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Preface

Jeffrey Dahmer, John Wayne Gacy, Ted Bundy, “BTK,” the “Night Stalker,” and the “Green River Killer”: The names are familiar, the men infamous. They have appeared on television, in newspapers and magazines. Their faces are displayed on merchandise like T-shirts, trading cards, comic books, calendars, and action figures. Web sites and fan clubs are devoted to them. Serial murderers have become perverse icons in the United States, cultural monsters as mythic as Frankenstein, the bogeyman, and Freddy Krueger—and American culture is substantially responsible.

A unique and comprehensive explanation of serial murder, Creating Cultural Monsters: Serial Murder in America draws on the years of dedicated research of Dr. Julie B. Wiest. This book examines connections between American culture and the incidence of serial murder and draws clear and well-supported conclusions. Wiest presents empirically supported arguments that have the potential to revolutionize how serial murder is understood, studied, and investigated, including a sociocultural explanation for the overrepresentation of white men as serial murderers. This text is suitable as a reference as well as a textbook for courses exploring serial murder, extreme violence, and criminal profiling.
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1 Introduction

Jeffrey Dahmer, John Wayne Gacy, Ted Bundy, “BTK,” the “Night Stalker,” and the “Green River Killer.” The names are familiar, the men infamous. Serial murderers have become perverse icons in the United States. Their activities, minds, and backgrounds have been extensively studied by law enforcement personnel, mental health experts, academic researchers, and the general public. Americans devour media accounts, true crime books, and television specials featuring numerous cases of serial murder to gain insight into the characteristics and behaviors of murderers. Many eagerly await the next episodes of Dexter, Law and Order: Special Victims Unit, and CSI: Crime Scene Investigation to indulge in a fascination with these killers, test amateur profiling skills, and—it is hoped—learn ways to reduce chances of victimization. Yet, after decades of studies, serial murder researchers have been unable to answer every American’s most important question: Why?

This text presents a new approach to the study of U.S. serial murder by examining connections between American culture and the incidence of serial murder and drawing clear and well-supported conclusions. It represents the culmination of years of research into serial murder and is based on original research conducted for my doctoral dissertation, completed in 2009. Findings from that study provide evidentiary support for the arguments presented here and thus are referenced throughout. Although the framework explained here is specific to the American cultural context, findings have important implications for similar cultures. In addition, the approach could be adapted to explore the incidence and representations of serial murder in other cultures.


Important Implications

This book offers implications for law enforcement and mass media, as well as future research on serial murder, murder, and violence in general. Sociology and criminology generally have neglected the phenomenon of serial murder, with psychology responsible for most of the current knowledge and perspectives. Criminologists spend much time investigating variations in patterns of minor offending, perhaps finding studies of frequently occurring minor offending to be more useful because of the generalizability of their findings. Although serial murder is a rare phenomenon within a rare type of offending (homicide), it warrants study because it is among the most serious types of offending—in terms of harm caused and public fear aroused—with a limited understanding of its roots. Despite its rarity, serial murder has an enormous negative impact on society. It affects not only the actual victims but also their families, friends, the community, and sometimes the entire country. In addition, significant financial resources are dedicated to the investigation, apprehension, and legal proceedings of serial murderers. King County, Washington, officials interviewed for a Seattle Times article about the Green River Killer case compared the cost of the investigation and subsequent prosecution and defense of then-suspect Gary Ridgway to the cost of recovering from a natural disaster, estimating the case cost at $8 million to $12 million (Fryer and Ostrom 2001).

In addition, studying an extreme version of any phenomenon is useful in understanding more commonly occurring varieties. Studying serial murder not only serves to further our understanding of an atypical but serious type of murder but also can contribute to better understanding of ordinary murder and other types of violent behavior. Studying serial murder also may lead to a better understanding of cultural messages in the United States, how they are transmitted to the public through the mass media, how they influence violent behavior, and their possible consequences.



