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Chapter 1

Introduction: The Phenomenon of Serial Murder
LEARNING OBJECTIVES:
After reading this chapter, students should be able:
1.  To understand the many myths surrounding the phenomenon of serial

murder and how society perpetuates those myths.
2.  To explore the definition of homicide and the various classifications of

murder in American society.
3.  To explore the extent of mass and serial murder in the United States.
4.  To examine the definitions and differences between mass and

serial murder.
5.  To evaluate case studies of mass and serial murder as they relate to the

reality and frequency of multiple homicide in modern society.
KEY TERMS:

CLUSTER KILLINGS:   Murders that tend to last a few days, weeks, or even months where there appears to be no cooling-off period. (p. 26)

DISCIPLE-TYPE KILLER:   A person who commits murder at the behest of a charismatic leader such as Charles Manson. (p. 16)

DISGRUNTLED EMPLOYEE:  A person who seeks revenge for real or imagined wrongs at the hands of co-workers or employers. (p. 15)

FAMILY SLAYER OR ANNIHILATOR:  A person who kills his family and commits suicide. (p. 14)

FELONY MURDER:   Murder committed while in the course of committing another felony, such as killing someone while robbing a bank. (p. 28)

IDEOLOGICAL MASS MURDERER:   A person, especially a cult leader, who is able to persuade others to kill themselves or each other. (p. 16)

INSTITUTIONAL MASS MURDERER:   A person who commits mass murder as a crime of obedience when ordered to by his or her leader. (p. 16) 

INTRINSIC LOCUS OF MOTIVES:   Motives that are explained as something only the offender can appreciate because they exist entirely in his or her own mind. (p. 35)

LUST MURDERERS:   Offenders who become sexually involved with the victims and often perform postmortem mutilations. (p. 37)

MASS MURDER:  Killings in which several victims are killed within a few moments or hours. (p. 11) 

MINI-MASS MURDERS:  Few victims (three to four) are killed within a few moments or hours. (p. 12)

MODUS OPERANDI:   Method of committing a crime. (p. 26)

MURDER:  The illegal taking of another’s life. (p. 26)

MURDERER FOR PROFIT:  A person who kills in order to profit materially. (p. 14) 

MURDERER FOR SEX:  A person with the primary goal to sexually torture, rape, and murder the victims; a comparatively rare typology. (p. 14)

PSEUDO-COMMANDO:  A person with an obsession for guns and a fantasy for murder. (p. 14)

PSYCHOTIC KILLER:  A person suffering from acute or chronic psychosis considered to be legally insane. (p. 15)

SERIAL MURDER:   The unlawful killing of two or more victims by the same offenders in separate events. (p. 29)

SET-AND-RUN KILLER:  A person who plans an escape route following the killing aftermath. (p. 15)

SPREE MURDER:   Three or more victims killed by a single perpetrator within a period of hours or days in different locations. (p. 26)
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CHAPTER SUMMARY:
Much of what we know, or claim to know, about serial murder is based on misinformation and myth construction. As a result of the sensational nature of this form of murder, the aura surrounding it has assumed a life of its own as it filters throughout both the public and private sectors of society. As people began to become aware of serial murder, the common belief was that the American public was invaded by a new criminal type. Lurking in our communities, preying upon hapless victims, serial murderers suddenly emerged from the criminal underground. Much of the proliferation of disinformation about serial murder is a result of public pressure to know more about a specific subject. Serial murder movies are now rivaled by a plethora of television and cable serials such as CSI, Profiler, Forensic Files, Criminal Minds, Cold Case Files and Dexter. The data cited throughout this Instructor’s Manual, based on cases of serial murder within the timeframe of 1800-2008 gathered through the Hickey 2004 Serial Murderers Study, will clarify a lot of what is true, and what is myth, about serial murder.

Many myths surround the phenomenon of serial murder, including that serial murderers are all intelligent but insane white males who are lust killers with dozens of victims. There is a misconception that they act alone as they travel across the United States stabbing, strangling and beating young women to death. Many people believe that these defective predators have often been sexually abused as children, cannot stop killing even if they wanted to, and secretly hope that someone will catch them. The reality is somewhat different. Approximately 20% of offenders are African American, 16% are female offenders, and only 2%-4% are legally insane. Most kill fewer than 10 victims; 25% have one or more accomplices, and some use poisons or guns to kill. Most offenders are of average intelligence and commit their murders locally, and many are not trying to be caught. Some killers wait months or years before they kill again, and are very much in control of when and where they will kill. Although some offenders have been sexually abused, far more are found to have histories of severe abandonment and rejection by significant others.   

By 2007, murders in the United States had slowly risen to over 17,000 per year, which was still nearly half the murder rate per year of the early 1990s.  Unlike the rarity of serial murder, the current frequency of mass murder in the United States has increased from approximately one case per month to approximately one case every 10 days. Over half of all attempted and/or completed mass murders in the United States involve domestic homicides. The offenders are primarily white, male, and encompass a wide age range. Invariably, handguns, semiautomatic guns, and rifles are the weapons used to kill suddenly and swiftly. Mass murderers differ from serial killers in that they are generally apprehended or killed by police, commit suicide, or turn themselves in to authorities. Serial killers, by contrast, usually make special efforts to elude detection. Also, the reaction to a mass murder is generally much more focused and locally limited than the reaction to serial killing. Another difference is that the mass murderer kills groups of people at once, usually within a few minutes or hours, whereas the serial killer individualizes his or her murders.

Besides mass murder and serial murder, another type of murder typically referred to is spree murder. As of 2008, experts have collectively agreed that the term spree murder should be eliminated, and that such offenders should be included with other cases of serial murder. Ultimately, serial murderers should include any offenders, male or female, who kill over time. Most researchers now agree that serial killers have a minimum of two victims. The following definition for serial murder was crafted at the FBI San Antonio Symposium: the unlawful killing of two or more victims by the same offenders in separate events. These murders are committed for the following reasons: anger, criminal enterprise, financial gain, ideology, power thrill, sexual gratification, and psychosis. For the present, researchers continue to examine the phenomenon of serial killing from a multitude of perspectives. Different perspectives will continue to generate a variety of typologies and operational definitions of serial murder.
DISCUSSION TOPICS:
1.
Discuss how the media has influenced the public’s view of serial

murder.

2.
Discuss how the proliferation of disinformation regarding homicide is a

result of public pressure.

3.
What are some of the stereotypes of serial murder?

4.
Contrast myths and facts surrounding serial killers.

5.
Compare and contrast mass, serial, and spree killings.

CRITICAL THINKING ACTIVITIES AND PROJECTS 
1.
Have your students segregate into groups and compare and contrast 

profiles of serial killers.

2.
Have your students research the types of victims chosen by serial killers.  

3.
Have your students look up law enforcement agencies on-line that

investigate serial crime.
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