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Abstract 
 
Mental health is a serious issue that we see present today, as it revolves around an individual's 
emotional and psychological well-being. Both current and past traumas can result in fluctuating 
one’s mental health. Past traumas can stem as early as childhood experiences. These experiences 
can alter an individual's judgment, leading them to potentially put themselves and others in 
danger. Most criminals have suffered from traumatic experiences that they haven’t dealt with, 
and serial killers aren’t any different. 
 
This research paper aims to study the mind of serial killers, specifically how the motive and 
execution of these people's murders are different based on their gender. Through a set of articles 
and videos, the mannerism of three male killers and two female killers were observed. This 
observation resulted in the analysis of their cases, connecting it back to answer the main research 
question at hand. The main research questions are: How does the mind of a serial killer work 
concerning gender? And do past traumas contribute to how they pick their victims? 
 
The significance of this study is that past traumas/ experiences can affect the mind of many serial 
killers and murderers today. The gender of these individuals is a significant factor in the 
execution of this murder 
 
This study is essential as acknowledging mental health can help resolve issues that later cause 
serial killers to act on impulse. Additionally, learning how to handle and go about each case 
differently due to gender playing a significant factor. 
 
This study includes that female and male serial killers have both similarities and differences. The 
main similarity is that they tend to suffer from past experiences, neglect, torture, lack of love, 
etc., which causes them not to be the most stable in decision making. In addition, while males 
may act out of sexual desires, females tend to work off revenge or profit. 
 
Keywords: Serial Killers, Male v. Females, Childhood upbringing, Motive   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

 One of the scariest things about interacting in this world is the mask that individuals can 

hide behind. Many have mastered the skill of putting up a facade to get what they want, or in this 

specific case, who they want. We typically think of a serial killer as a male, mainly white and 

middle-aged. Assuming that they are capable of committing these cruel, malicious acts, we can 

easily spot them out. This assumption becomes very dangerous due to these murderers being the 

kindest, most charming individuals until you’re their victim. Although Serial killers, Mass 

murderers, and Spree Killer all commit murder, they slightly differ. A  Serial killer is an 

individual who takes part in multiple murders which last a long time, each murder occurring 

sometime between the other (Erdman, 2017). They commit the murders in a distinct manner, 

which may vary according to the person committing the crime. A Mass murderer slightly differs 

as an individual commits multiple murders within the same time and location (Erdman, 2017). 

Lastly, a Spree killer commits two or more murders with not much of a time difference 

(Errdman, 2017). Something particularly distinct about serial killers is that they easily fit into 

their environment, building relationships with their prey before attacking. When we think of Ted 

Bundy, for example, this man was often referred to as a handsome and charming man. His looks 

played a role in how he was able to capture his victims, as those who’ve seen him or interacted 

with him were caught by surprise when he was convicted of these crimes (Woollaston, 2015). 

Serial killers are also very intelligent individuals. Some of these individuals may not have 

finished school, but the level of critical thinking they perform at says another. Unlike male serial 

killers, female serial killers are not spoken about to the same extent. This phenomenon is because 

they are underrepresented; however, they all share one commonality. Research has proven that 

most of these criminals developed these characteristics from a young age, whether through things 
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they saw or physically and mentally encountered (Sharma, 2018).  To prevent being oblivious to 

these characteristics within young children, it is valuable to become enlightened on the mind of a 

serial killer, specifically one's mental health. 

 The research aimed to answer the following research questions? 

RQ1:How does the mind of a serial killer work in relation to gender?  

RQ2:Does past traumas contribute to how they pick their victims?  

True crime stories are more popular than ever, and we seem to have a fascination with them 

(Greco, 2020). Even though true crime is popular, it was challenging to find valuable literature 

on the topic. The gap in the literature proved true because the search took a considerable amount 

of time. Many articles touch on the case itself but do not narrow down the brain and how these 

serial killers think. The gap resulted in using case observations and facts to help prove my 

argument and answer the research questions. Although this became very challenging, I continued 

to think and use the facts I gathered to prove my case critically.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  
  

Crime in the 70s and 80s 

 The world of crime is a scary one, and for those who lived during the 70s experienced 

this first hand . The 70s is known for being the decade of the worst killers. This era was filled 

with riots and protests, that ultimately encouraged the act of violence. Many residents in return 

became very fearful. Everyday they were risking their lives, as they didn’t know what crimes can 

be expected. These crimes continued for years in which, in to the late 80s, police, criminologist 

and politicians were continuously trying to come up with solutions to these crime problems 

nation wide (Wallace- Wells, 2003, para 14-15). These crimes were frightening residents, 

pushing them to relocate to suburban areas/ communities (Wallace- Wells, 2003). Cheryl. W. 