Major Contributions

Research on serial murder is full of inconsistency and discrepancy. Despite abundant public interest, media coverage, and law enforcement attention, there is limited knowledge and little agreement. No single definition of serial murder exists, which complicates efforts to determine its incidence. Profiles of serial murderers developed by social scientists differ from versions perpetuated in the media, in which many of the killers receive celebrity status. Explanations of serial murder range from biological to sociological, with much of the research from a psychological tradition and the cultural context generally neglected. But, to understand distinctive behavioral patterns, it is necessary to consider the influence of culture to identify those components that affect thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors.

The unique and comprehensive explanation of serial murder offered here draws clear connections to American culture; explains the reasons behind the higher incidence of serial murder in the United States when compared to other nations, as well as its omnipresence in American media; and investigates what it would take to decrease its occurrence. Six original contributions are emphasized here because of their potential to transform how serial murder in the United States is understood and studied.


	Serial murder is primarily a cultural phenomenon, not the result of individual deficiencies. Much of the current research on serial murder hails from a psychological tradition and is individual centered. However, placing the phenomenon in a cultural context provides not only qualitative understanding but also the potential for reducing its frequency. Examining an individual’s motivations or brain waves tells us little about the next individual, but understanding and exploring the cultural context help us develop explanations for patterned behaviors with the potential to intervene. Serial murder is a deviant means to gain culturally valued feelings of power, control, dominance, success, satisfaction, and pleasure through individualism, competition, and risk taking, especially for those with limited resources and legitimate power. It also offers a means to attain other cultural values—success and fame—that most forms of offending do not. Because masculine ideals mesh neatly with many American cultural values, adherence to those values also is a means for proving masculinity. American culture is full of inconsistent messages and values that may be utilized in a number of legitimate and illegitimate ways. This contributes to the establishment of a cultural environment full of inconsistent messages, adjustable boundaries, and contradictions—an ideal environment for serial murder.

	An illustrated model is offered to explain how culture “works.” The model explains how people utilize cultural values to construct lines of action according to their cultural competencies. It is then used to help explain the ways in which the American cultural milieu fosters serial murder and the creation of white, male serial murderers. American cultural values—especially as they emphasize competition and individual achievement; white, male privilege; and hegemonic masculinity—along with the emotional appeal of crime commission appear to contribute to the development of serial murderers by making serial murder an available and desirable line of action for some men.

	A formula is suggested for predicting a serial murderer’s potential notoriety. The formula includes three components: the social status of the killer, the social status of the victims, and the shock factor of the murders. Those components, as well as their relationship, are explained and operationalized.

	Popular definitions of serial murder are critically analyzed and considered part of the problem. Definitions of serial murder vary widely, with much of the discrepancy related to number of victims, distinctiveness of motivational factors, and the specificity of the time span involved. The framework on which the majority of definitions are based characterizes a serial murderer as a person who has killed three or more people previously unknown to him or her over a period of weeks, months, or years. Many definitions also require evidence of sadism and sexual overtones. Yet, the definitions appear to describe characteristics most associated with white, male serial murderers in the United States and exclude characteristics that may be associated with other groups and people acting with different motivations. Slight reformulations of these narrow definitions would fundamentally change the characterization of the “typical” serial murderer. I urge a reexamination of the construction and representation of serial murderers in American culture and suggest consequences of a continued cultural blindness to multiple murderers who are not white men.

	Discrepancies between popular profiles and characteristics reported by social scientists are identified, and the use of criminal profiling is critiqued. I explore the ways in which meanings are constructed about serial murder and serial murderers and how and why exaggerated and apparently inaccurate representations have gained acceptance. The (mis) representation of serial murderers is self-serving for those who create and perpetuate the profiles—the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the media—and possibly counterproductive in solving serial murder cases.

