at Gray’s trial.103 Gray’s victims suffered 
unimaginable trauma before they died, and it is difficult to imagine the 
trauma loved ones experienced when finding their loved one dead and 
the pain as they learned the gruesome details of these murders.

Gray was sentenced to life in prison for her crimes, but she makes 
money from selling her autographed underpants and her sketches, 
including a drawing of a butterfly and a skeleton.104 Serial murder vic
tims’ families report that such commodification of murder compounds 
their hurt.105

FSK nursing assistant Reta Mays murdered infirm disabled veterans 
on her shifts from 2017 to 2018 at the Louis A. Johnson VA Medical 
Center in West Virginia. (I will discuss her case in more detail later.) 
The families of the victims of Reta Mays were griefstricken and angry. 
They felt confused and betrayed, as Mays had spent time talking to and 
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comforting these families as they visited their loved ones at the VA Medi
cal Center. Robert Edge Jr. is the son of victim Robert Edge Sr., who was 
killed by Mays. Edge Jr. emphasized the pain Mays caused his family. By 
killing Edge Sr., Reta Mays had taken away a beloved father, grandfather, 
and greatgrandfather. Robert Jr. said to Mays, “I do not forgive you. I 
would punish you with my own hands if it would do any good. I want you 
to experience what death feels like.” Mays’ victim Archie Edgell was mar
ried for more than 60 years. His wife, Frances, died about a year after he 
did. Her family believes she died from a broken heart.106

Families were present when Reta Mays was sentenced to seven life 
sentences, but certainly, as stated by Acting US Attorney Randolph J. 
Bernard, “No amount of prison time will erase the pain and loss that the 
families of these brave and honorable men have experienced.”107 Fam
ilies stress that those who are murdered should not be solely remem
bered as victims. Of her fatherin law who was killed by Mays, Amanda 
Edgell stressed that Archie Edgell “is not defined by how he died.”108

Darla Sue Scott’s family stressed that she was more than the victim of 
MSK Robert Yates. Scott’s family members were seen wearing shirts with 
her picture on it, captioned, “Mommy,” “Niece,” and “Honey.” Sunny 
Gale Oster was also more than a victim of Yates. Her family stressed that 
she was a beloved daughter and mother. The last thing Oster’s step
mother said to her was, “Be careful, Sunny Gale. I love you.” Sunny Gale 
said, “I love you, too.”109

Psychologists argue it can be incomprehensible for family mem
bers to process that a loved one has been murdered. MSK Robert Yates 
murdered Melody Murfin and buried her in his own backyard. When 
addressing the court during Yates’ trail, Murfin’s two daughters asked, 
“How could you do that to us?” In court, victims’ relatives called Yates a 
“sick monster.”110

Victims’ families show emotions ranging from anger to anguish. In 
the case of MSK Joe DeAngelo, Patti Cosper, whose mother was raped 
by DeAngelo, read to the court a victim impact statement on behalf 
of her mother, and then threw DeAngelo the middle finger.111 Victim 
Katie Maggiore’s brother also read an impact statement. DeAngelo shot 
and killed Katie and Brian Maggiore in 1978 while they were walking 
their dog. DeAngelo had shot Katie, who just turned 20 years old, in the 
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head. Her brother stressed, “He had no idea how much Katie and Brian 
were loved.”112

In some cases, families get no closure. John Wayne Gacy kidnapped, 
sexually assaulted, and brutally murdered 33 young men, defiled and dis
carded their bodies in his dirt crawl space, and left them decomposing. 
In the Gacy case, some families of missing young men only suspected 
their relative was a Gacy victim, but never received a positive identifica
tion. Other families have questioned the accuracy of identification of 
victim remains. For example, DNA evidence presented by victim Michael 
Marino’s mother, Sherry, showed that the body identified as Michael’s 
by the Gacy investigation team, and buried by Sherry and her family, 
could not be biologically related to her. According to her attorney, “This 
leaves Sherry with more questions than answers.”113 Research evidence 
consistently shows profound psychological pain for those like Sherry 
whose loved ones are missing, including enduring grief, PTSD, depres
sion, and anxiety.114

The families of MSK Ronald Dominique’s victims were also denied 
closure. It was extremely difficult to identify the bodies of victims left in 
bayous, garbage bins, and sugarcane fields in and around several Lou
isiana parishes, as some were eaten by rodents, and some decomposed 
after spending months exposed to the elements. Victim Wayne Smith’s 
mother Angela said in court, “I really don’t know if my child is dead or 
not because I did not get a chance to see my baby.”115

Some families report feeling a little relief when the perpetrator 
is removed from society, never to hurt another person. Christine 
Duquette’s brother, Henry Hudon, was murdered by Kristen Gilbert. 
Duquette wanted Gilbert to get the death penalty. However, Duquette 
appreciated that Gilbert’s four life sentences would keep her away from 
the world forever. In her own grief, Duquette did not want others to 
meet the same terrible fate that her brother did.116

