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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

Does the news media help perpetuate gendered images of womanhood and motherhood when 

reporting cases of female serial murder? I perform a content analysis of American newspapers 

across time to analyze the extent to which female serial killers are depicted in such a way that 

reinforces normative expectations associated with being a woman, as well as with being a 

mother. I analyze newspaper articles from 1900 to 2013 depicting cases of female serial murder 

consistent with the FBI’s definition of serial murder. Descriptions of female killers’ 

victimization history and mental health/substance abuse issues function as a means to deprive 

them of social agency and thus reinforce their subordinate position in society. Overall, 

newspapers frame female serial murder in such a way that reflects American patriarchal values 

and norms, according to which for females, and especially for mothers, it is not socially 

acceptable to step outside the boundaries of gender roles and expectations. The results indicate 

that female serial killers are depicted along gendered frames that enable the audience to re-

interpret women’s deviance in a socially acceptable way that does not threaten normative gender 

roles and expectations. 
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Introduction 

 Serial murder is a relatively rare phenomenon that accounts for less than one percent of 

all murder occurring any given year (FBI 2008). Despite the rarity and infrequency of the 

phenomenon, serial murder has been (and still is) one of the most popular and attention-drawing 

topic of books, television shows, movies, and more (Holmes and Holmes 1994). The FBI also 

recognizes this trend in the media by stating that American society has a macabre and morbid 

interest in serial murder that far exceeds its scope and has generated countless depictions of 

serial murder and of its perpetrators (FBI 2008). The extensive fictional and non-fictional media 

circuses surrounding serial killers and the lack of direct experience with serial murder due to its 

rarity have contributed to the formation of myths about serial murder perpetrators as well as 

about the motives for engaging in serial killing. Some of the most common myths are that serial 

killers are all white males and that they are only motivated by sex motives (FBI 2008). 

Movies, books, and other cultural artifacts tend to reinforce and solidify these myths 

within the audience’s consciousness; however, research on social deviance and on serial murder 

in particular has shown that there is more to serial murder than its sensationalis tic and macabre 

nature (Holmes and Holmes 2009). The deconstruction of serial killers myths continues with 

acknowledging that women are also capable of engaging in serial killing and that it is not only 

limited to male perpetrators. In fact, Kelleher and Kelleher (1998) dedicate a whole book to 

female serial murder by discussing motives and patterns of killing and by compiling categories 

of female serial killers. Ultimately, my interest in serial murder is the depiction of female killers 

in print news, and specifically whether or not these depictions reinforce or challenge gendered 

myths of serial murder. Specifically, I am interested in how American newspapers depict female 

serial killers. Throughout this project, I attempted to answer the following research questions: 
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Are female serial killers depicted in such a way that reflects traditional gender norms and roles? 

How do depictions of female serial killers shift over time? Lastly, do depictions of female serial 

killers vary by motherhood status? In light of the literature review, I hypothesize that over time 

female serial killers are more likely to be depicted as violating gender norms. Moreover, in 

comparison to female serial killers without children, female serial killers with children are more 

likely to be depicted in line with traditional gender norms and roles. 

Conceptual Framework 

Media Framing 

An empirical study of how female serial killers are depicted in print media must first be 

grounded in an appropriate theoretical perspective such as media framing theory. Sociologist 

Erving Goffman (1974) and anthropologist-psychologist Gregory Bateson (1972) are accredited 

for introducing the notion of framing, according to which the mass media and the audience use 

certain ways and patterns to organize and make sense of social events and issues (Reese 2001). 

According to Goffman’s (1974) structuralist perspective on framing, culture is the producer of 

primary frameworks. He also claims that there are two types of primary frameworks which are 

embedded in each culture: natural frames, which stem from physical experiences that are due to 

natural determinants, and social frames, which stem from human agency (Goffman 1974). 

Goffman (1974) also argues that both types of frame go through a systematization process that 

will either provide the frame with a set of definite rules or it will provide a set of loose 

understandings. Regardless of how systematic primary frames are, they still enable the audience 

to recognize and make sense of an infinite variety of occurrences. 
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Research on framing suggests that, in any given society, social discourse is made up of 

two types of frames, discursive structural frames and cultural frames (Fisher 1997). According to 

Fisher (1997), cultural frames are flexible and thus provide a common pattern that redirects 

attention to some aspects of a certain image or issue as opposed to others, which consequently 

enables the audience to makes sense of them. Reese (2001) argues that recognizing, defining, 

categorizing a phenomenon under a simple theme is not as easy and straightforward as it may 

seem. In fact, according to Entman’s (1993) research, framing can also be considered a fractured 

paradigm and thus as an interplay of media practices that brings together the three components of 

communication (sender, content, and audience). Reese (2001) claims that a problem occurs when 

a certain issue is labeled and organized in a given category, for example “the economy” or 

“crime”; in fact, he argues that as a result of this categorization process, there is the tendency to 

overlook how “the economy” and “crime” are defined to begin with. As a result, Reese (2001) 

wants to focus on the ways framing occurs and, particularly, on the extent to which frames are 

shaped by social and institutional interests. In addition, he proposes a definition of frames as 

“organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work symbolically to 

meaningfully structure the social world” (Reese 2001) to later break it down to take a closer look 

at its main components because, like I mentioned previously, he believes that framing is a 

complex and interactive process. 

Gonos’s (1977) research recognizes both structuralist and interactionist perspectives on 

the study of frames, but he argues that they are both rooted in classical sociology. He 

differentiates between the word “situation” and “frame,” proposing that the former leads the way 

to an interactionist approach while the latter is fundamental for a structuralist approach. The 

main premise of the interactionist perspective lies in the assumption of the uniqueness of 
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situations which then translates in an effort to capture rich and detailed descriptions of the social 

life (Gonos 1997). This notion is rejected by the structuralist approach because, like Goffman 

would argue, a situation is defined and described by its unique aspects that it is made of; on the 

other hand “a frame is described by the stable rules of its operations, whatever the circumstances 

are” (Gonos 1977:857). As a result of interactionist theory’s focus on people’s ability to 

continuously create and exchange meanings, the situation is now considered precarious because 

the meaning of a particular situation can be influenced and altered by human factors (Gonos 

1977). Goffman (1974) is highly critical of this point and he puts forth the argument that social 

reality cannot undergo reconstruction and reinterpretation on a daily basis; he proceeds to argue 

that situations, unlike frames, fail to represent the social worlds that are available to members of 

a culture. 

According to Elliot, Kaufman, and Shmueli’s (2003) research on the role of framing 

within conflicts and disputes, frames are based on underlying structures of beliefs, values, and 

experiences and thus provide a means to interpret different social phenomena. They argue that, in 

conflict contexts, there are many factors that can shape the formation of frames. They recognize 

six types of frames that are constructed from different sources: identity frames, characterization 

frames, power frames, conflict management frames, risk and information frames, and loss versus 

gain frames. In their research, Elliot, Kaufman, and Shmueli (2003) note many other types of 

frames can be constructed through beliefs and experiences, but that the six mentioned are the 

most relevant in terms of situations of conflict and dispute. In addition, their research introduces 

the concept of reframing which occurs when the original frame experiences a significant shift as 

a result of negotiation and reconciliation; also, the potential impact of the frame is going to shift 

upon the reframing process (Elliot, Kaufman, and Shmueli 2003). 
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In the realm of media, Scheufele (1999) differentiates between the four stages on the research of 

media effects and points out that, during the last stage which started in the 1980s, media framing 

was characterized by “social constructionism.” In fact, he argues that the media plays a key role 

in helping to construct social reality, meaning framing and organizing the social reality under 

common and predictable patterns. Scheufle’s (1999) research also claims that research on the 

construction of frames can be organized under two categories: frames as dependent variables and 

frames as independent variables. Research on frames as dependent variables analyzes the extent 

to which the construction and/or modification of frames is influenced by external factors that are 

particularly relevant to where the framing is occurring in the first place (Scheufele 1999). For 

example, journalists that are in charge of framing printed news are most likely going to be 

influenced by socio-structural, individual, and ideological variables (Scheufele 1999). On the 

other hand, research focusing on frames as independent variables is mostly concerned with the 

effects these frames have on the receiving audience (Scheufele 1999). 

The power of framing in terms of shaping the public’s opinion is well documented in the 

literature on media framing. In the 1980’s, Tversky and Kahneman’s (1987) famous study on 

framing reiterates how framing actively, yet subtly, influences individual’s decision-making. In 

their experiment, the researchers introduced a problem and provided two solutions to this 

problem; the two solutions had the exact same outcome, but they were worded in such a way to 

evoke different frames in the reader’s mind (one frame was risk-averse; the second one was risk-

driven). Tversky and Kahneman found that the vast majority of the respondents picked the risk-

free option, even though it was clearly stated that both choices would have provided the same 

outcome. According to James Druckman’s (2009) research, this happens because of the 

“equivalency framing effect.” Druckam argues that the public tends to have different preferences 
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when frames that convey the same information do so in either a positive or negative way. 

According to Tversky and Kahnman findings, they will most likely choose the more positive, 

reassuring frame. 

Druckam (2009) also discusses a second framing effect known as “emphasis framing 

effect” which implies that putting emphasis on certain considerations of an issue can lead a 

listener or reader to construct an opinion around those latter considerations. This concept is 

observed in Jenny Kitzinger’s (1999) case study about the ways in which the media frames sex 

offenders (particularly pedophiles) who are being released from prison. Pedophiles’ release in 

society was never a prominent issue until the late 1990s when it suddenly became an emotional 

issue that needed to be thoroughly reported (Kitzinger 1999). Kitzinger argues that the media’s 

depiction of pedophiles carefully targeted the public’s pre-existing fear of pedophiles and thus 

helped to construct a credible enemy figure upon which the public could let out anger, 

frustration, and fear. Kitzinger takes it one step further and makes a connection between media 

framing and policy-makers; in fact, she claims that by framing pedophiles as the embodiment of 

an evil reinforcing the notion of “stranger danger,” the public loses focus of the actual statistics 

of sex offending according to which the sexual abuse of children happens in most communities 

and it is most likely to be perpetrated by a family member as opposed to a stranger (Kitzinger 

1999). 

In addition, it can be argued that some frames are more powerful and influential than 

others, depending on the issue that is being analyzed, the media source employed, how the 

message is deployed, and the kind of audience receiving the message. In fact, a content analysis 

of nearly 300 New York Times articles covering the issue of diabetes between 2000 and 2010 

revealed that using certain frames as opposed to others (in this case medical and behavioral 
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frames versus societal frames) can directly influence the way the audience processes information 

about the causes and implications of diabetes (Stefanik-Sidener 2013). The author argues that 

observing the phenomenon of diabetes only through medical and behavioral lenses not only 

makes it harder for the public to fully grasp the wider repercussions of diabetes, but it also 

undermines the public’s willingness to support the implementation of policies dealing with this 

issue (Stefanik-Sidener 2013).  

Serial Killers as Icons 

American mass media puts considerable effort in the depiction of the serial killer; 

sometimes the depiction is fictitious and thus occurs within the context of movies and television 

shows and sometimes, within the context of social deviance and true crime, it appears in 

newspapers, documentaries, and other cultural artifacts. Either way, the portrayal of the typical 

serial murder is carefully constructed using familiar frameworks to be then conveyed to the 

social environment by the mass media. In his work on predator criminals as media icons, Ray 

Surette (1994) argues that common and ordinary crimes do not strike the public’s consciousness 

nearly as much as sensational crimes do (for example, serial murder). Given the great deal of 

attention and coverage that such crimes receive, their perpetrators, being the actors that actively 

carry out such rare and abnormal behaviors, consequently become the focal point of interest 

within the public’s consciousness. At this point, these offenders can potentially become modern 

media icons because of the public’s fascination and desire to know a person’s motivations for 

resorting to serial killing. Surette also argues that the representations of these criminals in the 

media could potentially contribute to shaping the social reality within society because of the lack 

of people’s direct personal experience with, in this case, serial murder. As a consequence, the 

mass media becomes the primary source of gaining information and knowledge about a 
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phenomenon that the average person is very unlikely to experience within their lifetime; this 

leaves a great deal of social power in the hands of the media, which has now the ability to shape 

the public’s consciousness by conveying a portrayal of serial killers that could be a mere product 

of their arbitrary social constructions.  

Similarly, this concept of criminals becoming media/cultural icons can also be found in 

Joseph Grixti (1995) work. In his article, Grixti cites Jane Caputi’s words and argues that serial 

killers of the latter part of the 20th century have the tendency to originate legends and promote 

cult-like behavior, in that they are celebrated within a great variety of cultural artifacts, ranging 

from movies, television shows, songs, magazines, comics, etc. Like Surette, Grixti reminds the 

reader that such sensational categories of criminals as serial murderers, psychopaths, and so on, 

are the ones that tend to spark the most interest in the public as well as in the producers of 

messages within cultural artifacts. As a result, the depictions of these violent criminals serve a 

specific function for both one’s individual consciousness (it provides a tangible embodiment of 

the darkest side of human nature) and society’s collective consciousness (it provides a clear 

example of what a society as a whole considers deviant and abnormal). In addition, Grixti 

discusses the depiction of serial killers in both fictional and non-fictional cultural artifacts; he 

argues that villains are portrayed as inhuman monstrous attractions in order to preserve and 

reinforce the boundaries of normalcy that make up the general public’s identity.  

As far as popular fiction is concerned, Grixti maintains that the role of fictional mass 

media is to label the criminal as an outsider who does not fit in with society’s tradition as well as 

society’s mainstream social norms and values. As a consequence, serial killers become part of a 

mythology in which, through having them dressed up as circus or cinematic attractions, they 

potentially become more familiar and consumable for the general public. As Franco Moretti puts 
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it when talking about the social and cultural functions of horror fiction in the 19th century, “such 

literature takes up within itself determinate fears in order to transform them into other (unreal) 

fears, with the purpose of saving readers from having to face up to what might really frighten 

them” (Moretti 1983:105). This phenomenon can be observed by drawing attention to 

mythical/fictional figures of the 20th century that are meant to mirror violent, obsessive, and 

sexually-related serial killings. A very popular one is the figure of the vampire. Throughout the 

past century, vampires have been the subject of endless blood-thirsty representations of serial 

murder ranging from comedic to scary ones. Interestingly enough, though, there has also been a 

cultural shift in terms of incorporating the meanings of these originally ruthless killing machines 

within different social contexts and cultural artifacts (food items, tourist attractions, restaurants, 

etc.) that somehow buffer the threatening effect of the deviant meanings associated with serial 

killers (Grixti 1995). 

