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I. Introduction 

Is it the work of the devil or the divine instruction from the supreme that compels one human 

to systematically finish lives, or another to release sudden widespread devastation? This 

research is intended to dissect the terrifying commonalities and crucial distinction between 

serial killers and mass murderers, moving beyond mere classification to explore the roots of 

extreme aggressions. Have you come to think of how many killers you walk by in your 

lifetime? The statistics are so depressing that one has to be extremely careful with people whom 

they interact with on a daily basis. 

 

The story of Ted Bundy (1946-1989), a renowned serial killer in the United States of America 

will give us a contextual understanding of the topic under discussion. Ted Bundy was one of 

America’s most notorious serial killers, rapists, and kidnappers. He was famous for his charm 

and intelligence, he used these traits to lure and murder numerous young women and girls 

across several States in the 1970s. Bundy was born in Burlington in 1946 and was raised by his 

maternal grandparents, initially believing his mother to be his older sister to avoid the social 

stigma of an out of wedlock birth. Despite exhibiting disturbing behaviours in his youth, such 

as animal cruelty and voyeurism, Bundy presented a facade of a well educated, aspiring young 

man. He attended the university of Washington and worked in politics, even volunteering at 

Seattle suicide crisis hotline, where he met true crime writer Ann Rule. Rule, who wrote the 

definitive biography “The Stranger Beside Me” described him as kind, solicitous, and 

empathetic at the time, seeing no signs of the monster within.1 

 

Bundy’s confirmed murder spree began in 1974 in Washington State, though he hinted at earlier 

crimes. He typically targeted young, attractive white college girls with long hair parted in the 

middle, often similar in appearance to his ex-girlfriend who had ended their relationship. One 

                                                      
1 ANN RULE, THE STRANGER BESIDE ME 50 (Updated ed. 2000). 
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would say that Ted Bundy's involvement in such heinous crimes was at the expense of the heart 

break he suffered earlier on from the girlfriend he used to dearly love, and since then he has 

been on the spree of seeking revenge.2 

 

According to new.com.au on lifestyle, experts reveal that an average person can unknowingly 

walk past 36 murderers in their lifetime, just like the way Ann Rule spent almost a decade 

working with a professional serial killer without her knowing. I want you to think about 

that stranger you met on the bus, the person standing in front of you to get a cup of tea or even 

that passenger who sat just next to you on the plane. 

 

A serial killer is a person who murders three or more people in separate events usually over a 

significant period of time. A serial killer usually targets a specific type of victim using a 

particular weapon and a sign which is considered as their signature move. Their mode of 

operation can be classified into either organized or disorganized mode. 

 

While a mass murderer is considered to be a person who kills multiple victims in a single event 

typically simultaneously or within a short period of time and in close geographical proximity. 

Usually, this type of killing is carried out by terrorists, cults, or by individuals and governments. 

 

II. Defining the Terms and Differentiating Categories 

A. Serial Killers 

Serial Killer is a person who commits a series of murders, often with no apparent motive and 

typically following a characteristic, predictable behaviour pattern. Usually, these people are 

believed to have killed three or more people over a period slightly more than a month and 

including a significant period of time between the murders. 

The main motive behind serial killers is just for psychological gratification, and many murders 

involve sexual contact with the victims. 

According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the motive of serial killers include anger, 

thrill seeking, financial gain, and attention seeking.3 

Serial killers can be classified into four different categories based on their motives. 

1. Visionary Serial Killer: the serial killers in this category usually suffer from break with 

                                                      
2 JONATHAN H. PINCUS, BASE INSTINCTS: WHAT MAKES KILLERS KILL? 45 (2001). 
3 JOHN E. DOUGLAS & MARK OLSHAKER, MINDHUNTER: INSIDE THE FBI'S ELITE SERIAL CRIME 

UNIT 75 (1995). 
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reality. The visionary serial killer murders because he has seen visions or heard voices 

from demons, angels, the devil or God telling him to kill a particular individual or a 

particular type of people. One of the prominent examples of a visionary killer is "SON 

OF SAM" as he usually says that he committed such atrocities because the devil made 

him do it. While most serial killers have an ideal victim they seek out, such as female 

prostitutes etc, visionary serial killers select their victims seemingly at random based 

on logic that is indiscriminable to either investigators or forensic psychologists. 

2. Mission-oriented Serial Killers: A Mission-oriented killer is one who targets a specific 

group of people and believes that by getting rid of these individuals, he is improving 

the world according to what his own personal standards and beliefs are. This group of 

killers justify their killing as necessary to get rid of a particular group of 

people. Mission-oriented killers are highly meticulous in their crimes. Their murders 

are planned with great precision and they get to their victims very quickly and 

efficiently. 

A classic example of a mission-oriented killer is Joseph P. Franklin who was a former 

member of the Ku Klux Klan, who was convicted in 1980 of four homicides. He 

justified his action of killing by saying "Race mixing is a sin against God and nature, 

I feel it is my duty as a servant of God to protect white womanhood from injury or 

degradation. 

3. Hedonistic Serial Killer: some people derive serious pleasure from killing and such 

groups of people are considered hedonistic serial killers. These killers are driven by lust 

and thrill seeking. Sex is the primary motivation for hedonistic lust killers regardless of 

whether the victims are dead or alive. 

A classical example of the hedonistic killer is Jeffrey Dahmer. He committed 17 

murders of both men and boys in Wisconsin and Ohio between 1978 and 1991. The 

reason was his obsession with his perfect lover-beautiful, submissive and eternal. 