How about the people who helped catch serial killers? These murders 
also profoundly distress investigators. The sheriff investigating Ed Gein’s 
grizzly house of victim remains ran to the sink to vomit, but he found 
Bernice Worden’s decapitated head there. Her body was found hanging 
elsewhere by her heels. The sheriff had to run outside to compose him
self.117 One cannot fathom processing the imagery of Gein’s house in 
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person, with furniture upholstered with human skin, clothing made of 
human skin, skulls as dinnerware, and heads in plastic bags. Newspapers 
reported that no one wanted to stay very long in Gein’s house.118

Officials had a similar reaction to John Wayne Gacy’s murders. 
According to the Chicago Tribune, Cook County State Attorney Bernard 
Carey said that John Wayne Gacy’s case was “one of the most horrendous 
I have ever had anything to do with.”119 Judge Louis Garippo quit right 
after sentencing Gacy to death.120 Psychologists and criminologists argue 
that investigators of homicide feel pressure to solve cases and experience 
intrusive, unwanted thoughts about their cases. Investigators of murder 
are routinely distressed.121

What about people who assisted a serial killer investigation? Kim 
Byers put her film development receipt in her friend Rob Piest’s win
ter coat pocket. The receipt was found in John Wayne Gacy’s house 
and was an important key in linking Gacy to Rob’s murder and the 
other crimes Gacy committed. Journalist Courtney Lund O’Neill is 
Kim ByersLund’s daughter. In Harper’s Bazaar in 2018, O’Neill told 
the story of her mother’s involvement in the Gacy case. Kim, who 
became a physician and later a Lieutenant Colonel in the US Army 
Reserves, would be forever affected by these horrific murders, as was 
Courtney. Gacy was their “bogeyman.” ByersLund said she was grate
ful for the feeling that prompted her to take that receipt out of the 
trash and save it. Through counseling, she came to feel that she and 
the spirit of her friend Rob Piest had somehow worked as a team “to 
stop the cycle of evil.”122

Both ByersLund and O’Neill expressed the wish that society would 
tune in more to murder victims, such as Rob Piest, and pay less atten
tion to the “monsters” who take their lives.123 It is interesting that Byers
Lund, traumatized by the loss of her friend and her involvement in the 
notorious Gacy murder case, became a physician, a career involving 
healing.

How about the families of serial killers? John Wayne Gacy’s family was 
in shock. His sister said, “I just can’t believe it!” and continued, “We were 
an extremely closeknit family. We still are.” On the last time she and 
Gacy saw each other, she said, “He was fine, the same as he always was.”124 
Jerome Brudos’ wife Ralphene was accused of helping him murder Karen 
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Sprinkler, but she was tried and found not guilty. Ralphene changed her 
name and never let Jerome Brudos see their children again.125 Robert 
Yates’ daughter Sasha was also in shock, exclaiming “What they went 
through – these families? How they feel about us? How much they prob
ably hate us?”126 In some instances, families of murderers may even face 
anger and blame for how their loved ones “turned out.”127 It is notewor
thy that serial killers’ families feel dismay, stigma, and uncertainty as to 
how and when to interact with others.

Dennis Rader’s daughter Kerri Rawson authored a book about her 
experiences coming to terms with the fact that her father was BTK, one 
of the most notorious serial killers in American history: A Serial Killer’s 
Daughter: My Story of Faith, Love, and Overcoming. In the book, she stated, 
“I struggled to comprehend the fact that the first twentysix years of my 
life had been a lie. My father was not the man I’d known him to be.” 
She added, “I wrestled with shame, guilt, anger, and hatred.”128 She 
told The Wichita Eagle, “I don’t know of anyone who has a father like 
mine.”129

Previously, Kerri had only known Dennis as a loving father, a Boy 
Scout troup leader, an Air Force veteran, and a man involved in his 
church. Kerri Rader Rawson did observe, however, that, at times “he 
could be very firm or have flashes of anger or outbursts that you weren’t 
expecting.”130 Rawson said, “When your father is the BTK serial killer, 
forgiveness is not tidy.”131

Still, when your family was brutally murdered by BTK, forgiveness is 
not forthcoming. Jeff Davis’ mother was the kind and loving Dolores 
“Dee” Davis. She was Dennis Rader’s final victim. Davis said he has no 
issue with Kerry Rawson writing about her father’s (BTK’s) crimes. How
ever, he added, “Every time they [the media] shine the light on her, 
then part of that light, in his mind, shines on that little cockroach that 
masquerades as her father.”

