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Abstract The current research reports 61male serial murderers’
responses to self-report questionnaires designed to assess levels
of psychopathy and criminal thinking. Three separate measures
of psychopathy were included. Contrary to our predictions, re-
sults indicated that our sample of serial murderers did not dem-
onstrate strong evidence of psychopathy. Rather, the percentage
of inmates who could be classified as having psychopathic ten-
dencies is on par with the general population of prisoners. Only
half of the participants had an interpretable criminal thinking
style scale. Temperament and power issues were the two factors
of greatest significance for understanding the serial homicide
perpetrators’ criminal cognition. In line with expectations, mul-
tiple significant correlations were observed for the measures.
Implications and limitations of the research are discussed.

Keywords Serial murder . Psychopathy . Criminal thinking .

PICTS . PPI-R

Introduction

Psychopathy is a personality disorder associated with aggres-
siveness, impulsivity, manipulation, selfishness, callousness,
remorselessness, and a severe lack of empathy (Cleckley

1976; Hare 1996; Harris et al. 2001). Previous research has
examined the prevalence of psychopathy in violent criminals,
but no study has qualified the presence of psychopathic per-
sonality traits in serial homicide perpetrators. In an effort to
add to the sparse literature of serial homicide, the current re-
search utilized self-reported data from serial killers across the
United States, with a particular focus on the psychopathy and
criminal thinking styles of these individuals.

Serial Murderers

Serial murderers have long simultaneously disturbed and in-
trigued the public. Often, these crimes are viewed as the most
heinous, yet least understood forms of human criminal ac-
tions, with one author commenting, Bmale serial killers repre-
sent the darkest, most sinister side of human existence, yet we
are fascinated to read about them^ (Hickey 2010, p. 217).
Despite society’s fascination with this unique subset of of-
fenders, research has thus far failed to adequately explain the
underlying motivations of the serial murderer. One problem
unique to researching this population is the debate regarding
the definition of a serial killer. Failing to define the target
population universally leads to difficulties in generalizing re-
search findings and the ability of researchers to make defini-
tive statements about the serial killer population.

Over the years, there have been many debates and definitions
put forth regarding the necessary features required to label an
offender a serial killer. Some researchers suggest that the number
of murders required should be no less than four, which separates
the serial killer from the general perpetrator who may commit
double or even triple homicide (Fox and Levin 1998); others
argue that a minimum of three victims is standard for inclusion
(Holmes and Holmes 2010). In an effort to create a unified,
agreed upon definition of a serial killer, the Federal Bureau of
Investigation’s (FBI) National Center for the Analysis of Violent
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Crime (NCAVC) brought together a panel of experts from var-
ious fields, such as law enforcement, social sciences, and media.
Based on that convening, the NCAVC recommends that (a) two
or more victims is sufficient for the classification of an offender
as a serial killer and (b) that offenses occur at different places or
times, a necessary differentiation between serial and mass mur-
derers (Morton and Hilts 2008, p. 9). Morton et al. (2014) added
one more criterion to their research: BThe offender had either
been found guilty during trial, plead guilty, accepted a guilty plea
without admitting guilt, or there was a preponderance of evi-
dence linking the offender to the specific offense or offenses^
(p. 10). One disputed characteristic of serial killers is that there is
a Bcooling-off^ period between murders (e.g., Busch and
Cavanaugh 1986; Fox and Levin 1998, 2015; Greene and
Heilbrun 2011; Kraemer et al. 2004; Morton and Hilts 2008).
The cooling off period indicates a time during which the killer
returns to his normal lifestyle without murderous activity
(Morton and McNamara 2005) and is used to differentiate serial
from spree killers. The researchers at the NCAVC discarded the
cooling off criteria, noting little agreement in its application
(Morton and Hilts 2008).

Two previous studies have explored the personality of se-
rial murderers (Culhane et al. 2014, 2016). Culhane et al.
(2014) administered the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality
Inventory—2 (Butcher et al. 1989) to a group of male serial
murderers. The average profile of the sample was one indica-
tive of a disturbed individual. Elements of criminality, para-
noia, and schizophrenia were all present. The authors per-
formed a cluster analysis on their sample and found two dis-
tinct groups. The larger group, termed the Non-Disturbed
Cluster, showed a profile similar to that of a non-violent crim-
inals. The other, or Disturbed Cluster, had an average profile
with numerous clinical elevations. The authors concluded that
there were great variations in the personality make-up of serial
homicide offenders. Criminal offenders have long presented
more pathology on this particular inventory dating back to the
original incarnation, the MMPI (Cornell et al. 1988).

Similarly, working from the same sample, Culhane et al.
(2016) explored serial murderers’ responses to the Millon
Clinical Multiaxial Inventory—III (MCMI-III; Millon et al.
2009). Results from the computer-scored interpretations were
both expected and surprising. As predicted, killers expressed a
high rate of traits associated with personality disorders. The
surprising finding to the authors was the breadth of the disor-
ders experienced by the murderers. There was no disorder that
particularly stood out, rather the offenders had nearly even
distribution on multiple personality disorders.