Thompson writer from The Washington Post shares an article about a retired D.C police 

detective by the name of Romaine Jenkins. She touches on the unsolved murders of six black 

girls in the 70s. During this time Jenkins touches on how it was the late 60s early 70s and the 

unit was overwhelmed with murders (Thompson, 2018). She then elaborates on the experiences 

she had as she encountered multiple cases. The extent to killings were so horrific and the lack of 

resources/technology to catch these crimes didn’t help. 

Technology Advancements 

 The use of technology didn’t become as prevalent as it is today until the late 70’s, early 

80’s. As technology develops, and years go along it has become much easier to detect these 

predators, but if we rewind time to the 60s and 70s where the use of technology wasn’t present, 

things begin to get very difficult. Since then technology has developed greatly becoming a 

gateway to capture criminals such as serial killers. Some examples of technology that we use 

today are facial recognition software, license plate recognition, biometrics, and the list goes on. 
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Patrick Connor and Arun Ross are Michigan State University students, in the department of 

Computer, Science and Engineering. Both Connor and Ross wrote an article, Biometric 

Recognition by Gait: A Survey Of Modalities and Features, where they discussed hair and how 

much it has developed over the years. Gait is, “one of many physical and behavioral traits of an 

individual that can be used for recognizing a person”(Connor and Ross, 2018). Gait allows 

researches, detectives and others to identify someone simply based off of the way they walk. 

This can be very useful for criminal cases, as criminals are able to be detected much faster, 

becoming more accurate with the capture as well.  Boynton Beach, author of  NASA Video 

Technology Helps Captures Criminals, further expands on how useful technology can be. Beach 

stated, “Take number-plate-recognition technology. Most murderers drive to their victim, but 

now cars are tracked by cameras across the country. The police can list vehicles seen near a 

crime scene, then trace them back”. The human eye is unable to capture all, that software on 

technology can. It allows information to be stored and quickly/ efficiently be discovered. This 

can help reduce the amount of open cases and crimes committed by serial killers. 

Different  Serial Killers Present 

 The motive of each murderer, and the manner in which these killers may commit the 

murders may vary. Well known serial killers such as, Samuel Little, Richard Ramirez, and Ted 

Bundy each had similar but distinct manners in which they committed their murders. Samuel 

Little, whose also know as the prolific killer, was an African American male who got away with 

the murder of numerous women. Little was known for showing no remorse inn these horrendous 

acts, in which strangling his victims brought him sexual gratification (Bui, 2008). An article 

written on the Washington Post by Lynn Bui, discussed the police confession on the unsolved 

1972 case of Samuel Little. Bui states how, “Little, detectives said, told them about the final 
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minutes: he strangled the woman in the back of his car but she regained consciousness. As she 

staggered and tried to flee, Little caught up to her, as Nelson recounted Little's statement, and 

when he caught her, he made sure she was dead” (Bui, 2008, para 22). This was common manner 

for Little to construct his murders. He personally enjoyed beating and strangling these women as 

his form of murder. 

 As we move along we can further unpack another well-known case of Richard Ramirez. 

Ramirez who is a male born to Mexican immigrants, was also known as the Night Stalker. 

Ramirez was known for slashing the throats and gouging the eyes out of his victims, which was 

done during burglaries (Worcester). He also raped his victims and acted out in poor manners. 