During Rader’s trial, victims’ families had to hear all the gruesome 
details of his crimes, and his photographs, drawings, and other souvenirs 
of his crimes.132 At Rader’s prison sentencing, Jeff called Rader “social 
sewage.” He said, “My mother had been a beautiful person inside and 
out, and she’s disregarded like a bag of garbage.”133 Davis stared at Rader 
while his sister, Dolores’ daughter Laurel Keating, read a victim impact 
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statement that included, “Remember that no one so evil should ever be 
able allowed to hold control over others.”134 Jeff Davis told the press, 
“He just nauseates me.” Later, Davis said of his mother, “She was very, 
very special, with her modesty and grace and sincerity.” He added, “She 
definitely was a person you didn’t forget.”135

BTK victim Nancy Fox’s sister, Beverly Plapp, told reporters that she 
has emotional scars that will never heal from her sister’s murder. She 
said, “As far as I’m concerned, Dennis Rader does not deserve to live. I 
want him to suffer as much as he made his victims suffer.”136 At senten
cing, Plapp said, “This man needs to be thrown in a deep, dark hole and 
left to rot.” She urged the court that Rader should “never, ever see the 
light of day . . . On the day he dies, Nancy and all of his victims will be 
waiting with God and watching him as he burns in hell.”137

Charlie Otero was 15 at the time his parents and siblings were mur
dered by BTK. His brother Danny and sister Carmen arrived home from 
school a few minutes earlier and found his parents dead. Carmen was 
13 years old when she cut the binding off the face of her mother, who 
was already dead. Because their phone was dead, the children ran to the 
neighbors to call the police. The Otero children told the police they 
were waiting for their other two siblings to arrive home from school. 
Police found those siblings murdered in the home. The surviving Otero 
children, now adults, watched in tears when crime photos were shown at 
Dennis Rader’s trial.138

Charlie Otero said his whole life changed on that terrible day. Dec
ades after his family was decimated by BTK, Charlie said that he could 
literally smell fear based on his horrible experience. He told reporters, 
“People exude a smell when they are really scared.” He does, however, 
remember his family fondly. Charlie Otero said that with Rader behind 
bars, he was working on healing. “If there’s a heaven, I want my mom 
and dad to look down and be proud,” he says. “I want my family to know 
I’m going to make it.”139

Communities are markedly affected by serial murder, too. Sources 
say that Wichita, Kansas, where BTK terrorized the community for dec
ades, changed forever. After Dennis Rader was sentenced to prison, The 
Wichita Eagle said, pointedly, that it “is not really about where Rader goes 
from here. It’s where we go from here.”140
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The victims of serial murderers must have experienced dread and 
pain in their final moments, and trauma from these crimes reaches 
beyond the victims to their families, friends, and even entire cities. Still, 
we hope that we can also ultimately see resilience141 in those whose lives 
have been violated by the murders of their loved ones.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009158183.011


200

CHAPTER 11

Evolutionary and Converging  
Perspectives of Serial Murder

Evolutionary psychology is a subdivision of behavioral neu-
roscience. However, as an evolutionary psychologist, I wanted to 

devote special attention to the psychological viewpoint that influenced 
my decision to pursue research on the motives of FSKs and sex differ-
ences between the crimes of FSKs and MSKs. From the first Evolutionary 
Psychology course I took in college with Professor Gordon G. Gallup Jr. 
at the University at Albany, State University of New York, in the 1990s, I 
was hooked on this approach to studying behavior and mental processes. 
In fact, I was fortunate to stay at “UAlbany” for graduate study under Dr. 
Gallup’s mentoring.

Of course, to me, all behavior and mental processes have evolutionary 
influences. Even with the first project on serial murder I undertook with 
colleagues,1 I anticipated collecting an array of interesting data describ-
ing backgrounds, crimes, and motives of FSKs, but I also knew there 
would be opportunity to attempt to understand these FSK characteristics 
through their evolutionary underpinnings.

FEMALE SERIAL KILLERS MURDER FOR MONEY,  

MALE SERIAL KILLERS MURDER FOR SEX

As I mentioned in Chapter 6, genesmanship2 is an unconscious, evolved 
priority in all organisms. Our genes compel us to behave in ways that 
maximize our likelihood of leaving descendants and that can perpetuate 
our genes into subsequent generations. Ancestral persons who engaged 
in genetically mediated adaptative behavior left more descendants 
than those who did not, thereby altering the gene pool. Human sexual  
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psychology follows this premise. In his classic Parental Investment The-
ory, Robert Trivers3 underscored the evolution of fundamental repro-
ductive differences between women and men. He described how evolved 
psychological mechanisms serve sex-specific interests in terms of maxi-
mizing reproductive fitness.

With males producing millions of sperm daily and being fertile from 
puberty throughout the life span, seeking sex frequently with more 
female partners increases the chance of insemination and reproduction. 
I am not saying modern men have a free Darwinian ticket to be promis-
cuous. In the ancestral environment, males who sought sex more would 
have left more descendants.4 To this day, when compared to women, 
men still want more frequent sex, increased partner variety, greater sex 
act variation, more one-night stands, and will consent to sex sooner in a 
given situation.5 Men evolved to place a premium on sex.

