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Abstract 
 

 

This thesis focused on the media’s extensive coverage of serial killers and, thus, how it 

could propel them to a state of fame. It discusses that no matter a serial killer’s circumstance, the 

media typically finds a story. For example, a serial killer can be on a rampage or can be dormant, 

but in subsequent stories, the media will center a story around the killer’s first and/or recent 

crimes, his identity, or his possible next move.  

The New York Times and Los Angeles Times coverage of the Golden State Killer frames 

the analysis of this manuscript. The purpose was to recognize the connection between extensive 

coverage and a serial killer’s state of fame while evaluating how journalists draw readers in and 

keep their attention with the weighted topic of serial murder. Furthermore, the goal was to 

identify common themes of serial homicide coverage across two news publications and 

recognize a journalist’s ethical dilemma in focusing on the serial killer rather than the victims.  

Based on an examination of more than two dozen articles, the research indicates that 

journalists bait readers with an entertaining aspect about a serial killer or an important fact 

readers want to know. Once the readers are pulled in, they, unwillingly, begin to identify with the 

killers. Empathy was found as the overall tone as well as the most common theme in the majority 

of articles. More often than not, readers never know the names or lives of the victim, but end up 

knowing everything there is to know about the killer, which puts the killer in a spotlight for 

years.  

Yet and still, the media must cover serial crime to keep the public informed or to remind 

the public of horrific crimes of the past. As media practitioners, journalists must not shrink from 

revealing the truths of society.  
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Introduction 

 

 

Law & Order. Criminal Minds. NCIS. How to Get Away with Murder. These shows and 

others have played on television no matter the day or hour. Beyond mere television shows, 

though, cases of rape, murder, and anything in between are broadcast continuously on news 

outlets because people are attracted to disasters, drama, and tragedies. However, once a criminal 

is arrested and time passes after that arrest, the crime story usually fades away and so does media 

coverage. But, consider the names of Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, the Green River Killer, 

Jeffery Dahmer, Jack the Ripper, the BTK Killer, Robert Hanson, and the Boston Strangler. All 

of them are serial killers. Furthermore, cases concerning them didn’t just fade away because their 

crime stories involved serial murder. One utterance of their names causes a recollection of a fact 

about their lives or their crimes. This is not because everyone has conducted in-depth research on 

all of them, but because of media coverage. When a story involves serial murder, the media 

coverage is not only extensive but also seemingly never-ending.  A serial killer can be on a 

rampage or can be dormant, yet the media will ensure there is a story centered around the killer’s 

first and recent crimes, police pursuits, the killer’s identity, the killer’s next move, and so forth.   

The following literature review encompasses a case study of the Golden State Killer with 

a historical narrative of current day serial killers dating back to the first publicized serialist in 

1888 — the British Victorian serial killer Jack the Ripper, who killed in a small region of 

London but was never identified.  
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The purpose of this manuscript is to review and analyze media coverage in The New York 

Times and Los Angeles Times of serial killers and consequently how it could propel killers to a 

state of fame. 

The specific research questions are:  

RQ1: How did the headline draw the reader in? 

RQ2: How was each article introduced through the lede? 

RQ3: What is the overall tone of each article? 

RQ4: What or who is the focus of the article? 

RQ5: What are the common themes of serial killer coverage in the New York Times and 

LA Times? 
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Literature Review 

 

 

Serial killers are a highly publicized and studied group of killers even with the smallest 

percentage of homicides, making up no more than 1 percent of murders (Bonn, 2014). FBI 

databases reveal there are about 15,000 murders a year and approximately 150 are serial 

homicides. Furthermore, the bureau believes there could be 25 to 50 serial killers “operating” in 

the United States at any one time period with about three people killed annually (Bonn, 2014).  

Investigative journalist Thomas Hargrove has challenged those statistics. More than 

2,000 serial killers are at large, according to Hargrove, who, for years, has tracked and analyzed 

serial killers (Tron, 2017). He augmented FBI-provided data and gathered records from over 

700,000 homicides since 1976 and 27,000 additional records from states that don’t report to the 

FBI. The counting of records not reported to the FBI explains his higher estimated number of 

murders (Hargrove, 2018). 