Ramirez upbringing was pretty rough. He didn’t have much of a positive influence around him, 

as he witnessed a lot of domestic violence and violence in general. As a child he witnessed his 

cousin shoot and kill his wife, along with suffering from a brain injury (Johnson, 2019b). Apart 

from his malicious horrendous acts, Ramirez was known for having a sweet and nice personality 

which is why, “None of these possibilities satisfactorily explains how a shy but likable enough 

boy could turn to crime, then graduate from petty burglary to become a dedicated serial killer 

who casually tortured victims, leaving some to live” (Johnson, 2019b, para 7). Many were taken 

back when Ramirez was convicted of these crimes, due to his past actions. Even when 

committing these crimes he had some conscious to let a few victims survive. It was stated, 

“Ramirez, who submitted to 100 hours of interviews with the author, is no help. He seems to 

have little insight into his own motives. In an almost comical revelation of the criminal mind 

working overtime to justify its view of itself as the victim, he is resentful that he was captured, 

not by the police, but by a crowd of ordinary citizens”(Johnson, 2019b, para 8). Along with 

many serial killers, the act of getting caught put these individuals through more misery than the 
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crime itself. Ramirez who didn’t necessarily have a motive behind his murders, chose to stab his 

victims and commit these crimes at night . His form of execution gave him the most satisfaction, 

in which these repeated actions led to his capture. 

 Similarly, too Little, Ted Bundy enjoyed murdering his victims through strangulation, 

beating and torturing them. He personally preferred to avoid the use of guns when committing 

these murders. Bundy alike Ramirez was viewed in a positive light, known as being handsome, 

physically shy, and overall charming (McClellan, 2008, p.24). Prior to these murders Bundy 

studied criminal behavior which came to great use for him. When it came to picking his prey, he 

used his charm, and attractiveness to our these females in. Janet McClellan wrote the passage, 

Case Study: Ted Bundy, An Offender - Based Comparison Of Murder Typologies. Throughout 

this passage she unpacked details pertaining the murder of Bundy victims, along with 

background information on him and what his upbringing was like. McClellan provided 

similarities amongst his prey inn which, “All his victims were white females, Age Range of 

Victims: 18-25, Victim Education: Some college or college graduates, Victims Characteristics: 

College coeds, few engaged in high-risk lifestyles, Acquaintanceship with Bundy: None known 

for victims, Bundy was a stranger to them. Of those women who dated or lived/married Bundy, 

none ever came to any harm” (McClellan, 2008, p.27). Bundy thoroughly thought through who 

he chose to kill and victimize. He never murdered those who he had known on a personal level. 

Due to Bundy portraying a kind, sweet individual, it made it easier to lure his victims in. He used 

past knowledge from courses he has taken to disguise himself and showcase a facade that he 

wanted others to see. His charm and handsome looks persuaded others to want to help him, be 

around him, etc., which was his tactic to getting these women where he wanted them to be. 

Because of his physical appearance, Ted Bundy was able to hide his psychosexual immaturity 
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(McClellan, 2008, p.28). He was sexually insecure, which played a role in the raping of these 

people prior to torturing and killing. At last, McClellan further goes along sharing how he 

attacked and planned these crimes in which he, “Stalked or hunted, blitz by bludgeoning, 

handcuffing victims. Planning: Carried handcuffs, axe, knife, duct-tape, gloves, and other tools 

in vehicle” (McClellan, 2008, p.28). Bundy’s was of execution was something that he thoroughly 

thought trough. Due to his repeated actions, it became easier to pin point the same individual to 

multiple crimes. As he discusses feeling like an outcast growing up, it plays a role in his reasons 

behind committing these crimes and the way in which he did this. Taking  advantage of women 

pleased his sexual desires that he always struggled with in his teenage and adult years.  

The Mind of Serial Killer Based on Gender 

 As we observed the mind of a serial killer more, we were able to conclude that the reason 

and manner behind these killings changes as we look more closely at one’s gender. Female serial 

killers are underrepresented in serial murders particularly due to their tactics (Cottier, 2020b).  

Unlike men who tend to murder their victims through torture and slaughter, about 50% of 

women prefer to poison their victims. Additionally, their place of killing would tend to be at 

home or work, where there  would be less attention (Cottier, 2020b). Differing from male serial 

killers the motive behind murder for female serial killers aren’t motivated by sexual desires, but 

instead for profit or revenge (Bonn, 2019, para 3).The case of Leonarda Cianciulli Also known 

as the human cake and soap maker is a great example of this. Leonarda Cianciulli was an Italian 