4. Control-oriented Serial Killer: these killers seek to exert control over their victims, often 

deriving justification from the power they wield. They may manipulate, torture, or 

sexually abuse their victim before killing them. Many power/control serial killers also 

keep souvenirs or trophies from their crimes which serve to sustain and refuel their 

violent and sexual fantasies 

 

B. Mass Murderers 

According to the United States Congress, mass murder is the killing of three or more people 
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during an event with no cooling off period between homicide. Usually, this act takes place 

simultaneously or over a relatively short period of time and in close geographical locations. 

Mass murder is often accompanied with some unique characteristics. For a murder to be 

considered as mass murder, there must be multiple victims in a single event. The killing of one 

person in a single event won't amount to mass murder. The murder also has to be done without 

a cooling-off period. It doesn't matter whether the murder was targeted at a particular group or 

the murder was done on a random basis. 

A targeted mass murder is the murder where the killer has a specific target and has studied the 

way of life of the victims for some specific period of time. 

 

Typologies of Mass murder 

Typologies of mass murder can be categorized into three different groups: Motivational 

Typology, this typology studies the reason or what motivated the killer to commit such crime. 

Example: Revenge, Power, Loyalty etc.4 

Perpetrator Typology: this typology focuses on pseudo commandos, family annihilators, and 

set-and-run killers. 

Event Typology: another type of mass murder is the event typology, in this typology, the killer 

focuses on specific details such as method, time, and place. 

More emphasis is going to be placed on the perpetrator typology as it is being a broad category 

of typology. Looking at the sub-groups that fall under this type of mass murder will be of great 

essence. 

1. Family Annihilator: Perpetrators in this category often target family members or close 

relatives. They are motivated by despair, anger, or perceived betrayal. Those who kill 

their entire family often have a history of domestic violence or mental illness, and their 

actions are often triggered by family breakdowns or perceived threats to their family. 

Research shows that they can be categorized into four types: Self-Righteous, 

Disappointed, Anomic and Paranoid. 

2. Pseudo Commandos: these types of killers are characterized by a military or 

paramilitary style. Their motivation is rooted in a desire for power, control or to be seen 

as a revolutionary. In forensic psychiatry, a pseudo commando is a mass murderer who 

commits premeditated murder. They usually see their actions through the lenses of 

narcissists as being morally justified in revenge against their unfair treatment by an 

                                                      
4 RONALD M. HOLMES & STEPHEN T. HOLMES, SERIAL MURDER 4th ed. 110 (2010). 
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uncaring world and wish to go out in a blaze of glory. 

3. Set-and-run Killer: A set and run killer is a type of mass murderer who uses methods 

that allow them to escape or maintain distance from the scene of the murder after 

the act. 

These perpetrators typically aim to create chaos or instill fear, often by targeting a 

specific location like school or workplace. Sometimes, they are not directly involved in 

the killing itself but instead set a scene or provide the means for others to commit the 

act. 

 

Overlap and distinction between Serial Killers and Mass murderers 

Serial killers and Mass murderers are both multiple homicide offences but there are some 

primary differences such as in time frame, and location of killings. Serial killers murder 

multiple victims over a period of time often with a break between each offence or incidents 

while mass murderers kill three or more victims in a single event without cooling off period. 

Both serial and mass murderers can be motivated by several factors including anger, revenge, 

power or a need to control others.5 

 

Overlapping areas 

● Motivation: both murderers may share similar motivations such as Power, Revenge, or 

desire to control. 

● Psychology: the two groups can exhibit antisocial behaviour, lack of empathy, and 

psychopathic tendencies. 

● Victimology: both can target a specific type of victims or pattern of behaviour. 

 

Areas of distinction 

● Timeframe: the most important difference is the timeframe between the killings. Serial 

killers operate over a period of time with intervals between incidents, while mass 

murderers kill multiple victims within a short timeframe, often in a single event. 

● Location: serial killers target different locations or over a wider geographic area, while 

mass murderers generally act at a single location. 

● Cooling off period: serial killers usually exhibit a cooling off period between killings, 

allowing for a break in their crime spree, while mass murderers usually don't have a 

                                                      
5 JAMES ALAN FOX & JACK LEVIN, EXTREME KILLING: UNDERSTANDING SERIAL AND MASS 

MURDER 3d ed. 195 (2012). 
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cooling off period before the next killing. 

In summary, serial killers are serial offenders who commit murders over a period of time, while 

mass murderers are those who commit murder in a single event with multiple killings at a single 

location. 

 

III. Biological and Neurological Factors 

A. Genetic Predispositions 

A genetic predisposition refers to the inherited tendency or susceptibility an individual may 

have towards certain behaviour, including criminal behaviour due to their genetic makeup. It 

is good to remember that while genes can influence behaviour, they do not determine it, and 

the environment plays a crucial role in shaping individuals' actions.6 

While it is complex and not fully understood, there is growing evidence suggesting a role for 

genetic predispositions in the development of violence, including serial killers and mass 

murderers. Specific genes and genetic variations, often, coupled with environmental factors 

and behavioural influences, can increase an individual's likelihood of exhibiting aggressive and 

violent behaviours. 

 

The Warrior Gene and its controversial link to aggression: The warrior gene refers 

specifically to a variant of the Monoamine oxidase A gene (MAOA) which has been linked to 

aggressive behaviours in people, thereby earning the nickname “Warrior Gene”. 

This enzyme plays a role in regulating neurotransmitters like serotonin, dopamine, and 

norepinephrine, which are involved in mood regulations and emotional responses. Studies 

involving individuals with a history of violence, have found that individuals with low levels of 

the MAOA enzyme may exhibit a predisposition to aggression.7 

However, It Is Highly Controversial Due To The Following Reasons: 

Oversimplification: The idea of a warrior gene can oversimplify the complex relationship 

between genetics and behaviour. Many factors including upbringing, personal trauma and 

cultural influences also play a significant impact on aggressive behaviour of people. 