Through his nonprofit Murder Accountability Project, he developed an algorithm to look 

for clusters of seemingly similar murders, by measuring comparable victims killed with similar 

modus operandi (MO) within a particular geography. Crimes found by the algorithm have an 

elevated probability to be a crime of serial murder. The algorithm functions solely to identify 

those clusters because an algorithm, by definition, is a mathematical series that produces a 

solution, which should remain constant or provide one answer (Hargrove, 2018). 

Moreover, by links to DNA, he maintains that 1,400 unsolved homicides are serial acts.  

While FBI statistics mark them as unique on the list of homicides, the media publicizes serial 

killers, dating back to the first publicized serial killer Jack the Ripper. The infamous nickname is 
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all the serial killer is known by because he was never caught and never named. He mutilated and 

murdered prostitutes in 1888 in the East End of London, a small part of London, but the poorest 

and most crime-ridden parts. The impact of his murders is thought to have impacted the society 

as a whole since the press and public learned of the “sordid underbelly of Victorian society” 

(Jones, n.d.).  

Jack the Ripper killed at least five victims over about twelve weeks, yet the unknown killer 

reigns as one of the most famous and most prolific serial killers worldwide. Just as the 

newspapers do today, the newspapers, then, covered the crimes extensively, providing daily 

crime updates and making Jack the Ripper a media figure. The media, as watchdogs of 

government and police, comprehensively follow a crime through each step of the criminal justice 

system, however. Although most of society viewed him as a personification of the evils of the 

area he terrorized, he became Jack the Ripper because of the media (Jones, n.d.). Jack the Ripper 

was only one of many to be named by the media. Nevertheless, naming serial killers may be a 

way to make them identifiable to the public. The media and public can better engage with each 

when there’s a name to a face, or in this case, a name to the suspect.  

Furthermore, Kevin Haggerty, a University of Alberta sociologist and criminologist, 

accounts the “unnatural fascination” the media has with serial killers, calling it a “symbiotic 

relationship” where serial killers tell their stories and the media gives them fame or notoriety, 

which he said began with the Jack the Ripper murders in 1888 and hasn’t waned (Serial Killers 

Shaped by Society, Study Claims, 2009). 

 As with other cases, journalists’ media coverage remained all-encompassing. For instance, 

on December 22, 1978, the Chicago Tribune published a photo of the home of serial killer John 

Wayne Gacy with the caption “Numbered stakes indicate where the bodies of John Wayne 



                                                                       All That Glitters Is Not Gold 9 

Gacy’s victims were found in the crawl space beneath his suburban home. Twenty-nine bodies, 

all young males, were recovered from Gacy’s home. Four others were found in Illinois rivers.” 

Along with the photo, the newspaper included an exposé on “the country’s worst serial killer,” 

his life, and his crimes (Smith, 2017). 

At that time, hypothetically speaking, people might have felt mixed emotions, ranging from 

anger to sadness. For instance, people might have been furious at the fact the first murder 

occurred in 1972, yet Gacy eluded capture until 1978. Then again, citizens could have 

experienced happiness accompanied by a sense of security with Gacy off the streets. But, those 

feelings were only replaced with sadness to grieve 33 lost lives. These emotions were drawn out 

over a long period of time as the media covered Gacy’s first murders of homeless male 

prostitutes, his later killings of suburban teens, and the eventual crime scene described in the 

1978 image caption. Likewise, the media covers Gacy to this very day. 

In 2007, TIME highlighted the crimes of the century, including Gacy’s vicious, but notorious 

acts. In that article, Howard Chua-Eoan opened with “The warning signs were there: the arrest 

for sodomy with a minor; another sexual offense with a child; the strange smell, like dead things, 

in his house,” hinting there were, indeed, forewarning acts before Gacy became a serial killer as 

well as indications of wrongdoing afterwards. Quickly, though, Chua-Eoan noted how Gacy, too, 

was an upstanding citizen, causing reasonable doubt of any guilt.  

