Forensic
Psychology and
female serial killers
A brief look inside the mind of female serial killers and the
most asked questions about them.

Hello and welcome to the Staying Inn! Thank you for joining us tonight for my chat.
Firstly, a few quick pointers. You may have noticed I have muted everyones mics. This
isn’t because I don’t want to answer any questions, there will be time for that at the
end, also please do type any questions as we go into the chat box on the right and I’ll try
to answer as many as I can at the end.
Also, a quick disclaimer! Whilst every effort has been made to make this presentation as
accessible as possible, it is my first presentation that I’ve tried to incorporate as many
accessible options as possible. If I get something wrong, I apologise in advance. The
subtitles are also not completely accurate with my accent but I’ll do my best.
The information within this presentation is purely for entertainment purposes and I’ve
tried to be brief and use language that I hope will make it easier to understand. This is
very much a basic explanation of things and as such represent only my views and
opinions. Although every effort has been made to use the correct terminology, I
apologise in advance if any of the terms do offend you, I have stuck as close as possible
to the clinical terms.
With that being said and out of the way, welcome to my talk on forensic psychology and
female serial killers.
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It is not like the T.V series 'Criminal Minds'!
A good way to summarize it is:

What is
Forensic
Psychology?

"The scientific study of the effect of
the law on people, and the effect
people have on the law."

Forensic psychology is a branch of psychology that applies clinical skills to the law and
the legal system overall, including those who come into contact with the legal system as
offenders, the accused and also victims. It is a common misconception that forensic
psychology is just about catching killers. It covers all types of offences and incidences
that would lead to someones involvement with the legal system.
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What does a
forensic
psychologist
do?
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Family
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General
public

Research

Research
institutes

My own answer to this question, is simply 'far too much!' It is a very demanding job, but
also one that is very rewarding. People often ask if the job is scary and it would be unfair
for me to say no. However, whilst it can be a dangerous job, forensic psychologists are
very well trained to understand people and the majority of people we work with are
truly lovely, this sometimes includes the offenders themselves who have committed very
serious crimes, but we shall discuss that more later!
Assessments: People are assessed to help us determine their state of mental health for
numerous reasons. It could be that we want to determine what level of responsibility
they have for their actions, how likely that the evidence that they give is truthful, or their
capacity to understand court proceedings. Interestingly, the label of being 'insane' does
not belong to psychology, but to the law system. We also assess people to determine the
risk of them reoffending, what level of risk they have of self harm and what risk of
suicide is present.
We also give evidence in criminal proceedings and often attend court as witnesses. This
can sometimes be for, or against, the offender. It is important though that as an expert,
we stay neutral and present only the evidence, not personal feelings.
Advising other professionals is also a hugely important part of the job. Assisting police in
the development of their own training, to help officers understand mental health further
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is essential. This is the same for prison and probation services. Forensic Psychology is a
relatively new area of study and we are always aiming to learn, expand and improve our
understanding of how to help people.
This leads perfectly onto developing new treatment programs. It is vital that we do all we
can to stop people reoffending. These programs can involve substance misuse clinics,
anger management classes, victim support and many more. These programs take a great
amount of effort to not only get right but also fine tune and develop as the overall
understanding of the causes of these issues is better understood. This is achieved through
both clinical work and also research. The majority of forensic psychologists work in
research areas. In order to prevent crime and criminal behaviour, we have to understand
why it is happening in the first place and what can be done to reduce this. The research is
never the part you would see on tv, as it really isn't glamourous, however, it is essential.
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What is a
serial killer?

A quick exercise!

Before we go into what a serial killer is, I’d like to try a little exercise with you all. I want
you to imagine a serial killer in your head. What do you think they would be like?
Interestingly, I can tell what around eighty percent of you are thinking. The chances are
that you have visualised an able bodied man, of the same race as yourself, between the
ages of 30-50. The real truth is that this is a huge misconception we have. Whilst many
known serial killers do fit into this category, the reality is a much more complex
demographic mix of age, race, disabilities and, importantly for todays discussion, gender.
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2 or more
murders

What is a
serial killer?