Psychopathy and Violent Crime

Psychopathy is a strong predictor of criminal activity (DeLisi
2009) and the strongest predictor of violent recidivism in of-
fenders (Harris et al. 2001). Estimates suggest that

approximately 80% of psychopaths are men (Greene and
Heilbrun 2011) and that psychopaths account for approxi-
mately 1% of the general population (Hare 1996). Although
1% of the general population is seemingly small, psychopaths
constitute anywhere from 15 to 25% of the incarcerated pop-
ulation in the federal system (Woodworth and Porter 2002).
As compared to non-psychopathic offenders, those with psy-
chopathy are more likely to be involved in the criminal justice
system at a young age (Forth and Book 2007) and for more
violent crimes (Hare andMcPherson 1984). In a study of male
inmates, Hare andMcPherson (1984) found that psychopathic
offenders were convicted 3.5 times more often than non-
psychopathic offenders for violent crimes.

Psychopathic offenders perpetrate the most severe forms of
phys ica l abuse aga ins t the i r v ic t ims (Huss and
Langhinrichsen-Rohling 2000), and the crimes are often more
heinous than those committed by non-psychopathic offenders
(e.g., Woodworth and Porter 2002). Research by Williamson
et al. (1987) indicates that psychopathic offenders are fre-
quently motivated by external factors, such as a material gain,
and less likely to be in a heightened emotional state during a
violent act, as compared to non-psychopathic offenders.
Cornell et al. (1996) found that psychopathic offenders were
more likely to have committed some form of instrumental
violence, or purposeful and goal-directed violence, during
their criminal history than were non-psychopathic offenders.
Woodworth and Porter (2002) found that murders committed
by psychopaths were more likely to be instrumental or Bcold-
blooded^ (based on external motivation, premeditated, and
unemotional) in nature, when compared to murders commit-
ted by non-psychopathic offenders. In fact, 93.3% of murders
committed by psychopaths were primarily instrumental in na-
ture as compared to 48.4% of murders committed by non-
psychopathic offenders. Non-psychopathic offenders were
more likely commit Bcrimes of passion,^ wherein the crime
is committed under emotional or anxiety-provoking circum-
stances (Woodworth and Porter 2002).

Although there has been a great deal of research on psy-
chopathic homicide perpetrators (e.g., Hare and McPherson
1984; Häkkänen-Nyholm and Hare 2009; Woodworth and
Porter 2002), studies focusing on psychopathic offenders
who commit multiple homicides are virtually non-existent.
The most common method for collecting data on potential
psychopathy is Hare’s (2003) Psychopathy Checklist—
Revised (PCL-R). The PCL-R identifies certain individuals
as being more prone to recidivism, and particularly violent
recidivism, based on their adherence to the traits of a psycho-
pathic personality. Other research has questioned the incre-
mental predictions of PCL-R scores on violent recidivism be-
yond age and criminal history (Walters 2012b). Walters
(2012b) goes on to argue that alternative measures should be
used to expand our understanding of the relationship between
psychopathy and criminality. There are other methods for
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assessing psychopathic personality traits, such as self-report
surveys. Hare has developed his own, as have others
(discussed subsequently). This research uses this alternative
method and explores psychopathy from the perspective of the
serial violent offender.

Criminal Thinking

General criminal thinking is a significant predictor of repeat
criminal behavior (Walters 2012a), a hallmark of serial vio-
lence. A core feature of antisocial cognition is the offender’s
criminal thinking, or the attitudes, beliefs, and rationalizations
an offender uses to assuage any guilt from criminal behaviors
(Walters 2012a). In an extensive meta-analysis of recidivism,
Gendreau et al. (1996) concluded that antisocial personality
was a significant predictor of adult offender recidivism. They
also noted that criminogenic needs, or antisocial cognitions,
values, and behaviors (see Andrews and Bonta 1994), were
also strong predictors. Indeed, antisocial personality and the
offender’s criminogenic needs were both in the top four of
many significant predictors. Whited et al. (2017) argued that
the term of criminogenic thinking maybe more appropriate
and is conceptualized similarly toWalters (2006). For simplic-
ity, we use the term criminal thinking in conjunction with the
measure used. Walters (1995, 2006) hypothesizes that there
are eight thinking styles for the criminal system of cognition:
mollification, cutoff, entitlement, power orientation, senti-
mentality, superoptimism, cognitive indolence, and disconti-
nuity (for a review of these individually, see Walters 2006).
The criminal thinking of offenders is not a personality trait,
but rather how the individual processes the world around him.
Still, given the similarities among many of these thinking
styles and psychopathy, there is ample opportunity to see sig-
nificant correlations among distinct measures of each.
Previous research has found significant correlations between
the eight styles and an antisocial features scale of a personality
inventory (Walters and Geyer 2005). In addition to the rela-
tionships among the styles and antisocial thinking, Walters’
(2006) questionnaire, the Psychological Inventory of Criminal
Thinking Styles, or PICTS, assesses composite measures of
proactive and reactive criminal thinking, or the planned versus
spontaneous criminal cognitions, respectively. Walters and
Yurvati (2017) argue that these factors are higher-order crim-
inal thinking dimensions and are more reliable and valid than
the subordinate thinking styles. They (Walters and Yurvati
2017) also underscore the differences between proactive and
reactive crimes. Proactive criminal thinking leads to crimes
that are more instrumental in nature, such as robbery and
burglary, while reactive criminal thinking tends to be impul-
sive, with crimes such as domestic violence and assault. An
understanding of how serial homicide perpetrators think about
their crimes is a missing piece of the research puzzle.

