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The Presumptive Role of Fantasy in Serial Sexual Homicide

Robert Alan Prentky, Ph.D., Ann Wolbert Burgess, R.N., D.N.Sc.,
Frances Rokous, B.A., Austin Lee, Ph.D., Carol Hartman, R.N., D.N.Sc.,

Robert Ressler, M.S., and John Douglas, M.S.

The authors examined the role of fantasy as an in-

ternal drive mechanism for repetitive acts of sexual

violence. A sample of 25 serial sexual murderers with

three or more known victims each was compared with

a sample of 1 7 single sexual murderers, with only one

known victim each. The drive mechanism was hypoth-
esized to be an intrusive fantasy life manifested in higher

prevalences of paraphilias, documented or self-reported
violent fantasies, and organized crime scenes in the serial

murderers. All three hypotheses were supported.

(Am J Psychiatry 1989; 146:887-891)

A mong the four violent Crime Index offenses of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), murder is

the most infrequent, accounting for about 2% of the
total violent crimes. And of those who murder once,
only a small fraction murder again (1). Within the

overall category of murder, homicides that appear to
be sexually motivated are uncommon (2, 3), and serial
sexual homicide is even more infrequent. Despite the

proportionately few serial sexual murderers, the num-
ben of victims accounted for by each perpetrator is
often very high. For instance, Ressler et al. (4) reported
on the 1 1 8 known victims of 36 sexual murderers. The
consequent impact of this small but very violent sub-
group of offenders is indeed large.

Of even greater concern is that the frequency of
these random, seemingly motiveless, murders appears

to be increasing (5). Burgess et al. (5) noted that be-
tween 1976 and 1984 there was a 160% increase in
murders with unknown motives. Motivated murders
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tend to have identifiable external precipitators; many
of these murders are premeditated, intentional, ration-
al acts or accidental killings committed in the heat of

passion (6, 7). Sexual homicide, however, has typically
been viewed as an anomalous event and has defied

efforts to devise an explanatory model based on some

theory-driven conceptualization of the behavior. In his
classic paper on the subject, Bnittain (8) disavowed any

attempt at theoretical formulation and instead pro-
vided a descriptive profile of the sadistic murderer.
Similarly, in his attempt to categorize sexual murder-

ens, Revitch (9) described three cases (impulsive, corn-
pulsive, and catathymic or tension release) without
positing any theory to explain the behavior.

MacCulloch et al. (10) provided a novel explanation

of the motivation of 13 of the 16 sadistic patients they
examined, whose crimes (not all homicide) appeared
to be driven by “internal circumstances.” MacCulloch
et al. found a pattern of sadistic fantasies that, in rep-
etition-compulsion fashion, were played out repeated-
ly-initially in fantasy only, later on in behavioral
mock trials, and eventually in assaults. The more the

fantasies were cognitively rehearsed, the more power
they acquired.

The excellent descriptive case reports by Bnittain (8),
Revitch (9), MacCulloch et al. (10), and others have
provided a rich source for hypothesis generation. In

particular, MacCulloch et al. (10) underscored the crit-
ical importance of fantasy as a possible drive mecha-
nism for extremely serious crimes that, until recently,
were assigned to the wastebasket of “unknown mo-
tive.” A number of plethysmography studies (11-13)
provide support for the role of fantasy in perpetuating
sexually assaultive behavior. As Abel and Blanchard
noted, there is also abundant support in the psycho-

analytic literature for the “high concordance between
presence of deviant fantasies and occurrence of deviant
behavior” (14, p. 468).

Burgess et al. (5) reported a fantasy-based motiva-
tional model for sexual homicide. The model, which
has five interactive components (impaired develop-
ment of attachments in early life; formative traumatic
events; patterned responses that serve to generate fan-
tasies; a private, internal world that is consumed with
violent thoughts and leaves the person isolated and

self-preoccupied; and a feedback filter that sustains re-
petitive thinking patterns), was tested on a sample of
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36 sexual murderers. In that initial study, Burgess et al.

(5) found evidence for daydreaming and compulsive
masturbation in over 80% of the sample in both child-
hood and adulthood.