Over a period of
1 month or more

With a significant
amount of time
between each
murder

Whilst in the UK, the accepted number is 2 murders, in the US it is 3. The FBI are the
world leaders in forensic psychology (I highly recommend the Netflix Series Mindhunter
if you want to learn more about their history), and as such, most countries follow their
lead. The period of time plays a huge significance here, as this ‘dormant’ period, known
as the inter murder interval, the time between killings, can be much longer than you
think. However, the FBI do not recognise spree killers as separate, as some serial killers
will go through periods of very short ‘inter-murder intervals, then may go for much
longer periods. A good example of this is the American Serial Killer Charles Cullen,
whose intervals ranged from just a 10 day inter-murder interval to a 200 plus days intermurder interval. Cullen was officially connected to 35 murders over a 15 year period, for
which he received 18 life sentences, making him eligible for parole in the year 2403. The
likelihood is that he killed closer to 400 victims.
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What makes
someone kill?

This is a really big question, and one that I get asked a lot. The true answer is that the
motivations to kill are so diverse, it is hard to say there is a particular motive. In some
cases, there is no known motive at all! However, most serial killers motivations can be
broken down into one, or more of these following categories.
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Anger

What makes
someone kill?

• often
targeted at
subgroup
• level of
injury is not
indicative

Anger is probably the most obvious motivation for wanting to kill someone. Within serial
killers though, this anger is often targeted at a very specific sub group, though not
always. These subgroups can be the homeless, sex workers, the LGBTQ+ community, and
many more. The list of subgroups is not exhaustive and the anger felt to these groups by
the killer can have a specific trigger event or be completely fabricated. It is important
here to note that the level of injury inflicted on a victim is not indicative that anger is a
motivation for the serial killer though.
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Financial
gain
• robberymurder
• fraud

Financial gain is self explanatory in this sense. The murder of the victim is a consequence
of the gain the killer aims for. The disregard for human life in order to gain financially can
begin accidentally for some, for others it is planned. Fraud can also enter into this
financial gain, with some serial killers knowing the victims in advance and changing their
wills, or collecting life insurance. This is often the motivation for serial killers who kill
multiple family members, including spouses, parents and their own children.
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Sexual. When the word ‘sexual’ is mentioned, people will often think of rapists and
paedophiles. Whilst this can be the case, for some serial killers, the murder itself
provides the sexual gratification and no sexual contact can be present.
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Criminal motivations can be organised crime, gang and drug related. Murder is also a
very definitive way of removing competition permanently! Within gangs, these murders
can be primarily status driven, as a gang member wishes to make a name for
themselves.
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Power/Thrill
• killing itself
• exhilaration
(non
sexual)

Power/Thrill murders can be some of the most complex to understand. The motivation
of a serial killer can simply be the kill itself. Some serial killers simply like the sense of
power and exhilaration it can give them. Some serial killers have likened it to ‘the most
extreme of extreme sports.’ This adrenaline surge can be enough motivation itself to
repeatedly murder.
Another example of power/thrill that we will discuss further, is that of Beverly Allitt,
known in the UK as ‘the angel of death’. Allitt was a nurse who purposefully injured
patients with insulin overdoses and forced cardiac arrest, amongst other life risking
situations, so that she could then ‘step in’ and be the saviour. We will discuss her in
more depth later on.
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Another classification of motivation can be ideological. These include murders by
terrorist groups or individuals with the aim of furthering their goals and ideas. These are
also targeted in most cases at specific racial, religious, gender or ethnic groups out of
hatred for that specific group. This list is not exhaustive either and can include groups of
individuals for some reasons that would seem difficult to comprehend.
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Lastly, psychosis can be the motivation for a serial killers actions. However, this is rarer
than most would think. This can include serial killers who believe that their
hallucinations are convincing, ordering, or threatening them to commit the murders.
These hallucinations can be auditory or visual. Delusions can also play a part in this, as
paranoid delusions, delusions of grandeur and bizarre delusions can be present. This can
include those who believe ‘a higher being’ is telling them to murder.
Whilst these categories are the generally agreed seven types of motivation, some serial
killers will not ‘fit the mould’. There are also serial killers whose soul motivation to
murder, is quite simply because they can.
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Can you tell if
someone is a
serial killer?

This is another question I get asked lots! If it was easy to tell, then we would be able to
catch them much sooner and possibly even eradicate serial killers altogether. If only it
was this simple! However, there is a commonly accepted ‘tick list’ in a sense, of things
that we would be looking for in the profile of a serial killer. These include drawing on
numerous parts of a serial killers personality presently, plus also their family history,
upbringing and previous deviant behaviour. Whilst this list is open to great debate, the
following are commonly agreed upon by different authorities worldwide as some early
signs.
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Poor family life

Can you tell if
someone is a
serial killer?