Even in 2017, the online version of the Tribune displayed the archive photo with the same 

media coverage breakdown from years before, including a brief biography of Gacy and details of 

his crimes as well as his victims. For example, in the online republication, Sid Smith noted that 

although Gacy was a successful contractor, he usually lured his victims into his car, knocking 
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them unconscious with chloroform and typically torturing them for hours before stabbing, 

strangling, or suffocating them to death (Smith, 2017).  

Recent news coverage of serialists tends to go back to the infamous killers, like Gacy, from 

decades ago. Published last year, “Decades of Questions Get Chilling Answer: He Was John 

Wayne Gacy’s Victim” revealed that Jimmy Haakenson, who disappeared in the late 70s, was 

identified and found to be a victim of Gacy. Previously known as victim #24, Haakenson was 

one of 29 bodies found around Gacy’s home, but it took four decades to make the discovery 

(Bosman, 2017).  

In 1976, 16-year old Jimmy told his parents he’d visit Chicago, which wasn’t a problem to 

them because he often left home to escape the crowded house he called home but he always 

returned. Not long after safely reporting making it to Chicago, weeks passed and his family 

reported him missing. When Gacy was revealed as a killer, Jimmy’s mother theorized that one of 

the unidentified victims might have been her son. However, for whatever reason, the request for 

dental records were never received. For the most part, Jimmy’s name was unmentioned until his 

nephew (once grown and in the Air Force) started asking questions and searching for him. Then, 

a detective sought to solve Chicago’s cold case, which included Gacy’s unidentified victims. 

When this was publicized, Jimmy’s nephew Jeff reached out, only to find out Jimmy was, 

indeed, victim #24 (Bosman, 2017).  

Media still extensively covers serial killers like Gacy. Because of that, the next generation 

will know of the infamous John Wayne Gacy, not because he still rampages suburban 

neighborhoods, but because the media continues to cover his life and his crimes, at times 

adapting the story for historical reference or using a new angle. Mike Cahill, an American 

screenwriter, published “7 Shocking Headlines from the Days When Serial Killers Dominated 



                                                                       All That Glitters Is Not Gold 11 

the News” to demonstrate how extensive media coverage actually turned killers into celebrities 

(Cahill, 2015).  

David Berkowitz, known to America as the Son of Sam, wore a grin in the August 1977 New 

York Post headline “CAUGHT!” With his face plastered across newspapers, America would not 

forget the man who taunted police with letters, only feeding his narcissistic ego. Even more so, 

America would remember Berkowitz’s own words, “I wanted to go out in a blaze of glory,” as 

the New York Post bolded his quote as a sub title. At the same time, the Daily News humanized 

Berkowitz when they printed his story under the headline “Sam Changed After LSD Trips.” In 

contrast between the two articles, based on the New York Post, America might despise Berkowitz 

as he took pride in his killing spree; however, due to the Daily News coverage, America could 

empathize with him or shift blame to his drug use (Cahill, 2015).  

“GUILTY-48 TIMES” was the headline that stretched across the newspaper to report Gary 

Ridgway, the Green River Killer — a  name dubbed by the media — pleading guilty to 48 counts 

of murder. In the article, one could see the names and faces of women — the women he killed. 

By doing this, the media put names and faces to what would be 48 victims. The media included a 

quote from the Green River Killer, himself, saying, “I killed so many women, I have a hard time 

keeping them straight,” since he was thought to be responsible for up to 90 murders (Cahill, 

2015). 

During the 70s, 80s, and 90s, serial killers often dominated the headlines. As such, reporters, 

editors, and the public, alike, did not identify the trend. Now, though, secondary sources exist 

about extensive coverage of serial killers. Julie B. Wiest’s “Serial Killers as Heroes in the 

Media’s Storybook of Murder: A Textual Analysis of The New York Times Coverage of the “Son 

of Sam,” the “Boston Strangler,” and the “Night Stalker,”” is a thesis-driven examination of the 
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media’s over-coverage of serial killers and its creation of serial-killer superstars. Wiest and 

others brought focus to the media’s knowledge of society’s obsession for drama. The media, 

hence, takes that obsession and extensively covers serial killers so that society is not merely 

familiar with the crimes but also the lives of the culprit and his or her way of thinking (Wiest, 3).  