Misinterpretation: The warrior gene concept has been used in some cases to perpetuate 

harmful 

                                                      
6 AMES H. FALLON, THE PSYCHOPATH INSIDE: A NEUROSCIENTIST'S PERSONAL JOURNEY INTO 

THE DARK SIDE OF THE BRAIN 145 (2013). 
7 A. Caspi et al., Role of Genotype in the Cycle of Violence in Maltreated Children, 297 SCIENCE 851, 852 

(2002). 
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stereotypes, particularly in relation to certain ethnic groups, raising concerns about scientific 

responsibility and ethical implications. 

Lack of definitive evidence: while some studies have found links between the MAOA gene 

and aggression, they don’t necessarily prove that the gene causes aggressive behaviours. Other 

factors such as environmental influences may also play a more significant role. 

 

Other genetic markers and their potential roles 

It is an agreed fact that there is no established single gene which exists for serial killers, but 

there are certain genetic markers which are associated with traits that can contribute to violent 

behaviour, potentially increasing the risk for serial killing when mixed with environmental 

factors. Those genes include Neurotransmitter regulation, such as MAOA and COMT, and 

those linked to impulsivity and aggression, like SLC6A4 and CDH13. 

Serotonin Transporter Gene (5-HTTLPR/SLC6A4): This gene helps regulate serotonin 

reuptake. The short allele (S) of this gene has been associated with reduced serotonin function 

and, similar to MAOA-L, an increased susceptibility to emotional dysregulation, anxiety, and 

aggression, often in the context of childhood adversity. 

Dopamine Genes (e.g., DRD4, ANKK1/DRD2): Variations in genes related to the dopamine 

system (which is involved in reward, motivation, and sensation-seeking) have been linked to 

impulsive and dissocial subtypes of psychopathy. For instance, some variants are associated 

with increased novelty-seeking and disinhibition, traits that can contribute to an antisocial 

lifestyle. 

COMT Gene: This gene is involved in the metabolism of dopamine, particularly in the 

prefrontal cortex. Certain variations of the COMT gene are associated with impaired executive 

function and impulse control, which are common deficits in violent individuals. 

 

B. Brain Abnormalities and Dysfunctions 

The study of the neurobiology of extreme violence focuses on structural and functional 

abnormalities in specific brain regions and chemical imbalances that impair the core 

psychological functions necessary for prosocial behavior, suchating impulse control, emotional 

regulation, and empathy. 

 

Prefrontal Cortex (PFC): Impulse Control, Decision-Making, and Empathy 

The Prefrontal Cortex (PFC), located at the very front of the brain, is considered the "CEO" or 

"braking system" of the brain. Its role is central to high-level executive functions, and 
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dysfunction here is strongly implicated in aggressive behavior:8 

Role in Impulse Control and Decision-Making: The PFC is responsible for evaluating long-

term consequences, suppressing inappropriate responses, and inhibiting aggressive impulses 

generated by deeper, subcortical structures. Studies using fMRI and PET scans often show 

reduced gray matter volume or decreased metabolic activity (hypofrontality) in the PFC of 

violent and psychopathic individuals. This structural or functional deficit leads directly to poor 

judgment, high impulsivity, and an inability to suppress the urge to lash out. 

Role in Empathy: The PFC, particularly the ventromedial PFC (vmPFC), is crucial for 

processing social and emotional information. Dysfunction contributes to an impaired capacity 

for emotional empathy and moral reasoning, making it difficult for the individual to appreciate 

the suffering of a victim. 

 

Amygdala: Fear Processing and Emotional Regulation 

The Amygdala is a pair of almond-shaped structures deep within the temporal lobes, serving 

as the brain's "fear detector" and playing a key role in emotional processing, especially fear and 

threat conditioning9. Dysfunction in the amygdala often manifests in two distinct ways among 

violent offenders: 

Reduced Activity in Psychopathy: In individuals with psychopathy (a trait common in serial 

killers), studies often show reduced amygdala volume and decreased reactivity to fearful or 

distressed facial expressions. This deficit means they fail to properly process fear and sadness 

cues from others, resulting in the characteristic lack of fear and callousness required to inflict 

violence without remorse. 

Hyperactivity in Reactive Aggression: Conversely, in offenders characterized by explosive, 

reactive aggression, the amygdala may show hyper-reactivity to perceived threats. This leads 

to an over-sensitivity, causing them to misinterpret neutral or ambiguous social cues as hostile, 

triggering an immediate, disproportionate, and impulsive violent response. 

 

Neurotransmitters: Serotonin, Dopamine, and Their Potential Imbalances 

Neurotransmitters are the chemical messengers that relay signals across the brain. Imbalances 

in key systems are thought to underlie behavioral dysregulation: 

Serotonin (5-HT): Low levels of serotonin activity in the central nervous system are the most 

                                                      
8 A. Raine, M. Buchsbaum, & L. LaCasse, Brain Abnormalities in Murderers Indicated by Positron Emission 

Tomography, 42 BIOL. PSYCHIATRY 495, 501 (1997). 
9 R.J.R. Blair, Neurobiological Basis of Psychopathy, 182 BRIT. J. PSYCHIATRY 5, 6 (2003). 
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consistent biological findings related to aggression and impulsivity. Serotonin is primarily 

involved in impulse control and mood stabilization. Low serotonin turnover is associated with 

increased hostility, reckless behavior, and a reduced capacity to inhibit emotional responses, 

traits central to the escalating aggression seen in many offenders.10 

Dopamine (DA): This neurotransmitter is associated with reward, motivation, and pleasure. 

Dysregulation in the dopamine pathways has been implicated in sensation-seeking and 

impulsivity. While not a direct cause, an overactive dopamine system, particularly in reward 

centers, may contribute to the thrill-seeking and lack of fear observed in some high-risk, violent 

offenders, potentially reinforcing the destructive behaviors (like fire-starting or animal cruelty) 

that provide a rush. 