The Current Study

In keeping with the goal of examining serial killers from the
firsthand perspective of the offender (Skrapec 2001) and
expanding the scant body of literature, the current research
explored the self-reported data of serial homicide perpetrators.
The data presented here were amassed as part of a larger,
nation-wide data collection effort, with a specific focus on
psychopathy and criminal thinking. It was hypothesized that
the nature of a serial murderer’s criminal behaviors will dictate
an increased presence of psychopathic personality traits (e.g.,
cold heartedness and callous affect). Therefore, this sample’s
average scores on the various psychopathy measures admin-
istered should be on par with other confirmed psychopathic
samples. Furthermore, we expected that the percentage of se-
rial killers demonstrating scores in the psychopathic ranges
would be greater than the general prison population of 15–
25%. With respect to criminal thinking, no predictions were
made regarding the proactive or reactive style of thinking of
the inmates. This part of our study was purely exploratory.
Finally, in line with previous research, we expected to find
numerous correlations for the various measures of psychopa-
thy, as well as significant correlations among the psychopathy
measures and the criminal thinking measure.

Method

Participants

Participation was solicited from over 550 incarcerated
suspected multiple murderers from across the United States.
Identified offenders were sent an initial solicitation inquiring
about interest in participating in a research study via mail
correspondence. After indicating a willingness to participate,
specific state Department of Corrections’ Institutional Review
Boards (IRB) were contacted. Several inmates indicated a
desire to participate, but they were ultimately unable to be-
cause of their respective IRBs’ decisions. Of those individuals
able to participate, we received responses from 81 suspected
serial murderers. Included in the 81 responses were those of
seven female offenders. Complete information about part of
the female sample has already been reported in another article
(Hildebrand and Culhane 2015) and will not be included in the
current analysis.1 Three additional females and 13 males (four
mass murderers and nine single murderers) were also exclud-
ed. The data presented here includes 61 male serial murderers
confirmed through searches of criminal justice records (e.g.,

1 Complete study information on four female serial murderers was reported by
Hildebrand and Culhane (2015). The remaining three female serial murderers
had not returned their participant packets by the time of article publication and
were not included.
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police reports, court convictions), Newton’s The
Encyclopedia of Serial Killers (2000), and news reports. In
accordance with the previous descriptions, those referred to as
serial murderers in our sample had to have killed at least two
people during two different incidents (Morton and Hilts
2008). The mean age of these participants was 50.98 (SD =
10.62; range 32–79). The majority of the sample (67.2%) self-
identified their race/ethnicity as White. The second largest
group was Black (18.0%), followed by Hispanic (4.9%).
The remaining 9.8% self-identified as other. Our participants
had a mean of 22.77 years incarcerated (SD = 9.01) and a
range of 5–45 years. The offenders had a mean number of
kills that could be confirmed through court reports/
newspaper coverage of 4.52 (SD = 4.88; range 2–28) and a
mean number of kills that were suspected of perpetration of
5.13 (SD = 5.49; range 2–29).

Materials

Inmates were sent a packet of self-report measures to complete
individually at their respective prisons. Inmates were not mon-
itored while completing these surveys for reasons of confiden-
tiality. The packet contained several surveys including mea-
sures focusing on psychopathology, anger, aggression, and
risk factors related to family, self-control, neutralization, and
community. The current study focuses on responses to the
following four scales measuring psychopathy and criminal
thinking (more in-depth scale descriptors are located in
Appendix A):

Psychopathic Personality Inventory—Revised (PPI-R;
Lilienfeld andWidows 2005). This is a 154-itemmeasure
which is completed using a four-point scale (false,mostly
false, mostly true, true). The PPI-R produces a total scale
score (α = .89) and eight subscales used to assess the core
characteristics of psychopathy [Machiavellian
Egocentricity (α = .82), Rebellious Nonconformity
(α = .88), Blame Externalization (α = .76), Carefree
Nonplanfulness (α = .53), Social Influence (α = .07),
Fearlessness (α = .63), Stress Immunity (α = .61), and
Coldheartedness (α = .75)]. The PPI-R also includes four
validity scales (Virtuous Responding, Deviant
Responding, Inconsistent Responding-15, and the more
conservative Inconsistent Responding-40). T-scores were
computed based on the normative correctional sample,
which consists of 154 male inmates in a pre-release treat-
ment facility in New Jersey (Lilienfeld and Widows
2005). This scale has been found to possess acceptable
reliability and validity (e.g., Lilienfeld and Widows
2005).
Levenson’s Self-Report Psychopathy (LSRP; Levenson
et al. 1995). The LSRP is a 26-item scale used to assess
psychopathic attitudes with responses ranging from