Many serial killers come from poor family backgrounds, often with a family history of
violence, crime, substance misuse and psychiatric illness. These negative influences on a
child feed into the ‘nature/nurture debate’ on both sides. These strained, controlling and
abusive relationships do not allow for the positive development of understanding
human relationships and thus have a negative impact on the child's development.
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Poor family life

Can you tell if
someone is a
serial killer?

Childhood abuse

This leads directly into a history of being abused as a child themselves and/or witnessing
the abuse of others. Many serial killers have been abused physically, psychologically and
sexually themselves, usually by a close family member. This can lead to them developing
feelings of helplessness and humiliation, which they later look to instil in their victims
too. An example of this is Aileen Wuornos, a female serial killer portrayed in the film
‘monster’ by Charlize Theron. Wuornos was abandoned by her mother at aged 4, then
went to live with her grandparents as she had never met her father, who was in prison at
the time for raping a seven year old girl. Wuornos’ grandfather abused her repeatedly,
also allowing accomplices to abuse her, eventually falling pregnant at 14 to one of these
accomplices. We will revisit Wuornos later.
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Antisocial

Antisocial behaviour in a child, which extends into adulthood is usually present in serial
killers, as their ability to form healthy, meaningful relationships is diminished. This isn’t a
definitive sign though as children develop socially at different rates. The time of most
concern for antisocial behaviour is when a child ‘regresses’ from being sociable to
becoming anti social. This is also a sign of psychopathy, which is often present in serial
killers.
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Arsonists/Pyromania

Many serial killers start as arsonists. Lighting fires offers them a sense of power and
control over something that can have devastating consequences and poses incredible
levels of potential danger. This level of control and manipulation is very psychologically
attractive to future serial killers, something murder itself also offers in later years to
them.
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Arsonists/Pyromania

Torturing small animals

Torturing small animals is one of the more well known early developmental signs of a
serial killer. This is often a huge warning sign to psychologists and other professionals of
the need for intervention in a child's development. The desire to torture and kill small
animals, such as cats, dogs, birds, squirrels and other such wildlife is a direct expression
of the desire to control and hold power over another life. The serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer
was known to collect dead animals and dissect them, before progressing on to killing
animals including his own dog, which he decapitated and mounted it’s head on a stake
in the woods near his home. This morbid fascination started at the age of 4 years old for
Dahmer.
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Torturing small animals
Voyeurism

An interest in voyeurism is also present in serial killers from a young age, and is often
accompanied with an interest in sadomasochist pornography and fetishism. Again, the
desire for control and power is present in these things. Ted Bundy, one of the worlds
most well known serial killers, once admitted to practicing voyeurism from as young as
the age of 11, sneaking around his neighbourhoods gardens at night, in search of
watching women undress through their windows.
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Voyeurism
Substance abuse

Substance abuse often plays a huge part in the formulative years of many serial killers,
for many different reasons. For some it will be to try and null their senses and memory
of abuse, for others it will be for experimentation and for others it can be to alter their
own state of awareness and consciousness. Some serial killers abused substances in the
belief that it would ‘empower’ them to perform certain tasks easier, by giving them a
lessened ability to feel pain, or giving them increased strength, for example.
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Voyeurism
Substance abuse
Intelligence

Serial killers are often broken into 3 categories. Those categories being organised,
disorganised and mixed. Organised killers often have a higher than average I.Q, whilst
disorganised serial killers have a usually lower than average IQ. This also forms the way
in which they conduct their murders. Those who fall into the mixed category cross over
both of these categories. However, these categories are seen as reductionist by some
who question their validity, their inclusion here is to help briefly explain some
differences between the categories.
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Organised
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Above average intelligence

Below average intelligence

Employed (usually skilled)

Unable to stay employed

Married or in a relationship

Isolated, ‘loners’

Controlled, premeditated

Blitz, unplanned

Social ability

Lack social skills

Often charming

Deficient communication

Meticulous

More likely to leave evidence

Multiple crime scenes

Single scene of crime

The differences between organised and disorganised serial killers are prominent in all
areas of who they are, what their background tends to be, and the way in which they
commit their murders. Examples of an organised serial killers would be Ted Bundy,
Harold Shipman or ‘Jolly Jane’ Toppan.
Disorganised serial killers include Jack the Ripper and Aileen Wuornos.
Like Beverly Allitt, Jolly Jane (whose real name was Honora Kelley) was a nurse, who
committed 31+ murders, mostly by means of poisoning her patients. ‘Jolly Jane’ is often
quoted for her ambition “to have killed more people… Than any other man or woman
who has ever lived.” Toppan would eventually be found not guilty and sent to a
psychiatric hospital for life, after being found criminally insane.
This leads us on to a brief look at a few female serial killers next.
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Aileen Wuornos
Beverly Allitt
Female Serial
Killers