According to Wiest, media can help people understand societal values. “The newspaper is 

powerful, in that it has the ability to tell readers what is important, or what is news. Newspapers 

will have society believe that the story on the front page is the biggest and most important story,” 

(Wiest, 3). 

In the examples provided, the headlines on notorious serial killers expanded across the front 

pages of their respective newspaper outlets. So, to people, serial killers were the most important 

news of the day based on Wiest’s logic that the story on the front page is the biggest and most 

important story. Furthermore, the media covers serial killers regardless if they are dormant or 

not, whether it be a first or recent crime, and even after convictions and/or death, which can be a 

depiction as serial killers as the most important issue. Hall said, “Covering serial murder gives a 

newspaper news stories for a long time,” (Wiest, 3).  

When covering serial killers, there is a new angle or story every time the killer strikes, for 

each interview, after interrogations or arrests, when there is a conviction, and during the 

criminal’s sentence. This may cause the notion that a serial killer becomes a celebrity, a 

superstar, a hero even depending on the angle media takes in coverage. Wiest discusses the sale 

of “murderabilia,” or serial-killer memorabilia. She said books, T-shirts, trading cards, calendars, 

action figures, comic books, and magazines feature serial killers. Surprisingly enough, the 

murderabila can be worth thousands, especially if the killer signs it (Wiest, 8-9).  
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Serial killers become the subject of biographies, television shows, and movies. For instance, 

Jeffrey Dahmer, who killed and dismembered 17 gay and bisexual men, was the subject of a film 

called Dahmer. In one scene, he carefully considers the fate of his next victim. At the same time, 

he experiences flashbacks of the events leading up to his evolution as one of America’s most 

notorious serial killers. In those flashbacks, the audience sees his agonizing relationship with his 

father, his first killings, and his patrols for victims in gay bars.  

A year before Dahmer was released, From Hell premiered as number-one film in the country 

and earned $11.6 million in the first weekend. It was based on the British Victorian serial killer 

Jack the Ripper (Schmid, 31).  

The number of movies and television shows based on the actual events of serial killers is not 

insubstantial either. Society views serial killers as important, which may be partly the result of 

the media’s extensive coverage of them. But, serial killers may just be “distorted reflections of 

society’s own values.” Simply put, serial killers are shaped not by psychology but by society and 

its values, according to Haggerty (Serial Killers Shaped by Society, Study Claims, 2009).  

 In his August 2009 published study, Haggerty discusses Robert Pickton, a Canadian pig 

farmer. Pickton bragged about murdering over 49 women. Because of his choice of victims, who 

were drug-addicted prostitutes, Haggerty argues that society’s perception of and marginalization 

of prostitutes not only made them undesirable but also aided Pickton in his decade-long serial 

rampage. In fact, Haggerty said had it been in the early modern period were prostitutes were a 

part of the community, Pickton wouldn’t have got away with his crimes for as long as he did 

(Serial Killers Shaped by Society, 2009).    

Like Haggerty, Scott Bonn, a criminology professor, media expert and analyst, said serial 

killers reflect the dark, but real nature of society. More so, he attributes a number of reasons to 



                                                                       All That Glitters Is Not Gold 14 

society’s fascination, even love for serial killers. His research for Why We Love Serial Killers 

reveals that people are drawn to the pathological minds of serial killers out of pure curiosity, or 

intense curiosity. A second reason is the public feels that they could be a potential victim even 

though the media seeks to calm those fears through serial killer coverage. Bonn also notes 

because serial killer behavior is often unexplainable and without motive, the public is compelled 

to gain an understanding, no matter how unrealistic. All in all, a key reason for the love of serial 

killers can be the “innate human tendency to identify or empathize with all things — whether 

good or bad — including serial killers,” (Here's Why We Love Serial Killers, n.d.)  

