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This review explores the currentasé of knowledge about sexual homicide, which is often based on
uncertainties and contradictory assumptions. In the introduction we examine some of the
methodological issues, such as low prevalence rates and operationalisation problems, that contribute
to the situation regarding the existing knowledge base. The research investigating the key types of
sexual homicide and the possible characteristics distinguishing sexual killers from others types of sexual
offenders are outlined in order to provide the readeith the background to the aims of this systematic
review. Additionally, throughout the paper, we go back to the various methodological complications so
that in the method section of this review we can note the ways researchers have tried to overcome
them.

While there are issues that make compiling accuriigeires challenging (see later), the studies
looking at the prevalence of sexual killing consistently show that it is a relatively rare phenomenon with
estimates ranging from approximately 6% of alhficides in the UK (Beech, Fisher, & Wa@)5 to
4% of homicides in Canada (Roberts & Grossd293) and 1% of homicides in the USA (Chan & Heide,
2009. Further, it seems that in North America, the number of homicides assessed as sexual in nature
has keen declining (James & ProuBQ14). Although estimated to be rare, the statistics from the UK
note that in June 2012 in the UK there were 6320 men serving a conviction for murder or manslaughter,
and 840 of these men killed with an apparent or admittedsl

element (Planning and Analysis Group, National Offender Management Service, NOMS, personal
communication, August 2013). This means that out of all men detained for murder or manslaughter in
the UK prison population, 13.3% are assessed as sexual murdeckithia number represents an
increase from the May 2003 estimate of 6% (Beech e2@l5).

The topic of sexual homicide has been extensively examined for the last two decades (Chan & Heide,
2009. Despite this examination, the many methodological compibnis encountered by researchers,
as discussed in this review, hamper our ability to better understand and draw conclusions about this
crime and its perpetrators. Spdicially, both the low prevalence rates noted above and thealifties
in accessing daeiled descriptions of the offense inevitably mean that small sample sizes are usually
used in studies (Porter, Woodworth, Earle, Drugge, & Bi¥13). Accounting for the different role that
killing can play in relation to sexual behaviour could helprtprove our understanding of this crime
(Stefanska, Carter, Higgs, Bishopp, & Be2gh9). It is worth noting that while the term sexual killing,
murder and homicide tend to be used interchangeably, they generally encompass cases of murder,
manslaughter agvell as cases of diminished responsibility, with or without a hospital order.



Operationalisation of the terndsexual killingis a problem since sexual homicide does not exist as
a distinct offence in the USA, Canada, the UK and Germany where muchiedehech on sexual killing
originates (James & ProuBQ14 Oliver, Beech, Fisher, & Beck@®07) and different dénitions have
been used for research purposes. For example, Ressler, Burgess, and DiIR&fasl€fined sexual
homicide asdmurder with evidence or observations that indicate(s) that the murder was sexual in
natureg (p. 13), Porter et al.2003 clasdied their samples as sexual homicide if there \aisysical
evidence of sexual activity with the victim before, during, or after the horedéqid. 463), while Beech
et al. Q005 looked at whether there waglear forensic evidence of a sexual element to the killing, or
a sexual component [was] admitted or suspecigg. 5). Although an extensive review of the
definitions used in different studies reveals that, in order to be diesbias sexual, some type of
physical evidence for sexual activity must usually be present, the lack of such evidence does not
necessarilgxclude cases such as those for which the motivation can be labelled as sexual (Kerr, Beech,
& Murphy, 2013). In addition, the absence of a legal or mental health label (it is not recognised as a
specfic paraphilia) makes ideffittation of these cases foesearch purposes even harder (Schlesinger,
2004).

Schlesinger2004) argued that the classcation process is not always straightforward as applying
criteria too literally (e.g. by taking into account only physical evidence) can also lead to ernoithgive
many seemingly sexual murders may not be sexually motivated. At the same time, establishing whether
a killing should be clags®d as sexual when a sexual element is not easily recognisable is similarly
difficult (Beech et al2005. These issuessale, motivation in sexual homicide has attracted a great
deal of attention from scholars, which has ultimately led to several typologies of sexual homicide being
proposed based on motivation, and general offending patterns (Manid0).