Woman born in 1893. Her mother was a victim of sexual assault which ultimately led to the birth 

of Cianciulli. During these times, women were often looked down upon if they reported these 

crimes to the police, leading to Cianciulli’s mother marrying her abuser and giving birth to his 

child. As a result of this, the mother often neglected Leonarda compared to her other children she 
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had a later marriage. The neglect caused Leonarda to fall into a depression at a young age, trying 

to take her own life (Randall, 2021, 5:10- 5:40). As years went along  Leonarda began turning to 

fortunes and palm readings as hope for what’s to come in her future. During one reading she was 

told that she will eventually get married and have multiple kids, all who will die before her. A 

few years later, Leonarda’s mother arranged a wedding for her to a wealthy man. Leonarda in 

return didn’t marry him but instead married a man who worked at the post office, which 

infuriated and disgusted her mother even more. Throughout this marriage she got pregnant 17 

times with 3 being miscarried, 10 passing away, leaving only 4 alive. Realizing that the first 

palm reading was accurate Leonarda decided to go get another reading with someone else. 

During this reading she was told one hand shows prison while the other a sane asylum. In 1927 

she was arrested and went to prison for fraud. Leonarda later moved once released, opening a 

soap and candle bar. At this new shop she decided that she wanted to take on palm readings as 

well, so that’s what she decided to do. When Leonarda realized that telling her clients what they 

wanted to hear got her more money, she decided to continue. She later had another child and 

decided to have yet another reading. In this reading she was told her baby would survive if she 

was to give her soul to the devil while following certain directions. A year came around and her 

baby was still alive, so Leonarda decided that to continue to keep her children alive she would 

have to take a life to save one(Randall, 2021, 8:09- 13:30 ). Fall of 1939, is when Leonarda 

found her first victim 73-year-old lady. This older later desired to be married, and went in for a 

reading. Leonarda directed her to sell her house, and give her the money along with sending 

letters to her family so they wouldn’t reach out. When the lady returned to her, she gave her wine 

to knock her out and then proceeded to bludgeon her. She kept the blood and cooked up her 

body. She then later cooked the blood to make it into a powder which she  mixed with 
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ingredients to make cake, soaps and even candles. In a 8 month time period she then found her 

next victim and continued this pattern until she was caught. Leonarda’s reason for killing wasn’t 

only for her personal gain. She wanted to ensure that her children would be saved and would be 

able to survive a curse that she believed her mother  had put on her. Her neglect as a child is 

something she didn’t want for her kids or from her kids, so she did anything possible to prevent 

this.  

 The case of Jodi Arias is a great example of how revenge can be a motive behind female 

murderers. Although Arias isn’t considered a serial killer due to her committing one murder, her 

case depicted the difference between male and female killers, as she acted out of emotion. Arias 

who was born in July 9, 1980 grew up in a pretty good home. She lived with both her mother and 

father growing up, and her 3 other siblings (Randall, 2020). When Arias became a teenager 

however she began to rebel tremendously. She was caught Growing weed at home at the age of 

14 and this is when things began taking a turn in the wrong direction (Randall, 2020, 5:10- 5:52). 

Her parents began searching through her belongings and this just caused her to be even more 

sneaky. She then proceeded to drop out of high school in 11th grade. As we fast forward to 

September of 2006 when Arias was about 28 she met a man named Travis Alexander, who is the 

victim of Arias’s murder. Alexander happened to be speaking at the event that she attended for 

work, and this became the start of their “friendship.” Shortly after meeting one another Travis 

and Arias became involved sexually, this was very big for Travis. Randall (2020) affirmed he 

was apart of the Mormon faith and being involved sexually should only occur when married. 

Arias wanting to please Travis so much decided that she was going to get baptized to convert to 

the Mormon faith. Travis felt honored as she wanted him to baptize her (Randall, 2020, 10:11). 

Despite Travis being honored because his religion was important to him, this became just 
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another  reason for Arias to become attached. She began to become very controlling over Travis, 

which worried his friends that observed this. As  Travis began to observe these behaviors himself 

he decide that we wanted to distance himself from her and decided end the relationship. In 

response Arias moved closer to Travis which continued to make his friends very wary. The day 

of Travis’ murder he was supposed to go to Cancun Mexico with a group of friends, which Jodi 

knew about. He decided to invite a college he was interested with no strings attached. When 

Arias asked who was occupying he lied because he knew how envious she could be. Arias was 

envious of any female hanging around Travis, even his friends’ wives (Randall, 2020, 19:51- 

