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Abstract
Serial killers pose a unique problem for crime investigators because their motives are often far
less evident than those who commit a single homicide. The biggest problem is that serial killers
do not expose their intentions or make their murders easy to solve. This paper evaluated the
hypotheses that assert that mentally ill people are likely to become serial killers. Serial killers
have a history of methodological and carefully planned killing orders that either point out
psychological issues or severe psychopathy. This means that they either have mental illnesses
that propel them into killing or suffer from social conditions that eliminate all empathy and sense
of guilt. They can kill with ease and clinical efficiency without a hint of remorse. The research
further highlights an interesting discovery that the killing is rather intrinsic than precipitated on
the part of the victim in most serial killers.

Furthermore, as much as serial killers are labelled as insane, evidence shows that most
confessed serial killers said that they were perfectly aware of their actions and that they rather
enjoyed the thrill. Moreover, confessed serial killers assert that the role of ego in killing is a far
superior motivator than psychological problems. The review further reinforces this research
thesis because it has explicitly illustrated the relationship between mental illness, facilitating

factors, and the development of serial killers.



Introduction

Serial killing has evolved from the traditional poison murders to the current brutal
murders that cannot be explained even by the best homicide detectives and psychologists.
However, the only link between conventional serial murders and today's serial killers is that
serial killers have raised the stakes higher with more efficiency and dedication today. Serial
murders today have become too problematic because it is impossible to establish the motive of
the murders nor find any rationale to profile the serial killers (Allely et al., 2014).
Notwithstanding, research into the role of mental illness in creating serial killers is vital. The
essence of this knowledge is to help crime investigators devise better profiles that lead to the
arrest of serial killers. The serial killer’s mindset is too complex to assign one factor as the
causative agent for serial killing.

In other words, there are complexities whose combination can best explain the current
serial killer enigma (Brennan, 2019). The problem is that scarce research on the topic contains
conflicting information, making it impossible to devise a conclusive profile (Mehra & Samavati,
2012). In his theory of psychodynamics, Freud argues that the rationale behind serial killers'
motives could be defined by evaluating their psychosocial perspectives. Research indicates that
psychosocial triggers for serial killing point to some elements such as abuse, loneliness, neglect,
and abandonment (Piel, 2015). The theory of general arousal of criminality suggests that serial
killers kill not because they are mentally deficient but because they have a deep desire to extract
pain from hurting people, which gives them a thrill and satisfaction. This is a model of intense
desire to soothe a bruised ego and exert power and control. The purpose of this review is to
identify the specific mental factors that have led to the creation of serial killers and to establish

mechanisms to mediate these factors.



Neurological Factors

Neuroscientists have been evaluating the role of brain damage and injury in creating
serial killers indirectly through inspiring antisocial behaviour, inhibition of empathy and
remorse, and a deficiency in the relative self-worth of others. Head injuries are one of the most
common elements that shape the behaviour of individuals (Allely et al., 2014). Research
indicates that when an individual suffers from a head injury, the frontal lobe is damaged. This
damage impairs the victim's ability to form meaningful relationships, impairs decision-making
ability, and impairs the person's ability to distinguish between right and wrong. The lesions to
this part of the brain lead to severe deficits in violent behaviours categorized as elements of
mental illnesses (Allely et al., 2014). Further research shows that psychological and biological
factors cause personality disorders responsible for shaping criminal motives, history of childhood
development, senses of dominance and fantasy, and the typology of serial killers.

Schizophrenia

Schizophrenia is a severe mental condition characterized by delusions, disorganization,
disturbed thinking, and uncontrolled behavioural responses. Research shows that schizophrenia
occurs at a young age and peaks when the victim is around 20 years old (Brennan, 2019). At that
point, the effects of this condition are more pronounced, and the possibility that one could be
pushed into impulsive behaviour is highly probable. This is because in later years, past 30s, there
is a phase of schizophrenia that cannot be controlled outside a mental institute. As discussed
earlier, serial killing is not a random act of violence. It involves focused effort and patience to
get the victim to the exact point and commit the murder (Piel, 2015). This degree of control is
only possible in a schizophrenic person who is still young and the condition is in its early stages.