In contrast, women are born with a few hundred thousand eggs and 
will ovulate only a few hundred eggs in their lifetimes, beginning at 
puberty and ceasing at menopause. Pregnant women experience a pro-
found, obligatory parental investment, with pregnancy, childbirth, lac-
tation, and child-rearing. With such a limited reproductive opportunity 
compared to males, females in the ancestral environment would have to 
be choosy about the man they selected to impregnate them.6 Moreover, 
ancestral hominid females were smaller and more slender than hominid 
males,7 so females would have increased the chances of survival for them-
selves and their offspring by partnering with a male who had formida-
ble status and resources to invest in the relationship and child-rearing.8 
Even today, women around the world prefer mates with high status and 
resources.9 Women evolved to place a premium on resources. I am not 
saying modern women need any partner. I am saying that over millions 
of years of human evolution, ancestral females were probably better off 
if they did have a partner.

When my team and I first began our research on FSKs, we observed 
that financial profit was a primary motivator for FSK homicides.10 
This corroborates the findings of other FSK researchers and teams, 
although there is a limited body of existing work. It also fits the notion 
of women’s ancestral tendency to strive for resources. While murder is 
obviously always horrific, the underlying drive to secure resources for 
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survival is nonetheless there. For example, Belle Gunness killed her 
husbands for insurance money and unsuspecting suitors for the con-
tents of their bank accounts. Lydia Sherman killed children who used 
up “her” resources. I then took note of existing research documenting 
the predominantly sexual nature of MSK crimes and explored what it 
might tell us from an evolutionary perspective. While it is reproduc-
tively meaningless to kill a partner before or after sex, the sex drive is 
clearly there.

In 2019, my team and I gathered data and directly, empirically exam-
ined and compared the nature of FSK and MSK crimes to determine 
whether and how the data fit with Trivers’ “parental investment theory.” 
Our predictions were supported.11 What we found aligned with evolu-
tionary theory:

• MSKs have low access to resources, as evidenced by their low socioeco-
nomic status. They are therefore less likely than other men to enjoy mate 
success in a normal way, as women worldwide prefer men with resources.

• MSKs’ most common motive was sexual, and MSKs had a sexual motive 
far more frequently than FSKs.

• FSKs’ most common motive for killing was profit, and FSKs had a 
profit motive far more frequently compared to men.12

In fact, the most common motive of FSKs has stayed persistent over 
time. Delving back into unpublished data from my team’s original FSK 
study, it appears that the primary motive for FSKs was financial in the 
1800s, 1900s, and 2000s, with no statistical difference between centur-
ies.13 This evidence suggests that FSKs’ pathological drive for resources 
(i.e., greed) is timeless.14

FEMALE SERIAL KILLERS GATHER,  

MALE SERIAL KILLERS HUNT

When conducting this research, I also thought about victim selection. 
FSKs largely kill people they know – people around them. In some cases, 
they gain insurance money or other benefits from their victims’ deaths. 
We thus can say that female serial killers “gather” victims. In contrast, 
MSKs stalk and murder strangers, sometimes keeping trophies of their 
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kills. This is what hunters do. Is it possible that female serial killers are 
gatherers and male serial killers are hunters, following ancestral agrar-
ian societal tendencies?

For about 95% of human history, we probably lived in hunter-gath-
erer societies.15 Repeated social, ecological, and physical components of 
our ancestral environment gave rise to genetic-based mental and behav-
ioral adaptations that would maximize our chances of survival and repro-
duction.16 Perhaps it remains part of our unconscious psychology for 
men to hunt and women to gather, but in the case of serial murder, this 
is taken to a violent extreme.

Offering one of the only empirical comparisons of FSKs and MSKs 
(i.e., a comparison based on statistical analysis), my team found support 
for every hypothesis we tested regarding the hunter-gatherer model of 
serial murder. As reported in our article “Sex Differences in Serial Kill-
ers,”17 we found that:

• FSKs are more likely to know their victims than MSKs.
• FSKs are more likely to enjoy financial gain from their crimes.
• MSKs engage in stalking more than FSKs do.
• MSKs kill strangers more frequently than FSKs do.
• MSKs are more likely to kill across a dispersed area away from their 

birthplace compared to FSKs.

It is worth noting that hunter-gather models of human ancestral 
living describe many dimensions of mobility, environmental harsh-
ness, and use of resources. It was not a one-size-fits-all environment 
for millions of years of human evolution. It is therefore difficult to 
describe blanket ancestral tendencies.18 It is also worth emphasizing 
that humans have not evolved to be serial killers – not at all. Nor does 
evolutionary psychology explain the entire phenomenon of serial 
murder. Evolutionary psychologists think of evolved, unconscious 
drives as ultimate, distant motivators of human behavior and mental 
processes. There are countless other proximate influences on human 
psychology – including the neural issues, mental illness, trauma, and 
social forces presented in the previous chapters. Investigations from all 
these viewpoints contribute towards our understanding of what makes 
a serial murderer.
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A behavior or mental process may recapitulate ancestral tendencies, 
but that does not mean it is good or correct. Further, individual differ-
ences certainly exist in the expression of ancestral tendencies.19 I empha-
size that I am not saying all human beings evolved to be serial killers.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: CONVERGING  PERSPECTIVES