 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI): Correlation with Increased Aggression and Impulsivity 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) refers to damage to the brain resulting from an external force, 

such as a blow to the head, and it establishes a clear neurological link to violence: 

Frontal Lobe Damage: The areas most frequently damaged in TBI are the frontal and temporal 

lobes, directly affecting the PFC and its connections to the amygdala. This damage functionally 

mimics the deficits seen in the brains of psychopathic individuals, leading to a demonstrable 

decline in executive function, impulse control, and emotional stability. 

Increased Risk: A history of moderate to severe TBI is statistically correlated with higher rates 

of criminal and violent behavior, often characterized by explosive anger, poor frustration 

tolerance, and a failure to learn from past mistakes. This provides a direct, non-genetic pathway 

for neurological dysfunction to manifest as profound behavioral problems, often leading to the 

escalating aggression observed developmentally. 

 

IV. Psychological and Developmental Factors 

Research in developmental psychology entails a comprehensive examination of the lifespan 

and human development, commencing at birth and concluding at death. 

 

It is imperative to note that every person has different life experiences, therefore comparisons 

are not always accurate in cases such as this. However, when an individual’s experiences or 

behaviours become distressing, deviating, dysfunctional, or dangerous, it is at that point that 

researchers must pay close attention to the changes that occur. 

                                                      
10 A.A. Duke et al., Revisiting the Serotonin–Aggression Relation in Humans: A Meta-Analysis, 139 PSYCHOL. 

BULL. 1148, 1150 (2013). 
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According to previous studies, it is challenging to conclusively elucidate the reasons for the 

existence of serial killers or the motivations behind murder, which is why research in this 

domain remains continuing and dynamic. Although pinpointing a definitive explanation is 

challenging, a range of motivations spanning various categories may offer insight into why 

certain individuals resort to murder and the violent behaviours that accompany their actions of 

serial killer and mass murders. 

 

A. Early Childhood Trauma and Abuse: 

Physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. 

Physical abuse involves the intentional use of physical force that can result in injury, pain, or 

psychological harm. It includes hitting, kicking, burning, or any act intended to cause bodily 

Harm. Children exposed to physical abuse often internalize violence as a method of 

problem-solving, which increases the risk of aggressive behavior, especially in adolescence. 

It is associated with structural changes in the brain, such as increased amygdala volume and 

reduced prefrontal cortex function, which impairs judgment and emotion regulation.11 

 

Emotional (Psychological) Abuse 

Emotional abuse includes verbal assaults, threats, humiliation, isolation, or rejection that 

damages a child’s self-worth and emotional stability. It may lead to enduring deficits in 

self-concept, heightened susceptibility to depression, and challenges in establishing healthy 

relationships. 

Emotional abuse disrupts up the growth of the limbic system and the hypothalamic-pituitary- 

adrenal (HPA) axis. This makes stress reactions less controlled and makes people 

more emotionally reactive. Unlike physical abuse, emotional abuse often goes unnoticed but 

has been shown to be equally or even more damaging in some cases. 

 

Sexual Abuse 

Sexual abuse refers to any sexual act with a child, including fondling, penetration, or 

exploitation, and is often perpetrated by someone the child knows and trusts. Victims 

often experience PTSD, sexual dysfunction, dissociation, and behavioural problems such as 

self-harm and substance abuse. 

Neuroimaging studies reveal that sexually abused kids may have smaller hippocampus 

                                                      
11 DAVID L. FINKELHOR, CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE: NEW THEORY AND RESEARCH 88 (1984). 
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volumes, which might make it harder for them to remember things and control their emotions. 

They may also have hyperactive amygdala responses, which can make them more alert and 

impulsive (Teicher et al., 2003). 

 

Neglect and abandonment. 

Neglect and abandonment are among the most pervasive yet under recognized forms of early 

childhood trauma. Unlike physical or sexual abuse, which involves overt harm, neglect 

involves the failure to provide a child with basic physical, emotional, educational, or medical 

needs. Abandonment is a more extreme form, where the child is left without any care or 

guardianship, either permanently or temporarily. Both forms of maltreatment are profoundly 

damaging to neurodevelopment and psychosocial outcomes. 

 

Neurobiological Impact 

Children who are chronically neglected or abandoned experience significant alterations in brain 

structure and function. Key findings include: 

Reduced brain volume, particularly in the prefrontal cortex and corpus callosum, affecting 

executive functioning, decision-making, and impulse control. 

Underdevelopment of the limbic system, which is critical for emotional processing, empathy, 

and Attachment. Heightened sensitivity to stress, with overactivation of the HPA axis, leading 

to cortisol dysregulation and long-term stress sensitivity. 

Neglect is linked to a range of developmental deficits, including: Delayed language 

development, Low IQ and poor academic performance, Insecure or disorganized attachment 

styles, Lack of empathy, poor impulse control, and increased risk of antisocial behavior. 

Neglected children often internalize a sense of worthlessness or abandonment, contributing to 

depression, anxiety, and self-destructive behavior in adolescence or adulthood. In some cases, 

these children become socially withdrawn, while others may exhibit externalizing behaviors, 

including aggression and violence as maladaptive coping strategies. 

 

Impact on attachment, empathy development, and self-worth. 

Early trauma, particularly neglect, emotional abuse, and abandonment, can significantly impair 

attachment systems, empathy, and self-esteem. These deficiencies not only hinder emotional 

development, but also contribute to patterns of dysregulation, social estrangement, and 

aggression throughout adolescence and adulthood. 
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Attachment Disruption 

Attachment theory, propounded by John Bowlby, emphasizes how early attachments, 

particularly with primary caregivers, provide the groundwork for emotional stability and social 

conduct. 