20:01). An article written on ABC News, shared friends of Travis experience with Jodi where 

they stated, "She was all over him. I mean, like eighth-graders whose parents are out of town, 

like, straddling his lap and sucking on his neck. And Travis just kept pushing her off and he's 

like, 'Jodi...get off me. Like, what are you doing?’ They continued, "She just had to sit right by 

him. She didn’t appreciate when he was talking to another female. She didn’t like the fact that if 

there was anyone that didn’t know that they were together. She wanted to make that clear, Talbot 

said ”( Deutsch et al. 2020).  Control within this relationship was Arias main focus. Arias 

became very dependent on him, and always wanted his attention. This is to no surprise as she 

had a history of jumping from one relationship to another. She was very possessive over Travis, 

and the attention he gave other women specifically even if they were his friends was a problem 

for her. She would do anything to make it known they had relations even if this was at the cost of 

making those around her uncomfortable. Because Travis was heavily involved in his Mormon 

faith, he always knew that Arias wasn’t the one he will marry, mainly for her involvement in s 

sexual relations prior to marriage. This idea was supported as it’s stated, “Travis wanted to marry 

a virginal, pure Mormon girl, and by having sex with him, Jodi eliminated herself as ever being 
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marriage potential for Travis," said Shanna Hogan, an author and journalist who wrote the book 

"Picture Perfect: The Jodi Arias Story"( Deutsch et al. 2020). Knowing that she would never be 

able to marry or be involved with Travis in the future infuriated Arias, and she made it 

impossible for him to move on. Killing him was her form of revenge since she wasn’t able to be 

with him although she so desperately wanted to.  In the end  she knew that she was the last 

person he had relations with, and no-one else will be able to have him.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3: Methods 
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 Serial killers are a fascinating topic to discuss, but it becomes challenging when 

researching to understand specific details. As research was conducted to answer the research 

questions,  

RQ1: How does the mind of a serial killer work in relation to gender?  

RQ2: Do past traumas/ experiences contribute to how they pick their victim? 

 I researched: five different serial killers and how they committed their murders, a specific 

era when murders were high, and technology that we currently have present that can be useful to 

solve crimes, and the difference between male and female conducting murder.  

 When conducting research, I used keywords such as serial killers, murderers, 70s, and 

80s which are specific times, technology related to crime, female serial killers vs. males, and 

specific serial killers. The keywords and phrases that were the most beneficial were the names of 

the serial killers Ted Bundy, Night Stalker, Samuel Little, Leonarda Cianciulli and Jodi Arias, 

along with the 70s murders. Using these keywords always gave me resources related to murders. 

Something that became challenging was not finding enough resources to answer the research 

questions. I decided that to detect if childhood experiences play a role in picking victims, I had 

first to know the execution plan for the serial killers and when killings were the most present. 

From gathering this information, I conducted more research on the psychological level of male 

serial killers and female serial killers. Females uphold about less than 20% of serial killers, 

which by investigating studies that observe the brain, I can determine whether this plays a role in 

the motive and execution of one’s action. With this knowledge, I would lastly intend to touch on 

how the exposure and number of female serial killers are low compared to male serial killers.  

 Throughout this literature review, the research I conducted was done through a literature 

search for documents. I gathered my information and put it together in the manner that I wanted 
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it to be delivered. Most of my research was collected through the Purchase College Library, and 

videos on YouTube and Netflix that touched on cases discussed throughout my paper. I tried to 

gather more information but discounted The Atlantic and JSTOR. I did not have enough 

information about serial killers on those two sites, so they were omitted. I watched podcasts, 

YouTube videos, and other credible videos. I also felt as if these sources provided me with a 

broad level of research. This research topic holds a level of importance to me for numerous 

reasons. Growing up, I have always been interested in watching crime documentaries along with 

cases on YouTube. I recently relocated to Florida, which is known as one of the top five states 

with a high number of serial killers, which intrigued me. I thought that researching this topic and 

informing others on ultimately the mind of a serial killer could be very informative. 

 Additionally, my career goal is to go into law, specifically criminal law. One of the 

essential points in this field is knowing the facts and educating about past occurrences to apply 

them to the present. Lastly, serial killers and murders, in general, are often not topics that are 

discussed. This type of crime goes beyond killing and has a lot to do with psychological 

disadvantages. Educating readers on these killers can help many detect these qualities within 

their child at a young age.  