Even as an evolutionary psychologist, I strive to promote the notion that 
any human behavior is multifaceted and must be considered through 
a biopsychosocial lens for the best insight. Besides our evolved genetic 
makeup, our other physiological makeup plays a role in how we perceive, 
process, and act in the world, with variation in gene sequence and expres-
sion, brain regions, neurotransmitters, and hormones involved in, and 
influenced by, our functioning. Furthermore, all our personal experiences 
and beliefs about the world influence what we do. Our sociocultural world 
impacts us. Think of our family dynamics, friendships, schools, teachers, 
governments, and cultural phenomena and figures influencing our per-
ceptions and decisions. Interacting with these forces alters our attributions 
and attitudes and contributes to our psychological health or dysfunction.

As noted by the World Health Organization and so many others, a single 
perspective regarding the pathway to murder will not provide a complete 
answer. We must consider the many forces that contribute to the growth 
and development of the human psyche. We might visualize, in general, a 
model of the proclivity for serial murder as portrayed in the figure below.

I use the term “proclivity for serial murder,” because while all these 
factors may be at play for a given individual, the individual may not have 
the opportunity or means to commit multiple murders. Furthermore, it 
may be the case that some serial murderers were not influenced by some 
of these factors – I am not sure we will ever know. Also this model does not 
accurately capture overlap and multidirectionality. We do not have the 
evidence to support a hierarchy or magnitude of influence, each over the 
other. We also do not know which factors work more closely together, and 
which may be unrelated. Yet, even though this model will be a work in pro-
gress for the foreseeable future as psychologists, criminologists, and law 
enforcement professionals work to solve the mysteries of serial murder, it 
helps us visualize the forces at play in what may create a serial murderer.
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By viewing converging data, we can derive a better picture of why some-
one might commit serial murder, but we are a long way from being able to 
predict what factors or combination thereof “act as an incubator”20 to cre-
ate a serial killer. Even with increasingly sophisticated neuroimaging tech-
niques, neurocriminologist Adrian Raine21 emphasized that we are not at 
the point in science where we could determine who is a serial killer, or who 
is even approaching that type of violence. Our biology interacts with our 
cognitions and our environment to create who we are.

Psychological
dysfunction

Evolutionary
drive

malfunction

Cultural and
historical
pressures

Social and
gender role
pressures

Traumagenic
development

Biological
dysregulation

Proclivity for
serial

murder

11.1 Theoretical model of sources of influence in the pathway to becoming a serial 
 murderer. Figure drawn by the author.
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CHAPTER 12

Our Understanding of Serial Killers Evolves

In my research comparing FSKs and MSKs, I found stark dif-
ferences in their motives and crimes. They also had differences in 

background. For example, FSKs are much more likely to have been in 
a romantic relationship and typically have more formal education than 
MSKs. Still, when one examines cases on a deeper level, we see that 
FSKs and MSKs commonly have experienced a traumagenic upbring-
ing.

As stated earlier, there is a major difference in how FSKs and MSKs 
are suspected and eventually caught. Evidence suggests that we must 
catch MSKs, but we must detect FSKs. For MSKs, victims, typically young, 
single women, turn up missing or dead mutilated; it is obvious someone 
committed a murder. That is almost always not the case for FSKs, where 
a murder can pass as a natural death, or victim deaths may seem acciden-
tal until we put two and two together. In 1919, the Daily Arkansas Gazette 
made the same observation when talking about FSK Amy  Archer-Gilligan, 
arguing how difficult it was to detect the crimes that had been  committed:

The bodies were not buried at Mrs. Gilligan’s place. Men and women who 

died there were taken away by relatives and buried in graveyards near and 

far. Thus no accretion of corpses slept about the premises to rise at some 

fatal moment and mock the murderer.1

This observation resonates with the fact that 77% of FSKs in my team’s 
study primarily poisoned or asphyxiated victims. Deaths by these means 
can be, and have been, mistaken as resulting from medical conditions. 
Although we know that techniques of criminal investigation are evolving 
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with a great deal of sophistication, for confirmed or potential FSKs, it 
just may be the case that perpetrators’ knowledge of detection tech-
niques keeps down victim numbers, as the perpetrator feels they may get 
caught. Modern medical diagnoses and treatment, psychological diagno-
ses and care, and communication between agencies allow for detecting 
and tracking problems. For example, centralized medical records can 
reveal subsequent child deaths in the same family, or a string of unex-
pected deaths with related causes.