Children who experience inconsistent caregiving, abandonment, or neglect are likely to develop 

insecure, disorganized, or avoidant attachment styles. 

Disorganized attachment in particular is linked to inability to manage emotions, trust others, or 

engage in healthy social relationships. In later life, such individuals may struggle with impulse 

control, emotional liability, and interpersonal violence. 

 

Empathy Development 

Empathy, the capacity to understand and share the feelings of others, is not innate alone, but 

shaped significantly by early emotional experiences and caregiver modelling. Children who 

have been emotionally mistreated, ignored, or invalidated frequently fail to develop basic 

empathic reactions, particularly affective empathy (emotional resonance). 

Neuroimaging studies suggest that people who have experienced chronic childhood trauma had 

less activation in the medial prefrontal cortex and anterior insula areas important in social 

cognition and empathic involvement. 

Trauma survivors frequently internalize negative self-beliefs acquired through abuse, rejection, 

or repeated criticism. Emotional neglect, in particular, sends an implicit message that the child 

is undeserving of love or attention, leading to chronic poor self-esteem. 

These emotions of worthlessness lead to: Social withdrawal, Self-harm, Aggression toward 

others, particularly when self-directed rage is shown externally. 

 

Criminal implication 

A lack of attachment and empathy is believed to increase the chance of developing antisocial 

conduct and psychopathy. Children without solid relationships and emotional atonement are 

more likely to:view others as dangers or tools, deal with remorse, guilt, or moral restriction. 

engage in manipulative or violent behavior as they mature.12 

This is particularly pertinent in forensic psychology, where disturbed attachment and decreased 

empathy are frequently observed in individuals with antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) or 

Conduct Disorder. 

                                                      
12 EDWIN H. SUTHERLAND & DONALD R. CRESSEY, PRINCIPLES OF CRIMINOLOGY 205 (10th ed. 

1978). 
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V. Sociological and Environmental Factors 

Social Learning Theory 

In the early 1960s, the concept of social learning theory was developed by an experienced 

psychologist, Albert Bandara. This theory was developed with the aid of key experiments 

conducted by Albert Bandara and was formally presented in his 1977 book titled “Social 

Learning Theory”. 

The social learning theory states that new behavior can be learned by people through 

observations and imitating what they have observed13. The theory strongly emphasizes the role 

of modeling, imitation and vicarious reinforcement. The theory believes in cognitive processes 

such as attention, memory and motivation, showing that learning involves both the 

environment and the mind or not just simple stimulus response conditioning. 

Based on this theory of social learning, one can practically see the influence of the exposure to 

violence in the media have had on serial killers and murderers. The world we live in today is 

run almost entirely on media, be it Print, Broadcast, Digital or Outdoor media. People have 

grown up using social media for example where other influencers and people considered to be 

role models are displaying and exhibiting violent conducts on the media. Using the social 

learning theory as elucidated by Albert Bandara, there are high chances that people are going 

to copy whatever lifestyle that is being portrayed by their role models in the media or by people 

they hold in high esteem. No one was born a serial killer or a murderer, they just learn these 

attributes along the way as they group up in society, and one of those ways that have 

influenced people is through the exposure to violence in the media. 

Some communities and families have also contributed immensely to the growing population of 

serial killers and murderers. Imagine a situation where a child grew up in a very 

hostile environment. This child witnesses abuse on a daily basis ranging from a toxic family 

where fighting is the order of the day, to a community where violent conducts are being 

portrayed by community members every now and then. This child is likely to become a violent 

one also as they grow up. Chances are they will get mixed up with people of like minds and 

gradually, they all will start to exhibit what their community or family members have taught 

them. The social learning theory made us understand that such behaviors can be learned in no 

time. People don’t have to experience rewards or punishments to learn them. They are learned 

just by watching what people do on a regular basis and adjusting to that particular behavior 

accordingly. 

                                                      
13 Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. Prentice Hall. 
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People are good at observing and imitating exactly what they see. This process is called the 

Copycat Phenomenon. A child who grows up in a hostile environment will likely be a violent 

person. All throughout their growth, the only thing they saw their community or family 

members engaged in was violence. By using the copycat phenomenon, studies show that a vast 

majority of such groups will exhibit what exactly they have been seeing all throughout. It can 

also be said that people who grew up in very decent homes and communities are at a higher 

risk of becoming bad people in society once they meet up with their peer groups that have the 

ability to influence their thought processes. 

To avoid the rapid growth of serial killers and murderers in a particular environment, we all 

have to be agents of positive change by creating an environment where positive attitudes can 

be learned and nurtured. 

 

Family Dysfunction 

Some families, Conflict, Misbehavior, Neglect and the creation of unhealthy and emotionally 

charged environments is the order of the day. Such families are categorized as dysfunctional 

families. Most families are considered dysfunctional because the heads of the home are always 

emotionally unavailable and the reasons for some of their emotional unavailability aspects 

could be tied down to many things. One such example is a family where both the husband and 

wife are working and the workload is so much that they begin to forget about their parental 

duties. Children will start to copy whichever lifestyle that is available to them. With this 

scenario, chances are high that though the parents might not be violent but the child or children 

will learn some other violent behaviors from the next door neighbor whom they spent almost 

all the time with. 

Some families, the parents have a questionable criminality history or they are into substance 

abuse. Parents of such nature have no tangible advice to give their children and as a result of 

this, the children will begin to copy their lifestyle and gradually start to live with that reality. 

In some cases both the children and parents will begin to abuse the substance together. If they 

continue such an environment without change, they will opt for greater crimes such as serial 

killings and mass murders. 