	The requisites for decreasing the incidence of serial murder are discussed. The glorification of serial murderers in omnipresent media representations, the exalted image of the FBI and its profilers, and U.S. economic and social structures are discussed as major contributors to the incidence of serial murder. Short- and long-term suggestions are offered to move toward decreasing its occurrence.





Book Organization

This book is divided into two parts. The first outlines established information about serial murder and its sources, especially focusing on definitions, common characteristics of serial murderers, and existing explanations for serial murder. The second part presents an original framework for exploring the sociocultural context of serial murder, including an examination of serial murder in popular culture; the presentation of a model for how culture “works” to influence thoughts and behaviors; the application of that model to serial murder cases; and a consideration of the implications of these arguments, how they may be used to decrease the incidence of serial murder in the United States, and recommendations for future research. Finally, the Appendix details the methodology employed in the 2009 study, including an explanation of the qualitative content analysis method, the employed sample, data collection sources, and the analytical procedure.






PART I What We (Think We) Know about Serial Murder





2 Fundamentals of Serial Murder


Introduction

Before we begin to explore characteristics of serial murderers and explanations for serial murder, we must identify the sources of our knowledge and make clear our definitions. These are no easy tasks. Available information encompasses multiple disciplines and perspectives, and there are nearly as many definitions of serial murder as there are researchers. Acknowledging these varied perspectives and identifying definitional discrepancies will better equip us to sort through and evaluate the frameworks presented.



Who Studies Serial Murder?

Besides the large number of true crime fans and amateur profilers out there, most research into serial murder is conducted by three groups: law enforcement personnel, academic researchers, and journalists or true crime writers. Each group examines cases of serial murder with a distinct purpose and focus, and each contributes to our understanding of the phenomenon.


Law Enforcement Personnel

Law enforcement personnel can be divided into local officials and those in the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI; Figure 2.1), each serving a separate purpose. Local police officers and sheriff’s deputies primarily are concerned with collecting information about crime scenes and victims—via crime scene investigation, witness statements, and forensic analysis—and then analyzing this information to determine a possible motive or uncover other clues about the perpetrator that may aid in solving the case. Throughout the course of their investigation, they may uncover behavioral patterns or forensic links that lead to an investigation of serial murder. Cases of serial murder, however, may present unique investigative challenges, particularly when the murders are committed across multiple law enforcement jurisdictions. Different law enforcement agencies have varying abilities and resources to process crime scenes and may or may not communicate with one another, issues that could complicate their ability to link murders in serial cases and ultimately apprehend an offender. State and national resources that aid in linking cases1  are not consistently utilized, perhaps because of a lack of awareness or training.


[image: ]

Figure 2.1 (See color insert.) The FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C., is pictured at night (date unknown).



The FBI aids serial murder investigations and contributes to knowledge of the phenomenon in two important ways: criminal profiling and disseminating knowledge. Since the term serial killer was coined by Special Agent Robert K. Ressler in the 1970s, the FBI has claimed to be the foremost authority on serial murder. The development and recognition of criminal profiling, a procedure that uses crime scene and victim analysis to create a sketch of the probable personality and behavioral characteristics of serial offenders, cemented that authority. Although FBI agents claim ownership of the set of necessary skills needed to profile serial crimes (Morton and Hilts 2008) and are perhaps the most widely recognized group of profilers, they are not the only group, or even the most successful. Professors Ronald M. Holmes and Stephen T. Holmes, for example, have developed more than 600 profiles for police departments around the world and have had an impressive degree of success.

The profiling technique is rooted in nineteenth-century fiction (e.g., in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories), but its first known use in the United States was by psychiatrist James A. Brussel in the 1957 “Mad Bomber” case in New York. Brussel helped the police narrow their search for the suspect, and he later aided Behavioral Science Unit instructor Special Agent Howard Teton and Special Agent Patrick Mullaney in developing the technique for the FBI. Other prominent special agents and researchers who helped shape the technique over the years include Special Agent Richard Ault, who, with Special Agent Robert K. Ressler, applied the practice to better aid law enforcement agencies worldwide; Special Agent John Douglas, who with Ressler interviewed known serial murderers to create a database that further developed profiling techniques; and Behavioral Science Unit instructor Roy Hazelwood and Ann Burgess, of the University of Pennsylvania School of Nursing and associate director of nursing research for the Boston Department of Health and Hospitals, who further refined the procedures.