Bdisagree strongly^ to Bagree strongly^ on a 4-point
Likert scale. This measure produces a 2-factor model
assessing Primary and Secondary Psychopathy. Primary
Psychopathy items were designed to assess psychopathic
affect, specifically a selfish, uncaring, and manipulative
attitude toward others with questions such as, BIn today’s
world, I feel justified in doing anything I can get away
with to succeed^ (Levenson et al. 1995, p. 152–153).
Secondary Psychopathy, on the other hand, relates to im-
pulsivity and a self-defeating lifestyle, and was assessed
with questions such as, BWhen I get frustrated, I often ‘let
off steam’ by blowing my top^ (Levenson et al. 1995, p.
152–153). In addition to these two factors, the LSRP
provides an overall score of psychopathy. Coefficient al-
phas for this sample were .93 for Primary Psychopathy,
.81 for Secondary Psychopathy, and .94 for the overall
psychopathy scale. The LSRP has been found to possess
satisfactory reliability and validity with both student (e.g.,
Levenson et al. 1995) and criminal samples (e.g., Walters
et al. 2008).
Self-Report Psychopathy Scale—III (SRP-III; Paulhus
et al. in press). This scale includes 64 items designed to
assess psychopathy with items rated on a five-point
Likert scale (1 disagree strongly–5 agree strongly). The
SRP-III is composed of four subscales [Interpersonal
Manipulation (α = .81), Callous Affect (α = .81), Erratic
Life Style (α = .82), and Criminal Tendencies (α = .78)],
as well as a global psychopathy score (α = .94).
Psychological Inventory of Criminal Thinking Styles
(PICTS; Walters 1995). The PICTS is an 80-item, self-
report measure scored on a four-point Likert scale with
responses ranging from 1 (disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
The items load onto eight thinking styles [Mollification
(α = .76), Cutoff (α = .79), Entitlement (α = .69), Power
Orientation (α = .81), Sentimentality (α = .61),
Superoptimism (α = .63), Cognitive Indolence (α = .68),
and Discontinuity (α = .75)] thought to be pertinent to
maintaining a criminal lifestyle. Additionally, two con-
tent scales, Current Criminal Thinking and Historical
Criminal Thinking, four factor scales, Problem
Avoidance, Interpersonal Hostility, Self-Assertion/
Deception, and Denial of Harm, and a special scale,
Fear-of-Change, are also calculated. Furthermore, the
PICTS also contains two composite scales (Proactive
and Reactive Criminal Thinking) designed to indicate
which style of thinking an individual subscribes
(Walters 2006). Finally, the PICTS produces two validity
scales (Confusion-revised and Defensiveness-revised)
which allow the administrator to identify answer patterns
consistent with faking, reading problems, careless re-
sponse patterns, or defensive responding. T-scores were
computed based on a correctional sample, which
consisted of 450 male inmates in minimum, medium,
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and maximum security federal prisons (Walters 2006).
The PICTS possesses satisfactory reliability and validity
(e.g., Walters 1995). The eight criminal thinking scales
were most pertinent to the research at hand, but explor-
atory examinations of the other measures were also
conducted.

Results

PPI-R

Four inmates have been excluded from the following PPI-R
analyses for having a raw score over 45 on the Inconsistent
Responding 40 scale. Lilienfeld and Widows (2005) indicate
such profiles are inconsistent and invalid due to atypical
responding patterns, such as random or careless responses, a
reading level below 4th grade, or attempts to deliberately sab-
otage the test.

Following omission of invalid responses, the sample’s PPI-
RTotal score was calculated. The sample had a mean total raw
score of 294.16 (SD = 40.23), a score slightly higher than the
Lilienfeld and Widows’ normative prison sample score of
283.86, t (56) = 1.93, p = .058, d = .51. In total, only 13 of
the 57 serial homicide perpetrators (22.8%) had total PPI-R
scores in the elevated range. This was contrary to the hypoth-
esis that serial murderers would have increased prominence of
psychopathic traits compared to the general prison
populations.

There are very few published PPI-R data from offender
samples (Miller and Lynam 2012). Therefore, the normative
prison sample data are used for comparisons throughout these
analyses. Table 1 displays the means, standard deviations, and
t test values comparing this sample to the means of the offend-
er sample of Lilienfeld and Widows. Five of the eight content
scales of interest were significantly different from the norma-
tive correctional group. First of these, Rebellious
Nonconformity, indicated a heightened Breckless lack of con-
cern regarding social norms^ (Lilienfeld andWidows 2005, p.
21). In other words, the serial offenders did not feel confined
by society’s rules and had no hesitation in rebelling against
them. A second scale of significance was Carefree
Nonplanfulness. Individuals with an elevated score on this
scale can be described as indifferent when it comes to plan-
ning his actions, and he makes no effort to create and achieve
long-term goals (Lilienfeld and Widows 2005).

Serial murderers scored higher than the normative correc-
tional sample on the Fearlessness scale. The higher the score
on this scale, the less one fears physical danger, and the more
eager he may be to take physical risks. Furthermore, this sam-
ple displayed a significantly elevated Coldheartedness score.
This scale measures the level of attachment, guilt, empathy,

and loyalty one has to those around him, or Ba diverse array of
traits that appear to be characterized by a paucity of social
emotions^ (Lilienfeld and Widows 2005, p. 33), with higher
scores indicating a higher level of coldheartedness and low
levels of positive emotions. Finally, while significantly differ-
ent, interpretation of the content scale of Social Influence is
largely unreliable because of the extremely low internal
consistency.

When considering factor scores, our sample had signifi-
cantly higher means for both factors of Self-Centered
Impulsivity and Fearless Dominance. Those with a moderate-
ly elevated Total score and elevated Self-Centered Impulsivity
PPI-R Factor score (serial homicide sampleM = 142.56, SD =
31.08; t (56) = 2.30, p = .025, d = .61) are said to have a
heightened risk for Axis I pathology (e.g., depression, anxiety
disorders, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia), as well as feelings
of grandiosity and poor impulse control (Lilienfeld and
Widows 2005).

Because the average profile of a serial murderer was not
indicative of any clinical elevations, a hierarchical cluster
analysis using Ward’s method (Ward 1963) for the eight con-
tent scales was performed. This test revealed two distinct
groups. The first group (n = 28) had a PPI-R Total score ap-
proaching clinical elevation (T = 63) and a single clinical ele-
vat ion for their content scales. Only Rebel l ious
Nonconformity (M = 38.96; SD = 8.10) showed an average T
score greater than 65. The other group (n = 29) showed no
elevations on any scale.