Since the family is considered a dysfunctional family already, children brought up in such 

homes will lack a positive role model. A role model is someone you envision and aspire to be 

like them at some point in your life. In a dysfunctional family, it is almost always the case that 

children do not have positive role models. They will start to imitate the lifestyle of whoever 

that is emotionally available to them. If they are not very fortunate, they will fall in the hands 
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of the wrong people whom they considered as role models and eventually they will begin to 

live the kind of life that person is living. 

 

Peer Influence and Group Dynamics 

When criminal behaviour runs to one's mind, it is very easy to believe or imagine that it is an 

individual problem. Something that someone willingly indulges themselves into. However, 

Edwin Sutherland, a prominent Sociologists has a different opinion on this assumption which 

he made very clear in his groundbreaking work called “Differential Association Theory”. In 

this theory,14 Instead of seeing crime as something that people are born with or inherently prone 

to, Sutherland proposed that criminal behaviour is learned and shaped by people around us. 

Exposure to peers who condone or engage in criminal acts can normalize violence, as 

individuals internalize the group’s deviant norms and values. 

Peer influence and group dynamics are significant contributing factors to criminal behaviour 

and murders primarily through social learning and providing validation for violence. 

 

Radicalization in Extremist Groups 

Radicalization refers to the process by which an individual adopts extreme political, social, or 

religious ideologies that justify violence, and it is a central mechanism in many cases of mass 

murder, particularly domestic terrorism. Its contribution is profound: 

Ideological Justification: Groups provide a cohesive narrative that simplifies complex 

grievances, channeling individual feelings of resentment and isolation into a collective mission. 

This ideology often labels the victims as the enemy, successfully dehumanizing them and 

removing the moral inhibitions against violence. 

Validation and Belonging: For individuals who often experienced social exclusion or failure 

(as noted in prior sections), extremist groups offer an intense sense of belonging, status, and 

purpose. The group validates their hostile thoughts and fantasies, reinforcing them rather than 

correcting them. 

Groupthink and Escalation: Within the group, groupthink and peer pressure encourage 

adherence to increasingly extreme norms. This environment makes the unthinkable (mass 

murder) not only thinkable but a mandated, heroic act, facilitating the planning and execution 

of large-scale violence. 

 

                                                      
14 Sutherland, E. H. (1939). Principles of criminology (3rd ed.). J. B. Lippincott. 
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Bullying and Social Exclusion 

Bullying and social exclusion (often linked to the earlier indicator of social withdrawal) 

contribute significantly by creating deep-seated feelings of shame, humiliation, and 

powerlessness in vulnerable individuals. The impact of this dynamic is multi-layered: 

Formation of Grievance: Chronic bullying can cause an intense and enduring sense of being 

persecuted and wronged by society or a specific peer group (like a school or workplace). This 

grievance is the emotional fuel for many revenge-driven mass killings. 

Externalization of Blame: Rather than internalizing their pain, the victim of social exclusion 

often externalizes blame, viewing the dominant group as the source of all their problems. This 

cognitive shift is a necessary precursor to seeing violence as a justified form of retribution. 

Fantasy and Preparation: The daily experience of exclusion fosters the violent fantasies 

previously discussed. For some mass shooters, the desire to exact revenge on the perceived 

bullies becomes the central, driving motivation, pushing them toward an obsession with 

weapons and a detailed plan to transform their sense of powerlessness into an act of ultimate 

destructive power. 

 

VI. Early Warning Signs and Prevention Strategies 

A. Behavioural Indicators 

There are certain behaviours which are widely considered as indicators for people who will 

eventually indulge into criminal behaviour. These behaviours are so unique to the extent that 

once an individual starts to exhibit them, if not much attention is given to them they will become 

deviants in society. We will take a look at a few. 

 

History of Cruelty to Animals 

A history of cruelty to animals contributes significantly by demonstrating an early failure in 

empathy development and a willingness to inflict suffering for personal gratification. 

Psychologically, animals represent a safe, powerless target on which to test and refine 

aggressive urges. This behavior often serves as a "practice run" for future violence, as the 

individual becomes desensitized to the suffering of a living being. The act provides a sense of 

power and control, which reinforces the behavior and paves the way for the later objectification 

of human victims. It suggests the presence of callous-unemotional traits, which are central to 

psychopathy. 
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Fire-Starting 

Fire-starting or arson (when deliberate and repeated) is instructive because it links the desire 

for destruction with the need for attention, control, and emotional release. The act of creating 

a powerful, chaotic event, a fire provides a visible, dramatic expression of inner turmoil and 

anger that the individual may be unable to articulate or manage healthily. This behavior allows 

the perpetrator to feel a sense of omnipotence over their environment and, like animal cruelty, 

provides a source of destructive pleasure that reinforces antisocial tendencies and a fascination 

with chaos. 

 

Bedwetting 

While bedwetting (chronic enuresis past a typical age) is the most controversial point (part of 

the often-debunked Macdonald Triad), when it appears alongside the other indicators, its 

contribution is often interpreted as a sign of severe emotional or psychological distress and 

potentially trauma or neglect in the child's life. Rather than being a direct cause, persistent 

enuresis can be viewed as a symptom of a highly stressful or abusive home environment. This 

stress can contribute to the overall psychological environment that fosters anger, withdrawal, 

and the subsequent development of maladaptive, aggressive coping mechanisms. 

 

Escalating Aggression and Violence 

The presence of escalating aggression and violence is a straightforward and crucial indicator. 

It shows a clear, developmental trajectory of antisocial behavior. The individual progressively 

moves from minor rule-breaking and verbal aggression to physical fights and more serious 

assaults. This escalation signifies a deepening commitment to aggressive behavior as a primary 

problem-solving strategy and a habituation effect, where initial aggressive acts no longer 

provide the necessary psychological "kick," demanding increasingly severe violence to achieve 

the same feeling of release or power. This pattern demonstrates the individual's failure to 

internalize prosocial norms. 