The National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime (NCAVC) was established in 1984 at the FBI National Academy in Quantico, Virginia, as the major resource center aiding law enforcement agencies with unusual, high-risk, and serial crimes. It arose in the 1970s and 1980s from the Behavioral Science Unit, which in 1996 was known as the Investigative Support Unit. In the mid-1980s, the unit divided into the Behavioral Science Instruction, Behavioral Science Research, and Behavioral Science Investigative Support Units, all of which are now incorporated in the NCAVC. The center currently is organized into three components: the Behavioral Analysis Unit—East/West Regions, Child Abduction Serial Murder Investigative Resources Center, and Violent Criminal Apprehension Program. Using advanced behavioral science techniques and a sophisticated computer model, the components of the center work together to advise law enforcement agencies in focusing their investigations, suggest strategies for offender identification and apprehension, and develop strategies to be used in legal proceedings. Although the public and often the requesting law enforcement agency place a great deal of weight on criminal profiles in serial murder investigations, they should be viewed as one investigative tool among many. No profile has, or will, ever by itself solve a criminal case. (The methods and merits of psychological profiling are discussed further in this chapter.)


PROMINENT FBI CONTRIBUTORS TO SERIAL MURDER RESEARCH


	During his 48-year tenure (1924–1972) as director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover helped establish—and fiercely protected—the image of the FBI agent as an all-American hero. Under his leadership, the prestige of the bureau grew along with its responsibilities, quickly becoming a central component of the U.S. government and an icon in American popular culture and setting the stage for the modern image of the heroic, relentless FBI profiler made famous in American popular media.

	Robert K. Ressler, former program manager of the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program of the FBI, served in the FBI for 20 years (1970–1990) and is credited with coining the term serial killer in the 1970s. Along with agent John Douglas, he developed the database that led to the development of profiling techniques. He also coauthored two books in criminology— Crime Classification Manual, with Ann W. Burgess, Allen G. Burgess, and Douglas; and Sexual Homicide: Patterns and Motives, with Ann Burgess and Douglas, both published in 1992—and, with Thomas Schachtman, coauthored two books about profiling techniques and cases in which they were used, Whoever Fights Monsters (1992) and I Have Lived in the Monster (1997).

	John E. Douglas served in the FBI for 25 years (1970–1995); the last 5 years were spent leading the Investigative Support Unit, the branch of the FBI primarily responsible for criminal profiling. Although he did not develop criminal profiling, he is closely associated with it, reportedly serving as the model for character Jack Crawford, FBI agent in charge of the Behavioral Science Unit in The Silence of the Lambs, the Academy Award–winning film based on the novel by Thomas Harris. Along with agent Robert Ressler, he developed the database that led to the development of profiling techniques. He also coauthored two books in criminology— Crime Classification Manual, with Ann W. Burgess, Allen G. Burgess, and Ressler; and Sexual Homicide: Patterns and Motives, with Ann Burgess and Ressler, both published in 1992—and, with Mark Olshaker, he wrote several more books about profiling techniques and cases in which they were used, including Mindhunter (1995), Journey into Darkness (1997), and Obsession (1998).

	Patrick J. Mullaney, who served in the FBI for 20 years (1966–1986), and Howard Teton, who served for 24 years (1962–1986), are recognized as the creators of the criminal profiling techniques used by the FBI. Teton is credited with developing the technique of using crime scene evidence to aid in the identification of an offender’s behavior patterns and motivation.