   



                                                                       All That Glitters Is Not Gold 15 

Background on the Golden State Killer 

 

 

A case study of the New York Times’ and Los Angeles Times’ coverage of the Golden 

State Killer serves as a protocol for media reportage on serial killers. In this case, the coverage is 

dense because the serial rapist and murderer eluded capture for more than 40 years. In fact, the 

killer, a former police officer, hid in plain sight as an average resident of a suburban 

neighborhood in northeast Sacramento, California.  

From 1974 to 1986, the Golden State Killer, also known as the Visalia Ransacker, the 

East Area Rapist or the Original Night Stalker before adopting the killer label, committed more 

than 50 rapes and 12 murders, according to investigators (Arango, 2018). Michelle McNamara, a 

crime writer who died in April 2016, created the killer label (Carroll, 2018). The cold case 

heated up when McNamara’s novel I’ll Be Gone in the Dark: One Woman’s Obsessive Search 

for the Golden State Killer came out posthumously in Feburary 2018. The meticulous 

investigation into his identity publicized knowledge of his blood type, body type and habits as 

well as details of his unsolved crimes, learned over years of hunting the elusive killer 

(Rosenberg, 2018).  

 Through sadistic rituals, he tormented his victims, once taunting a survivor with “You’ll 

be silent forever, and I’ll be gone in the dark.” Using different methods for the kills, he shot and 

killed some victims with a firearm and bludgeoned others to death with whatever was present at 

the time, even using a piece of firewood on one occasion. The masked killer who bound his 

victims initially raped single women; however, he evolved to raping married women in front of 

their husbands and killing them both afterwards.  
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The first time he attacked a couple occurred shortly after a town meeting where a man 

said it wouldn’t be possible for him to “get away with raping a woman in the presence of her 

husband, who would do everything in his power to prevent an assault.” Only months later, the 

then-East Area Rapist attacked that man and his wife. That was in 1977 when terrified residents 

attended community forums to express their fears. At that particular forum, held in a school 

cafeteria, Carol Daly, a Sacramento sheriff’s detective, taught attendants about defending 

themselves against an attacker. In April 2018, the retired detective said she had no doubt, the 

rapist was at that meeting (Barry, Arango, & Oppel, 2018). 

Other than changes in methodology and victims, he killed in a range of locations. For 

example, in Ventura, he tied up a couple with a drapery cord and raped the wife before brutally 

beating them with a fireplace log; in Goleta, he bounded a couple—a doctor and his clinical 

psychologist wife—and shot them (Parvini, 2018). Although the rapes and kills seemed to have 

ended in 1986, the Golden State Killer, among the most notorious, was identified in late April 

2018 as 72-year old Joseph James DeAngelo, Jr. (Fuller, 2018). 

Even though technology wasn’t a crucial part of the era he terrorized, it was the source of 

his capture. With the stored DNA from crime scenes and the genetic profile of the suspect, 

investigators used an online genealogy database to narrow the list of potential suspects. The 

results confirmed the DNA matched more than 10 murders in California (Fuller, 2018).  

Investigators created a fake profile and pseudonym on a genealogy website, GEDmatch, 

to crack the case. Most of the known DNA samples of the suspect had degraded over the years, 

but there was a sample that had never been touched from a 37-year-old murder in Ventura 

County; it still sat in a freezer. The pristine DNA sample matched several distant relatives —

great-great-great-grandparents to be exact — of the suspect (Winton, Lien, John, & Oreskes, 
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2018). From there, with the help of several other genealogists, investigators narrowed in on 

DeAngelo as a suspect (Arango, Goldman, & Fuller, 2018). Once he was a suspect, investigators 

lifted DNA from his trash as he leisurely lived his daily life and from his car door at a Hobby 

Lobby as he shopped inside — both of which were considered public property. Authorities said 

the court records indicate the definitive link came from the DNA taken from the car, which 

matched semen recovered at several of the Golden State Killer crime scenes (John, Serna, Vives, 

& Oreskes, 2018). Paul Holes, an investigator who worked the case for more than 20 years and 

who was responsible for the genealogy idea, contrasted the four months it took to arrest 

DeAngelo following the DNA match with “decades of shoe-leather police work that had always 

come up empty,” (Arango, Goldman, & Fuller, 2018). 