Using the same sample, Ressler et al. (4) examined
the role of the organized/disorganized dichotomy (15),

which has proven to be a relatively powerful discnim-
inator in two important areas, crime scene investiga-

tion and life history variables. Classification of a crime

as organized or disorganized is made with data present
at the scene of a murder and is based on the notion that

highly repetitive, planned, well-thought-out offenses

will be distinguishable from spontaneous, random,

sloppy offenses. According to Ressler et al.’s prediction

(4), the organized offender should be more character-
ized by a fantasy life that drives the offenses than is the

disorganized offender. Ressler et al. found numerous
differences between organized and disorganized of-

fenders with respect to acts committed during their

offenses, thus providing support for the validity of a

typological discrimination that has theoretical roots in
fantasy.

A critical, yet untested, question concerns putative

differences between serial and single sexual murderers.
The present study was intended to examine the pre-

sumptive role of fantasy as a drive mechanism for re-
petitive (i.e., serial) sexual murder. The working hy-
pothesis was that serial sexual murderers are more

likely to have underlying internal mechanisms that

drive their assaultive behavior than single sexual mun-
derers. This internal drive mechanism was hypothe-

sized to take the form of an intrusive fantasy life that

is manifested in 1) a higher prevalence of paraphilias,

2) a higher prevalence of organized crime scenes, and

3) a higher prevalence of violent fantasies.

METHOD

Subjects

The sample of serial sexual murderers consisted of

25 of the 36 murderers from an earlier study by the FBI
(4, 5, 16). Only men who had committed three or more

sexual homicides each were included in this study. The
men were interviewed by special agents of the FBI in

various U.S. prisons between 1979 and 1983. The data
collected included information retrieved from official
records, e.g., psychiatric and criminal records, pretrial
records, court transcripts, interviews with correctional
staff, and prison records. The information derived
from these structured interviews and archival sources
was coded with a questionnaire.

The sample of single sexual murderers consisted of
seven offenders in the FBI sample and 10 men residing
at the Massachusetts Treatment Center; each had mur-
dered only once. The data for the Massachusetts Treat-
ment Center subjects were archival. The clinical files of
men committed to the center include past institution-

TABLE 1. Descriptive Characteristics of Serial and Single Sexual
Murderersa

Characteristic

Serial

(N=25)

N %

Single

(N=17)

N %

Race

Caucasian 24 96 14 82

Black 1 4 2 12

Marital status

Married S 21 3 20

Divorced or separated 7 29 5 27
Never married 12 50 9 53

IQ
Above average (�110) 14 58 4 29

Below average (�90) 4 17 4 29

Age at time of first

murder (years)

<20 7 28 4 24

20-24 6 24 4 24
25-30 9 36 S 29

>30 3 12 4 24

aSome data were missing for some individuals, so percentages were

based on varying total numbers of subjects.

alization records, school and employer records, parole

summaries, probation records, and social service
notes. Since the initial evaluation process includes din-

ical interviews, psychological testing, and review of

final records from court-appointed examiners, this in-

formation is available as well. After evaluation, sub-

stantial information is added to the file during treat-

ment, including psychiatric evaluations and progress

reports on all aspects of the rehabilitation program.

The clinical files were coded with a questionnaire sim-

ilar to the one employed in the FBI study.
Some demographic characteristics of the two sam-

ples are provided in table 1. The serial group was al-

most exclusively Caucasian, while about one-fifth of

the single group was either black on Hispanic. Marital
status was almost identical for the two groups. Since

the age of the offender at the onset of violent criminal

activity could be a critical factor, we compared the two

samples’ ages at the time of their first sexual homi-

cides. As shown in table 1, the samples were remark-

ably similar (�2=1.02, df=3, p<O.8O). The only note-

worthy comparison concerned intelligence; 58% of the

serial murderers but only 29% of the single murderers

had higher than average IQs, although the difference

was not statistically significant (�2=3.14, df2, p<

0.21). This trend is entirely consistent with theoretical

expectations and essentially parallels the difference be-

tween the groups in organization of the crime scene.