In terms of more recent fictional depictions of serial killers within the mass media, 

Ashley Donnelly (2012) introduces in the literature the character of Dexter Morgan from the hit 

show “Dexter.” Dexter works in the Miami’s Police Department during the day and hunts down 

criminals at night. Unlike the figure of the vampire mentioned in Grixti’s work, Dexter does not 

embody the anti-hero who challenges moral ideals and norms of what is considered good and 

bad and he is certainly not portrayed in ways that are too sensational and extravagant. On the 

other hand, Donnelly argues that Dexter is actually reinforcing conservative values of morality 

by also introducing the concept of vigilantism, which similar to the vampire figure, can be traced 

back to American mythology. In the case of Dexter, the audience does not need to disarm his 

character of his threatening features because his values of good and bad that do not conform to 

mainstream American society automatically invest him with the label of the Other. At this point, 
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the audience can clearly see that Dexter is not like us; he is the Other, he is intrinsically different 

from us so we can sit back and embrace his serial killer identity without having to worry about 

his character challenging our understandings of good versus bad (Donnelly 2012). In conclusion, 

regardless of whether it is done by the mass media or by popular fiction, the framing of serial 

murder provides the public with common patterns and themes under which they are able to make 

sense and organize information about this phenomenon.   

Media Depictions of Female Killers 

This literature sets the stage for understanding how the mass media frames female serial 

killers, recognizing the different types of frames used to do so and possibly shed some light on 

whether or not female serial killers are depicted in such a way that reflects traditional gender 

norms and roles. In her study of female serial murderers, Elizabeth Gurian discusses how female 

killers tend to be framed within two distinct categories: the compliant accomplice, which refers 

to women who, after having endured extensive physical, sexual, and/or psychological abuse by 

their male partner, become active accomplices (Gurian 2011; Jones 2008). Alternatively, they 

can take on the role of the mind behind the killings (Gurian 2011). Either way, Gurian argues 

that when violence comes from females, their agency in causing such acts seems not to be able to 

break free from the gendered schemas and social constructions put in place by society. 

Additionally, the mass media tend to focus on male perpetrators more so than their female 

counterparts. 

Feminist theory has suggested that serial murder is considered a phenomenon embodying 

the symptomatic sin of patriarchy, a fact that could play a role in the reasons why many male 

serial killers (Jeffrey Dahmer, Ted Bundy, John Gacy, etc.) become popular cultural icons due to 
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the perverse and sensational nature of their crimes and thus attract significantly higher media 

attention (Grixti 1995; Gurian 2011). According to Caroline Picart’s (2006) work on the 

depiction of Aileen Wuornos (Charlize Theron’s character) in the movie Monster (Jenkins 2003), 

depictions of female serial killers do not follow the same patterns as male offenders; in fact, male 

killers’ actions of violence and aggression are deemed deviant, but yet acceptable within the 

boundaries of their gender role (Picart 2006). On the other hand, female killers who engage in 

such violent and vicious behaviors are depicted as less than women or even “counterfeit women” 

(Picart 2006). For example, the very popular serial murder Ted Bundy, whose killings were 

driven by sexually predatory motives, is often depicted as a charismatic and charming man who 

planned his killings to the tiniest detail. On the contrary, Aileen Wuornos’ character in the movie 

Monster was depicted as sloppy and her motives for engaging in serial murder were downplayed 

to being merely financial. In addition, Wuornos’ serial killings, despite being arguably as violent 

and ruthless as a male killers’, are portrayed in such way that takes away any kind of agency 

from the female actor (Gurian 2011) to then justify the murders as a desperate way to deal with 

loneliness and with the pressing urge to love and be loved in return, which would probably have 

not happened had the killer been a male. It appears that research on the portrayal of both male 

and female serial killers within the media reverts back to traditional gender roles theories, as well 

as the concept of “chivalry,” meaning that, even within the context of deviance and delinquency, 

women seem unable to shy away from traditional norms and expectations of femininity. 

In her content analysis of the portrayal of femicide in crimes news, Rae Taylor’s (2009) 

accounts of the ways in which female victims of domestic violence are portrayed by the media 

reiterate the assumption that depictions of women in the media are specifically targeted to reflect 

the values of American patriarchy. In the research previously mentioned, patriarchal systems are 
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reconfirmed by taking away agency from women to redirect it away from them (Gurian 2011; 

Picart 2006). In his research, however, Taylor reports that social agency is taken away from 

women by using a good girl versus bad girl dichotomy that has the tendency of giving unfair and 

inaccurate depictions of female victims (Taylor 2009). Taylor proceeds to cite Berns’ study 

(2004) on domestic violence media coverage according to which the female victim was 

portrayed as directly responsible for their victimization in 97 percent of the articles analyzed. In 

addition to the victim frame for females, the accounts of the perpetrators’ violence lack 

description of blame for the men, particularly when or if the offender is a well-known, respected 

man to offer words of understanding and sympathy instead (McNeil 1992). This is a direct 

reflection of the criminal justice system’s (and its personnel’s) biased attitudes toward domestic 

violence. As a consequence, Taylor (2009) argues that media coverage of female victimization in 

domestic violence settings could potentially reinforce patriarchal values by ignoring the 

dynamics and contexts of domestic violence (for example, focusing entirely on the fact that the 

women did not leave the abusive relationship) to further stigmatize women while perpetuating 

men’s dominance.  

Chivalry and “Doing Gender” 

 Chivalry theories are also relevant to the study of media depictions and the framing of 

female serial killers. These theories imply that female offenders experience significantly higher 

levels of leniency and, sympathy, as well as more benevolent and understanding attitudes than 

male offenders when going through the criminal justice system (Herzog and Oreg 2008). 

Research argues this overall sympathetic attitude toward the female criminal population is given 

to the paternalistic and patriarchal nature of societies’ structures that expect women (regardless 

of whether or not their crimes are just as vicious and/or violent as men’s) to fulfill the traditional 
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female role embedded within the social environment (Herzog and Oreg 2008). Elizabeth 

Moulds’ (1978) work reinforces the relevance of both chivalry and paternalism and she traces 

these ideologies back to past American historical values, according to which women were 

thought to be unable to defend themselves and to be in the inevitable need of support from men. 

This assumption of women being totally helpless in the eyes of the outside world could have led 

to yet another misleading assumption according to which women who do take control and 

engage in behaviors that blatantly go against gendered expectations must have been unwillingly 

pushed toward anything that is not consistent with their feminine gender role identity. 

Let us take a step back, though, in order to point out how gender theories and particularly 

the notion of “doing gender” is directly intertwined with the concept of chivalry. According to 

West and Zimmerman’s (1987) groundbreaking theory, gender is not something inherently 

present within the individual and does not have to match the biological sex identity; on the 

contrary, gender is a performance, an overt display constrained by social norms and values. 

Research shows that doing gender, or the performance of gender, occurs across a great variety of 

social/cultural contexts, although acceptable ways of gender construction may vary according to 

the particular context and/or the broader societal environment (Deutsch 2007). In her research 

Deutsch wonders whether it is possible to engage in social interactions without gender placing 

meaning and thus directing such interactions (Deutsch 2007). This is particularly relevant in the 

case of female serial killers whose gender expectations are violated in their displayed deviance. 

Male serial killers already “do gender” by being overtly aggressive, violent and dominant and 

thus become cultural icons, more often than not embodying the most extreme gender 

performance on the male gender role continuum. Female murderers, on the contrary, tend to 

break free (or at least try to) the gendered boundaries to “undo gender” (Deutsch 2007) and thus 
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regain the social agency they have been deprived of in instances where their gender performance 

did not conform to the standards of society.  

In addition, research shows that gender norms and the consequent expectations are not 

static; on the other hand, they tend to be rooted in the cultural and socioeconomic environment of 

a particular point in time. In her meta-analysis on the changes of masculine and feminine traits 

over time, Jean Twenge (1997) highlights the importance of the social and temporal context in 

relation to gender norms and expectations. She argues that both males and females perform 

gender differently during different time periods; for example, the 1950s marked the era of strict 

gender roles where the father was the head of the household and the bread winner for the whole 

family, while the wife stayed at home to take care of house chores and of childrearing (Twenge 

1997). Later on in the 1970s, thanks to the emergence of the feminist movements, gender norms 

experienced a significant shift into gender-role permissiveness; women were more likely to be 

working outside of the home, they were more likely to pursue higher education, and they were 

even more likely to be involved in the political life. Twenge’s research findings show that 

women have increasingly been more comfortable taking on masculine traits and roles breaking 

away from the strict gender norms of the 1950s. By focusing on the notion that both men and 

women construct gender norms through the formation of social relationships, Deutsch (2007) 

reiterates that gender norms and expectations are not static; rather they change over time in order 

to adjust to social and temporal contexts. Contrary to socialization theories, which assume that 

gender as well as the norms and expectations attached to them are learned and understood as 

people go through the socialization process, the “doing gender” model argues that people adjust 

their gender performances following changes in gender norms and expectations (Deutsch 2007). 

As a result, Deutsch claims that women growing up in the 1950s can potentially lead completely 
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different lives (and thus adhere to different gender norms) than women growing up within a 

much later time window; in other words, the social environment of particular point in time 

provides a particular set of social norms deeming what the appropriate gender norms and 

expectations are for both men and women (Deutsch 2007).   

Importantly, one status that has steadily been closely associated with feminine gender 

norms is the status of mother. Early research on motherhood was primarily focused on mothers’ 

instrumental role in the successful and healthy development of children and on the possibly 

inherent nature of motherhood (Alpers, Gerson, and Richardson 1984). Later on, the notion of 

motherhood was no longer considered to be merely natural and was attributed to cultural and 

social construction (Cowdery and Knudson-Martin 2005). As a consequence of the idealization 

of motherhood, Cowdery and Knudson-Martin argue (2005) that the status of mother has become 

a powerful tool to maintain gender inequality within the household. Similarly, Johnston and 

Swanson’s (2006) research supports the idea of motherhood perpetuating inequality and thus 

strengthening the male gender roles versus female gender roles dichotomy; in fact, they argue 

that the traditional ideology of “good mother,” which was constructed around traditional 

feminine gender norms, inevitably maintains cultural hegemony (Johnston and Swanson 2006). 

To the present day, the most relevant ideology of motherhood comes from Hay’s (1996) work. 

She put forth the notion of “intensive mothering” according to which successful motherhood 

solely revolves around the care of the child in terms of emotional, psychological, and financial 

needs. In other words, a good mother should be consumed with nurturing the child and with 

providing financial support to the point of putting her own needs/interests to the side (Hay 1996). 

  Indeed, given female serial killers’ violation of gender norms—including the violation of 

norms about womanhood and motherhood—chivalry, gender performance, and gender role 
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theories are all potentially helpful in understanding media depictions of female serial killers. 

Specifically, for the purpose of my project, if I can make the assumption that female serial killers 

are depicted along the lines of traditional gender norms, given the dynamic nature of gender 

norms and expectations, I can then assume that these depictions will also shift accordingly. 

Methods 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

My project analyzed depictions of female serial killers over time across different 

newspapers. Turning to a content analysis of newspaper articles, I coded for variables such as 

aggressiveness, traditional gender roles, and so on, in order to see whether or not these depictions 

varied across time, as well as motherhood status. Specifically, my project was guided by several 

research questions: 

RQ1: Are female serial killers depicted in such a way that reflects traditional gender   

 norms and roles?         

 RQ2: How do depictions of female serial killers shift over time?    

 RQ3: Do depictions of female serial killers vary by motherhood status?    

Research shows that female serial murder does not receive nearly as much attention and media 

coverage as male serial murder and, when it does, it takes away female killers’ agency while 

depicting their male counterpart as “cultural icons.” This is due to the fact that these women not 

only do not fit within the gendered mold of womanhood that society has created for them, but 

they also overtly violate norms of motherhood. Norms and expectations of femininity are not 

only closely intertwined with the social, cultural, and economic environment, but they are also 
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shaped by temporal contexts. In light of these themes emerging from the literature, I 

hypothesized the following:   

 H1: Over time, female serial killers are more likely to be depicted as violating gender

 norms.  

In addition, ideals of womanhood are so closely associated with the status of mother that the 

presence of children, whether or not they are a mother’s biological children, plays a large part in 

reinforcing traditional norms of femininity for women in general. As a consequence, I 

hypothesized the following: 

H2: In comparison to female serial killers without children, female serial killers with 

children are more likely to be depicted in line with traditional gender norms and roles. 

Defining Serial Murder         

 First and foremost, it is crucial for my project to define serial murder in order to then 

establish which female perpetrators will fall under the serial killer category. Several different 

definitions surface in the literature. In the early 1980s, law enforcement agencies defined serial 

murder as sexual attacks and resulting deaths of young women, men, or children committed by 

male killers who tend to follow physical or psychological patterns (Egger 1998). This definition 

implies that only men are capable of engaging in serial murder with no mention of potential 

female perpetrators; in addition, it only gives room for “sexual attacks” that result in death, 

which inevitably excludes any other kind of physical attacks that can also lead to death. I had to 

exclude a few other common scholarly definitions of serial murder such as the one put forth by 

Brooks et al. (1998) because it requires the presence of sexual and sadistic overtones in both the 

killer’s behavior as well as within the crime scene itself. The sexual/sadistic component makes 
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the definition too specific and more geared toward male killers, especially seeing as female 

killers can engage in serial murder for monetary or other materialistic profits (Hickey 1997).   