§

Reta Mays is a serial killer. She was a nursing assistant on overnight shifts 
at the Louis A. Johnson VA Medical Center in Clarksburg, West Virginia. 
A veteran herself, Mays murdered seven vulnerable men, ranging in age 
from 81 to 96. They had all served in the US Armed Forces in World War 
II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War.2

Mays’ weapon of choice was unprescribed insulin. Patients in Ward 
3A experienced unexplained drops in blood sugar, which caused seven 
patients’ deaths from 2017 to 2018. Four of her victims died within a 
 three-week span. The VA Medical Center staff did not immediately inves-
tigate the causes of these hypoglycemic events, track insulin, or report 
any suspected patient harm. But finally, in June 2018, a hospital director 
reported a potential “Angel of Death” to the Veterans Affairs Office of the 
Inspector General. An investigation ensued that involved the Inspector 
General, the FBI, the West Virginia State Police, and the Greater Harrison 
Drug and Violent Crimes Task Force. Examining the case took more than 
300 hours of interviews, reviews of thousands of pages of medical docu-
mentation, scouring of employee and visitation records, consultation with 
forensic and endocrinological experts, and victim exhumation.3

The Inspector General denounced the abject failure of the hospital staff 
to detect and stop the killings, stating that the Medical Center “did not 
consistently promote a culture that prioritized patient safety.”4 Similarly, 
VA sources told CBS 13 News that Mays had claimed to be a CNA on her 
job application, but a search could not locate her name in the state license 
database.5 If it is indeed the case that she is unlicensed, logic dictates either 
the VA did not check on the validity of her nursing license, or they did 
check but let an unqualified person interact with vulnerable patients.
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Investigators said that Mays used her computer at work to search 
for “female serial killers” to compare her victim tally to that of other 
nurses who have killed. She also watched the Netflix series, Nurses Who 
Kill.6 Reports state that, as a nurse who kills, Mays would sit beside her 
patients’ beds and watch them die slowly. In some cases, more than one 
insulin injection was needed to cause death. An examination revealed, 
for example, that she had injected veteran Archie Edgell with insulin 
four times. In each case, she would then watch doctors try to revive the 
patients.7

At first, Mays denied having anything to do with patient deaths. Later, 
however, she admitted to administering insulin to patients whom she 
deemed to be suffering so that they could die “gently.” US Attorney Jared 
Douglas called the crimes “horrific.”8 “The patients did not go here to 
die,” he pointed out. “They did not need mercy . . . It wasn’t the defend-
ant’s call to make.”9

Although between 11 and 20 veterans died under suspicious circum-
stances during the Mays’ period of employment,10 prosecutors felt they 
only had sufficient evidence to charge Mays with seven murders. In 2020, 
Mays pleaded guilty to each of them – seven counts of second-degree 
murder. She also pleaded guilty to one count of assault with intent to 
murder.11

As FBI Acting Special Agent in Charge Carlton Peeples noted, “It is 
beyond disturbing that someone would seek out the opportunity to work 
as a medical professional to aid the sick, and then twist their duty and 
willingly end the life of their patients.”12 Indeed, her victims had families 
who will never recover from the loss. Norma Shaw, for example, was mar-
ried to George Shaw, a 59-year-old victim of Mays. He was a veteran who 
spent 31 years serving his country in the United States Air Force.13 Norma 
Shaw said Mays “took my life away.”14 Norma and her grieving family had 
the added stress of having to keep their knowledge of George’s murder 
a secret while the investigation was ongoing.

As Acting US Attorney Randolph Bernard said, “These men are 
heroes in our community, state, and country, and deserved so much 
more.”15 So did their families.

With the hope of securing a less severe sentence, Mays’ attorney 
described mitigating circumstances to the court. Mays herself served in  
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the West Virginia Army National Guard in Iraq and Afghanistan in a non-
combat position in the 1092nd Engineer Battalion, repairing chemical 
equipment.16 She experienced military sexual trauma and PTSD from her 
service,17 as well as depression, postpartum depression, and anxiety.18 Mays’ 
attorney argued that injuries she experienced on the job at the VA, some-
times from agitated patients, exacerbated her stress. Moreover, her children 
were allegedly substance abusers and her husband had been arrested and 
convicted for child pornography offenses and sent to prison.19 Mays stated 
that she gained a sense of control from ending patients’ lives prematurely.

Notably, however, US Attorney Jared Douglas said, “Any reason the 
defendant gives is woefully inadequate.”20

US District Judge Thomas Kleeh agreed with Douglas that mental 
health issues did not explain or justify the murders.21 Declaring that she 
knew what she was doing, he told Mays, “You’re the monster no one sees 
coming.”22 In 2021, at age 46, Mays was given seven life sentences, one 
for each of the murders, plus an additional 20 years for the assault of an 
eighth patient. Judge Kleeh said that others overcame life obstacles far 

12.1 Norma Shaw with a photo of her husband, military veteran George Nelson Shaw 
Sr. Nursing assistant Reta Mays pleaded guilty to murdering George and six other patients 
at the Louis A. Johnson VA Medical Center in West Virginia. (Jeff Swensen for The Wash-
ington Post via Getty Images)
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more substantial than Mays experienced but “none of these other folks 
are killers, let alone serial killers.”23

§

Of course, increased medical knowledge may help us catch FSKs, but 
this reasoning does not hold true for most cases of MSKs. It may have 
been more difficult to detect poisoning and other passive methods ear-
lier in history, but the ability to observe a string of mutilated corpses has 
remained constant.