Therefore, this argument raises a concern about the viability of using schizophrenia as a cause of



serial killing tendencies. This is because the literature suggests that the condition is limited to a
particular age group where it can be controlled to allow for the efficiency of serial murders
(Brennan, 2019). The assertion implies that it is highly likely that it is not the cause of serial
killing in older perpetrators. However, to create harmony in this context, it is correct to suggest
that schizophrenia accounts for several serial killers' development up to a certain point.
Psychosis

Psychosis is a mental disorder characterized by a lack of conformity to societal norms
and formal rules. It is a prevalent form of mental illness, and people who have psychosis often
exhibit psychotic behaviour, delusions, bipolar tendencies, and dementia (Brennan, 2019).
Research shows that confessed serial killers may have been victims of fantasies and bipolar
conditions. These conditions impair the decision-making ability of the victim. The actions that
follow are independent of any rationality on the perpetrator's part (Piel, 2015). However, in many
cases, insanity has not succeeded in being the defence for serial killers under such conditions.
The criminal justice system only excuses a serial killer from prosecution if a psych evaluation
proves that the perpetrator lacks any substantial mental capacity to appreciate the criminality of
his conduct. Psychosis has been closely tied with psychopathy, which is the complete lack of
emotion or concern for the well-being of others (Piel, 2015). Most of these factors appear to be
independent of mental illness, but the standard argument is that normal human beings have fewer
tendencies to harm others without any provocation. Therefore, psychosis is responsible for
fueling serial killing tendencies by causing hallucinations and false perceptions that justify the
actions of serial killers.

Autism Spectrum Disorders



Autism spectrum disorder is a combination of mental issues that affect individuals from a
young age. People with disorders are relatively calm and less likely to fall under the profile of
possible serial killers (Brennan, 2019). However, the disturbed nature of the victims of spectrum
disorders makes them similar to people living with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (Piel,
2015). The reason is that they are initially slow, cannot grasp the language, and are almost
mentally incapable of coming up with the careful plans of a seasoned serial killer. However, in
the topographies of serial killers, the disorganized serial killer leaves the footprint of the murder
for everyone to track the heinous act. Such a murder scene is bloody, and the body of the victim
is mainly dismembered.

Furthermore, this group of serial killers takes a trophy from the murder scene (Piel,
2015). Such is the character of a person living with autism spectrum disorder whose control goes
out of hand and decides to start killing. Furthermore, serial killers are loners who avoid physical
contact with people, except for their target (Mehra & Samavati, 2012). Moreover, they are less
interested in social activities as they do not value such interactions. People with autism spectrum
disorder possess the exact traits of serial killers, including being alone and refusing to keep any
company.

Discussion

Serial killers are created by more than one set of factors, such as mental illness. In
research, it was proven that 20 out of 30 confessed killers had some form of mental illness.
Moreover, an independent study showed that serial killing tendencies were more reinforced by
dysfunctional families, alcohol, physical and sexual abuse, and other psychological problems
than mental illnesses (Piel, 2015). While these two pieces of research provide differing

perspectives about what exactly leads to the creation of serial killers, there is consensus on the



fact that serial killers who have been subjected to psychological torture or abuse develop some
form of mental illness when coping mechanisms fail to help them deal with the hostile
environment (Mehra & Samavati, 2012). Furthermore, no single factor can accurately account
for the rise in cases of serial killings. The available data points out that it is doubtful if one can
attribute serial killer motives to any set of drivers (Piel, 2015). This is because serial killers are
as complex as the murders they carry out. Also, it has become increasingly difficult to point out
patterns because, in many cases, investigators have discovered that the mode of killing changes
with each new serial killer. Furthermore, copycat serial killers have made the study of serial
killers even more difficult simply because the data available cannot account for the original serial
killer’s motive and the copycat’s.
Conclusion

The discrepancies in research have the implications of making the review limited in terms
of its contribution to knowledge. This means that, since each case of serial killing is unique, it is
also possible that the factors influencing the behaviour of each serial killer are quite different. It
has become challenging to compartmentalize one set of theories into a solid truth. For instance, it
is incorrect to assume that all serial killers act according to the general arousal theory, which
suggests that serial killers kill out of a desire for thrill and adrenaline rush. This assertion is only
valid for many of these criminals and is wrong in other cases. For instance, some serial killers
are created by post-traumatic stress resulting from exposure to stressful environments. For
example, a study found that people with military training are susceptible to becoming serial
killers for two reasons. First, they are experienced and trained in the art of killing for whatever
reason. Military training is harsh and uncompromising, and these people are capable of high

levels of aggression. The second reason is that exposure to combat exposes servicemen to the



development of post-traumatic stress disorder. This stress may lead to alcoholism, and
eventually, a serial killer who is an efficient killing machine is created. It is important to note
that there is a lot of speculation in this field of research. However, although this review
reinforces the thesis that mental illness creates serial killers, it raises some critical issues that are
subject to more research. Future research should consider researching the cognitive factors,
social and developmental aspects separately to develop a clear distinction about the impact of
each group of elements on serial killers. Moreover, it is prudent to define new measures of

profiling to increase the efficiency required to hunt down serial killers.
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