 For the purpose of my research proposal I used the FBI’s definition of serial killing. The 

FBI identifies serial killings as “the unlawful killing of two or more victims by the same 

offender(s), in separate events” (FBI 2008). I chose to employ the FBI’s definition for two 

reasons. Firstly, it comes from one of the most official and well-known intelligence/law 

enforcement agencies within the United States that is concerned with the investigation and 

analysis of intelligence about serial killing. Secondly, the FBI’s definition is broad enough not to 

encourage any kind of gendered assumption about the perpetrator as well as not to imply the 

nature of the motivations for engaging in serial murder. In this project, I was not concerned with 

the reasons why the women I examined turned to serial killing; in fact, what I really focused on 

was only their depiction as serial killers and not whether they have killed for money, for sexual 

pleasure, for protection, etc. In addition, the FBI’s definition is specific enough to differentiate 

serial killing from mass murder, which Holmes and Holmes define as “the willful injury of five 

or more persons of whom three or more are killed by a single offender in a single incident” 

(Holmes and Holmes 1994). Holmes and Holmes state that there are other significant differences 

between serial and mass murder such as the fact that mass murderers tend to die at the crime 

scene as opposed to serial killers who, on the other hand, try to avoid apprehension for as long as 

they can (Holmes and Holmes 1994). 

Given the relatively small size of my population of interest, I did not include these 

secondary characteristics in the definition I used because it could have potentially excluded some 

of the female killers that did fit the broader definition, but failed to fit within the more specific 

subsections. An additional reason for my decision to stick with the more general FBI’s definition 
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is that it could be argued that too specific and complex definitions were exclusively designed to 

better classify and understand the motivations behind the male serial murder phenomenon, rather 

than provide a genderless and neutral classification for serial killing perpetrators (Castle and 

Hensley 2002). This way, I was able to include as many female offenders as I could because, 

whether or not they fell under the more gendered or motives-driven definitions, they were still all 

included under the simpler FBI’s definition. 

Female Serial Killers 

 In order to come up with my female serial killers population, I pulled up the American 

serial killers database compiled by Dr. Mike Aamodt (2013) from the Department of Psychology 

at Radford University. Since it would be virtually impossible to gain access to the FBI’s serial 

murder database, I decided to use his database because, firstly, it has originated by gathering 

information and fact from prison records, court transcriptions, true crime books, and media 

sources. Secondly, Aamodt openly states that for the purpose of his project he disregarded the 

motivations leading up to the serial killings and that he focused on the number of victims 

murdered at different events instead. In addition, during the 2012 “International Association for 

Identification” (which is the oldest and largest forensic organization in the world) Annual 

Conference hosted by the Department of Justice Studies at Florida Gulf Coast University, it was 

announced that Aamodt and the Department of Justice Studies were going to unite resources and 

information in order to compile the most exhaustive, non-governmental serial murder database 

(IAI Annual Conference 2012). According to the Department of Justice Studies, Aamodt’s 

database is the starting point of the project, which also plans to let other universities contribute to 

the development of the database (Department of Justice Studies 2012). Keeping in mind the 

previously established definition of serial murder, I have read all of the 27 female offenders’ 
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criminal biographies in order to see how many of those listed qualified for the FBI’s serial killer 

label. The biography database, which has been compiled by Aamodt himself with the 

cooperation of psychology graduate students, offers extensive and detailed background 

information about the women, including criminal history, timeline of the killings, number of 

victims, etc. Of course there was the possibility that some women were not included in the 

database because they did not fit the definition employed in the report; however, those very same 

women would have not been considered serial killers by the FBI’s definition either, a fact that 

still enabled me able to look at the whole population of female serial killers.  

Out of the 27 women listed in the database, I discarded all of the ones that committed 

their crimes prior to the 1900s; the reason for this is that if I were to go further back in time and, 

for example, take into consideration Elizabeth Bathory’s serial killings of the 1600s, I would not 

find any newspaper record of it. As a result, I focused on female serial murder that occurred at 

any point within the 20th century in order to be able to retrieve newspapers’ articles reporting the 

facts. Besides Elizabeth Bathory, I only had to dismiss one more female, Lavinia Fisher, whose 

serial crimes occurred in the 1700s. Lastly, I discarded one more of the women in Aamodt’s 

database (Charlene Gallego). Gallego joined forces with her husband and although they managed 

to murder several young girls at different times, she allegedly did not physically kill the victims, 

her husband Gerald Gallego did (Aamodt 2013). Even though she was actively participating in 

the abduction and sexual assault of the victims, the fact that Gallego did not perform the actual 

killings was not consistent with the FBI’s definition and thus led to my decision of excluding her 

from my project. I was then left with 24 female serial killers, all of whom were active during the 

20th century.  
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Unit of Analysis           

 My population of interest was all of the articles across different newspapers covering 

female serial killers in the United States from 1900 to 2013. I included articles of female serial 

murders that have been recorded within the last century and whose killings fall under the 

definition of serial murder. Thus my unit of analysis was newspapers articles that covered female 

serial murder in the United States. Given the relatively small number of female serial killers 

recorded in the past century, I decided that picking one particular newspaper over another could 

have involuntarily led me to exclude some of the women that, for whatever reason, were not 

covered in a big newspaper (for example, they were not mentioned because the killings took 

place in an isolated rural area). In order to control for this factor, I used Proquest Historical 

Newspapers, a database which included 21 different newspapers across the United States, such 

as The New York Times, Washington Post, Hartford Courant, Chicago Tribune, etc., as well as 

LexisNexis Academic, a database which searches across different newspapers’ databases at once. 

I decided to pair the two databases because LexisNexis Academic is mostly concerned with recent 

news, whereas Proquest Historical Newspapers provides historical news from different 

newspapers. By employing databases that search across different newspapers, I was able to find 

as many depictions of female serial killers as possible, whether they were mentioned in the front 

page of a widely circulated national paper or in a hidden section of a local newspaper.  

Data Collection 

 Data was collected by retrieving articles from the newspapers’ databases; I entered the 

female serial killer’s name and gathered every article that came up for each woman. When there 

was no record of a particular female killer in the newspapers, I made note of that so that I might 

be able to discern if there are systematic patterns for those killers who do not receive media 
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coverage. Also, in order to be included in the content analysis, the articles had to provide some 

sort of description of the female killers and of their killings; in other words, articles that only 

mentioned these women for reference were not put through the coding process. 

Coding 

 All of the articles retrieved from the newspapers were coded following the outlines of the 

codebook (see Appendix A), which is organized under two sections. In the first part, I collected 

background information about the female murderers relying on Aamodt’s female serial murder 

database, e.g., information about the women’s race, age, socioeconomic status, etc., were 

included in this section. The second part of the codebook is entirely dedicated to the coding of 

actual newspapers articles for different variables that were organized under three broader themes:  

- Traditionally masculine gender norms (i.e., the extent to which female serial killers are 

depicted as physically and psychologically violent or as exhibiting psychopathic traits). 

- Traditionally feminine gender norms (i.e., the extent to which female serial killers are 

depicted as nurturing, caring, passive, emotional, sensitive or weak). 

- Denying agency (i.e., the extent to which female serial killers are depicted as lacking in 

agency by mentioning sexual, physical, or psychological abuse; history of poverty; a lack 

of education; or differential treatment from the criminal justice system).  

Since I was the primary investigator for this content analysis, I performed the coding myself; 

this was also due to the lack of economic resources to employ other researchers and to time 

constraints. However, I asked a second person who was unfamiliar with my project to code some 

of the articles (specifically 24 articles that were chosen randomly) in order to establish some 

inter-coder reliability before continuing the rest of the coding myself. As far as the variables 
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concerned in the masculine gender traits category, physical violence turned out to be the most 

reliable with a Kappa score of .765; on the other hand, the exhibiting psychopathic traits variable 

had a Kappa score of .494, which is considered moderately reliable (Neuendorf 2002). The 

“being depicted as sensitive” variable had a perfect Kappa score of 1; the “being depicted as 

caring” variable had a Kappa score of .773 and the “being depicted as emotional” one had a 

slightly lower score of .643. In terms of the history of victimization variables, the “victim of 

sexual abuse” variable had a Kappa score of 1, followed by the “the victim of physical abuse” 

one with a score of .828. The “victim of abuse” variable was the least reliable of the group with a 

Kappa score of .692. Finally the “depictions of the treatment by the criminal justice system” 

variable was also moderately reliable with a Kappa score of .448. In addition, due to the overall 

small number of articles depicting female serial killers as weak, passive, and as lacking 

education, these variables were not present in the articles that went through the inter-reliability 

check. When interpreting the statistics I provide later on, a reader should thus keep in mind these 

reliability scores, particularly the ones suggesting moderate reliability. Also, I acknowledge that 

the dichotomous nature of the codebook could potentially exclude some important nuances; that 

is why, when needed, I allowed myself to modify the codebook in order to capture additional 

underlying themes as well as the lack of depictions of external factors such as abuse, poverty, 

etc. For example, for the “criminal justice treatment” variable, the possible outcomes were the 

following:  

0. Harsh (i.e., female killers depicted as being denied basic rights and/or appeals, as 

experiencing cruel and unusual punishment, etc.) 
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1. Fair (i.e., female killers depicted as receiving fair punishment – that is being 

sentenced to life in prison only when the crime carries a sentence of life in prison – 

etc.) 

2. Lenient (i.e., female killers depicted as having their sentenced reduced, as having 

access to some sort of privilege while in imprisoned, etc.) 

3. No depiction of criminal justice treatment (i.e., the newspaper did not report any 

information about how female killers were treated by the criminal justice system) 

Due to the large number of articles not depicting the treatment experienced by female 

serial killers and to the relatively small numbers of articles depicting fair treatment and lenient 

treatment, I decided to collapse fair and lenient under one category (and thus look at depictions 

of harsh versus non-harsh treatment) and to exclude articles with no depictions from the analysis. 

In addition, as I was going through the coding process, I noticed a relatively high prevalence of 

articles depicting female serial killers as crazy, insane, mentally disturbed, addicts, etc.; as a 

result I added the “victim of mental health/substance abuse variable” in order to capture a larger 

pattern of denying social agency by portrayed female killers as inane and unstable.  

Finally, I should mention that, throughout my project, I only selected original articles 

before running any type of statistical test; I excluded articles from the Associated Press in order 

to avoid having very similar articles skew my results one way or another. As a result I was left 

with 851 original newspaper articles. Despite making sure to only included original articles, I 

have to mention that sometimes there was a large disparity in the number of articles depicting 

certain female killers versus others; this has most likely influenced my results. Table 1 reports 

the number of articles on each female serial killer. As shown in the table, Amy Archer-Gilligan 

was the serial killers with the most articles (127 of 851 or 14.9 percent); with 110 articles (12.9 
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percent) Jane Toppan was second and Paula Sims came in third with 100 articles (11.8 percent). 

The female killer with the least number of articles was Patricia Allanson (two of 851 articles or 

.2 percent); Virginia Jaspers and Blanche Moore respectively had three of 851 articles (.4 

percent). In order to deal with this issue, I would have needed an analysis involving 

robust/nested models, which is only available in more advanced statistical software such as 

STATA or SAS and to which I had no access to. 

Table 1. Number of Newspaper Article per Female Killer 

Name n  Percent 

Allanson Patricia 

Archer-Gilligan Amy                
Barfield Margie Velma 

Beets Betty Lou 
Buenoano Judias                           
Coit Jill 

Corbett Tammy 
Gilbert Kristen 
Gunness Belle 

Hahn Anne Marie 
Hilley Marie 

Hoyt Waneta 
Jaspers Virginia 
Jones Genene 

LaBarre Sheila 
Moore Blanche Taylor 

Puente Dorothea 
Sims Paula 
Tinning Marybeth 

Toppan Jane 
Wuornos Aileen 

2 

127 
42 

15 
16 
6 

35 
13 
66 

24 
4 

20 
3 

36 

91 
3 

25 
100 

19 

110 
94 

   .2 

14.9 
4.9 

1.8 
1.9 
.7 

4.1 
1.5 
7.8 

2.8 
.5 

2.4 
.4 

4.2 

10.7 
.4 

2.9 
11.8 

2.2 

12.9 
11.0 

Total  851 100 

 

 

 



 

 
 

27 

Excluded Cases 

Out of the 24 female serial killers whose murders fit the FBI’s definition of serial murder, 

three of them were excluded from the coding process due to the lack of newspaper articles 

covering their cases, or to the inability to retrieve the articles following the data collection 

procedures outlined in the methods section. For example, in the case of Theresa Cross, a white 

female serial killer who murdered her husband and two daughters between 1984 and 1985, 

neither the LexisNexis Academic database nor the Proquest Historical Newspaper database had 

any newspaper articles covering her killings. However, she does come up in web searches and 

blogs where her violent and gruesome killings are described in details. In the case of Diana 

Lumbrera, who killed her seven children starting in the 1970s, the databases did not provide any 

articles about her killings. Interestingly enough, while I was trying to find articles about her, I 

came across one on the Los Angeles Times website; given that the Los Angeles Times is included 

in both databases, I was expecting to at least find that very same article.  

However, when doing the search through the databases, no article came up. Due to the 

sensational nature of her crimes (she murdered six of her own children over 14 years in Texas), I 

was surprised that I could not find any newspaper record on Lumbrera. The online article by the 

Los Angeles Times talked about Lumbrera believing in the supernatural and about the fact that 

she had been cursed by her mother in law. Also, the killings were quite violent and graphic 

(suffocation/smothering) so it seems unusual for newspapers not to report such a sensational 

event. Being Latina, Diana Lumbrera was going to be the only ethnic minority woman in my 

population, so the fact that she is an ethnic minority and that there are virtually no articles 

depicting her killings is an interesting fact on its own. However, the fact that the article was 

missing from both the Proquest Historical Newspapers database and LexisNexis Academic could 
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possibly undermine the reliability of my sources for retrieving newspaper articles; in other 

words, did I miss any more articles because they simply were not included in the databases? In 

order to answer this question there would need to be further investigation on how the databases 

were compiled and that is beyond the scope of my project.  