Clementine Barnabet
Elizabeth Bathory

For todays presentation, I have tried to choose a good cross sample of female serial
killers. They represent different ages, races, periods in history, modus operandis and
victimology. Whilst there are some similarities in each case, I hope to share with you the
diversity of motivations and the diversity of offenders. I have purposefully chosen not to
include either Myra Hindley or Rose West here, due to their existent high profiles.
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Aileen Wuornos, Florida, US
33-34
7 male victims
6 x 1st degree murder, death by lethal injection (Oct 9 2002)

History of poor family life, childhood abuse, voyeurism,
substance misuse
Disorganized
Inter-murder intervals: 1 day – 6 months
Diagnosed psychopathy

Aileen Wuornos is a well known serial killer, mostly due to the film ‘Monster’ as
mentioned earlier. Wuornos was a highway prostitute, which is how she met all 6 of her
victims. Originally, Wuornos claimed that each of these killings had been in self defense.
Her M.O was to rob and shoot each of her victims, one of which she shot 9 times in the
head and chest. Wuornos was caught after being seen by many members of the public
driving some of the victims’ cars, plus also after pawning some of the victims’
possessions, which when fingerprinted brought up Wuornos file. Wuornos was assessed
for psychopathy, scoring 32 out of a possible 40 on the Psychopathy Checklist – Revised.
This is a standardised format for assessment of psychopathy, requiring a score of 30+ in
the US and a score of 25+ in the U.K to be diagnosed as psychopathic. This, however did
not change the sentencing for Wuornos, who was sentenced to death by lethal injection.
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Beverly Allitt, Lincolnshire, UK
31
13 children, aged 7 weeks- 11 years (4m, 11 am, 11 gbh)
13 life sentences without parole, Rampton Secure Hospital
No history of any previous points
Organized
Inter-murder intervals:14 days- 21 days (all within 59
days)
Suspected factitious disorder (Munchausen by proxy)

Beverly Allitt was a nurse at Grantham and Kesteven Hospital in Lincolnshire, where she
worked as a nurse on a children's’ ward. Over a period of 59 days, Allitt attacked 13
patients, injecting them with overdoses of insulin or administering oxygen by I.V, causing
bubbles within their veins and thus causing cardiac arrest. Allitt killed 4 of her victims in
this manner, with another 9 survivors. Allitt was caught after her colleagues became
suspicious and it was discovered that Allitt was the only nurse on duty during all of the
attacks. Allitts’ true motive remains unknown, although she does display symptoms of
Factitious Disorder, commonly known as Munchausen syndrome by proxy. This is where
someone fakes illness and injury in another under their care, in order to attract positive
attention to themselves. Allitt is currently held at Roehampton Secure Hospital.
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Clementine Barnabet, Louisiana and Texas, US
17-18
35 (34 black victims, 1 white) Familicide
Life imprisonment. Escaped prison 1923, never found
History of poor family life, childhood abuse
Organized
Inter-murder intervals: no exact records

Clementine Barnabet was born some time around 1894 in St Martinsville, Louisiana,
before moving with her family in 1909 to Lafayette. Barnabet joined a cult at aged 17
called the church of sacrifice, which started her on the path to become a serial killer.
Barnabets original M.O was to break into family houses whilst the family was asleep,
then kill all family members (which is known as familicide) with an axe, Barnabet would
butcher, then behead her victims before placing them into ritualistic positions on a bed
together. Barnabet was arrested after the police, who originally suspected her father,
found a mans suit in her wardrobe that was covered in blood and brain matter. She
informed police that the killings where conducted on the orders of a priestess from her
church, who had given her and her friends ‘hoodoo bags’ that would give them
supernatural powers and make then undetectable. Barnabet is the first known female
African American serial killer in history.
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Elizabeth Bathory, Hungary
30-51
650+
Confinement until death (died after 3 years of house arrest)
Poor family life, childhood abuse, voyeurism,
intelligence
Organized
Inter-murder intervals: 0, believed to be continuous