 To conclude, from the research that I gathered, childhood experiences and upbringing 

play a role in the mindset of serial killers. Ramirez, who had a rough upbringing, Bundy, who 

considered himself an outcast since a child, developed malicious and troublesome characteristics 

from a young age. Using a chronological analysis of literature allowed me to control how I 

wanted to inquire new knowledge to present the information gathered in this study. 

Chapter 4: Results 
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 Chronological analysis and literature search were critical components in gathering a lot of 

the information provided throughout this research paper. By collecting historical sources that 

shared past cases of five murders by Ted Bundy, Richard Ramirez, Samuel Little, Leonarda 

Cianciulli, and Jodi Arias,  I affectively compared each case based on gender. Keeping my 

research questions in mind, how does the mind of a serial killer work in relation to gender? and 

does past traumas contribute to how they pick their victim?, I paid attention to details that led to 

people becoming who they were and why. Both quantitative and qualitative data were used as the 

number of victims killed by these individuals was acknowledged, along with the execution of 

these killings. Psychologist and criminology professor Scott Bonn,  wrote a  constructive source 

supporting this research  as it provided a contrast between male and female serial killers motives.  

Bonn went on to elaborate, "sexual or sadistic motives are extremely rare among female serial 

murderers. Psychopathic traits and histories of childhood abuse are often found among the very 

few female serial killers who have sexual or sadistic motives.” Sexual motives for female serial 

killers are extremely rare compared to males. Past traumas are a key indication, when analyzing 

the reason for the murder. Additionally, compared to males whose victims may be random and 

not share a connection, females “tend to kill men who are emotionally and physically closest to 

them—particularly husbands or lovers—and they generally kill to improve their lifestyle”(Bonn, 

2019). Along with the most common motives behind each gender,  McClellan (2008) spoke on a 

well-known serial killer today Ted Bundy. She specified the manner of “Bludgeoning, rape, peri 

and post-mortem sexual assault, removed clothing, bite marks on victim breast, genitalia, 

buttocks, slashing wounds to breasts and genitalia, sadistic behavior: assaulted victims and con- 

fined them for periods of time (1-3 days) prior to killing them.” This information provided me 

with the mannerism of male serial killers and how they specifically tend to take a more brutal 
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and violent approach. I was able to learn tactics, methods, thought process, and much more 

throughout this entire source which led to me answering my research question at hand. 

 (Randall, 2021; Randall; 2020): Randall’s videos were able to enlighten me on both 

Cianciulli and Arias cases where I learned the background knowledge of the cases and the 

individual’s personal life, both growing up and present. Both of these individuals had childhood 

experiences that contributed to the reason they killed their victims. Having a troubled childhood, 

feeling unloved and unappreciated resorted in Cianciulli killing her victims to save and do 

anything for her children. Despite Arias not having a terrible upbringing, her dependency on 

males caused her to become envious when her victim Travis wanted to move on and not choose 

her. 

 A common theme I was able to discover throughout observing all five cases were each 

individual suffered in their past whether emotionally or physically. This answers my research 

question that past traumas do play a role in the picking of one’s victim. In regards to gender, 

there is a difference in the manner that these murders are executed and the relation to the 

individuals as well.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 

 This research paper aimed to compare male serial killers to female serial killers in terms 

of the choices that they make. These choices being the execution of the crime they committed 

(murder), along with the motive behind these choices. Expecting to find sources clearly 

analyzing the observation of serial killers’ brains, this became quite a challenge. Instead sources 

depicting the difference between males and female killers, were those elaborating and dissecting 

these individuals’ cases. These individuals being the five discussed throughout the paper. It was 

learned that these murderers are clearly linked to experiencing trauma both in their childhood 

and adult years. Their gender playing a part in decision making. This issue is of great importance 

due to mental health not being taken as seriously. Additionally, as much as male serial killers and 

murderers in general are spoken about the same needs to be done for females. Their tactics may 

be different and subtler; however, they are just as dangerous.  

 Moving forward the mental health of serial killers and criminals today should be 

observed more often as they may be dealing with past trauma. Both genders should be observed 

on the same level as both are capable of harming others to the same extent.  
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