So, over time, we have gotten better at detecting and apprehend-
ing perpetrators. But it is difficult to determine with certainty whether 
female- or male-perpetrated serial murder is increasing, decreasing, or 
remaining at the same level. In our original FSK data, of 64 perpetrators 
we found that most cases (n = 17) dated from the 1980s, with only nine 
happening between 1990 and 2008.24 With respect to FSKs, there is lim-
ited information out there compared to MSKs. Of course, with access to 
serial killers for interview purposes virtually impossible, our data were 
limited to what we found in reputable, publicly available archival reports. 
There may be cases not reported on, and there also must be serial mur-
derers that just have not been caught.

I went back into the original, unpublished FSK vs. MSK data and 
found something interesting. For FSKs, there was a statistically signifi-
cant negative correlation between year of first kill and number of vic-
tims25 – that is, the earlier in American history a FSK’s crime started, 
the greater the number of murder victims she killed. This was not true 
for MSKs; there was no significant relation between year of first kill and 
number of victims.26

We may be able to attribute this phenomenon, at least in part, to 
the power of morbid curiosity. Perhaps the most sensational FSK cases 
withstood the test of time, and we were therefore only able to locate 
information about FSKs in the distant past because their crimes were so 
extensive, their notoriety is preserved through media reports. In addi-
tion, numbers may be lower in recent years because FSKs tend to operate 
in ways that the contemporary medical community had grown savvier 
about catching, so that poisoners and baby killers are wary, knowing they 
may be caught or apprehended before they kill repeatedly.
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I thought it noteworthy that serial murder may decline at some point 
due to increasing inclusivity in society. Well-known biological psycholo-
gist Frederick Toates has, for many years, been researching and writ-
ing about the incentives of and motivations for sexual violence.27 In 
a 2020 seminar on sexually motivated serial killers sponsored by The 
Open University Psychological Society (London), Toates suggested that 
with soc iety’s increasing acceptance of non-heterosexuality, we will see a 
decrease in male-perpetrated serial homicides.

As Toates pointed out, MSK Jeffrey Dahmer, born in 1960, murdered 
17 men, with his sex-motivated crimes taking place from 1978 to 1991.28 
American attitudes towards homosexuality became increasingly negative 
from the early 1970s through 1990.29 This overlapped with Dahmer’s 
formative years when one’s sense of sexual orientation typically emerges.

Medical examiner Jeffrey Jentzen and his colleagues served as psy-
chiatric and forensic experts in Dahmer’s case. They assessed him to be 
ambivalent about his homosexuality. On one hand, he was frustrated by 
his own homosexuality and channeled his anger into the sadistic mur-
ders of gay men who accepted his advances. He also dismembered vic-
tims: Jentzen et al. believed that this was both a mechanism of control 
and an attempt to see what made the gay men function. On the other 
hand, he kept victims’ body parts and photographs of their naked bod-
ies as trophies to use in reliving the thrill of these encounters.30 Foren-
sic expert James Davis added that Dahmer felt frustrated, empty, alone, 
and neglected, and he feared abandonment.31 He killed people and kept 
parts of them because it was a better outcome than being abandoned by 
them. Furthermore, Dahmer enjoyed aberrant sexual acts, and murder 
was an erotic event to him.32

According to the Pew Research Center, as of 2019, 72% of Ameri-
cans feel that society should “accept” homosexuality, increased markedly 
even from 2002 when reports still indicated that a majority was accept-
ing.33 If Dahmer had lived today, when attitudes towards homosexuality 
are more inclusive, he might have had a stronger sense of self-worth and 
felt less hostility. Those 17 men might have lived. As tolerance contin-
ues to grow, I agree with my colleague Frederick Toates,34 and I feel we 
will see fewer serial murderers motivated by hatred of or shame at one’s 
homosexuality.
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Along these lines, and with a caveat that sexual orientation and gen-
der identity are not the same concept, if Ed Gein had lived today, soci-
ety’s somewhat better attitudes towards transgender individuals might 
have left him more comfortable with undertaking the transition to being 
a woman. A majority of people in the USA would like increased protec-
tion for transgender individuals.35 Had this already been in place, Gein 
might not have dissected victims and robbed graves to create the female 
body he wanted to inhabit.