Two types of exual killers, angry and sadistic, have consistently been reported (PR0@8,. A
third category of sexual killers who commit homicide in order to eliminate witnesses of a sexual assault
has also been iderited in the literature (e.g. Beech et &2006) but its conclusion has been disputed.
Folino 000 suggests that cases where a victim is killed in order to avoid detection should be
considered as false positives in the clasation system and thus should be excluded from sexual
homicide numbers.

Of note is that many (especially) early studies included both serial killers arder@i offenders in
their samples. Serial offenders are generallfimed as perpetrating against two or more victims. Non
serial offenders are dened as killing one or tavvictims without an emotional coolirgff period. Non
serial offending is considered to be two victims killed at the same time or closely together without
opportunity for reflection (Proulx, Cusson, & Beauregd@7). Although studies have included both
serial and norserial offenders, a study by Campos and Cus20607 noted differences in various
psychological and crime characteristics between serial andseoial sexual killers. A recent systematic
review further revealed that serial and naerialkillers tend to have
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two distinct prdiles (James & Proul014). Although it could be argued that drawing cases (senal

sexual killers) and the comparison cases (serial sexual killers) from different sources limits
comparability (Kope & Esdaile1990, academics have suggested that due tdfisignt differences
between the groups future studies should distinguish between serial anesagal offenders (Carter

& Hollin, 2010 James & Proul2014). Unfortunately, many early sexual hange studies not only
combined the two groups but comprised samples that were often overrepresented by serial killing.

The search for a better understanding of the phenomenon of sexual murder has led scholars to
investigate whether sexual killers have atigtinctive characteristics that distinguish them from other
offenders. One of the earliest studies using this approach was by Langevishr@&genWright,
Marchese, and Handy. 988, who compared sexual killers to both a group of +sexual killers and a
group of sexual aggressors (namely rape or attempted rape). Later studies largely omitted the non
sexual homicide group and concentrated on a comparison between sexual killers and sexual aggressors.
One of the reasons for this could be an attempt to deterenwhether sexual killers and sexual
aggressors should be considered as one or two separate groups of sexual offenders (Pro@@Gt al.,
Salfati & Taylor2006).

Overall, various background and developmental factors as well as personality charmstdriste
been used to compare sexual killers and sexual aggressors. Different criminal and offence (situational)
variables have also been considered. Surprisingly, many studies have looked at the different types of
sexual offenders in isolation and onlyeav have actually directly compared the groups (Vettor, Beech,

& Woodham,2014) although it could be argued that studies without a control group in their design
have limited comparability because the samples are not constructed in the same fashion.iffere
studies directly comparing sexual killers and sexual aggressors have looked at different variables,
leading to further dificulties in drawing comparisons. Studies have tended to combine perpetrators of
women, children and men in their samples disregiagda possibility that these may be different types

of sexual killers (Proulx et a007). Despite these problems, many authors conclude that overall the
groups have more similarities than differences (Chan & H&d@9 Nicole & Proulx2007 Oliver et

al., 2007, Proulx & Sauvétre2007) leading some to suggest that the offence should not be viewed as
separate. That is, they should be viewed as occurring at different points on a continuum with
circumstantial violence determining the fatal outcome (Qligeal.,2007 Proulx et al.2007, Salfati &
Taylor,2006). Despite this claim, methodological issues of studies on which this premise is based have
rarely been considered and compared. Therefore, the current study aims to review what is known
about the characteristics of sexual killers and sexual aggressorssteynsyically looking only at the
studies that directly compare the groups (i.e. have similarly constructed samples). Here some
conclusions can be drawn as to which characteristics have consistently been shown to be homogeneous
(i.e. similar across the twgroups) and which appear to be heterogeneous (i.e. different and more
prevalent for one group).

Method

The search process and strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, data extraction, assessment of study
quality as well as data synthesis followed the guidelines for systematic reviews recommended by
Pretticrew and Robert2006).