Elizabeth Bathory is held to be the most prolific female serial killer in history, with a
suspected 650, or maybe even more, murders. Bathory was a Noblewoman and
Countess, related to the king of Poland, the prince of Transylvania and the grand Duke of
Lithuania. Her family where hugely influential. At a young age, Bathory would have
witnessed the torture and murder of many of her families rivals, which some theorise
led onto her committing her own crimes. Another theory is tied to Bathorys epilepsy,
which at the time was treated by giving the epileptic sufferer the blood and pieces of
skull of a non sufferer to eat and drink when they were recovering from a seizure. It was
first alleged in 1602 that many young servant girls, and the daughters of lesser influential
noble families, were going missing, after being sent to Bathory’s numerous castles in
order to learn court etiquette. These girls would be between the ages of 10 and 14.
Bathory was extremely cruel with her torture methods, which involved burning,
mutilation, pushing needles into victims nailbeds, biting the flesh off her victims arms,
torsos and faces, covering victims in honey and allowing bees to attack them and many
other methods of torture and cruelty. Bathory was also known to practice cannibalism.
It wasn’t until 8 years later, mainly due to the protection Bathorys social status offered
her, that any investigation was carried out. Over 300 witness testimonies where taken
against Bathory, many of which from her own court servants, who were at first reluctant
to speak due to the fear of being murdered themselves. Upon entering the castle, the
investigators found many dead and dying girls in the gynaceum (the part of the castle
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reserved solely for Bathory). Bathory never stood a public trial as it was felt that it would
rock the social class system too much, instead the best friend of Bathorys deceased
husband, Gyorgy Thurzo (who led the investigations), her son and two of her son in laws
made the collective decision that she should be confined to one of her castles until she
died. Bathory died 3 years later in her room, suspected after suffering a seizure.
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 Females make up around 15% of all serial killers

Interesting
Facts

 Tend to use quitter, ‘tidier’ methods of murder
 Most female serial killers are ‘comfort/gain’ killers
 Unlike male serial killers, females usually know their victims
 Often a position of trust, such as nurse, elderly carer or caretaker

To briefly summarise, female serial killers are usually very different to male serial killers,
and I hope this presentation has given you an insight into the diversity of serial killers
overall.
Society struggles to consider females as serial killers as it does not fit into the stereotype
that females are more nurturing and caring, with less ability to cause harm to others.
Whilst their motivations are different, women are very much capable of some of the
worst atrocities. It is estimated that females make up around 15% of all serial killers. At
any one time, there are expected to be roughly 50 serial killers in the U.S and around 7
in the UK. That would give us 7 female serial killers in the states and 1 here in the UK
annually.
The most common method of murder by female serial killers is poisoning. Females tend
to use quitter methods of murder, such as poisoning, suffocation, drowning and
stabbing. Aileen Wuornos proves though that this isn’t always the case though, with one
investigating officer quoted as saying ‘she kills like a man’. This paternalistic thinking has
led to many women in history getting away with actual murder!
The motivations for murder between males and females are significantly different. It is
very rare for a female to have a sexual or power/thrill motivation, although not
unknown. Females are much more likely to kill for profit or revenge, which leads most
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female serial killers to be categorised as hedonistic comfort/gain’ killers. These are killers
who murder for personal gain, either financially, for security, for emotional gain and
revenge or for status, amongst other motivations to improve their lifestyle. They also
usually know their victims, it often being a male husband, lover, parent, other family
relative, colleague or friend. They also have a higher probability than male serial killers of
being in a position of trust, such as a nurse, elderly carer or caretaker, giving them direct
access to their victims.
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Questions?
Thank you for joining us, please follow @TheStayingInn
Also, please consider donating to The Staying Inn gofundme

Finally, thank you for joining us for this chat. I hope you have found it fun and
informative. Forensic psychology is such a vast area of study and I hope I have managed
to highlight some interesting parts here. This is a very brief introduction which I hope
has at least sparked an interest for some of you this evening. If you do want to find out
more, I highly recommend the TV series mindhunter, a phenomenal podcast, called all
killa no filla and a book called ‘the five’ by Hallie Rubenhold, all of which I have enjoyed
recently
I’m going to open up to some questions now and will do my best to answer a few. Please
forgive me that you can’t see me, if I exit the presentation, the subtitles won’t be
available for those of us who are deaf or hard of hearing. I shall pass over to the very
talented and capable hands of the blonde historian, the Staying Inn pub landlady to
assist with any questions, but would first like to ask you all to show your appreciation for
her hard work and efforts to organise events like this for us all. Thank you Amy!
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