Table 1 Mean raw scores for the psychopathic personality inventory—
revised content scales and factors (n = 57)

Subscale M SD t d

Content scale

Machiavellian Egocentricity 38.00 10.94 −.26 .07

Rebellious Nonconformity 32.53 9.47 4.25*** 1.14

Blame Externalization 35.40 9.72 1.09 .29

Carefree Nonplanfulness 36.60 10.55 2.25* .60

Social Influence 42.79 9.15 −4.70*** 1.24

Fearlessness 35.09 9.50 3.53** .94

Stress Immunitya 37.93 6.30 1.52 .41

Coldheartedness 35.77 9.63 2.19* .59

Factor

Self-Centered Impulsivity 142.56 31.08 2.30* .61

Fearless Dominance 116.65 16.78 2.10* .56

a A mean of 36.66 was used for the t test comparison of Stress Immunity.
The sourcebook had a typographical error, and the correct mean was
received from a Personal Communication (December 20, 2016) with
Lilienfeld

*p < .05

**p = .001

***p < .001
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LSRP

The short length of the LSRP does not allow for a check of
random or faking response pattern. Therefore, the inmates
who were excluded from the PPI-R and PICTS (discussed
subsequently) were excluded from further analyses of the
two remaining psychopathy scales (n = 54). The LSRP pro-
vides three main scores: Primary Psychopathy (M = 28.91,
SD = 9.72), Secondary Psychopathy (M = 20.78, SD = 5.72),
and a Total LSRP score (M = 49.69, SD = 14.42). To assess
this sample for elevated psychopathy, we compared these in-
mates against the original community sample (Levenson et al.
1995), as well as a correctional sample (Walters et al. 2008).
Results of these analyses can be seen in Table 2.

Our sample was not significantly different from Walters
and colleagues’ correctional sample on either of the LSRP
scales, signifying they show no more or less psychopathic
attributes. However, serial murderers were moderately higher,
albeit at the p = .067 level, than the original community sam-
ple on the Secondary Psychopathy scale. They were not dif-
ferent from the community sample in Primary Psychopathy.
This would suggest the serial murderers lead a slightly more
self-defeating lifestyle, with increased impulsivity and a lack
of long-term goals, than community members.

SRP-III

The serial murderers had a total SRP-III mean of 187.11
(SD = 35.59). The SRP-III accounts for a four-factor model
of psychopathy, assessing Interpersonal Manipulation,
Callous Affect, Erratic Lifestyle, and Criminal Tendencies.
Neumann and Declercq (2009) obtained SRP-III subscale
scores from three different populations: a community sample,
a college sample, and an offender sample, which was divided
into psychopathic and non-psychopathic offenders. Table 3
illustrates the mean comparisons of our sample of serial mur-
derers and these three groups.

The serial murderer sample greatly differed from the
community and college samples. Our sample was
significantly higher on every scale and had a large
magnitude of difference in nearly every statistical test. There
were some differences seen between the community sample
tests and the college sample tests. This may be a function of
the types of college students used for the normative data. For
example, Clow and Scott (2007) found significant differences
among criminal justice majors and nursing majors on mea-
sured psychopathy. Future research may wish to explore this
further. As the SRP-III comparisons would suggest, though
there are significant differences, our sample of serial mur-
derers most closely match Neumann and Declercq’s (2009)
non-psychopathic offender sample on all four subscales. The
sample of serial homicide perpetrators was significantly lower
than the psychopathic offender group on each of the four

Table 2 LSRP scores of the serial murderers compared to community
and correctional samples

Scale M SD t d

Primary psychopathy

Serial murderers 28.91 9.72

Levenson et al.’s (1995) community sample 29.13 6.86 −.17 .04

Walters et al.’s (2008) correctional sample 28.70 7.60 .16 .04

Secondary psychopathy

Serial murderers 20.78 5.72

Levenson et al.’s (1995) community sample 19.32 4.06 1.87* .48

Walters et al.’s (2008) correctional sample 21.10 5.64 −.41 .11

LSRP = Levenson’s Self-Report Psychopathy scale

*p = .067

Table 3 SRP-III scale means of serial murderers compared to
Neumann and Declercq’s (2009) community, college, and offender
samples

M SD t p d

Interpersonal manipulation

Serial murderers 42.78 10.41

Community sample 31.00 8.31 >.001 2.26

College sample 39.00 2.67 .010 .73

Offenders

Non-psychopathic 45.00 −1.57 .120 .43

Psychopathic 56.00 −9.33 >.001 2.54

Callous affect

Serial murderers 43.44 9.61

Community sample 30.00 10.29 >.001 2.80

College sample 37.00 4.93 >.001 1.34

Offenders

Non-psychopathic 44.00 −.42 .674 .11

Psychopathic 51.00 −5.78 >.001 1.57

Erratic lifestyle

Serial murderers 49.44 10.30

Community sample 32.00 12.45 >.001 3.39

College sample 41.00 6.02 >.001 1.64

Offenders

Non-psychopathic 53.00 −2.54 .014 .69

Psychopathic 61.00 −8.24 >.001 2.24

Criminal tendencies

Serial murderers 51.44 10.40

Community sample 20.00 22.21 >.001 6.04

College sample 25.00 18.68 >.001 5.08

Offenders

Non-psychopathic 48.00 2.43 .018 .66

Psychopathic 55.00 −2.51 015 .68

SRP-III = Self-Report Psychopathy—III
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subscales, indicating they are not, on average, at a diagnosable
score of psychopathy as measured by the SRP-III.