Once the genealogy site led to the home of DeAngelo, the police arrested and charged 

him with six counts of murder. The media interviewed his neighbors, who had no idea he was 

“right under their noses.” Describing him as the man who often repaired his motorcycle in front 

of his neat, “meticulously maintained” beige home, neighbors also commented on his temper. 

One neighbor said he frequently became “volatile” and angry, yet that only caused them to 

consider DeAngelo strange, not the serial rapist and murderer police accused him to be (Fuller, 

2018). 

But, as it turned out, DeAngelo had been living within a half-hour drive from where his 

12-year rampage started (Fuller & Hauser, 2018). Authorities connected his first rapes in an old 

gold mining area east of Sacramento based on the crimes’ geographic proximity combined with a 

similar description of the attacker—a blond-haired white male not quite six feet tall. That blond 

hair had receded and grayed by the time of his capture at his home on Canyon Oak Drive in 
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Citrus Heights, a city in Sacramento County, California (Parvini, Mozingo, Winton, & Serna, 

2018).  

Unlike the big, thick, bushes that once covered and hid him on nights the police closed in 

on their manhunt, his own bushes were hand-trimmed, even if it meant crawling on his hands and 

knees around each decorative rock to edge the grass (Parvini, Mozingo, Winton, & Serna, 2018). 

DeAngelo relaxed into a middle-class living after retiring from a 27-year stint as a truck 

mechanic. He wasn’t a loner, though. He was married, then separated, from Sharon Huddle, a 

family law attorney, for more than 40 years with three daughters, one who is an emergency room 

physician and another who is a graduate student. He shared the ranch home — where’d he lived 

the past 30 years — where he put so much care into with one of his daughters and grandchild 

(Parvini, Serna, John, & Hamilton, 2018). 

In Golden State Killer: Did middle-class life provide suspect a perfect cover?, the author 

evaluated how this middle-class life might have been the perfect cover-up for his hidden identity 

as the Golden State Killer. In fact, when armed local and federal agents entered the quiet 

subdivision to arrest the ex-police officer and Navy veteran, he was mowing his lawn as meat 

cooked in the oven inside (Parvini, 2018). 

Looking at his life story didn’t “suggest alienation, or the sadism inherent in the charges 

he faces,” read the Los Angeles Times article, Golden State Killer suspect lived a quiet suburban 

life, with flashes of rage and anger. Serving in the Navy for 22 months, he did combat operations 

off the North Vietnam coast during the war. He went on to receive an associate’s degree in police 

science from Sierra College in Rocklin and a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice from Cal State 

Sacramento, where he met his wife. The year he said his vows, in 1973, he became a police 

officer in Exeter, a town outside of Visalia. As ironic as it may be, the local newspaper quoted 
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DeAngelo saying without law and order, there is no government and without that democratic 

government, there is no freedom. Saying “law enforcement was his career and serving the 

community was his job,” he did the exact opposite for the community he was supposed to serve 

(Parvini, Mozingo, Winton, & Serna, 2018). 

DeAngelo earned his first nickname, the Visalia Ransacker, in Exeter, where his criminal 

life began, authorities believe. During the three years he was there, 100 break-in burglaries befell 

upon Visalia by a masked man. The break-ins stopped in 1975, coincidentally, the year before 

DeAngelo moved and was hired by an Auburn police department. This is when the rapes started. 

As previously stated, he first would target single women, but he escalated to couples. In the 

latter, he would hold the women at gunpoint and force them to tie the men with a shoelace or 

cord before tying the women, himself. The way he tied the knots clued law enforcement that he 

was in either Boy Scouts or the Navy, in which the latter was the case. (Parvini, Mozingo, 

Winton, & Serna, 2018). 

Usually attacking at night, the Golden State Killer did so with a plan derived from 

studying the victims’ schedules. Before the attacks, he’d break into their homes, unlock windows 

or remove screens, and turn off porch lights. He would even hide shoelaces and ropes to use once 

he returned. There was a time he hid in a couple’s closet until they fell asleep, only for him to 

shine a flashlight on them, said a retired Sacramento County sheriff’s deputy. When the husband 

went for a gun next to the bed, the attacker again shined the flashlight, but this time on the 

bullets he was holding. He emptied the gun prior to the attack (Haag, 2018). 