Virgina Rearden McGinnis, the third and last woman who was convicted of murdering 

four people between 1972 and 1987, did come up in the LexisNexis Academic database; however, 

all the articles that depicted her killings were from foreign newspapers (The Herald Sun in 

Melbourne, Australia and the Evening Standard in London, England). Since my project is only 

concerned with female serial murder depictions in American newspapers, I did not include any 

female killers’ portrayals from foreign newspaper in the coding process. Again, the fact that an 

American female serial killer does not make the news in her home country yet is mentioned all 

over international headlines is interesting and somewhat surprising, but it goes beyond the focus 

of my research project. As a result, I am able to speak to the sociological patterns that have 

emerged throughout the coding of 1034 newspaper articles on the remaining 21 female serial 

killers.  

Validity           

 In order to stay true to face validity (the extent to which a measure seems to tap the 

desired concept) as much as possible throughout the coding process, I had to make sure that the 

measures I employed throughout the coding process were designed to measure what they truly 

intend to measure. In order to comply with face validity requirements, I had my codebook 

reviewed by a peer. Having a peer review my measures also helped to ensure my measures met 

the standards for content validity (the extent to which the measure reflects the full domain of the 
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concept being measured) and construct validity (the extent to which a measure is related to other 

measures in a way consistent with hypothesis derived from theory). 

External Validity 

External validity or generalizability refers to whether the results of a measure can be 

extrapolated to other settings, times, and so on (Neuendorf 2002). The purpose of my project was 

to analyze female serial killers’ depictions within American newspapers in order to establish how 

these depictions varied across different points in time and/or across motherhood status, ranging 

from 1900 to 2013. Also, I should clarify that this content analysis project was not concerned 

with understanding the causes and motives driving these women to kill; on the contrary, I was 

only concerned with the actual portrayals of the women as serial murderers in order to uncover 

broader common patterns in the way they were framed in print news. In order to uncover 

common frameworks, though, additional content analysis would need to be performed as my 

findings from the newspaper articles are not necessarily generalizable to other cultural artifacts. 

Data Analysis 

After the coding process, I was able to establish larger statistical patterns of the themes of 

female serial murder depictions. Additionally, I was able to test my hypotheses, i.e., determine 

whether female serial killers’ depictions are framed differently over time and by motherhood 

status. I used descriptive statistics techniques and did counts over time by variables, where time 

and motherhood status served as my independent variables. In addition to descriptive statistics, I 

used logistic regression to look at what variables had an effect on female serial killers’ depictions 

of treatment by the criminal justice system.  
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Results  

Female Serial Killers Background Information 

Before proceeding with the actual analysis of the patterns that emerged during my 

content analysis project, I will present a brief overview of the population’s demographic 

information that I retrieved from Radford University’s Serial Killers database. Table 2 gives 

information about the female serial killers’ age at the time of the killings. The mean age was 34.1 

with a median of 34.  

Table 2. Age of Female Serial Killers 

Name Age Mean Age Median Range 

Allanson Patricia 
Archer-Gilligan Amy                

Barfield Margie Velma 
Beets Betty Lou 
Buenoano Judias                           

Coit Jill 
Corbett Tammy 

Cross Theresa 
Gilbert Kristen 
Gunness Belle 

Hahn Anne Marie 
Hilley Marie 

Hoyt Waneta 
Jaspers Virginia 
Jones Genene 

LaBarre Sheila 
Lumbrera Diana 

McGinning Virginia 
Moore Blanche Taylor 
Puente Dorothea 

Sims Paula 
Tinning Marybeth 

Toppan Jane 
Wuornos Aileen 

  54 
  35 

  39 
44 
28 

29 
21 

38 
  27 
24 

43 
41 

18 
24 
31 

47 
18 

35 
40 
53 

28 
43 

30 
33 

34.1250 34 36 
 

Total N = 24 
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The most occurring age categories were 18 (two case, 8.3 percent), 28 (two cases, 8.3 

percent), and 35 (two cases, 8.3 percent). The age range was very large (36 years) with the 

youngest age of 18 and the oldest of 54. As outlined in Table 3, the race breakdown was very 

homogeneous; 23 out of 24 women were white (95.8 percent), leaving just one Hispanic/Latina 

woman (4.2 percent).  

Table 3. Race of Female Serial Killers 

Race  n      Percent 

White 
Hispanic/Latina 

23 
1 

    95.8 
4.2 

Total 24   100 

 

As far as marital status is concerned, I specifically looked at this variable within the time 

frame the women engaged in serial murder. Table 4 shows that 15 out of 24 women were 

married at the time of the killings (62.5 percent); six women were divorced (25 percent) and two 

women were single (8.3 percent). One of the women (4.2 percent) was coded as “Other” because 

she married, got a divorce, and remarried during her killing years.  

Table 4. Marital Status of Female Serial Killers 

Status n  Percent 

Married 15    62.5 
Divorced 6 25.0 

Single 2 8.3 
Other (Remarried)  1 4.2 

Total 24 100 

 

Table 5 shows the number of children for each female killer. Three out of 24 women had 

no children (12.5 percent); another three women (12.5 percent) had only one child. Most of the 
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women had either two children (25 percent) or three children (25 percent), making these two the 

most frequent categories. Three out of 24 had six children (12.5 percent); the three remaining 

women had respectively four children (4.2 percent), five children (12.5 percent), and nine 

children (12.5 percent). 

Table 5. Number of Children of Female Serial Killers 

# of Children n Percent Mean Median 

0 3 12.5 3.850 4 
1 3 12.5   

2 6 25.0   
3  6 25.0   
4 1 4.2   

5 1 4.2   
6      3 12.5   

9 1 4.2   

Total 24 100   

 

Table 6 is concerned with whether the women used the help of an accomplice to either 

commit the killings or to cover up the crimes. Two out of 24 women had an accomplice (8.3 

percent) which in one case was the woman’s daughter and in the other it was the woman’s 

boyfriend. Nineteen out of 24 women acted alone (79.2 percent) and in the three remaining cases 

the information was not available (12.5 percent).  

Table 6. Presence of an Accomplice 

Presence of an Accomplice n Percent 

Accomplice 2 8.3 
No Accomplice 
Unknown 

19 
3 

79.2 
12.5 

Total 24 100 
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Table 7 presents information on the female killers’ educational level. Nine of the 24 

woman did not earn a high school diploma (37.5 percent); three women finished high school 

(12.5 percent), and four women completed some college (16.7 percent). Only one woman earned 

a bachelor’s degree (8.3 percent); for the remaining seven women (29.2 percent), the database 

did not provide any information about their educational level. 

Table 7. Educational Level of Female Serial Killers 

Education n Percent 

Less than High School 
High School Diploma       

9 
3 

37.5 
12.5 

Some College 4 16.7 

Bachelor’s Degree 1 4.2 
Unknown 7 29.2 

Total 24 100 

 

Table 8 presents information on the criminal background of the women prior to the 

killings. Ten out of 24 women did not have a criminal record (41.7 percent); 12 of the 24 women 

did have a criminal record (50 percent). For two of the women, this information was not 

available.  

Table 8. Criminal History of Female Serial Killers 

Criminal History n Percent 

No Criminal History 

Presence of Criminal History 
Unknown  

10 

12 
2 

41.7 

50 
8.3 

Total 24 100 

 

As far as the female killers’ employment status is concerned, the information is presented 

in Table 9. Most of the women, 18 out of 14, were employed (75 percent); on the other hand, 
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four of them (16.7 percent) were not employed at the time of the killings. The remaining two 

women (8.3 percent) managed to be both employed and unemployed within the time frame of 

their killings. 

Table 9. Employment Status of Female Serial Killers 

Employment Status n Percent 

Employed 18 75.0 
Not Employed  4 16.7 

Employed and Unemployed  2 8.3 

Total 24 100 

 

Finally, Table 10 gives insight into the number of the victims by the hands of female 

serial killers, as well as the type of victim they chose. Four out of 24 women killed two victims 

(16.5 percent), six out of 24 killed three victims (25 percent), two out 24 killed four victims (8.3 

percent) and 12 out of 24 killed 5 or more victims (50.2 percent). As far as the type of victim is 

concerned, as indicated in Table 11, eight women killed their own children (33.3 percent); seven 

women killed their patients (29.2 percent), who were usually infants or elderly people. Ten 

women killed their husbands or boyfriends (20.8 percent) and other family members (20.8 

percent) and only one woman killed victims who were complete strangers to her (4.2 percent). 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

35 

Table 10. Number of Victims of Female Serial Killers 

# of Victims n Percent 

2 4 16.5 

3 6 25.0 
4 2 8.3 
5 

6 
7 

8 
9 
16 

31 
5-48 

11-46 

3 

1 
2 

1 
1 
1 

1 
1 

1 

12.5 

4.2 
8.3 

4.2 
4.2 
4.2 

4.2 
4.2 

4.2 

Total 24 100 

 

Table 11. Type of Victims of Female Serial Killers 

 

 

 

 

Female Serial Killer and Traditional Gender Norms 

One of the main research questions I had in mind as I took on this content analysis 

project was to uncover whether females who engage in the notoriously masculine phenomenon 

of serial murder are depicted along the lines of traditional gender norms or whether their 

womanhood is obscured by the viciousness of their killings. As a result the first research 

question I proposed to answer with my research project was the following: 

 RQ1: Are female serial killers depicted in such a way that reflects traditional gender  

 norms and roles? 

Victim Type n Percent 

Children 8 33.3 
Husbands/Boyfriends 7 29.2 

Other Family Members 5 20.8 
Patients 

Strangers 

5 

1 

20.8 

4.2 

Total 24 100 
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When looking at the gender traits that are traditionally associated with femininity such as 

emotional, caring, nurturing, etc., newspapers seldom used those traits to describe female serial 

killers. First, I ran frequencies to obtain a general picture of how female serial killers are 

portrayed in the news; as indicated in Table 12, emotional was the feminine trait that appeared 

the most with female serial killers being portrayed as emotional in 78 out of 851 articles (9.2 

percent). Being depicted as weak was the second most prevalent trait; 48 out 851 articles (5.6 

percent) depicted female serial killers as being weak. In addition, female killers were depicted as 

being caring in 34 of 851 articles (4.0 percent). Twelve of 851 articles (1.4 percent) depicted 

female killers as being nurturing; the sensitive and passive traits were present in respectively five 

(.6 percent) and four (.5 percent) newspaper articles out of 851. 

Table 12. Depictions of Feminine Gender Traits 

Gender Trait n  Percent 

Emotional 78    9.2 

Weak 48 5.6 
Caring  

Nurturing  
Sensitive 
Passive 

34 

12 
5 
4 

4.0 

1.4 
.6 
.5 

Total N=851   

 

In addition, as presented in Table 13, I ran frequencies on female killers’ depictions of 

being physically and/or psychologically violent, as well as exhibiting psychopathic traits. I 

believe this is relevant to the question I am trying to answer because if the women are portrayed 

along the lines of these traits that are usually associated with masculinity, it could mean that 

female serial killers are in fact moving away from norms and expectations associated with being 

a woman. As far as physical violence is concerned, 196 out 851 articles (23.0 percent) mentioned 
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that the women engaged in physical violence toward their victims. Also, 12 out 21 female killers 

(57.1 percent) had at least one newspaper article depicting them as being physically violent; for 

six of the 12 women (50 percent) the articles depicting them as physically violent outnumbered 

the articles that had no depictions. Out of the 851 articles, 22 (2.6 percent) depicted the women 

as being psychologically violent. Six of 21 female killers (28.6 percent) had at least one 

depiction of psychological violence, but they also had more articles with no depictions of 

psychological violence compared to articles depicting psychological violence. Finally, 110 

articles out of 851 (12.9 percent) portrayed the female killers as exhibiting psychopathic traits, 

usually being manipulative and lacking guilt. The majority of the women, meaning 17 out 21 

(80.9 percent), were depicted as showing signs of psychopathy in at least one article, but only in 

one case (4.7 percent) the articles depicting psychopathic traits outnumbered the articles with no 

mention of psychopathy. 

Table 13. Depiction of Other Non-Feminine Traits 

Non-Feminine Trait n  Percent 

Physically Violent 196    23.0 
Psychologically Violent 22 2.6 

Psychopathic Traits 110 12.9 

Total N=851   

 

Upon first look, these statistics show that American newspapers portray female killers in 

such a way suggesting that these women seem to be able to break away from the traditional 

gender norms that have characterized women’s demeanor for a very long time, especially in 

terms of depictions of physical violence compared to other traits. However, I make the argument 

that the depiction of particular traits associated with femininity is not the only way to establish 

whether or not female serial killers are able to elude gender roles and expectations constraints. In 
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fact, depicting women as being victims of abuse, as being victims of poverty, as lacking 

education, etc., can also be a way to take away their agency and somewhat convey the idea that 

women engage in serial murder only because they have been pushed to do so by their 

circumstances or to protect themselves from an abuser. As outlined in Table 14, when I ran 

frequencies on the variable victim of abuse, I found that 65 articles out of 851 (7.6 percent) 

depicted female serial killers as being victim of any kind of abuse. Five out of 21 (23.8 percent) 

women had at least one newspaper article reporting some history of abuse. 

As far as sexual abuse is concerned, in 64 out of 851 articles (7.5 percent), female serial 

killers had a history of being sexually abused. Six out of 21 women (28.6 percent) had at least 

one or more articles depicting them as victim of sexual abuse. In addition, 31 out of 851 articles 

(3.6 percent) depicted the female killers as being victim of physical abuse; again, six out of 21 

women (28.6 percent) had articles depicting them as victim of physical abuse. Seven out 851 

articles (.8 percent) mentioned that female serial killers had endured psychological abuse at some 

point in their lives. Although there might be a slight overlap, meaning that the newspapers could 

have depicted female serial killers as victims of multiple types of abuse within the same article, 

in 184 cases (18 percent) the articles reported that the women had been victimized, either by 

mentioning general abuse or by mentioning specifically sexual and physical abuse. 