Data sources

A scoping earcise provided an initial indication of the quantity of potentially relevant studies. An
electronic search of the Cochrane Library was performed in order to identify any existing systematic
reviews focusing on a similar topic. No relevant work was folmdddition,five electronic platforms
(EBSCO, Ovid, ProQuest, Science Direct, and Thomson Reuters) were searched for articles published
between January 1985 and December 2014. The platforms included the following databases: Academic
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Search Complete, Art& Human Citation Index, Criminal Justice Abstract, MEDLINE, ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses: UK & Ireland, PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, Science Citation Index, Science Citatic
Index Expanded, Science Direct, Social Sciences and Humanities, Web of Scierate Szpahes

were conducted for the keywords sex offences or offender(s) combined with the following: murder(s);
murderer(s); homicide(s); killing(s); killer(s) and manslaughter(s). Depending on the database, the
search method consisted of searching th#et and/or abstract and/or topic using the wildcard
searches: sex* offend* AND murder* or homicide* or kil* or manslaughter*. Further papers were
identified by manually searching the reference list of retrieved articles. The search was not restricted

to peer-reviewed journals, that is, book chapters written by the experts infitslel were included but
newspaper and magazine articles were excluded.

Inclusion/exclusion criteria

Studies were included if they: (1) examined similarities and differences batwerual killers and
sexual aggressors; (2) compared adult, male offenders; (3) relied on the samples of offenders who
perpetrated predominantly against pubescent female victims and (4) the sexual homicide sample was
mainly nonserial. Restricting the sarfgbased on these characteristics follows the method used in
previous research (Carter & Hollid010. Narrative reviews, editorials and commentaries were not
included. We rejected any studies that looked at female, mixed (females and males) and juvenile
perpetrators as well as studies looking only at victim characteristics. Studies where the sexual homicide
group consisted of predominantly multiplectim (serial) offenders (or when this was not sfieci)

were rejected (although, when possible, authorere approached for cldication of their sample
selection criteria). This exclusion was applied becauskcrrft discrepancies were found to exist
between nonserial and serial sexual killers with nserial cases representing a more polymorphic
group d criminals (James & ProuB)14). The sexual aggressor group would also be expected to be a
more polymorphic group of criminals making reerial killers a more appropriate comparison group.
Studies not published entirely in English were also not incude

Study selection

Electronic searches idefigd a total of 825 articles (289 from Ebsco, 248 from Ovid, 80 from ProQuest,
45 from Science Direct and 163 from Thomson Reuters). A total of 203 duplicates were removed. Titles
and abstracts were considereddividually and articles unrelated to the current question were
disqualfied (total of 589). The remaining 33 articles were subjected to the inclusion and exclusion
criteria. In addition, the reference lists of included articles were searched in orddentfy potentially
relevant studies. This additional search idéetl one study, which was also assessed using the
inclusion and exclusion criteri&i@ure ). In all, 10 studies were included in this systematic review: as
follows, in order of publicatio: Grubin {994), Milsom, Beech, and Websteét003), Salfati and Taylor
(2006), Chéné and CussoR007), Nicole and Proulx2007), Oliver et al.Z007), Proulx and Sauvétre
(2007, Healey, Lussier, and Beaurege2d1(d, Vettor et al. 2014 and Higgs, Caar, Stefanska, and
Glorney 2015).

Quality assessment

To assess the literature for methodological rigour, a checklist adapted from the Critical Appraisal Skills
Program (National Health Servi@®13 was developed. Since the inclusion/exclusion criteinaed to

search for comparative studies and because the samples were selected based on the conviction criteria,
not surprisingly all of the studies retrieved were ca&smtrol in their design. Therefore, potential
confounders as well as selection and measoent biases in caseontrol studies, reviewed by
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Figure 1Summary of the selection process.