That is, it has been hypothesized (15) that organized

murderers have higher IQs than disorganized murder-

ens. While intelligence seems to have little bearing on

the quality or content of the fantasy, it does influence

how well the fantasy is translated into behavior (i.e.,

how organized the crime is) and how successfully the

offender eludes apprehension.
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Procedure

Fantasy is a rather inclusive term that covers a wide
range of cognitive processes. Our use of the �te#{231}rn
“fantasy” in this paper is based on an information

processing model that interprets thoughts as deniva-

tions of incoming stimuli that have been processed and
organized (17). Daydreaming has been defined as any
cognitive activity representing a shift of attention away

from a task (18). A fantasy, as it is defined in this
study, is an elaborated set of cognitions (or thoughts)
characterized by preoccupation (or rehearsal), an-
chored in emotion, and originating in daydreams. A
fantasy is generally experienced as a collection of
thoughts, although the individual may be aware of im-
ages, feelings, and internal dialogue. For present pun-
poses a crime fantasy (involving rape, murder, or both)
was positively coded if the interview or archival data
indicated that the daydreaming content included inten-
tional infliction of harm in a sadistic or sexually violent
way.

In the case of a serial murderer, the crime scene of
the first sexual homicide was examined. The homicide
was classified as organized if the crime scene suggested
that a semblance of order existed before, during, and
after the offense and that this order was aimed at pre-
venting detection (15). The homicide was classified as
disorganized if the crime scene was characterized by
great disarray, suggesting that the assault had been
committed suddenly and with no apparent plan for
preventing detection. The crime scene classifications
were made by two special agents from the FBI, who
used crime scene data only. These data consisted of
physical evidence found at the crime scene that were
hypothesized to reveal behavioral and personality
traits of the murderer. The crime scene may have in-
cluded the point of abduction, locations where the vic-
tim was held, the murder scene, and the final location
of the body. Examples of such crime scene data are the
use of restraints, manner of death, presence of a weapon,

depersonalization of the victim (e.g., rendering the victim
unidentifiable through disfigurement), evidence that the
crime was staged, and physical evidence (e.g., personal
artifacts of the victim on offender).

The planning variable was defined as premeditation.
An offense was coded as planned when there was ma-

terial evidence of a pre-existing strategy to carry out
the crime, as reflected by the presence of crime-specific
paraphernalia and/or weapons (as opposed to items

or weapons of opportunity). Any evidence that the
crime had been rehearsed before its execution (e.g.,
targeting a specific location) would also be considered
planning.

The paraphilias were coded as present if there was
clear, unambiguous evidence in the archives or from
self-reports that the behavior was practiced and that it

was not happenstance. The paraphilias were defined in
concrete, behavioral terms and examples were provid-

ed-for the subject in the case of self-report and for the
coders in the case of archival retrieval.

TABLE 2. Prevalence of Violent Fantasies, Paraphilias, and Orga-
nized Crime Scenes in Serial and Single Sexual Murderersa

Characteristic

Serial

(N=25)

N %

Single

(N=17)

N %

�2

(df 1 ) p

Fantasies of rape, murder,

orboth 19 86 3 23 14.02 0.001

Paraphilias

Compulsive masturbation

Indecent exposure

14 70

S 25

6 50

1 7
1.28

1.81
0.26

0.19”
Voyeurism 15 75 6 43 3.60 0.06

Fetishism 15 71 4 33 4.54 0.03

Cross-dressing S 25 0 0 4.38 0.05”

Organized crime scene

Organized 17 68 4 24 8.00 0.005

Planned 10 42 7 41 - -

aSome data were missing for some individuals, so percentages were

based on varying numbers of subjects.

bDerived from Fisher’s exact test (one-tailed).

Eight variables were identified in the FBI data base

and the Massachusetts Treatment Center data base

that were conceptually identical and theoretically

meaningful for testing a series of hypotheses regarding

these two samples. The two sets of variables were

merged to create a new set of dichotomous variables.

The dichotomous variables were analyzed with the chi-

square statistic. When the expected frequency for a cell
was less than 5, the chi-square test was inappropriate

and was replaced by Fisher’s exact test (19). No sub-

jects were omitted from the analyses because of miss-

ing data.