What drives anyone to become a serial killer? Almost everyone who 
ever lived with mental illness or who experiences trauma has not been a 
serial killer. We know some patterns, we are aware of some likely causes, 
but we are not yet at a point where we can prevent all serial homicides. 
We can prevent some, as our detection methods have become very 
sophisticated. It is likely that many perpetrators have been stopped by 
investigators after their first or second murder, thereby preventing them 
from becoming a serial killer. Even if a murderer does cross the thresh-
old of three victims, investigators have evolving approaches for deter-
mining their identity, such as when police caught the Golden State Killer 
because a distant relative was interested in their genealogy and sent a 
DNA sample to a commercial ancestry website for analysis.

The ability to detect or catch a murderer is considerable, commend-
able, and will continue to expand. I hope that our research on FSK pat-
terns and the stark differences between the motives, means, and victims 
of FSKs and MSKs can aid in investigation if necessary. Much more than 
that, I hope it will never be necessary.

When delving into the backgrounds of both FSKs and MSKs for this 
book, it has not been lost on me as a research psychologist that these 
individuals almost always experienced some form of trauma, particularly 
sexual abuse, in their formative years. Investing in the promotion and 
maintenance of mental health and devoting intervention and treatment 
resources for at-risk and abused children can help the abused victim 
enormously. Such interventions may prevent a continued cycle of victim-
ization violence, and even murder.

Although I am not a clinician, I wanted to suggest that it might be 
time to reconsider what we think constitutes insanity. Forensic psycholo-
gist Robert Hare36 said that it has not been easy to distinguish between 
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mentally ill murderers and psychopathic but sane murderers. Hare fur-
ther said “sanity” has been debated for centuries. I feel the debate should 
continue. What is sanity? Cambridge Dictionary says that sanity conveys 
that the person is “showing good judgement and understanding.”37 
Merriam-Webster Dictionary says that sanity means “soundness of health 
and mind.”38 Among other things, Belle Gunness bludgeoned her hus-
band to death with a sausage grinder, killed her children, burned down 
her businesses and houses, killed dozens of men and fed their body 
parts to hogs, and then ripped out her own dental work and beheaded 
a stranger to fake her death. Does that sound like good judgment and a 
sound mind – sane – to the average person?

In the case of serial murderers, many have experienced childhood sexual 
abuse, other victimization, and trauma. Contemporary evidence is strong 
that such abuse changes the brain’s structure and function. Recall that 
physical and psychological abuse inflicts “wounds that won’t heal” because 
of the permanent impact on the brain. Such abuse impacts one’s emo-
tional understanding, impulse control, and decision-making.39 It makes 
sense that an affected brain functions differently than an unaffected brain, 
and that someone who murders person after person is not showing sound 
mind or good judgment. I would never look for reasons to excuse serial kill-
ing – only to understand the phenomenon. The serial murder cases I pre-
sented in this book include among the most violent, vile acts perpetrated 
on fellow human beings that one could ever encounter. I am saying that 
someone who was sexually violated may have a quite different perception 
of right or wrong compared to people who were not violated. Moreover, 
there is evidence demonstrating irregularities in cortical and subcortical 
neural structures with deleterious behavioral, cognitive, and psychological 
outcomes for victims of childhood sexual abuse (CSA).40 Maybe sanity is 
not possible in these cases. We can do better trying to detect, understand, 
prevent, and perhaps some day heal those who have been hurt.

What kinds of psychotherapy would work for serial murderers? 
Whereas that topic is far beyond my expertise, it stands to reason it 
would have to be a comprehensive, multifaceted approach to treatment 
developed specifically for each offender, as evidenced by the complexity 
of potential contributions to maldevelopment delineated in this book. 
Nevertheless, I would be remiss if I did not point out that, many decades 
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ago, Hervey Cleckley41 warned that a psychopath may not take part in 
any therapy with sincerity. Some scholars have therefore suggested we 
focus on trying to understand protective factors against the development 
of psychopathy, such as family support.42 I know that clinicians work on 
each case the best they can with the tools they have.

I know it cannot erase pain, but I hope the families and friends of 
serial murder victims, and all murder victims, can find some solace know-
ing that psychologists, criminologists, and others in the justice system see 
you and hear you. We continue to strive to understand and prevent these 
horrible crimes.

THE MONSTERS NO ONE SEES COMING

In this book, I presented the psychology of FSKs through demographic, 
motivation, and crime data; through case studies; and by comparison 
with the behaviors and mental processes of MSKs.

The fact is that FSKs are often overlooked. As of this writing, they are 
researched infrequently. Nonetheless, from the research that does exist, 
we can see that FSKs poison, smother, and drown innocent victims who are 
typically too young, too sick, or too old to fight back. Using passive means 
of murder, they can go undetected. Judge Kleeh was right: a FSK is typi-
cally someone unexpected – “the monster no one sees coming.”43 They are 
nurses, mothers, and other caregivers. They likely kill for money but can do 
so for power and attention. Unlike MSKs, there is seldom a sexual motive.44 
We thus see concrete evidence that the crimes, motives, and victims of FSKs 
are different than those of MSKs, but that FSKs can be just as deadly.
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