 

Social Withdrawal and Isolation 

Social withdrawal and isolation contribute significantly by creating the fertile ground in which 

violent fantasies can germinate without scrutiny. Lacking healthy social bonds and constructive 

outlets, the individual retreats into an inner world where feelings of rejection, resentment, or 

persecution can fester and ruminate. This isolation prevents the development of robust, 

empathetic relationships, making it easier to see others as abstract obstacles or antagonists. For 
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mass murderers, this isolation often solidifies an "Us vs. Them" narrative, fueling a profound 

sense of grievance against the perceived society that excluded them. 

 

Obsession with Violence or Weapons 

An obsession with violence or weapons contributes by showing a cognitive preoccupation with 

the act of killing and the tools of destruction. This constant focus on violent themes whether 

through media, fantasy, or collecting weapons, serves as a form of mental rehearsal. It breaks 

down the psychological barriers to committing violence by normalizing the actions in the 

individual's mind. The obsession with weapons, in particular, fulfills a powerful need for 

competence, status, and control, and provides the necessary means to translate their long-held, 

hostile fantasies into reality. 

 

B. Mental Health Interventions: Prevention and Mitigation 

Effective Mental Health Interventions are crucial in the context of preventing extreme violence 

by serial killers and mass murderers, focusing on identifying, managing, and treating the 

underlying psychological disorders and stressors that contribute to violent ideations 

and behaviors. While not every mental health issue leads to violence, addressing severe and 

persistent illness is a vital step in community safety. 

 

Early Identification and Treatment of Mental Illness 

This intervention emphasizes the proactive recognition of significant mental health disorders, 

such as severe depression, schizophrenia, Bipolar Disorder, and personality disorders 

(especially Antisocial and Borderline Personality Disorders), often referred to as Early and 

Periodic Screening, Diagnostic, and Treatment (EPSDT) in some contexts. The contribution 

here is two-fold: 

Mitigation of Symptoms: Early, consistent treatment with medication and psychotherapy can 

stabilize symptoms like paranoia, grandiosity, or persistent rage, which can fuel hostile 

fantasies and behaviors. 

Interruption of Maladaptive Development: Identifying issues during childhood or adolescence 

when the previously discussed behavioral indicators (e.g., aggression, withdrawal) often 

surface provides an opportunity to interrupt the development of deep-seated antisocial patterns 

before they become fixed in adulthood. The goal is to redirect the individual toward prosocial 

functioning. 
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Access to Therapy and Psychiatric Care 

The availability and affordability of therapy and psychiatric care are fundamental to reducing 

the risk of violence. This includes: 

Psychotherapy (Talk Therapy): Therapies such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) can 

help individuals identify and challenge distorted, hostile thought patterns and develop healthy 

coping mechanisms for anger and frustration. For individuals with psychopathic traits, 

specialized interventions focus on behavioral control and emotional regulation. 

Psychiatric Medication: Access to prescription medication managed by a psychiatrist is 

essential for individuals whose violent tendencies are rooted in biological or chemical 

imbalances, such as those with psychosis or severe mood disorders. 

Building Connections: Therapy provides a structured, safe relationship that can counteract the 

social isolation often observed in these individuals, offering an alternative to violent rumination 

and externalizing blame. 

 

Crisis Intervention Programs 

Crisis intervention programs are designed to provide immediate, short-term support during 

acute psychological distress or when an individual expresses specific threats or plans of 

violence. Their contribution is the rapid de-escalation of immediate danger: 

Emergency Response: This includes accessible crisis hotlines (e.g., 988 in the US), mobile 

crisis teams, and psychiatric emergency rooms that can quickly assess the individual's risk 

level. 

Threat Assessment: Crucially, these programs are linked with threat assessment teams in 

schools, workplaces, and communities. These teams investigate communications (manifestos, 

direct threats) to determine intent and capability, allowing for the temporary removal of 

weapons or involuntary commitment for stabilization if necessary. 

Suicide Prevention: Since many mass violence acts are preceded by or include suicidal ideation, 

effective crisis intervention, by treating the underlying despair and rage, can simultaneously 

prevent both suicide and homicide. 

 

C. Societal and Community-Based Prevention 

Societal and Community-Based Prevention focuses on systemic changes and environmental 

interventions to mitigate the root causes and immediate risks associated with serial and mass 

violence. These strategies acknowledge that violence is not solely an individual failing but 
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often the result of complex societal and relational factors.15 

 

Addressing Childhood Trauma and Neglect 

This is a foundational preventative measure, as many violent offenders report histories marked 

by significant Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), including physical, emotional, or 

sexual abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction. The contribution of this intervention is 

primary prevention: 

Interrupting the Cycle: By funding and implementing programs that identify at-risk families, 

provide parenting support, and offer early intervention services, communities can reduce the 

psychological damage that often leads to the behavioral indicators discussed earlier (e.g., 

aggression, isolation, animal cruelty). 

Promoting Healthy Development: Addressing trauma helps children develop secure 

attachments and emotional regulation skills, fostering the empathy and prosocial behaviors 

necessary to avoid the pathway to extreme violence later in life. 

 

Fostering Positive Social Environments 

This involves building communities, schools, and workplaces that are inclusive, supportive, 

and mentally healthy. The goal is to counteract the forces of social withdrawal and isolation 

that fuel resentment and violent ideation. 

School Programs: Implementing anti-bullying programs, social-emotional learning (SEL) 

curricula, and mentorship initiatives helps integrate alienated youth. 

Community Bonds: Creating neighborhood programs and accessible social groups for all ages 

can reduce feelings of loneliness and marginalization, ensuring individuals feel connected and 

valued, thus breaking down the "Us vs. Them" mentality often seen in mass murderers. A strong 

social environment acts as a protective factor against escalating pathology. 