Table 14. Depictions of Being Victim of Abuse(s) 

Type of Abuse n  Percent 

Abuse 65    7.6 

Sexual Abuse 64 7.5 
Physical Abuse 

Psychological Abuse 

31 

7 

3.6 

.8 

Total N=851   
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In addition to a history of physical, sexual, an/or psychological victimization, a large 

number of articles portrayed female serial killers as suffering from mental health issues and/or 

substance abuse. As outlined in Table 15, 265 out of 851 articles (31.1 percent) talked about or 

even questioned the women’s mental well-being. Fifteen out of 21 female killers (71.4 percent) 

had at least one article depicting some sort of mental health problem and/or substance abuse 

issue. Newspapers also talked about the women as being victims of poverty and as lacking 

education. However, these depictions were not nearly as prevalent as those of other types of 

victimization; being a victim of poverty was described in 30 of the 851 articles (3.5 percent) and 

being depicted as lacking education was only present in eight out of 851 articles (.9 percent).  

Table 15. Other Types of Victimization 

Type of Victimization n  Percent 

Mental Health/ Substance Abuse Issues 265    31.1 
Victim of Poverty 30 3.5 
Lack of Education 8 .9 

Total N=851   

 

I argue that these additional variables, particularly depictions of history of abuse(s) and 

mental health/substance abuse issues, are just as powerful as the depictions of traditionally 

feminine traits in perpetuating a gendered portrayal of female serial killers in the news media. 

Table 16 shows the breakdown of the criminal justice treatment depictions experienced by 

female serial killers upon being arrested for their crimes. Interestingly enough, 89 of 851 articles 

(10.5 percent) described that the women received harsh treatment from the criminal justice 

system; alternatively, 118 of 851 depicted the women as not receiving harsh treatment, which 

was either fair (28 articles or 3.3 percent) or lenient (90 articles 10.6 percent). Due to the large 

number of articles not depicting the treatment experienced by female serial killers and to the 
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relatively small number of articles depicting fair treatment and lenient treatment, I decided to 

collapse fair and lenient under one category and to exclude articles with no depictions from the 

analysis. For the most part, when articles did not discuss female serial killers’ treatment within 

the criminal justice system, they were describing the trial and court proceedings. 

Table 16. Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment 

CJ Treatment n  Percent 

Harsh 89    10.5 
Fair 

Lenient 

28 

90 

3.3 

10.6 
No Depiction of CJ Treatment 644 75.7 

Total  851 100 

 

Analysis of the Relationship Between Depictions of Female Serial Murder and Depictions of the 

Criminal Justice Treatment  

Ultimately, the nature of these statistics is merely descriptive and since most of the 

variables I looked at overlap with one another and are not mutually exclusive (for example, the 

depictions of feminine gender traits), I cannot establish any sort of empirical relationship 

between variables. However, I think that the numbers still paint an interesting portrait of how 

female serial murder is depicted in American newspapers. In order to go beyond the descriptive 

aspect of the information I have just provided, I also ran crosstab statistics to look at the 

relationship between the depictions of female serial murder and the depictions of the treatment 

the women experience by the hand of criminal justice institution and personnel. For example, I 

am interested in finding out whether female serial killers who are portrayed along the lines of 

feminine gender traits (emotional, nurturing, caring, etc.) or who are depicted as victim of abuse 

(sexual, physical and/or psychological) and of other circumstantial factors (poverty, lack of 
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education, and mental health/drug abuse) are also more likely to be portrayed as experiencing 

fair or lenient treatment from the criminal justice system than female killers who are depicted as 

breaking gender norms and expectations.  

When I ran crosstabs, depictions of feminine gender traits in the articles were not 

statistically significant; the same was also true for the more masculine characteristics such as 

violence and psychopathy. However, an interesting pattern emerged with the depictions of 

victimization variables; in fact, when it came to depictions of abuse, 24 out of the 25 (96 percent) 

articles mentioning female serial killers’ history of abuse also portrayed them as receiving a 

harsh treatment from the criminal justice system. Alternatively, out of the 182 articles that did 

not talk about female killers’ history of abuse, 64 (35.2 percent) described that the women 

experienced harsh treatment from the criminal justice system. As indicated in Table 17, the 

relationship between history of abuse and criminal justice treatment was significant at the .001 

level (Pearson Chi-Square value = 33.286). 

Table 17. Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment and History of Abuse  

History of Abuse Harsh  Percent Fair/Lenient Percent Total Percent 

Depicted as victim of abuse 24 96.0    1 4.0 25 100 

Not depicted as victim of abuse 64 35.2 118 64.8 182 100 

Total  88 42.5 119 57.5 207 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 33.286, df: 1 

A very similar pattern emerged when female serial killers were depicted by the news 

media as having endured sexual abuse as well as physical abuse. Sixteen out 207 articles (7.7 

percent) mentioned that the women were victim of sexual abuse and 13 out of those 16 articles 

(81.3 percent) portrayed them as receiving harsh treatment. On the other hand, 75 out of the 191 

articles (39.3 percent) where female killers were not portrayed as victim of sexual abuse talked 
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about the women receiving harsh treatment. As presented in Table 18, the relationship between 

victim of sexual abuse and criminal justice treatment was significant at the .001 level (Pearson 

Chi-Square = 10.647). 

Table 18. Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment and History of Sexual Abuse 

History of Sexual Abuse Harsh  Percent Fair/Lenient Percent Total Percent 

Depicted as victim of sexual abuse 13 81.3    3 18.7 16 100 

Not depicted as victim of sexual abuse 75 39.3 116 60.7 191 100 

Total  88 42.5 119 57.5 207 100 

Notes: p<.01, χ2 value: 10.647, df: 1 

As far as depictions of physical abuse are concerned, Table 19 reports that all six 

newspaper articles (100 percent) discussing the women’s history of physical abuse also reported 

depictions of hash treatment by the criminal justice system. On the other hand, 82 out of 201 

articles (40.8 percent) that did not portray the women as victims of physical abuse described 

harsh treatment by the criminal justice system. The relationship between physical abuse and 

criminal justice treatment was significant at the .005 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 8.356). 

However, two cells (50 percent) had expected count less than 5 when the minimum expected 

count was 2.55. 

Table 19. Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment and History of Physical Abuse 

History of Physical Abuse Harsh  Percent Fair/Lenient Percent Total Percent 

Depicted as victim of physical 
abuse 

6 100.0    0 - 6 100 

Not depicted as victim of physical 
abuse 

82 40.8 119 59.2 182 100 

Total  88 42.5 119 57.5 207 100 

Notes: p<.01, χ2 value: 8.356, df: 1 
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I found these numbers particularly interesting because they suggest newspapers are more 

likely to depict female serial killers as experiencing harsh treatment when they are also depicted 

as victims of abuse, sexual abuse, and physical abuse. In order to have a better understanding of 

how well these variables predict a given outcome (either harsh or fair/lenient treatment), I chose 

to run binary logistic regressions. Also, the large number of articles describing female killers’ 

mental health/substance abuse problems could function as a justification for their deviant 

behavior so I will use logistic regression again to explore whether depictions of masculine 

gender traits increase the likelihood of being depicted as the victim of mental health/substance 

abuse issues.  

Table 20 presents the odds ratios for each of the variables included in two logistic 

regressions models. The first model reports the effect of different female serial killers’ 

background information; the second model reports the effect of different types of victimization 

on the criminal justice treatment experienced by female killers. For each variable, I report the 

coefficients in odds ratio form. Model 1 included all of the control variables for background 

information to find that only the criminal history (odds ratio = .12), marital status (odds ratio = 

.36), and educational level (odds ratio = .29) variables had a statistically significant effect on 

criminal justice treatment. In other words, having a criminal background prior to the killings 

decreases the odds of being treated fairly/leniently by 88 percent holding all other variables 

constant. On the other hand, under the same model, for female serial killers who were married, 

the odds of being depicted as receiving fair/lenient treatment decreased by 64 percent compared 

to those who are unmarried, holding all other variables constant. Lastly, female serial killers who 

did not complete high school experienced a 71 percent decrease in the odds of being depicted as 

being treated fairly/leniently compared to those who completed at least high school, holding all 
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other variables constant.  The second model is organized under the history of victimization 

variables to analyze the extent to which they affect the news media depictions of female killers’ 

treatment by the criminal justice treatment.   

Based upon existent literature, my hypothesis was that female serial killers with a history 

of abuse would be more likely to be treated fairly or leniently by the criminal justice system. 

Contrarily to what I had hypothesized, the results indicated that being depicted as a victim of 

abuse decreases the odds of being depicted as receiving fair/lenient treatment by 97 percent, 

holding all variables constant. This relationship was significant at the level .000 (odds ratio = 

.03). Despite this, the relationship between depictions of abuse and a higher likelihood of being 

depicted as receiving harsh treatment did not stay significant when I added the other control 

variables to the model; in fact the odds ratio was .000 and the relationship was no longer 

statistically significant. As outlined in Table 20, the only variable that has a significant 

relationship at the .05 level when all of the variables were included was the criminal history 

variable (odds ratio = .24). This meant that having a criminal record prior to engaging in serial 

murder increased the odds of being depicted as receiving harsh treatment by 76 percent, holding 

all other variables constant. 
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 Table 20. Logistic Regression on The Effects of Female Serial Killers’ Background Information 

and Victimization History on the Odds of Being Portrayed as Receiving Harsh versus 

Fair/Lenient Treatment 

 

Variables 

Odds 
Ratio 

 
Std. E 

Odds 
Ratio 

 

Std. E 
Odds 
Ratio 

 

Std. E 

Criminal History (1= has a criminal 

record) 
Marital Status (1= married) 

.24* 

 
.64 

.61 

 
.49 

.12*** 

.36* 

.58 

.47 

  

Educational Level (1= less than high 

school) 
Number of Children 

Number of Victims 
Accomplice (1= presence of 
accomplice) 

Mother Status (1= mother) 
Employment Status (1= employed)  

Victim of Abuse (1= depicted as 
victim of abuse) 
Victim of Sexual Abuse (1= depicted 

as victim of sexual abuse) 
Victim of Physical Abuse (1= 

depicted as victim of physical abuse) 

.42 

 
.87 

1.11 
1.02 

 

.51 
1.02 

.00 
 

2.80 

 
.73 

.59 

 
.21 

.07 

.09 
 

1.02 
.66 

9793.57 
 

1.25 

 
18277.79 

.29* 

 
.85 

1.12 
1.17 
.99 

.98 

.57 

 
.19 

.07 

.08 

.97 

.63 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

.03** 
 

1.09 

 
.00 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

1.08 
 

.96 

 
16408.71 

 

       

Notes: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  

In order to analyze the extent to which depicting female serial killers as violent and 

psychopathic increases the likelihood of also being depicted as struggling with mental 

health/substance abuse issues, I used logistic regression in which depictions of mental 

health/substance abuse issues was my dependent variable (1= depicted as having mental 

health/substance abuse issues, 0= not depicted as having mental health/substance abuse issues). 

As indicated in Table 21, depictions of physical violence (odds ratio = 2.31) and of psychopathic 

traits (odds ratio = 2.48) do have an impact on whether female serial killers are also going to be 

portrayed as having mental health/substance abuse problems. In fact, being depicted as 

physically violent increases the odds of being depicted as having mental health/substance abuse 

Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment (Harsh vs. Fair/Lenient) 
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issues by 131 percent, holding all other variables constant. Similarly, female killers who were 

portrayed as exhibiting psychopathic traits experienced a 148 percent increase in the likelihood 

of being portrayed as having mental health/substance abuse issues, holding all other variables 

constant. This is a very interesting fact because it suggests that newspapers are trying to offer the 

audience a plausible justification for women’s deviant behavior, a fact that reiterates the idea that 

women do not own social agency.   

Table 21. Logistic Regression on The Effects of Being Depicted With Masculine Gender Traits 

on the Odds of Being Depicted as Having Mental Health/Substance Abuse Issues  

 

Masculine Gender Traits Odds Ratio Std. E 

Physical Violence (1= depicted as physically violent) 

Psychopathic Traits (1= depicted as exhibiting 
psychopathic traits) 

2.31*** 

2.48*** 
 

.17 

21 

Psychological Violence (1= depicted as psychologically 

violent) 

.632 49 

   

Notes: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  

Female Serial Murder and Motherhood Status 

 The other focus that drove my research project is to uncover whether or not being a 

mother influences the way female serial killers are depicted by the news media. In other words, 

are female killers who are also mothers portrayed differently compared to their non-mother 

counterparts in terms of feminine gender traits and the criminal justice treatment? For the 

purpose of my project, being a mother goes beyond the biological aspects of motherhood. In fact, 

female serial killers who have adopted children or who have assumed the role of step-mother for 

their partners’ children are considered mothers. Alternatively, female serial killers who have 

Depicted as Being Victim of 

Mental Health/Substance Abuse 

Issues 
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fulfilled the biological role of mother, but have not actively participated in the social role of 

mother at any point are not defined as mothers. As a result, the second research question I will 

try to answer is as follows: 

RQ2: Do depictions of female serial killers vary by motherhood status?  

First of all, as outlined in Table 22, I will present the breakdown regarding the female 

serial killers’ motherhood status. Seventeen out of 21 (81.0 percent) female killers were also 

mothers, meaning that they fulfilled the social role of motherhood to a certain extent. The 

remaining four (19.0 percent) were not defined as being mothers; in two of the four cases, their 

biography reported the women did not have biological children, nor they took on the role of step-

mother. In the last two cases, these women gave birth to a child, but the child was put up for 

adoption immediately after, a fact that prevented them from engaging in the social phenomena 

associated with motherhood.  

Table 22. Female Serial Killers’ Motherhood Status 

Motherhood Status n  Percent 

Not a Mother 4    19.0 
Mother 17 81.0 

Total  21 100 

 

First, I ran cross tabulations to look at whether the newspaper articles would depict 

female serial killers differently when they were mothers as opposed to when they were not 

mothers in terms of both feminine gender traits (emotional, nurturing, passive, etc.) and 

masculine gender traits (physical violence, psychological violence, and psychopathy). Table 23 

reports that, as far as feminine gender traits are concerned, being a mother did not yield a very 

significant change in the ways serial killers were portrayed by the news media. In fact, only the 
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relationship between “depicted as being weak” and motherhood status remained significant at the 

.001 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 10.944). Serial killers who were mothers were depicted as 

being weak in 25 out of 619 articles (4.0 percent); similarly serial killers who were not mothers 

were depicted as being weak in 23 out of 232 articles (9.9 percent).  