A hierarchal cluster analysis using Ward’s Method (Ward
1963) revealed two distinct groups. Unlike the cluster analysis
of the PPI-R scores, this analysis revealed a much smaller
group with psychopathic tendencies (n = 14). It is important
to remember that 13 of the PPI-R Total scores were in the
clinically elevated range of psychopathy. Twelve of those 13
fall into this new cluster analysis group of elevated psychop-
athy scores on the SRP-III suggesting a substantial overlap of
the two measures and simultaneously cross-validating each. It
is also important to note that the mean scores for the 14 killers
in this cluster had mean scores in line with or higher than
Neumann and Declercq’s (2009) psychopathic offender scores
[Interpersonal Manipulation (56.57; SD = 7.18), Callous
Affect (54.71; SD = 6.91), Erratic Lifestyle (62.14; SD =
6.63), and Criminal Tendencies (60.71; SD = 8.69)].

PICTS

Three inmates’ response patterns were notable and omitted
from the following PICTS analyses. One inmate had a
Confusion T-score over 80, which indicates Ba ‘fake bad’ re-
sponse style, reading/languages difficulties, or haphazard
responding^ (Walters 2006, p. 39). The other two removals
were inmates with a Defensiveness T-score over 65, which is
indicative of a defensive Bfake good^ response style (Walters
2006).

Following omission of invalid responses, T-scores for the
two composite scales, Proactive (M = 53.69) and Reactive
(M = 52.71) Criminal Thinking, were analyzed. The
Proactive Criminal Thinking scale discerns those who are
considered calculating and goal-oriented in their criminal ac-
tivities. The Reactive Criminal Thinking scale was designed
to determine those who are considered impulsive in their crim-
inal activities. According to Walters (2006), a T-score under
55 on both of these scales indicates that the sample’s Bcriminal
belief system is either weak, absent, or hidden^ (Walters 2006,
p. 39). Therefore, those with both Proactive and Reactive t-
scores under 55 (n = 31) were excluded from a more in-depth
examination of the PICTS. All 27 of the remaining partici-
pants had a differentiated profile, which indicates a more con-
cise interpretation (Walters 2006).

The eight thinking styles, presented in Table 4, show two
high elevations for the differentiated profiles. The Cutoff scale
and the Power Orientation scale both had t-score averages
above 60. The Cutoff scale measures impulsivity and a high
elevation is indicative of a Bhot temper^ (Walters 2006 p. 46).
These individuals also are more likely to react to situations
instead of anticipating problems before they arise (Walters
2006). The Power Orientation scale was also elevated and is
symptomatic of a person who craves power and seeks control.
Such a lifestyle is suggestive of one who wants not only to

control people, but also situations, which may bring about
conflict with others (Walters 2006).

An exploratory examination of the remaining measures of
the PICTS for the differentiated profiles resulted in two ele-
vated t-scores, Self-Assertion/Deception (AST) and Historical
Criminal Thinking (HIS). Walters (2006) reports these two
scales are highly correlated and the AST factor scale (M =
63.19, SD = 9.42) Bmeasures the tendency to assert one’s will
over the environment in order to achieve one’s objectives
regardless of who gets hurt in the process or how unrealistic
one’s goals may be^ (p. 51). The HIS scale (M = 62.70, SD =
8.53) is a composite of questions about a past identification of
criminality. Given the length of incarceration for the sample,
this makes theoretical sense. Finally, an examination of the
differentiated profiles revealed a slightly higher t-score for
Proactive Criminal Thinking (M = 62.07, SD = 10.05) than
Reactive Criminal Thinking (M = 59.70, SD = 9.02). The dif-
ference was not significant.

Correlations

Total scores from the three psychopathy measures were highly
correlated, in line with expectations. The PPI-R total had a
correlation with the LSRP of .83 (p < .001) and a correlation
of .87 (p < .001) with the SRP-III. The LSRP and SRP-III
were also significantly correlated at .79 (p < .001). The
Proactive Criminal Thinking scale was significantly correlated
with the three total scores of the psychopathymeasures (PPI-R
r = .73; LSRP r = .62; SRP-III r = .73). All correlations were
significant at the p < .001 level. Likewise, the Reactive
Criminal Thinking scale was significantly correlated
(p < .001) with the three measures (PPI-R r = .69; LSRP
r = .67; SRP-III r = .71), as well as the Proactive Criminal
Thinking scale (r = .55, p < .001).

The 14 self-report psychopathy subscales and the eight
criminal thinking subscales of the PICTS had numerous

Table 4 T-Score means and standard deviations of the Psychological
Inventory of Criminal Thinking Styles (PICTS) Thinking Styles Scales
for all valid participants (n = 58) and for those with a differentiated profile
of criminal thinking (n = 27)