Profilers’ specialized training in criminal investigative analysis— the process of reviewing crimes from both behavioral and investigative perspectives—has aided serial murder investigations in the United States and abroad. When the FBI is called to aid in cases of serial murder, agents employ behavioral, forensic, and investigative perspectives to develop an educated guess of the most probable perpetrator. They generally follow a series of steps (Woodworth and Porter 1999), including (1) collecting data from as many sources as possible, including police and medical examiner reports, crime scene photographs, and victim and witness statements; (2) identifying crime characteristics, including the apparent offending sequence, methods of crime commission (i.e., modus operandi), and victim behaviors and characteristics; and (3) considering background and physical characteristics of the offender, as well as habits and personality dynamics. The resulting profile may offer descriptions of the offender’s physical characteristics, vehicle information, home location, employment type, relationship status, speech patterns, or other details—sometimes with surprising accuracy. In the 1980s, FBI profilers famously aided in the apprehension and conviction of Wayne Williams as the “Atlanta Child Killer,” David Carpenter as the “Trailside Killer of San Francisco,” and Alaskan serial murderer Robert Hansen.


David Carpenter

David Carpenter, the Trailside Killer, murdered at least five people (four women and one man), mostly by shooting, on hiking trails near San Francisco, California, from 1979 to 1980. He raped some of the victims and stole their money. He was suspected in 10 deaths, but prosecutors determined that there was enough evidence to try him for only half of those. Carpenter was convicted in two separate trials, in 1984 and 1988, and sentenced to death; he is still on death row at San Quentin State Prison in California.

Carpenter was raised by strict, sometimes neglectful, and abusive parents, an upbringing that some researchers cite as the cause of his severe stutter. After serving 1 year in prison for child molestation as a teenager, he worked mostly odd jobs, including a ship’s purser, a salesman, and a printer. He married in 1955, but his wife divorced him in 1960 following the birth of their third child, after he was convicted of attacking a woman and received a 14-year sentence. He served 9 years of that sentence but was arrested shortly after his release for attacking another woman in 1970. He served another 9 years for kidnapping, robbery, and parole violations. In between his stints in prison, he remarried, but that marriage also failed. After prison, he received a degree from a trade school, worked as a typesetter instructor, and took up hiking as a hobby, which he found provided opportunities for attacking women without being seen.



Robert Christian Hansen

Robert Christian Hansen murdered at least 15 women (mostly prostitutes and topless dancers) by shooting and stabbing in Alaska from 1980 to 1983. He usually would pick up the women for sex and overpower them during the act. He then would force his victims into his plane and fly them to his remote cabin, where he would rape and torture them before stripping them, letting them loose in the wilderness, and finally hunting them down with a high-powered rifle or hunting knife. On June 13, 1983, one of his victims escaped, and her report led police to Hansen’s door. He denied her accusations, however, and offered an alibi that police confirmed. He was finally arrested in October 1983, after investigators reexamined his alibi and found it was false; search warrants of Hansen’s house and plane uncovered the rifle used in most of the murders and personal items he took from many of the victims. In February 1984, he confessed to 15 murders but was convicted of just 4 as part of a plea deal. He was sentenced to 461 years plus life in prison, with no chance for parole, and sent to Lewisburg Federal Penitentiary in Pennsylvania, where he remains today.

By all accounts, Hansen had a difficult childhood; his parents were strict and domineering, and he endured frequent teasing because of severe acne and a stutter. After graduating from high school, he enlisted in the Army Reserves and married at age 21. The marriage ended after less than a year, when Hansen was imprisoned for arson. After his release, he remarried, bounced from job to job, and was arrested several more times for thefts. In 1967, he moved to Alaska. He quickly earned a reputation as a great outdoorsman and hunter; opened a successful bakery; had two children with his second wife; and mostly managed to stay out of trouble, except for a 1-year imprisonment for stealing a chain saw, until his arrest for the murders.