Table 23. Motherhood Status and Depictions of Being Weak 

 Not 
depicted 

as weak  

 

 

Percent 

 

Depicted as 

weak 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 209 90.1 23    9.9 232 100 

Mother 594 96.0 25 4.0 619 100 

Total  803 94.4 48 5.6 851 100 

Notes: p<.01, χ2 value: 10.944, df: 1  

Similarly, when I ran crosstabs on masculine gender traits, only the relationship between 

being “depicted as physically violent” and motherhood status stayed significant at the .000 level 

(Pearson Chi-Square = 78.416). As indicated in Table 24, female serial killers who were mothers 

were depicted as being physically violent in 191 out 619 articles (30.9 percent); on the other 

hand, female serial killers who were not mothers were depicted as being physically violent only 

in five out of 232 articles (2.2 percent).  

Table 24. Motherhood Status and Physical Violence 

 

 

 

Not depicted 
as physically 

violent  

 

 

Percent 

Depicted as 
physically 

violent 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 227 97.8 5    2.2 232 100 

Mother 428 69.1 191 30.9 619 100 

Total  655 77.0 196 23.0 851 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 78.416, df: 1  
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In addition, when looking at depiction of abuse(s) and other depictions of victimization 

variables, I found that the relationship between being depicted as victim of abuse (as well as 

physical and sexual abuse), as being victim of poverty, and as being a victim of mental 

health/substance abuse issues and motherhood status were significant at the .000 level (Pearson 

Chi-Square = 17.128). As presented in Table 25, out of 232 articles, 32 (13.8 percent) depicted 

female killers who were not mothers as having endured some type of abuse; alternatively, female 

killers who were mothers were depicted as having suffered abuse in 33 out 619 articles (5.3 

percent).  

Table 25. Motherhood Status and Depictions of Abuse  

 Depicted as 

victim of abuse 

 

Percent 

Not depicted as 

victim of abuse 

 

Percent 

 

Total 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 32 13.8 200 86.2 232    100 

Mother 33 5.3 586 94.7 619 100 

Total  65 7.6 786 92.4 851 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 17.128, df: 1 

The numbers are very similar for the “victim of sexual abuse” variable. Non-mothers 

were depicted as victims of sexual abuse in 30 out 232 articles (12.9 percent), whereas mothers 

were depicted as being victims of sexual abuse in 34 out 619 articles (5.5 percent). As indicated 

in Table 26, the relationship between sexual abuse and motherhood status was significant at the 

.001 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 13.425). 
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Table 26. Motherhood Status and Depictions of Sexual Abuse 

 Depicted as 

victim of 
sexual abuse 

 

 

Percent 

Not depicted as 

victim of 
sexual abuse 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 30 12.9 202 87.1 232    100 

Mother 34 5.5 585 94.5 619 100 

Total  64 7.5 787 92.5 851 100 

Notes: p<.01, χ2 value: 13.425, df: 1 

Table 27 shows that, as far as physical abuse is concerned, 19 out of 232 (8.2 percent) 

articles portrayed non-mothers as having suffered physical abuse; 12 out of the 619 articles (1.9 

percent) on female killers that were mothers portrayed them as being victims of physical abuse. 

The relationship between physical abuse and motherhood status was significant at the .000 level 

(Pearson Chi-Square = 18.786). 

Table 27. Motherhood Status and Depictions of Physical Abuse 

 Depicted as 
victim of 

physical abuse 

 

 

Percent 

Not depicted as 
victim of physical 

abuse 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 19 8.2 213 91.8 232    100 

Mother 12 1.9 607 98.1 619 100 

Total  31 3.6 787 96.4 851 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 18.786, df: 1 

Moreover, Table 28 reports that 27 out 232 articles (11.6 percent) depicted non-mothers 

as being victims of poverty, while only 3 out 619 articles (.5 percent) depicted mothers as being 

victims of poverty. The relationship between depictions of being a victim of poverty and 

motherhood status was significant at the .000 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 61.723).  
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Table 28. Motherhood Status and Depictions of Poverty 

  

Depicted as 
victim of 

poverty 

 

 

 

Percent 

 

Not depicted as 
victim of 

poverty 

 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

 

Total 

 

 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 27 11.6 205 88.4 232    100 

Mother 3 .5 616 99.5 619 100 

Total  30 3.5 821 96.5 851 100 

Notes: p < .001, χ2 value: 61.723, df: 1 

When it comes to being depicted as having mental health and/or substance abuse 

problems, 100 of 232 articles (43.1 percent) on female killers who were not mothers portrayed 

them as having some type of mental health or substance abuse issue; on the other hand, 165 out 

619 articles (26.7 percent) depicted female killers who were mothers as having mental health or 

substance abuse issues. As indicated in Table 29, the relationship between being portrayed as 

having mental health/substance abuse issues and motherhood status was significant at the .000 

level (Pearson Chi-Square = 21.290). 

Table 29. Motherhood Status and Depictions of Mental Health/Substance Abuse Issues 

 Depiction of 

mental 
health/substance 

abuse issues 

 

 
 

Percent 

No depiction of 

mental 
health/substance 

abuse issues 

 

 
 

Percent 

 

 

 

Total 

 

 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 100 43.1 132 56.9 232    100 

Mother 165 26.7 454 73.3 619 100 

Total  265 31.1 586 68.9 851 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 21.290, df: 1 

Finally, as presented in Table 30, depictions of the criminal justice treatment tend to vary 

when the female serial killer is a mother compared to a non-mother. For example, when running 

the crosstabs throwing out the “no depiction by the criminal justice system” variable in order to 
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just look at depictions of harsh and fair/lenient treatment, I found that in 11 out of 47 articles 

(23.4 percent), non-mothers were depicted as receiving harsh treatment from the criminal justice 

system; on the other hand, mothers were depicted as receiving harsh treatment in 77 out of 106 

articles (48.1 percent). The relationship between criminal justice treatment and motherhood 

status was significant at the .002 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 9.084).  

Table 30. Motherhood Status and Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment 

 Harsh 
treatment  

 
Percent 

Fair/lenient 
treatment 

 
Percent 

 

Total 

 

Percent 

Not a Mother 11 23.4 36    76.6 47 100 

Mother 77 48.1 83 51.9 160 100 

Total  88 42.5 119 57.5 207 100 

Notes: p<.01, χ2 value: 9.084, df: 1 

Despite being descriptive in nature, the numbers of these statistics surprised me to a 

certain extent. In fact, I was not expecting to find that 48.1 percent of all articles on female 

killers who are also mothers would describe them as experiencing harsh treatment from the 

criminal justice system. In addition, the fact that mothers are twice as likely to be depicted as 

being treated harshly than non-mothers was also surprising. In order to find out more about this 

unusual, yet interesting pattern, I decided to use logistic regression to gain a better understanding 

of how motherhood status impacts newspapers’ depictions of female serial murder and 

particularly what kind of treatment their experience upon entering the criminal justice system.  

For all of the logistic regressions I ran, the dependent variable was “treatment by the 

criminal justice system” (0 = harsh, 1 = fair/lenient); on the other hand, the independent variables 

I used were associated with the role of mother such as motherhood status and marital status. I did 

not include the number of children in the model due to the fact that nearly a third of female serial 
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killers actually murdered their own children. Table 31 presents the odds ratios for each of the 

variables included in the five models and, once again, I am reporting the coefficients in odds 

ratio form. As indicated in Table 30, only the mother status variable (odds ratio = .39) had an 

effect on the portrayals of the criminal justice treatment experienced by female serial killers. In 

fact, mothers as opposed to non-mothers, decreased the odds of being depicted as receiving 

fair/lenient treatment by 61 percent, holding all other variables constant.   

Table 31. Logistic Regression on The Effects of Motherhood Status on the Odds of Being 

Depicted as Experiencing Harsh versus Fair/Lenient Treatment 

Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment  

(Harsh vs. Fair/Lenient) 

Variables Odds ratio Std. E 

Mother Status (1= mother) .39* .44 
Marital Status (married= reference category) .76 .33 

   

Notes: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

Depictions of Female Serial Murder Across Time 

 The last question I am interested in answering concerns the extent to which American 

newspapers portray female serial killers differently at different points in time; as a result, I 

answered the following question: 

 RQ3: Do depictions of female serial murder vary across time?  

In order to cover the time frame (1900 until present day) that I chose to include in this 

content analysis, I divided it up into four categories: 1. 1900 – 1929, 2. 1930 – 1959, 3. 1960 – 

1989, and 4. 1990 – 2013. At first, I had divided it up in decades, for example the 1900s, the 
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1910s and so on. However, the ten-year interval was too small to capture the impact of 

newspapers’ depictions. In fact, when I ran crosstabs only few decades remained statistically 

significant. In addition, the literature on gender theories argues that significant changes in gender 

norms and expectations happen over longer periods of time in order to ensure the stability of 

values and norms in a society. As a result, I collapsed the decades into four larger time frames in 

order to be able to better capture any pattern that could emerge from the depictions of female 

serial murder across time. Table 32 and Figure 1 outline the number of newspaper articles per 

each year range. 

Table 32. Newspaper Articles Across Year Time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As shown in Table 32, 292 of 851 articles (34.3 percent) were written between 1900 and 1929; 
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40 articles (4.7 percent) were written between 1930 and 1959. Between 1960 and 1989 there 

were 117 articles (13.7 percent); the remaining articles, 402 of 851 or 47.2 percent, were written 

between 1990 and 2013.  

When I ran crosstabs to look at whether female serial killers’ depictions of feminine 

gender traits varied within the different time frame categories, I found that only the nurturing and 

caring variables had a statistically significant relationship with the time frame variable. Table 33 

reports that 25 out of 554 articles (4.5 percent) depicted female serial killers as being caring; of 

those 25 articles, 14 (56.0 percent) were written between 1960 and 1989. Seven out of 25 (28.0 

percent) fell into the 1990 to present day category. Three out of 25 (12.0 percent) depictions 

were written between 1930 and 1959; finally, the last remaining article (4.0 percent) was from 

the 1900 to 1929 category. The relationship between depictions of being caring and year range 

was significant at the .000 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 33.025); two cells (25.0 percent) had 

expected count less than 5 while the minimum expected count was 3.75. 

Table 33. Depictions of Being Caring Across Time 

 

 

Year Range 

Not depicted 

as being 
caring 

 

 

Percent 

 

Depicted as 
being caring 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 82 15.5 1    4.0 83 15.0 

2. 1930 – 1959 

3. 1960 – 1989 
4. 1990 – 2013 

119 

72 
256 

22.5 

13.6 
48.4 

3 

14 
7 

12.0 

56.0 
28.0 

122 

86 

263 

22.0 

15.5 

47.5 

Total  529 95.5 25 4.5 554 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 33.025, df: 3 

As indicated in Table 34, ten out of 554 articles (1.8 percent) portrayed female serial 

killers as being nurturing. Eight out of ten (80.0 percent) depictions fell into the 1960 to 1989 

category; the remaining two articles (20.0 per cent) were from the 1990 to present day category. 
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No newspaper portrayed the women as being nurturing before 1960. The relationship between 

depictions of being nurturing and year range was significant at the .000 level (Pearson Chi-

Square = 32.660); however, four cells (50.0 percent) had expected count less than 5 while the 

minimum expected count was 1.50. 

Table 34. Depictions of Being Nurturing Across Time 

 

 

Year Range 

Not depicted 
as being 

nurturing 

 

 

Percent 

Depicted as 
being 

nurturing 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 83 15.3 -    - 83 15.0 

2. 1930 – 1959 
3. 1960 – 1989 

4. 1990 – 2013 

122 
78 

261 

22.4 
14.3 

48.0 

- 
8 

- 

- 
80.0 

20.0 

122 

86 

263 

22.0 

15.5 

47.5 

Total  544 98.2 10 1.8 554 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 32.660, df: 3  

When I looked at the masculine gender traits (physically violent, psychologically violent 

and psychopathic), only the relationship between depictions of physical violence and year range 

was significant at the .000 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 42.513). Table 35 reports that 131 out of 

554 articles (23.6 percent) referred to female killers as being physically violent, usually toward 

their victims. Seventy-eight of the 131 articles mentioning physical violence (59.5 percent) were 

written between 1990 and the present day; 32 of them (24.4 percent) were written between 1900 

and 1929. In addition, between 1960 and 1989, 16 articles (12.2 percent) depicted female killers 

as being physically violent; the remaining five articles (3.8 percent) fell in the 1930 to 1959 

category. 
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Table 35. Depictions of Physical Violence Across Time 

 

 

 

Year Range 

Not depicted 

as being 
physically 

violent  

 

 

 

Percent 

Depicted as 

being 
physically 

violent  

 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

 

Total 

 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 51 12.1 32    24.4 83 15.0 

2. 1930 – 1959 
3. 1960 – 1989 

4. 1990 – 2013 

117 
70 

185 

27.7 
16.5 

43.7 

5 
16 

78 

3.8 
12.2 

59.5 

122 

86 

263 

22.0 

15.5 

47.5 

Total  423 76.4 131 23.6 554 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 42.513, df: 3 

Unlike feminine and masculine gender traits, most of the victimization variables 

remained significant when analyzing female serial killers’ depictions over time. As outlined in 

Table 36, women were depicted as being victim of abuse in 33 out 554 articles. Most of the 

articles, meaning 17 out of 33 (51.5 percent) were written between 1960 and 1989. Ten out of 33 

(30.3 percent) were written between 1990 and the present day; five articles (15.2 percent) were 

from the 1900-1929 category and the remaining one (3.0 percent) was written between 1930 and 

1959. The relationship between depictions of abuse and year range was significant at the .000 

level (Pearson Chi-Square = 37.209); however, one cell (12.5 percent) had expected count less 

than 5, while the minimum expected count was 4.94.  