Kopec and Esdailé990, were taken into consideration. The included studies were assessed in relation
to the following criteria: (1) selection bias (reliable and appropriate system for selecting caiegrsuf
number of cases); (2) measurement or clasation bias (critda eligibility, measurement procedures)

and (3) outcome (comparability of the groups and autibasisideration of confounding factors). Two
points were assigned when the criteria were met, one point if the criteria werkcgritly/partially

met and no pints if the criteria were either not met or this part of design was not reported. The same
assessment checklist was applied to both qualitative and quantitative studies. The score was converted
to a percentage rather than an absolute value to take accofittie fact that some questions were not
applicable to the qualitative studies. On this basis, each study was subsequently assigned a rating of
ogood qualitg (score of 10§70%),dfair qualitye (69¢30%) andypoor quality (0¢29%).

Data extraction

The folbwing data were extracted: study characteristics; sample details; methods;fikdings
(differences and similarities); authddsonclusions; and reported strengths and weaknesses of the
study. The key differences and similarities idketl from the resuk of all 10 studies were further
ascribed to central themes and synchronicity was achieved through a process of clustering (Braun &
Clarke 2006).
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Results

Three studies (Chéné & Cussa07: Nicole & Proulx2007 Proulx & Sauvétr&€007) used the same

data set, although due to missing data, 10 sexual killer cases were excluded in the Proulx and Sauvétre
(2007 study. By way of contrast, a study by Chéné and Cug66i)(@pplied different inclusion criteria

and retained cases of intrafamilial assault,igéhresulted in the inclusion of more cases. A study by
Healey et al. 2013 used Proulx and colleaguesample as well as additional cases previously not
reported (E. Beauregard, personal communication, 2015). Vettor eP@l4( used a sample of the
original STEP 4 study by Beech and colleagues, which was reported by Olive2(€i7al.There was

also a considerable overlap between Milsom et &Q03 and Oliver et al.,2007) samples, as the
offenders interviewed were housed in the same prison. Thesans that approximately 300 sexual
killers were compared in total, although the exact number is not known due to the sample overlaps
noted. Regarding the overlaps, it should be noted that: (a) the studies using the same samples
examined different variabls; (b) some studies using an overlapping sample of sexual killers used a
different sample of sexual aggressors and (c) it is not possible to establish the exact number of the
overlap due to the cases being anonymous. On quality assessment, all studéeassessed to be of

good quality.

Drawing data from particular types of institutions may have led to the over or underrepresentation
of certain factors, although this did not affect comparability. To avoid possible confounding effects, the
studies by Healey et aR@13 and Higgs et al2015 additionally matched their samples on various
sociodemographic variables. The sdifclosure nature of some designs (e.g. data collected at the stage
of assessment in the prison) may have resulted in socially desirable reporting that, in turnaweay h
interfered in the accuracy of the results (Proulx & Sauvé&€)7). It is also of note that the studies
from Canada used the Ressler et 4Bg8 definition of sexual homicide, while studies from the UK
tended to use cases of murder or manslaughtdreve a sexual element and/ or a sexual motivation
was evidenced, suspected or admitted; did#ion now used nationwide by the NOMS.

Following the inclusion/exclusion criteria, studies examining serial killers were not included,
although when the sample & nonserial but included few cases of serial killers the studies were
retained (e.g. Grubinl994 Healey et al.2013. In a similar fashion, studies where the perpetrators
offended predominantly against pubescent female victims were included (e.goriviét al.,2003
Oliver et al.2007) (seeTable Ifor full details of the sample structure).

The majority of studies used a combination ofi@él records, standardised tools and interviews
when comparing the samples. Overall, sexual killers and sexual aggressors were compared in relation
to: various demographic and offender characteristics (Grut®®4 Milsom et al. 2003 Oliver et al.,

2007, Vettor et al.,2014); developmental and family structure (Grubit®94 Milsom et al.,2003
Nicole & Proulx2007 Oliver et al.2007, Vettor et al.,2014); criminal history (Grubir,994 Milsom et
al., 2003 Nicole & Proulx007, Oliver et al.2007, Vettor et al.,2014); mental health and personality
disorders (Grubin1994 Oliver et al.2007 Proulx & Sauvétre2007 Vettor et al.,2014) and crime
characteristics (Chéné & Cuss@007 Healey et al.2013 Higgs et al.2015 Salfati & Taylor2006)
(seeTable Ifor full details of these demographics).