All valid participants Differentiated profiles

Scale M SD M SD

Mollification 50.09 11.77 55.74 12.69

Cutoff 53.45 10.62 61.33 9.65

Entitlement 50.98 11.17 57.56 12.07

Power Orientation 54.16 12.64 60.63 12.97

Sentimentality 45.05 9.50 47.52 9.72

Superoptimism 51.52 10.42 57.74 9.34

Cognitive Indolence 53.17 8.60 57.85 8.23

Discontinuity 52.31 9.45 57.63 9.89
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significant correlations (see Table 5). Consistent with previous
literature (e.g., Seibert et al. 2011), three scales from the PPI-R
(Socia l Inf luence , S t ress Immuni ty, and Blame
Externalization) displayed the smallest mean correlations.
Both subscales of the LSRP demonstrated numerous signifi-
cant correlations with the other subscales and large magni-
tudes seen throughout. The Criminal Tendencies subscale of
the SRP-III had the smallest, yet often significant, correlations
with other measures. As expected, the PICTS scales were
significantly correlated among themselves, as well as with
several of the psychopathy subscales. Like previous research
(Walters and Geyer 2005), such correlations indicate signifi-
cant overlap among the thinking styles of criminality and clin-
ical personality measures of antisocial features. This signifi-
cant relationship has held true for psychopathy measures and
criminal thinking as well (Mandracchia et al. 2015). Further,
strong evidence of validity exists for these correlations, as
evident by the same relationship holding true with measures
of criminal thinking other than the PICTS.

Discussion

The present research assessed the self-reported psychopathy
and criminal thinking of the largest known sample of serial
murderers to date. The results of this study would suggest that
this sample of serial murderers do not demonstrate strong
evidence of psychopathy, contrary to what many may believe.
Instead, the percentage of inmates who could be classified as
having psychopathic tendencies is on par with the general
population of prisoners. Still, there are some marked differ-
ences between this sample and the average inmate normative
data. For example, the serial killers had an elevated disregard
for their own physical safety and a willingness to engage in
risky behaviors without anxiety, as evident by their increased
fearlessness scores on the PPI-R. Likewise, the sample here
was more inclined to anti-authority attitudes than is the aver-
age offender. Still, this sample does not vary much from other
criminal samples on the majority of these self-report
measures.

The Measures

Because serial murderers are scattered throughout prisons in
the United States, self-report scales were used in this study.
These types of measures are also more convenient for incar-
cerated study participants; they can be completed more quick-
ly than traditional interview methods, such as the PCL-R
(Hare 2003). With appropriate institutional permissions, these
scales can be mailed to the inmates to complete at their con-
venience rather than requiring face-to-face involvement.

The utilization of self-report scales tomeasure psychopathy
has been considered controversial for many reasons.

Lilienfeld and Fowler (2006) suggest that, despite the inclu-
sion of validity checks on many self-report scales, psycho-
paths may manipulate their responses to self-report measures
based on certain situational factors. For example, when placed
in a situation in which a psychopath wants to present them-
selves in a positive light (e.g., parole board hearings), they are
able to manipulate their responses in such a way as to create a
positive impression (Lilienfeld and Fowler 2006).
Respondents in this study were mailed a packet of question-
naires to complete and return at their leisure, which may have
provided them adequate time to manipulate their responses to
the various questionnaires. However, it seems unlikely that the
initial solicitation letter would have created a situation where-
in an offender would want to portray themselves in either a
positive or negative light. Because all responses are kept con-
fidential, the offender had nothing to gain by faking extreme
mental health issues (e.g., such as in an attempt to utilize an
insanity plea) or by lying to make themselves look good. Very
few cases were removed from the sample due to validity scales
of the measures. The ability to complete the measures in their
cells without the pressure of an observer and the reassurance
of confidentiality should have allowed the inmates enough
assurance to respond honestly. In addition, studies have shown
that even when instructed to lie on one self-report measure of
psychopathy (the Psychopathic Personality Inventory, the for-
mer version of the PPI-R used here), scores were not signifi-
cantly influenced by the malingering (Edens et al. 2000;
Lilienfeld and Fowler 2006). Lilienfeld and Fowler (2006)
also suggest that some psychopaths may lack the insight into
their own psychological problems to respond appropriately to
measures assessing their behavioral impact on others, an ad-
ditional disadvantage of self-report measures with potentially
psychopathic samples. Such offenders may be unable to re-
spond to questions regarding emotion because the individual
does not appropriately sense emotion.

The PPI-R, LSRP, and SRP-III are three commonly used
self-report measures used to assess psychopathy, but this re-
search added the additional dimension of criminal thinking.
The PICTS scale assesses the Beight thinking styles hypothe-
sized to support and maintain a criminal lifestyle^ discussed
above (Walters 2006, p. 5). Although some research has pre-
viously associated criminal thinking and psychopathy
(Mandracchia et al. 2015), none has compared multiple mea-
sures of psychopathy and the PICTS. With respect to this
sample’s criminal thinking, many of the participants did not
have an interpretable PICTS, as both Proactive and Reactive
thinking scores were below the recommended cutoff. Those
that did present an interpretable score showed marked levels
of impulsivity and power/control issues beyond that of the
average criminal sample. The similarities between these be-
haviors and identified behaviors of psychopathic individuals
are noteworthy. The sample may have also aged out of many
of the patterns of criminal thinking. The average age of the
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participants was over 50, and they had been incarcerated for
nearly two decades.

Limitations and Future Research

In addition to the previously discussed limitations of using
self-report measures, this sample is relatively small.
Numerous additional convicted serial killers responded to
the initial solicitation letter sent by researchers; however, we
were denied access by several states’ Department of
Corrections. As a result, those represented in this study are
those who agreed to participate and were housed in states
whose Institutional ReviewBoard granted access to offenders.