Table 36. Depictions of Being Victim of Abuse Across Time 

 

 

 

Year Range 

Not depicted 

as being 
victim of 

abuse  

 

 

 

Percent 

 

Depicted as 
being victim 

of abuse  

 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

 

Total 

 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 78 15.0 5    15.2 83 15.0 

2. 1930 – 1959 

3. 1960 – 1989 
4. 1990 – 2013 

121 

69 
253 

23.2 

13.2 
48.6 

1 

17 
10 

3.0 

51.5 
30.3 

122 

86 

263 

22.0 

15.5 

47.5 

Total  521 94.0 33 6.0 554 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 37.209, df: 3 
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In addition, Table 37 reports that the relationship between depiction of sexual 

victimization and year range was also significant at the .000 level. (Pearson Chi-Square = 

20.617). One cell (12.5 percent) had expected count less than 5; the minimum expected count 

was 4.94. Just like the abuse variable, 33 out of 544 articles depicted female killers as enduring 

sexual abuse. Twenty-five out of 33 articles mentioning sexual abuse (75.8 percent) were written 

between 1990 and the present day. The remaining eight articles (24.2 percent) were written 

between 1960 and 1989. There was no newspaper article depicting the women as victims of 

sexual abuse prior to 1960. 

Table 37. Depictions of Being Victim of Sexual Abuse Across Time  

 

 

 

Year Range 

 

Not depicted as 
being victim of 

sexual abuse  

 

 

 

Percent 

Depicted as 

being victim 
of sexual 

abuse  

 

 

 

Percent 

 

 

 

Total 

 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 83 15.9 -    - 83 15.0 

2. 1930 – 1959 

3. 1960 – 1989 
4. 1990 – 2013 

122 

78 
238 

23.4 

15.0 
45.7 

- 

8 
25 

- 

24.2 
75.8 

122 

86 

263 

22.0 

15.5 

47.5 

Total  521 94.0 33 6.0 554 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 20.617, df: 3 

Moreover, female serial killers were also portrayed by newspaper articles as lacking 

education in three out of 554 articles (.5 percent). All three articles (100 percent) were written 

between 1960 and 1989; no other depiction of female killers as lacking education were found in 

the other time frames. As indicated in Table 38, the relationship between depictions of female 

serial killers as lacking education and year range was significant at the .001 level (Pearson Chi-

Square = 16.414); four cells (50.0 percent) had expected count less than 5; the minimum 

expected count was .45.  
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Table 38. Depictions of Female Serial Killers as Lacking Education Across Time 

 

 

Year Range 

Not depicted 

as lacking 
education 

 

 

Percent 

Depicted as 

lacking 
education  

 

 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 83 15.1 -    - 83 15.0 

2. 1930 – 1959 

3. 1960 – 1989 
4. 1990 – 2013 

122 

83 
263 

22.1 

15.1 
47.7 

- 

3 
- 

- 

100 
- 

122 

86 

263 

22.0 

15.5 

47.5 

Total  551 99.5 3 .5 554 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 16.414, df: 3 

Issues of mental health and substance abuse made up a large number of articles. As 

outlined in Table 39, 138 out 554 articles (24.9 percent) described female killers as having some 

mental illness, drug addiction problems, personality disorders, etc. Seventy of the 138 articles 

(50.7 percent) were written between 1990 and the present day. The second largest category was 

the 1900-1929 time period with 37 articles (26.8 percent) portraying the women as victim of 

mental health/substance abuse issue. Similarly, between 1960 and 1989, 25 articles (18.1 

percent) described such issues. Between 1930 and 1959, only six articles talked about female 

serial killers’ mental conditions and substance abuse issues. The relationship between depictions 

of mental health/substance abuse issues and year range was significant at the .000 level, with no 

cell having expected count less than five (Pearson Chi-Square = 44.439). 

Table 39. Depictions of Being Victim of Mental Health/Substance Abuse Issues Across Time 

 

 

Year Range 

No depiction of 
mental health/ 

substance abuse issues  

 
 
Percent 

Depiction of mental 
health/substance 

abuse issues  

 
 
Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 46 11.1 37    26.8 83 15.0 

2. 1930 – 1959 

3. 1960 – 1989 
4. 1990 – 2013 

116 

61 
193 

27.9 

14.7 
46.4 

6 

25 
70 

4.3 

18.1 
50.7 

122 

86 

263 

22.0 

15.5 

47.5 

Total  416 75.1 138 24.9 554 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 44.439, df: 3 
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Finally, the relationship between depictions of criminal justice treatment and year range 

was also significant at the .000 level (Pearson Chi-Square = 20.787); however two cells (25.0 

percent) had expected count less than 5, when the minimum expected count was 3.24. As 

presented in Table 40, out a total of 148 articles, 60 of them (40.5 percent) depicted female serial 

killers as receiving harsh treatment by the criminal justice system. Most of the harsh depictions, 

23 out of 60 (38.3 percent) came from newspaper articles written between 1960 and 1989. 

Seventeen out of 60 articles (28.3 percent) were written between 1990 and the present day. 

Between 1930 and 1959, 15 articles (25.0 percent) reported that female serial killers experienced 

harsh treatment. Lastly, the remaining five articles on harsh treatment (8.3 percent) were written 

between 1900 and 1929.  

Table 40. Depictions of Criminal Justice Treatment Across Time 

 

 

Year Range 

Depiction of 
harsh 

treatment 

 
 

Percent 

Depiction of 
fair/lenient 

treatment 

 
 

Percent 

 

 

Total 

 

 

Percent 

1. 1900 – 1929 5     8.3 3    3.4 8 5.4 

2. 1930 – 1959 
3. 1960 – 1989 
4. 1990 – 2013 

15 
23 
17 

25.0 
38.3 
28.3 

28 
9 

48 

31.8 
10.2 
54.5 

43 

32 

65 

29.1 

21.6 

43.9 

Total  60 40.5 88 59.5 148 100 

Notes: p<.001, χ2 value: 20.787, df: 3 

Discussion  

Female Serial Murder and Traditional Gender Norms 

For the purpose of this section, I will discuss whether my findings are consistent with the 

research questions and hypotheses I proposed at the beginning of my project in light of the 

existing literature and theories I presented in the conceptual framework. In regard to my first 

research question about whether the news media depicts female serial killers along the lines of 
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traditional gender norms and roles, the findings were consistent with the literature on media 

depictions of female serial murder for the most part. When taking a first look at the descriptive 

statistics on how often newspapers would describe female killers with typically feminine traits 

(emotional, nurturing, caring, etc.), the numbers were relatively low and did not suggest any type 

of gendered framing of female serial murder. On the contrary, newspapers were much more 

likely to describe the women using traditionally masculine traits (physically and psychologically 

violent and exhibiting psychopathic traits) – a fact that, at first glance, seemed to suggest that 

depictions of female serial murder were not following traditional gender norms and expectations 

about what women should embody.  

However, most of the literature I gathered on female serial murder was concerned with 

women who kill being deprived of agency and willpower, rather than with being depicted along 

feminine traits (Picart 2006). I think this is the crucial point that pushes newspapers’ depictions 

of female serial murder to fit back in the patriarchal and gendered mold American society has 

created for women in general and particularly for female perpetrators. Many articles did talk 

about female killers as being violent, manipulative, and evil, yet a much larger number of articles 

brought up the women’s history of victimization (if there was one), as well as their struggles 

with mental health issues, substance abuse issues, poverty, and lack of education. Like media 

framing theories would argue, this behavior of putting more focus on a particular issue (in this 

case women’s victimization and mental/physical health for the most part) can have a tangible 

impact on how the audience interprets and internalizes messages about female serial murder.  

As a consequence, the news media does not even need to restore female serial killers’ 

femininity by describing them with feminine gender traits; they can openly describe them as 

being violent and deviant because, upon introducing victimization and or mental 
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health/substance abuse accounts, the agency the women had gained by breaking away from 

gendered norms and roles is immediately taken away from them. In fact, in the majority of the 

articles where women were depicted as physically violent and psychopathic, there was also a 

mention of attenuating circumstances, ranging from being sexually assaulted to lacking 

education to having a mental disorder. As a result, the messages conveyed by the media stir the 

audience’s interpretation of female serial murder toward a biased and gendered framework that 

ultimately works toward maintaining the patriarchal social structures of American society. Only 

men own the social agency to express violence and aggression; female serial killers are violent 

because they have mental unbalances. They are aggressive because they are rebelling against the 

abuses they have endured and they are psychopathic as a consequence of drug addictions or other 

mental illnesses.  

 On the other hand, the theme that was not consistent with my findings was Gurian’s 

(2011) notion that female killers are often framed as “compliant accomplices,” which refers to 

those women that, after having endured extensive abuse (either physical/sexual or 

psychological), they give in and become their partner’s active accomplice (Gurian 2011). Despite 

the fact that a small number of women in my project did have an accomplice, they all acted alone 

in terms of committing the actual killings and, like the statistics on the type of victim suggested, 

it was a common pattern that they would murder their partners/husbands rather than become their 

accomplice. However, this could also be due to the fact that I did not include any female serial 

killer that did not actively commit the murders in order to stay true to the FBI’s definition of 

serial murder. Alternatively, Gurian (2011) argues that female killers can be framed as the 

“mind” behind the killings; however, being depicted as the sole planner and participant in the 

killings does not seem to help depictions of female serial murder elude gendered schemas 
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because the issue of depriving female serial killers of social agency would still be present due to 

descriptions of victimization, mental health issues, drug addiction, and so forth.  

 The most surprising, yet interesting finding, though, emerged when I looked at the extent 

to which the attenuating factors I mentioned above influenced newspapers’ depictions of the 

criminal justice treatment experienced by female serial killers. Similar to what chivalry theories 

suggest, there were more articles depicting female serial killers as receiving more benevolent 

treatment, rather than a harsh and punitive one. This is directly related to Taylor’s (2009) notion 

that media depictions of women aim at reflecting values of patriarchy, as describing women as 

experiencing fair/lenient treatment helps to fulfill the expectations society has in place for 

females, as well as strengthening the dichotomy between feminine and masculine gender 

expectations. However, when I turned to cross tabulations statistics, an interesting pattern 

emerged that did not seem to fit within chivalry theories. In fact, my results showed that female 

serial killers who were depicted as being victim of abuse, as well as sexual and physical abuse 

were also significantly more likely to be depicted as receiving harsh treatment as opposed to fair 

or lenient treatment.  

Chivalry theories suggest that female offenders are pushed to deviant behaviors by the 

circumstances (which is consistent with my results), but they also suggest that more lenient and 

benevolent treatment is the result of the criminal justice system seeing female killers as victims 

rather than perpetrators. As supported by the literature on female offending, having a larger 

number of articles depicting them as experiencing fair/lenient treatment, implies that American 

newspapers are reiterating West and Zimmerman’s (1987) notion of “doing gender;” in fact, 

throughout these depictions, women are portrayed as performing the socially constructed roles 

and expectations associated with being a female and thus reinforcing the gender dichotomy. The 
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literature also suggests that a history of victimization or even of mental illnesses would make it 

more likely for female offenders to avoid harsher punishments; however this was not the case in 

my project and thus there needs to be further research in order to shed light on the relationship 

between depictions of abuse(s) and harsh treatment by the criminal justice system.  

Female Serial Murder and Motherhood Status     

 My second research question concerns the relationship between motherhood status and 

depictions of female serial murder in the news media. Specifically, it aims at analyzing the extent 

to which the status of mother perpetuates gender inequality, as well as further inculcating the 

notion that it is not acceptable for female serial killers (and particularly for female serial killers 

who are also mothers) to step outside gender boundaries and structures. Like I presented in the 

previous section, the majority of female serial killers were also mothers. For the purpose of my 

content analysis, the definition of motherhood status is based upon the literature in my 

conceptual framework, specifically on Cowdery and Knudson-Martin’s research (2005) on 

motherhood defined as a socially constructed notion as opposed to an inherent and biological 

status. In addition, the literature on motherhood argues that ideals and values associated with 

what it means to be a good, successful mother are heavily geared toward the “intensive 

mothering” model (Hay 1996). In other words, good mothers are supposed to put their children’s 

emotional, physical, and financial needs ahead of their own; when these expectations are not met 

appropriately, women can easily become targets of scrutiny and stigmatization. Interestingly 

enough, my results reported that female serial killers who were also mothers experienced a 

higher likelihood of being depicted as receiving harsh treatment by the criminal justice system. 

At first, I was surprised because, as chivalry theories suggest, I would have expected the status of 

mother to be a key factor in perpetuating gendered images of female serial killers.  
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However, when referring to the literature on motherhood, I think that the fact that a third 

of female serial killers actually murdered their own children and that they have engaged in 

extremely deviant behaviors can give an explanation as to why mothers who engage in serial 

murder are more likely to be portrayed as receiving punitive treatment. My results have already 

showed that, overall, newspapers portrayed female serial killers as receiving more favorable 

treatment; as a result, a gendered double standard has already been established within different 

criminal justice institutions before even taking into consideration the issue of motherhood. The 

audience can easily make sense of these messages because it reinforces a notion that has been 

engraved within American society for a long time, that is, female perpetrators are helpless 

victims and thus need to be saved and protected by the system rather than being punished. 

Similarly, the audience can also be comfortable with depictions of female serial killers who are 

mothers being treated harshly because they are failing to meet the expectations of being a “good, 

intensive mother” on every level. Also, if these mothers are not killing their children, they are 

still engaging in behaviors implying that their children’s needs are far from being their first 

priority.  