 

Responsible Gun Ownership Policies 

While not a psychological intervention, responsible gun ownership policies directly address 

the means by which mass murder, in particular, is carried out, especially concerning the 

indicator of obsession with weapons. 

Restricting High-Risk Individuals: Policies like "Red Flag" laws (Extreme Risk Protection 

Orders) allow family members or law enforcement to petition a court to temporarily remove 

                                                      
15 ALAN A. STONE, LAW, PSYCHIATRY, AND MORALITY: ESSAYS AND ANALYSIS 130 (1984) 
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firearms from individuals deemed an imminent danger to themselves or others (often prompted 

by mental health crises or direct threats). 

Enhanced Background Checks: Closing legal loopholes ensures individuals with histories of 

violent misdemeanors, domestic violence, or documented mental health adjudications cannot 

legally acquire firearms, thus disrupting the transition from violent fantasy to lethal capability. 

 

Threat Assessment and Management (TAM) 

This is a focused, targeted intervention strategy designed to manage specific individuals who 

have demonstrated concerning behaviors or communicated threats of violence. 

Identification: TAM protocols are utilized in schools, workplaces, and law enforcement 

agencies to identify concerning pre-attack behaviors (leakage of intent, fixation, novel 

acquisition of weapons, planning)16. 

Management: Unlike simple prediction or mental health treatment alone, TAM involves 

multidisciplinary teams (law enforcement, psychologists, school administrators) that create 

tailored intervention plans. These plans manage the risk by increasing surveillance, offering 

mandated treatment, restricting access to targets, and employing de-escalation techniques, thus 

actively interrupting the escalation of violence before an attack can occur. 

 

VII. Conclusion 

The journey into the psychology of serial killers and mass murderers reveals not a single, 

terrifying cause, but a complex, deeply woven tapestry of biological vulnerability, 

developmental trauma, and catastrophic social failure. This research, moving beyond mere 

classification, demonstrates that the capacity for extreme aggression is rarely a sudden 

anomaly; it is often the tragic culmination of layered deficits that unfold over a lifetime. 

 

The Convergence of Risk Factors 

Our analysis underscores the chilling convergence of risk factors across multiple domains. The 

Biological and Neurological Factors establish a foundation of potential instability: the 

controversial "Warrior Gene" (MAOA) and other genetic markers suggest a heightened 

susceptibility to emotional dysregulation, an inherited vulnerability that only truly manifests 

when paired with a harmful environment. This is tragically compounded by Brain 

                                                      
16 HERVEY CLECKLEY, THE MASK OF SANITY: AN ATTEMPT TO REINTERPRET THE SO-CALLED 

PSYCHOPATHIC PERSONALITY 220 (5th ed. 1988). 
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Abnormalities and Dysfunctions, where structural damage or reduced activity in the Prefrontal 

Cortex (PFC) impairs the individual's "braking system," destroying impulse control, sound 

decision-making, and moral reasoning. The dysfunctional Amygdala either exhibits reduced 

activity, resulting in the cold callousness and lack of fear characteristic of psychopathy, or 

hyperactivity, leading to explosive, reactive aggression. 

This biological substrate finds its tragic trigger in Early Childhood Trauma and Abuse. 

Physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, alongside pervasive neglect and abandonment, shatter 

the child's development, leading to disorganized attachment styles, reduced empathy, and the 

internalization of violence as a problem-solving strategy. The behavioral indicators such as the 

cruelty to animals, fire-starting, and escalating aggression are merely the visible symptoms of 

this internal, catastrophic rupture. 

 

The Role of Societal Failure 

Crucially, the path to extreme violence is not inevitable; it is often facilitated by Societal and 

Community Failures that fail to provide protective factors. The individual's social withdrawal 

and isolation allows violent fantasies to fester, a process tragically accelerated by Bullying and 

Social Exclusion, which fuels a profound sense of grievance and drives the victim to externalize 

blame. For mass murderers, this isolation often finds sinister purpose through Radicalization 

in Extremist Groups, where the individual’s resentment is molded into a cohesive, 

dehumanizing ideology, transforming a personal pathology into a mandated, collective, and 

heroic act. The learning of violence, as Social Learning Theory posits, can occur through direct 

observation and modeling in dysfunctional families or communities where abuse is the norm, 

proving that violence is an attribute learned, not innate. 

 

The Mandate for Prevention 

The most powerful conclusion drawn from this research is the urgent mandate for preventative 

action. The distinction between serial killers and mass murderers defined primarily by the 

timeframe and location of their atrocities pales in comparison to the commonality in their 

psychological and developmental scars. 

Prevention requires a concerted societal effort: 

Early Intervention: Prioritizing Early Identification and Treatment of Mental Illness and 

providing broad Access to Therapy and Psychiatric Care is essential to stabilize symptoms and 

interrupt maladaptive development. 

Healing the Trauma: Addressing Childhood Trauma and Neglect is the most foundational 
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primary prevention, interrupting the cycle of violence before biological vulnerabilities can be 

tragically activated. 

Community Vigilance: Fostering Positive Social Environments counters the destructive forces 

of isolation, while Threat Assessment and Management (TAM) and Responsible Gun 

Ownership Policies serve as critical secondary and tertiary measures to manage immediate risk 

and restrict the lethal means for enacting violent fantasies. 

In the final analysis, the monsters are not born; they are forged in the crucible of genetic 

disadvantage, developmental trauma, and societal neglect. Understanding the multi-faceted 

origins of extreme violence offers humanity a clear, albeit challenging, path forward: a 

commitment to building a society where intervention is early, empathy is nurtured, and the 

potential for a peaceful life is accessible to all, thereby starving the roots of the darkness we 

seek to contain. 
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