Another potential limitation may be the length of the study.
The complete survey packet included several measures and
was estimated to take approximately two and a half hours to
complete. This may have led to fatigue, which often causes
respondents to answer randomly. In an effort to counteract this
potential bias, we randomized the order of the measures
contained in the survey packets. We are also comforted in
the fact that the vast majority of included participants were
not excluded from the dataset because of failed validity
checks. Future efforts to collect this magnitude of data should
consider sending the surveys at different times to ensure par-
ticipants took breaks between measures. Even more preferen-
tial, the data could be collected via in-person structured inter-
views and monitored collection of the self-report data.

A final limitation of the current research might be that the
correctional comparison samples used by other authors as
normative data were not separated by offense category (i.e.,
violent and non-violent). It may be beneficial to compare the
current sample to these sub-groups to determine if there are
differences in responses to these self-report scales.
Theoretically speaking, it is likely that serial killers are more
like other violent offenders than non-violent offenders. It is
possible that assessing violent and non-violent offender pop-
ulations in the aggregate masks the true psychological features
of the violent population. Parsing out the violent population
group might reveal different comparison results.

Conclusions

People are simultaneously intrigued and horrified by the con-
cept of a serial murderer. The idea that someone could delib-
erately and repeatedly commit such depraved acts leads many
to believe the individual must be a psychopath; particularly
noting the cold-blooded nature of the crimes. Although much
psychopathy research has focused on correctional samples,
the field has failed to account for the anecdotal expectations
of what a serial killer’s personality must be. The current re-
search has added to this literature by finding that these

individuals might not all be the psychopaths we often assume
they are.
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Appendix A

PPI-R (Lilienfeld and Widows 2005)

Machiavellian Egocentricity

Measures the willingness to manipulate another person for
one’s own selfish means. Having a cynical view of human
nature and a tendency to augment rules and regulations to
one’s advantage. Perceived superiority of other people and
propensity for deception.

Rebellious Nonconformity

Measures the expression of anti-authority attitudes and a reck-
less disregard for the norms of society. Scores are also indic-
ative of a rebellious nature and a tendency to make multiple
life changes as a result of boredom.

Blame Externalization

Measures a lack of personal responsibility for life as evident
by the perception of mistreatment from an unfair world, bad
luck, or other people’s actions. Tendency to play the victim.

Carefree Nonplanfulness

Measures a failure to plan ahead and an unwillingness to con-
sider other strategies for problem solving life events. A person
who acts without thinking of the consequences, has limited/no
long-term plans for life, and does not learn from previous
mistakes.

Social Influence

Measures an individual with charm and the ability to influence
others. Scores reflect a person who can be chatty, unanxious
about interacting in social events, confident, and make a good
impression on others at first glance.
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Fearlessness

Measures those generally lacking in a normal amount of anx-
iety related to risky situations or physical confrontations. A
person who takes chances or risks and lacks fear of danger.

Stress Immunity

Measures behaviors reflective of a calm individual when un-
der pressure. Also reflective of an absence of nervous habits.

Coldheartedness

Measures a lack of personal attachments and in feelings of
guilt or empathy when others are suffering. An absence of
caring emotional traits, which are replaced by a tendency to
be callous.

LPS (Levenson et al. 1995)

Primary

Measures Ba selfish, uncaring, and manipulative posture to-
ward others^ (p. 152).

Secondary

Measures impulsivity and the tendency to lead a self-defeating
lifestyle.

SRP-III (Paulhus et al., in press)

Interpersonal Manipulation

Measures one’s tendency to lie and manipulate others.

Callous Affect

Measures a general lack of empathy toward others, as well as a
lack of concern for their well-being.

Erratic Life Style

Measures a tendency to lead a life style with reckless behav-
iors, as well as impulsive behaviors.

Criminal Tendencies

Measures the antisocial lifestyle of the participant, as well as
demonstrated criminality.

PICTS (Walters 2006)

Mollification

Justifying a person’s actions, while also blaming the individ-
ual’s environment. Refusing to take responsibility for one’s
actions.

Cutoff

Low emotional control, and explosive reactions to even slight
provocations, as well as a Brapid elimination of deterrents to
crime^ (p. 6).

Entitlement

A mistaking wants for needs and a sense of privilege, or a
feeling that one is unique and deserves special attention from
others or society.

Power Orientation

Needs include power and control of all life situations, as well
as the drive for more power in life or the exertion of control
over the environment.

Sentimentality

A selfless behavior pattern of doing for others, but also with
the superficial purpose of clearing the conscious for criminal
deeds or mistreatment of others. Failing to recognize harm
done to others.

Superoptimism

A thinking style that minimizes the consequences of criminal
actions, as well as a tendency to act incredulous at failed
criminal enterprises.

Cognitive Indolence

The tendency to take short-cuts in life and avoid problems, as
well as the inability to think critically about resolving
situations.

Discontinuity

A lack of following throughwith promises or commitments. A
person perceived as flighty or unpredictable.

Current Criminal Thinking

One’s identification with his current criminal belief system.
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Historical Criminal Thinking

One’s past identification with his previous criminal belief
system.

Problem Avoidance

A tendency to avoid problems by engaging in defeatist activ-
ities, such as crime and/or drug use.

Interpersonal Hostility

BExtreme hostility leading to confusion or the appearance of
confusion^ (p. 51).

Self-Assertion/Deception

The person’s willingness to hurt others for the purpose of
achieving his goals, even if the goals are unrealistic.

Denial of Harm

One’s rationalizations for the harm done to others in the pur-
suit of criminal enterprises, as well as the minimization of
damage inflicted.

Fear-of-Change

The resistance to change by an individual resulting in difficul-
ties by others to intervene and correct behaviors.
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