Criminal profiling also led to the development of classification systems, or typologies, of serial murderers that generally classify differences in motivation and expected gains. The most common typology is the “organized/disorganized” categories developed by the FBI to classify homicides and provide clues about offenders. The FBI also developed classifications for sexual homicide (the category in which the FBI until recently placed serial murder) as organized, disorganized, or mixed.2  Academic researchers also have developed typologies of murderers in general (e.g., Wille 1975; Lee 1988) and of serial murderers specifically (e.g., Holmes and De Burger 1988). Holmes and De Burger’s (1988) categorization of serial murder into four major types—visionary, mission oriented, hedonistic, and power/control oriented—is frequently cited by serial murder researchers.3  The utility of these typologies, however, is unclear, and even the FBI questioned their helpfulness in serial murder investigations, calling most typologies “too cumbersome” (Morton and Hilts 2008).

The successes of criminal profiling during the 1980s and the widespread attention generated by portrayals of the NCAVC and criminal profiling techniques in the 1991 film The Silence of the Lambs (and numerous films and television programs since) contributed to the creation of a glorified image for criminal profilers, who generally receive a large amount of public support for their work. The special agents who work as profilers are portrayed in American media as superagents—elite members of law enforcement and the “secret weapons” in serial murder investigations. Profilers rarely are blamed publicly when their profiles are less than helpful, which, by some accounts, occurs frequently. Two serial murder cases in which criminal profiles led the investigation astray and perhaps cost lives were those of the the “Baton Rouge Serial Killer” and the Green River Killer cases.

Derrick Todd Lee, the Baton Rouge Serial Killer, was convicted of killing two women in two trials in 2004 but is linked to the deaths of 7 to 10 women in the Baton Rouge and Lafayette areas of Louisiana from 1992 to 2003. Although the criminal profile provided during the investigation predicted an unskilled, white, male killer with poor relationships, Lee is black and personable, was employed, and lived with his wife and two children. The profile did get some points right, such as his age, gender, tight financial situation, physical strength, and controlling behavior. The accuracy of other profile points is unknown, but the discrepancies are significant.4 

Gary Leon Ridgway, the Green River Killer, was convicted in 2003 of murdering 48 women in Washington, mostly from 1982 to 1984 but also in 1990 and 1998. He became a suspect in the murders in 1983 and provided DNA samples to police in 1987, but he was not captured until November 2001. Why did so much time elapse before he was apprehended? This was perhaps because he did not fit the criminal profile developed by the FBI during the investigation. Based on that profile, police were looking for a man incapable of holding a job or maintaining relationships with others and who was an avid outdoorsman, impulsive, drawn to the investigations, and hateful of women, especially prostitutes. The profile was accurate about the killer’s gender and its last three predictions, but Ridgway was not an outdoorsman, held the same job for 32 years, and was happily married at the time of his arrest. In addition, profiler John Douglas asserted that a letter sent in 1984 to the Seattle Post-Intelligencer discussing the murders and purportedly from the killer was phony; Ridgway’s later confessions revealed its authenticity and dealt another blow to the utility of profiling in this case. Again, while accuracies of the profile should be acknowledged, the discrepancies are noteworthy and, in this case, likely contributed to a years-long delay in Ridgway’s apprehension.5  Despite some problems with criminal profiling, the techniques have aided a number of investigations and should not be discounted. What is needed is more cooperation between FBI profilers, who contribute experience and expertise in crime scene analysis, and academic researchers, who contribute expertise in psychological or behavioral analysis.


Gary Leon Ridgway

Gary Leon Ridgway murdered 48 women (usually prostitutes and teenage runaways) by strangulation, mostly from 1982 to 1984 and also in 1990 and 1998 in Washington. He killed his victims in his home or outdoors and dumped all of the bodies outdoors, many in or near the Green River. He was a suspect in the murders since 1983 but was not captured until November 2001 after DNA analysis of hair and saliva samples he provided to police in 1987 matched DNA found in semen left on several victims. He accepted a plea deal, pled guilty on November 5, 2003 (Figures 2.2–2.7), and received 48 life sentences. He is serving his sentences in Washington.