Descriptive data synthesis

The data were synthesised and thematically arranged into categories of information (Braun & Clarke,
2006). The key differences and similarities idéetl from the resultf all 10 studies were searched

for the recurrent themes (i.e. homogeneous or heterogeneous characteristics). A theme was
established if a given characteristic was reported in the results section of at least three different studies.
Applying such an appaeh was deemed appropriate given that thematic analysikexsble since it is

not linked to any theoretical position. This allows patterns in the data to be itethtivithout the need

for full theoretical analysis (Atkinson & Marft)12). Overall, 15 thmes were established éble 2.
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Table 2Data synthesis.

Theme SK higher SA higher No difference noted Result
Offender characteristics Appears
Loneliness .Grubin 999 different
.Milsom et al. 2003
.Nicole and Proulx
(2007
.Higgs et al.2015
Anger Chéné and Cusson - Vettor et al. 2014 Possibly
(2007 different
.Grubin (994
Mental disorders " Grubin (994 Appears
~ Oliver et al. 2007 similar
Proulx and Sauvétre
(2007
Criminal history - Milsom et al. Grubin (994 Appears
(sex offenses) (2003 * Nicole and Proulx  Similar
(2007
- Oliver et al. 2007
 Vettor et al. 014
Criminal history - Oliver et al. 2007 Grubin (994 Appears
(violent offenses) Milsom et al. 2003 similar
. Nicole and Proulx
(2007
- Vettor et al. 014
Family structure .Grubin (999 Nicole and Proulx Possibly
(2007 similar
Oliver et al. 2007)
Own victimisation - Vettoretal. 019  Grubin 1994 Possibly
(sexual) . Nicole and Proulx ~ Similar
(2007
- Oliver et al. 2007)
Own victimisation (physical) Milsom et al. 2003 Grubin (994 Inconclusive
.Nicole and Proulx . Oliver et al. 2007)
(2007 - Vettor et al. 014
Relationship status at the time o’ Milsom et al. 2003 Oliver et al. 2007) Inconclusive
offense " Vettor et al. 2014
Low selfesteem ‘Nicole and Proulx Oliver et al.2007) - Higgs et al.2015 Inconclusive
(2007
Age at index offense .Grubin (999 - Oliver et al. 2007 Inconclusive

Milsom et al. 2003

" Vettor et al. 2014
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Crime scene behaviours Appears
Sexual activity: vaginal Salfati and Taylor different
penetration ' (2006

- Vettor et al. 2014
* Higgs et al.015

(Continued)
Table 2Continued.
Theme SK higher SA higher No difference noted Result
Premeditation .Salfati and Taylor .Healey et al.Z013 Possibly
(2006 different

.Vettor et al. 2014
.Higgs et al.2015

Humiliation .Healey et al.7013 .Chéné and Cusson  Possibly
.Higgs et al.2015 (2007 different
Victim restrained Vettor et al. 2014 . Salfati and Taylor .Healey et al.Z013 Inconclusive
(2006 .Higgs et al.2015

Note: SK refers to sexual killers whereas SA refers to sexual aggressors.

Heterogeneous offender characteristiceneliness

Grubin (19949 reported that the factors distinguishing sexual aggressors from sexual killers were mainly
related to the increasedHKelihood of loneliness and social isolation in the latter. In childhood, sexual
killers tended to interact poorly with their peerp € .01), they had fewer relationships throughout
their lives p < .0001), were more likely to live alone< .05) and lestkely to live with a partner in the

year of the offence < .01). Eightgix per cent of sexual killers had at least one feature suggesting
social isolation, compared to 45% of the sexual aggressor sapwl®01). Milsom et al2003 found

that peer group loneliness in adolescence was Siamtly more prevalent in sexual killegs< .05). In

line with thesefindings, Nicole and Proulq07) noted sigrficantly higher levels of social isolation in
adulthood among sexual killerp & .05). However, while Milsom et aR003 did notfind any
differences on selfeported psychometric data on emotional loneliness, Higgs ef@l5) found that
sexual killer€motional loneliness scores were higher than sexual aggredgos.01),with a large

effect size in the difference in these scores (eta squared = .14). Overall, these data suggest that
loneliness and social isolation are distinctive features of sexual killers, but ificaltlifo establish
whether loneliness in adolescenoein adulthood is more prevalent. This should be the focus in future
studies.