RESULTS

The results are shown in table 2. The a priori hy-

pothesis regarding fantasy was strongly supported
(�214.02, df=1, p<O.OO1). Well oven three-quarters

of the serial group (86%), compared with less than
one-quarter of the single group (23%), evidenced suf-

ficiently obtrusive violent fantasies to be noted in the

records.

Our hypothesis of a higher prevalence of paraphilias

in the group of serial murderers was also supported.

There were higher prevalences of all five paraphilias

in the serial group than in the single group, and there

were significant differences in fetishism (�2=4.S4,

df=1, p<O.O3) and cross-dressing (�2=4.38, df=1,

p<O.OS).

Our a priori hypothesis regarding the organization

or disorganization of the crime scene also was sup-
ported (X2=8.00, df= 1, p<O.OOS). Over two-thirds of

the serial murderers’ first sexual homicides were orga-

nized, while three-quarters of the sexual homicides

committed by the single murderers were disorganized.

There was no difference between groups with respect

to the planning of the murder.
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DISCUSSION

Evidence from both clinical (10) and empirical (4)

studies has underscored the importance of fantasy as a
presumptive drive mechanism for sexual sadism and

sexual homicide. This study provides support for that

general conclusion and for greater specificity in the
role of fantasy. That is, violent fantasy was present in
86% of the multiple (or serial) murderers and only

23% of the single murderers, suggesting a possible
functional relationship between fantasy and repetitive
assaultive behavior. While the precise function of con-
summated fantasy is speculative, we concur with Mac-
Culloch et al. (10) that once the restraints inhibiting
the acting out of the fantasy are no longer present, the
individual is likely to engage in a series of progressively
more accurate “trial runs” in an attempt to enact the
fantasy as it is imagined. Since the trial runs can never
precisely match the fantasy, the need to restage the
fantasy with a new victim is established. MacCulloch
et al. suggested that the shaping of the fantasy and the

motivation for consummating the fantasy may be un-
derstood in terms of classical conditioning. Abel and
Blanchard (14) discussed the role of fantasy in treat-

ment, noting that “repeated pairing of . . . fantasized
cues with orgasm results in their acquiring sexually
arousing properties.” Consistent with this notion is the
finding (20) that at least three social learning variables
may be important in linking sexual arousal to deviant
fantasy: 1) parental modeling of deviant behavior in
blatant or attenuated fashion, 2) repeated associations
between the modeled deviant behavior and a strong

positive affective response from the child, and 3) rein-

forcement of the child’s deviant response. While it is
unlikely that the translation of the fantasy into reality
conforms precisely to a classical conditioning model, it

does appear that the more the fantasy is rehearsed, the
more power it acquires and the stronger the associa-

tion between the fantasy content and sexual arousal.
Indeed, the selective reinforcement of deviant fantasies
through paired association with masturbation over a
protracted period may help to explain not only the
power of the fantasies but why they are so refractory

to extinction (20).
Since it is commonly accepted that “normal” people

often have sexually deviant fantasies (21), merely hay-
ing a sadistic and/or homicidal fantasy does not mean

that the fantasy will be acted out (22). In fact, fantasy
may function as a substitute for behavior. Kaplan (23)
has argued, for instance, that sadistic fantasies in
healthy individuals may serve the purpose of discharg-
ing anger. According to Kaplan, sex and aggression are
incompatible affects. The fantasy temporarily dis-
charges the anger, thereby permitting the expression of
sexual feelings. The critical question regarding the role
of fantasy is What are the dismnhibitory factors that

encourage the translation of symbolic activity (e.g., the
paraphilias) or cognitive activity (e.g., fantasies) into
reality?

We found in this study that the serial murderers

evidenced a higher frequency of paraphilias than the
single murderers. This is entirely consistent with the
greater prevalence of violent fantasy in the serial mun-
derers. Not only does paraphilia suggest a preference
for fantasy, but the paraphiliac may be seen as some-
thing of a fantasy-stimulus collector who seeks out
secret experiences to add to his or her private, internal
world of fantasy. Thus, acts such as peeping or exhi-

bitionism serve to cultivate new secret experiences,

which not only activate fantasy but provide the incen-
tive (or motive) for playing out the fantasy. As Money
(24) commented, “The panaphiliac’s ideal is to be able
to stage his/her erotic fantasy so as to perceive it as an
actual experience.”