[image: ]

Figure 2.2 The first page of Gary Ridgway’s (“Green River Killer”) statement on plea of guilty, accepted by Judge Richard Jones on November 5, 2003, in King County Superior Court, Washington, in The State of Washington v. Gary Leon Ridgway.
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Figure 2.3 Page 2 of Gary Ridgway’s statement on plea of guilty.
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Figure 2.4 Page 7 of Gary Ridgway’s statement on plea of guilty.
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Figure 2.5 Page 8 of Gary Ridgway’s statement on plea of guilty.
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Figure 2.6 Page 13 of Gary Ridgway’s statement on plea of guilty.
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Figure 2.7 Page 14 of Gary Ridgway’s statement on plea of guilty.



Ridgway was described as having low intelligence with poor school performance. He worked as a truck painter for Kenworth Truck Company for 32 years, acquiring that job after his release from the U.S. Navy and keeping it until his apprehension. He was heterosexual and married with one child at the time of his apprehension. He started killing women at age 33. He had no known history of abuse and had previous convictions for patronizing prostitutes. He showed no interest in law enforcement work.

As a child, Ridgway was described as a loner and outcast who had difficulty relating to his peers and did not participate in school or community activities. He was held back two grades in high school, embarrassing him and making him feel like a failure. In explaining his murders, Ridgway claimed to be cleaning up society by ridding it of prostitutes, whom he saw as trash. He took photographs and personal items from his victims but did not keep them long.


Academic serial murder researchers frequently argue that neither the foundations for the techniques of the FBI (Canter 2000; Torres, Boccaccini, and Miller 2006; Woodworth and Porter 1999), with profilers frequently relying on intuition or speculation, nor claims about the success of FBI profilers (Woodworth and Porter 1999) are well supported empirically. In a test of the assertion of the FBI that investigative experience is necessary for effective profiling, Kocsis, Hayes, and Irwin (2002) found evidence to the contrary. The researchers (two Australian and one American) tested the profiling abilities of four groups of Australian law enforcement personnel—homicide detectives, senior police detectives, trainee detectives, and police recruits— compared to a group of Australian undergraduate chemistry students. Their findings were surprising: The chemistry students consistently outperformed all law enforcement groups in profiling offenders of closed homicide cases; on a number of scales, the second-highest- performing group (after the chemistry students) was the recruits, and in many cases, the homicide detectives performed significantly worse than the chemistry students. Our knowledge about the utility of criminal profiling in America would be advanced by the performance of a similar study in the United States.

Finally, some research suggests that the use of algorithms or simple scientific procedures in investigations of serial offenses can be as effective as human knowledge and experience. Software packages known as geographic profiling systems (e.g., Dragnet) have been found effective in predicting the home location of serial offenders (Canter et al. 2000). Snook, Canter, and Bennell (2002) concluded that what we know about offender spatial behaviors can be summarized as simple heuristics that people with no special law enforcement training, no knowledge of geographic profiling or criminal behavior, and no investigative experience can quickly understand and utilize to make predictions as accurately as geographic profiling systems.

Regardless of the utility or futility of criminal profiling techniques, the FBI plays an instrumental role in building and sharing knowledge about serial murder and serial murderers. Members of NCAVC, a branch of the agency’s Critical Incident Response Group (CIRG), periodically conduct training programs and seminars6  to exchange knowledge about serial murder with other experts (i.e., law enforcement personnel, academics, mental health specialists, and members of the media) in a cooperative effort to establish more consensus on the subject and best practices that will lead to more effective working relationships. In addition, FBI publications that describe findings from interviews with identified serial murderers and case analysis have helped establish the basis for much of what we know about serial murder and serial murderers.



Academic Researchers

Published academic research into serial murder is sparse but began to appear in the mid-1980s.
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