Anger

Chéné and Cussof007) noted that crimephase anger did not predict the outcome of the assault but
when the assailant was angry before the crime {prene stage) the attack was more likely to end in
murder @ < .05). Grubin1994) also found that sexual killers were more likéo keep their anger
obottled upe suggesting the presence of peeime-phase anger< .05). In contrast, Vettor et aR§14)
reported that sexual kille&eelings of anger did not differ from those of sexual aggressors. However,
both Chéné and Cussq@007) and Vettor et al.Z014) do not specify the possible length (hours or
days) of the precrime stage. While for Chéné and Cuss®bO() this phase was operationalised as
oprior to crime (p. 85), in Vettor et al.2014) study precrime meantdust prior to offenseé (p. 296).



12 e E. B. STEFANSKA ET AL.

Due to these unclear coding criteria although anger possibly distinguishes sexual killers from sexual
aggressors, this factor would befitefrom further examination.

Homogeneous offender characteristigkental disorders

After excuding presentence evaluation, Oliver et aQ07) noted that 68% of sexual killers and 48%
of sexual aggressors had hasome sort of psychiatric assessment or intervendigp. 168). The
differences in psychiatric history were not siggant although atcomes of assessment were not
considered in the analysis and the results should therefore be interpreted with caution. G954 (

also did noffind any differences in previous psychiatric contact between the groups. Finally, Proulx and
Sauvétre 2007) noted low prevalence rates of clinically diagnosed axis | disorders &figfgmostic and
statistical manual of mental disorde#sh edition (American Psychiatric Associati@@00), including

low prevalence rates of sexual sadism. However, in most stusiéesples were taken from the prison
population, which inevitably means that offenders were found responsible for their crimes leading to
a possible underrepresentation of mental disorders.

Criminal history

Grubin (994), Nicole and Proul®007) and Vettor et al.Z014) did notfind any differences between

the groups in terms of prevalence rates for previous convictions for sexual as well as violent offences.
Grubin (994 noted that, although the groups were similagxsial killers had a higher number of past
convictions for rape. While the sample in the Milsom et 2003 study revealed that the groups did

not differ in the prevalence rates of previous violent offences, sexual aggressors welieangiyimore

likely to have a previous conviction for a sexual cripe (05). On the other hand, the Oliver et al.
(2007 study showed no differences in terms of previous sexual convictions but sexual aggressors had
signficantly more convictions for violent crimgs< 05). In addition, Nicole and ProuB0Q7) observed

that, although not sigfiicantly different, the criminal careers of sexual aggressors were more oriented
towards property whereas the criminal records of sexual killers encompassed more violence towards
persons. The results should also be interpreted with caution as the sample was taken from federal
prisons, which means that the subjects were serving sentences of at least two years. Given that the
number and variety of previous convictions were taken iatoount, criminal careers observed in the
sample may simply flect sampling bias. This should not affect the sexual killers group as they receive
statutory life sentences. However, broadly, the sexual killer and sexual aggressor groups appear similar
in terms of previous convictions

Family structure

Grubin (1994 found that the family structure of sexual killers tended to be more stable. sy,
individuals in this group experienced less domestic chapge.5) with fathers who were more likely

to be present in thdirst 10 years of their livep( .05) and who were rated as more stable based on
factors such as criminal history, unemployment and alcoholisr .05). Oliver et al2007) reported

no differences as individuals in both groups tendegerceive their relationship with their parents in

a similar way although, due to the design of the questionnaire, a distinction between mother and father
could not be made as most offenders rated their parents together. Nicole and P&dx) (also
reported no differences between the groups in their exposure to inadequate parenting prior to the age
of 18. This category included exposure to abusive alcohol consumption, psychological violence and
witnessing physical violence but excluded own victimisatidme groups appeared similar even when
the scores on a global, duratiameighted scale (that takes into account the duration of the exposure)
were calculated.