 As research has shown, in American society being a mother is so closely associated with 

the idea of being a woman that a violation of the norms and expectations of motherhood could 

also potentially mean a negation of womanhood, which is itself a threat to patriarchal systems 

and structures. In fact, the status of mother not only reinforces ideals and norms of femininity, it 

is also a powerful tool that helps preserve gender inequality across different social contexts 

(Johnston and Swanson 2006). Consequently, female serial killers who are mothers might be 

depicted as being treated more harshly than non-mothers because they are violating norms and 

expectations that are at the core of American gender values system, a fact that goes well beyond 
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merely challenging boundaries of femininity and masculinity. In addition, female serial killers 

who are mothers are just as likely, if not more likely, to be deprived of social agency through 

depictions of victimization history and mental health/substance abuse issues. In fact my results 

showed that mothers who were depicted as victims of abuse, sexual abuse and of mental 

health/substance abuse issues were significantly more likely to be depicted as receiving 

fair/lenient treatment as opposed to non-mothers. For example, in the case of Paula Sims, who 

was convicted of murdering her two children in different occasions, the newspapers were often 

discussing her struggles with post-partum depression syndrome as well as the fact that “she was 

the victim of tragic things that happened in her childhood.” (St. Louis Post Dispatch, 1990) Even 

though her crimes carried the potential for a death sentence, Sims was convicted to life in prison 

with the possibility of parole. Another mother whose history of mental health was heavily 

discussed in the news was Waneta Hoyt. Hoyt confessed to killing her children by smothering 

them with a pillow and was reported of suffering from Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy, which 

resulted in her sentence being delayed. This seems to be yet another way for the news media to 

account for mothers’ extreme deviation from normative behaviors that is also conveying the re-

occurring message that women, particularly mothers, lack social power and are victims of the 

circumstances.  

Depictions of Female Serial Murder Across Time 

Finally, my third and last question looked at the extent to which depictions of female 

serial murder vary across time, particularly whether or not they vary to adjust to the gender 

norms and expectations in place at a certain point in time. As far as my results are concerned, 

they were not exactly consistent with previous literature; in fact, contrarily to Twenge’s (1997) 

argument that gender norms were much stricter before and during the 1950s, I found that most of 
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the articles depicting female serial killers along the lines of traditional feminine gender norms 

(nurturing and caring) were written after the 1960s. However, during the years post 1960s, 

newspapers were also more likely to describe instances of physical violence by the hands of 

women; this is consistent with the literature according to which, thanks to the feminist 

movements, women started gaining more independence as well as more power to step outside 

norms and expectations of femininity (Twenge 1997). In addition, when looking at the 

prevalence of depictions of victimization, it was not surprising that virtually all of the articles 

talking about female serial killers being victims of sexual abuse were written after the 1960s. 

This pattern was expected seeing as issues regarding domestic violence and other types of abuses 

were not topics that American society was willing to discuss openly, let alone feature them in 

newspaper articles. 

I was expecting to see the same trend regarding depictions of mental health/substance 

abuse issues since that has also been a taboo topic for a very long time. However, while most of 

the articles depicting these issues are from the 1960s onward, nearly a third of them were written 

between 1900 and 1929. The fact that newspapers from the early decades of the century were 

openly describing issues of women’s mental health and drug addiction is surprising, yet 

interesting in itself, but it arguably can be accounted for by both media framing and gender 

theories. In fact, given the more traditional norms and expectations about femininity, depictions 

of female serial murder were exceptionally deviant for that time and thus they needed to be 

accounted for in order to restore the status quo. In other words, the audience needed to be 

reassured that this deviant and morbid phenomenon was not the product of women’s malicious 

intent; rather it was the result of women’s utter insanity.  
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An example of this can be observed in the Jane Toppan’s case. Jane Toppan was a female 

serial killer who murdered 31 people at the start of the 20th century. Throughout the articles 

where Toppan confessed to the killings, the newspapers depicted her as being crazy and insane. 

However, Toppan refused to be considered crazy; she admitted she knew what she was doing 

when she killed her victims and that she was well aware that what she did was wrong. In 

addition, she stated she felt pleasure and powerful when committing the killings and that she 

would do it again if she were to be freed. If that was the case, then why did the newspapers not 

depict her as an evil and sadistic serial killer? The answer once again goes back to the literature 

on media framing of female deviance. The message of women experiencing pleasure from the 

killing of fellow human beings would be far too disturbing to be processed and accepted by the 

receiving audience. Additionally, the audience is not equipped to even begin to interpret such a 

contradicting message about women; in other words, their understanding of gender roles and 

expectations does not have room for any additional gender schemas depicting women as 

deviating from the motherly and nurturing images the audience has been socialized with. As a 

consequence, by calling Toppan crazy and insane, newspapers provide the audience with a 

socially acceptable frame that they can easily understand and thus restore those gender 

expectations that female serial killers break in the first place.   

Conclusion 

 Consistent with the theories and literature I presented, the findings of my research project 

showed that female serial murder has been and still is reported by the news media using 

gendered frames. Due to the extremely deviant and vicious nature of serial murder, female serial 

killers are able to break free from traditional and gendered depictions of femininity; however, 

within the realm of deviance and criminal behavior, female perpetrators are still expected to 
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perform specific roles and fulfill the expectations associated with those roles. The news media 

provide the audience with frames according to which, under certain circumstances, it is 

somewhat acceptable for women to engage in criminal acts, even if they involve violence and 

aggression. In fact, framing women as the submissive accomplice to her male partner or as 

becoming the attacker as a consequence of abuse helps reinforce the gendered double standard 

dictating what female offenders should be like and act like within the context of deviance.  

Alternatively, when female serial killers do not take on the role of passive accomplice or 

of battered woman, the threat to the gender status quo becomes tangible. The lack of a social 

script or media frame accounting for the behaviors of these women could leave the audience in 

an uncomfortable position; they promptly need a frame to make sense of this social phenomenon 

in order to re-interpret female serial killers’ actions in such way that fits society’s (gendered) 

expectations of female perpetrators. As a result, focusing on female serial killers’ victimization 

history, mental health problems, substance abuse issues, etc., becomes a means to deprive them 

of social agency and thus reinforce the idea that women are not rationally choosing to engage in 

serial murder; on the contrary, they are pushed toward such extreme acts by external factors over 

which women have no control. Consequently, even the most vicious female killers can be re-

framed as being passive and weak because they ultimately did not have the social agency they 

would need to elude newspapers’ gendered portrayals. 

 Additionally, my research showed that the norms and expectations associated with not 

only being a mother, but being a good mother are also relevant in terms of depicting female 

serial killers. In fact, violating ideals of motherhood remains a relevant issue across different 

social contexts, even within the female serial murder phenomenon. I think that this is an 

indication of how being a mother is so closely associated with being a woman; in fact, it was not 
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surprising to see that most of the female killers in my project were also mothers. Similarly to 

what happens in other social contexts, my research showed that female killers who were mothers 

and failed to abide by the norms dictating good versus bad motherhood were more likely to be 

depicted as being treated harshly than non-mothers. Again, focusing on the fact that female serial 

killers were unable to fulfill their mother roles is a way for the news media to reinforce that, in 

today’s society, in order to be a good  mother, a woman needs to embrace the values and norms 

designed to maintain gender inequality as well as to prevent women from challenging the status 

quo. Ultimately, newspapers frame female serial killers as being more likely to receive 

fair/lenient treatment for challenging gender norms, but they frame them as being more likely to 

be treated harshly when they violate norms of motherhood. 

Ultimately, I have to address the limitations of my project. First of all, being a content 

analysis, my research was only concerned with depictions of female serial murder. In other 

words, all of the patterns that have emerged are only related to how the newspapers frame female 

serial killers and thus can only be generalized to depictions of what happened, rather than to 

what actually happened. For example, the fact that female killers were more likely to be depicted 

as receiving fair/lenient treatment does not mean that they were actually treated that way. 

However, this fact is interesting in itself and it is definitely worth exploring; why do some 

female serial killers gain more newspaper coverage than others? Are the newspapers giving more 

coverage to the ones who will help perpetuate gender norms? Secondly, I have to address the fact 

that I arbitrarily chose the variables defining masculine gender traits; given the deviant nature of 

serial murder itself, traits of physical and psychological violence and especially of psychopathy 

could also be measures of behaviors deviating from social norms, rather than feminine gender 

norms.  
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Another limitation emerges when examining depictions of victimization history and other 

factors denying agency; in fact, newspapers may merely be describing the experiences of these 

women and thus highlight episodes of victimization, mental illness, drug addiction, etc. 

However, this does not necessarily mean that the newspapers are framing female serial killers as 

victims of the circumstances; as a result it is necessary to distinguish whether these issues are 

being overly emphasized to convey the idea of women as victims or whether they are simply 

reported for the sake of portraying a true picture of the women’s life history. Moreover, I have to 

address the fact that by only analyzing the way female serial murder is framed in print news, I do 

not have a comparison group that could definitely help shed some light on whether female serial 

killers are, in effect, portrayed in different ways than their male counterpart. Finally, even though 

I have already addressed the limitations of my statistics under the respective tables, I have to 

remind the reader to be careful when interpreting the numbers associated with the logistic 

regressions and the cross tabulation statistics due the fact that some variables were only 

moderately reliable. Similarly, as I mentioned in the “Excluded Cases” section, I also have to 

reiterate the fact that I might be missing a significant number of articles due to the fact that, for 

whatever reason, they were not on record in the databases I used to retrieve my unit of analysis. 

As a consequence, my results might be even more skewed and thus have to be interpreted 

keeping in mind that there might be other newspaper articles that were not accounted for in my 

project.   

This research project only focused on the depictions of female serial killers so I think 

that, for future research, it could be interesting to analyze the way American newspapers frame 

male serial murder versus female serial murder to see whether the news media still uses gendered 

frames to maintain the gender status quo. Also, in terms of future research, it would be 
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interesting to look at whether newspapers’ depictions of the facts on serial murder are consistent 

with the actual facts in order to uncover when and why discrepancies between depictions and 

reality occur, if any at all. Another interesting avenue to take would be to analyze how American 

newspapers frame male serial murder and then compare it to the ways female serial killers are 

framed; do the newspapers use gendered frames accordingly or are male and female killers 

framed in a way that merely stresses their violation of social norms? 

In conclusion, my research project shows that American newspapers frame the 

phenomenon of female serial murder in such ways that the audience is able to process and 

internalize. However, these frames are often depicting female killers as the victims of 

circumstances they have no control over, a fact that prevents female perpetrators (and arguably 

females in general) to own social agency and thus break free from their subordinate position 

within the patriarchal systems of American society  
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Appendix A 

Codebook 

Part A: Female Serial Killers’ Demographics and Killing Characteristics  

 Age at the time of the killings        

______ 

 

 Race 

0. White 

1. Black/Afrian American 

2. Eastern Asian/Pacific Islander 

3. Southern Indian/Asian Indian 

4. American Indian/Alaskan Native 

5. Hispanic/Latina 

6. Middle-Eastern 

7. Other 

 

 Marital Status 

0. Married 

1. Divorced 

2. Separated 

3. Single 

4. Other (specify) 

9. Unknown  

 

 Number of Children (including biological, adopted, step-children) 

 

______   or   9. Unknown  

 

 Education 

1. Less than high school 

2. High school diploma 

3. Some college 

4. Bachelor’s degree 

5. Professional degree 

6. Master’s or doctorate degree 

7. Other 

9. Unknown  
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 Presence of an Accomplice  

0. No accomplice 

1. Accomplice  

8. Unknown  

 

 Prior Criminal History 

0. No criminal record prior to the killings 

1. Criminal record prior to the killings 

9. Unknown  

 

 Employment Status 

0. Not employed at the time of the killings 

1. Employed at the time of the killings 

2. Employed and unemployed during killing time frame 

9. Unknown 

 

 Number of Victims 

______ 

 

 Year(s) of the Killings 

______ 

 

Part B: Newspaper Depictions of Female Killers and Killings 

 

 Article’s Title 

______ 

 

 Article’s Date 

 

______ 

 

 Associated Press 

0. Article not from AP 

1. Article from AP 
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 Mention of Weapons 

0. No weapon was mentioned 

1. Weapon was mentioned 

Specify the type of weapon: ______  

 

 Depicted as Physically Violent (i.e., as using physical force with the potential for causing 

death, disability, injury, or harm) 

0. Not depicted as physically violent 

1. Depicted as physically violent 

 

 Depicted as Psychologically Violent (i.e., as exposing a person to a behavior that may 

cause psychological trauma) 

0. Not depicted as emotionally violent 

1. Depicted as emotionally violent 

 

 Depicted as nurturing  (i.e., as caring for and encouraging the growth or development of 

something/someone) 

0. Not depicted as nurturing 

1. Depicted as nurturing 

 

 Depicted as passive (i.e., as accepting or allowing what happens or what others do, 

without active response or resistance) 

0. Not depicted as passive 

1. Depicted as passive 

 

 Depicted as emotional (i.e., as readily affected or stirred by emotions)  

0. Not depicted emotional 

1. Depicted as emotional 

 

 Depicted as sensitive (i.e., as  readily or excessively affected by external agencies or 

influences; aware and responsive to the feelings of others) 

0. Not depicted sensitive 

1. Depicted as sensitive 

 

 Depicted as caring (i.e., as displaying kindness and concern for others) 

0. Not depicted as caring 

1. Depicted as caring 
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 Depicted as weak (i.e., as lacking the power to perform physically demanding tasks; 

lacking physical strength and energy; lacking political or social power or influence) 

0. Not depicted weak 

1. Depicted as weak 

              

 

 Depicted as showing psychopathy traits (i.e., as lacking remorse, lying, cunning and 

manipulative, lacking empathy, showing glib and superficial charm, etc.) 

0. Not depicted as showing psychopathy traits 

1. Depicted as showing psychopathy traits  

 

 Sexual abuse          

 0. No mention of sexual abuse 

  1. Mention of sexual abuse 

 

 Physical abuse or violence (excluding sexual) 

0. No mention of physical abuse 

1. Mention of physical abuse 

 

 Psychological abuse or violence (includes verbal and emotional abuse) 

0. No mention of verbal/emotional abuse 

1. Mention of verbal/emotional abuse      

 

 Depiction of treatment by the criminal justice treatment   

0. Harsh 

1. Fair  

2. Lenient 

3. No mention of treatment by the criminal justice system  

 

 Victim of poverty 

0. No mention of being a victim of poverty 

1. Mention of being a victim of poverty  

 

 Depicted as lacking in education 

0. Not depicted as lacking in education 

1. Depicted as lacking in education 
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 Depicted as being victim of mental health/substance abuse issues 

0. Not depicted as being victim of mental health/substance abuse issues 

1. Depicted as being victim of mental health/substance abuse issues 

 

 

 

 

 

 