It is interesting that of the five paraphilias we exam-
ined, the two with the largest intergroup differences-

fetishism and cross-dressing-are also the ones that
represent the enactment of some aspect of the fantasy
life. Moreover, there is some evidence that fetishism
and transvestism are more often associated with sexual
aggression than other paraphilias. Wilson and Gosse-
lin (25) studied-a large number of fetishists, sadomas-
ochists, transvestites/transsexuals, and normal control
subjects and found that 88% of the fetishists also en-

gaged in either sadomasochism or transvestism. More
to the point is the study by Langevin et al. (26), who
concluded that sadomasochistic fantasies in conjunc-
tion with a high degree of force may be premonitory
signs of extreme dangerousness, including sexual mur-
den. Langevin and his colleagues noted elsewhere (27)
that not only is transvestism associated with other
paraphilias but it “may go hand in hand with violent

sexuality.”

When the paraphilia is sexual homicide, the expeni-
ence of the act-obtaining the victim, performing nit-
ualistic acts, engaging the victim sexually either before
or after death, killing the victim, disposing of the body,
eluding detection, and following the police investiga-

tion in the media-provides a compelling motive for
repetition (5). To the extent to which these compo-

nents of the crime are contemplated and thought
through beforehand, some element of fantasy must be
involved. Indeed, evidence of forethought in the plan-
ning and/or execution of the crime is highly associated
with degree of organization (15). Consistent with our
prediction, the percentage of organized murders was
almost three times as high in the group of serial mur-
derers as in the single murderers.

On the other hand, the finding of no intergroup dif-
ference in planning is entirely inconsistent with our
prediction. A scrutiny of the planning variable revealed

several problems. The first was a failure to clearly dis-
tinguish between the planning of the offense in general
and the planning of the actual murder. For the 10
single murderers who came from the Massachusetts
Treatment Center, planning referred to the offense.

Thus, for a number of single murderers the offense was

coded as planned, but the murder itself appeared to
have been unplanned (i.e., it resulted from an accident

on lethal force used to subdue the victim). In addition,
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we were comparing the only murder committed by a

single murderer with the first homicide committed by a

serial murderer. In the cases of several serial murder-

ens, the evidence for planning became clearer in sub-

sequent homicides. Since those crimes were not con-

sidered, the cases were classified as “not planned.”

These preliminary findings, based on a small sample

of offenders, provide tentative support for the hypoth-

esis that fantasy life may be importantly related to

repeated acts of sexual violence. The potential utility

of such a finding, if supported by follow-up studies

with larger samples, lies primarily in the area of sec-

ondary intervention. Greater sensitivity to various be-

havioral manifestations of “high-risk fantasy” (e.g.,

certain paraphilias in conjunction with other critical

factors, a history of explicit cruelty to animals, the

playing out of sadistic fantasies in subviolent, presum-

ably consenting relationships) may increase the accu-

racy of forecasting subsequent violence. In some cases

of homicide investigation, recognizing the importance

of fantasy in initiating and staging some murders has

facilitated apprehension (15). Even greater than the

potential benefits in crime scene investigation may be

the contribution to the beleaguered efforts at clinical

prediction of dangerousness. Since it is unlikely that

violent behavior will decrease markedly, predictive

neutrality is not a viable option. Thus, any assistance

in identifying potentially homicidal people before they

have murdered-on murder again-has enormous

practical importance. One crucial task will be to an-

swer the question of what leads an individual to trans-

late a fantasy into reality. Of all those who harbor

sadistic fantasies, only a small (unknown) fraction at-

tempt to play out their fantasies. The presence of

fantasy alone is a relatively poor harbinger of future

conduct. Consequently, it is essential to scrutinize man-

ifest behaviors that increase the probability of enacting

fantasies.
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