Often times, he made the men lie on their stomachs with cups or plates stacked on their 

backs. The purpose was to threaten them. If the dishes fell, he said he would kill them—a crime 

he hadn’t yet acted on at this point. He spent hours searching the house for items to steal, such as 
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jewelry or rare coins, eating and drinking, and repeatedly raping the women. Police had no doubt 

he was either military or law enforcement because of his elusive behavior and knowledge of 

police tactics. As years passed, in 1978, he killed for the first time, and his raping raid continued 

until a July 1979 incident and later August misdemeanor conviction for theft. He stole a hammer 

and can of dog repellent. Fired from the force, not only did his raping rampage go on but also did 

his killing spree. He did so until July 1981, which was six weeks before his first daughter was 

born. He waited almost five years, or until she would have reached school age, to continue his 

reign of terror until 1986, when the crimes seem to have come to a halt (Parvini, Mozingo, 

Winton, & Serna, 2018). 

Even though he was arrested for six counts of murder, prosecutors from six California 

counties combined their cases for charges of 13 counts of murder and multiple kidnapping and 

weapons charges (Fuller, 2018). Since the statute of limitations to prosecute rape is long passed, 

the rapes were filed as kidnappings to commit robberies.  

 In August 2018, the Visalia Ransacker, the Original Night Stalker, the East Area Rapist, 

the Golden State Killer, now known as Joseph James DeAngelo, Jr., wore an orange jumpsuit as 

he was wheeled into a Sacramento courtroom handcuffed in a wheelchair to face 26 total charges 

— a sight to see for the survivors of his crimes (Serna, John, & Winton, 2018 and Press, 2018).  

“It is very fitting that this journey for justice that has been sought for over 40 years ends in 

Sacramento,” said Anne Marie Schubert, the district attorney for Sacramento County (Fuller, 

2018). 
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Methodology 

 

 

Utilizing a case study approach, the researcher followed the same process of analysis for 

each article. Each story was analyzed using a common codebook. See Appendix. With a basic 

online search of Golden State Killer, nearly 40 stories were found from February 15, 2018 until 

August 21, 2018. This compilation of stories represented the most recent developments as well 

as a comprehensive background of the crimes in light of the case’s reignition in the media. 

In examining each story, the coder considered each component of it. It was crucial to 

understand how the story was written as this revealed what was most important to the journalist 

and consequently, what he or she believed was most important to the reader. The same logic 

applied to analyzing the lede and focus since each must pull the reader in and guide the reader 

throughout the story, from the headline to the closing quote or line.  

 Although a headline takes mere seconds to read, it is the life or death of a story; it decides 

if a reader will read the story or not. The headline should grab the reader’s attention and pique 

interest. At the same time, it should mirror what the story entails. Therefore, how the journalist 

chooses to present the headline is critical to the overall story. In this case, the journalist must 

draw the reader into a story about serial murder with less words than a sentence would use.  

From the headline, the lede should follow through on that initial promise of intrigue with 

enough information to push the reader to the next paragraphs. The journalist must make the same 

decisions about how to do that, whether with empathy, fear, entertainment, or information. Once 

a reader is pulled in by the headline and with a lede, the journalist can push and tug the reader in 

several directions to achieve his or her purpose for writing the piece. The journalist can focus on 
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the killer, victim, their respective family members, the police, or others. The journalist can make 

the story about whatever he or she pleases. All of these decisions lie at the discretion of the 

journalist, who has power to influence the public. For example, if a journalist chooses to focus 

on the killer, set an empathetic tone, and create a common theme of empathy throughout the 

story, that is what the reader will take away.  

By carefully reading each story and answering the questions with tally scores, the results 

were articulated with simple statistics to generate a picture of how reporters with the New York 

Times and Los Angeles Times presented serial killers to the public. 
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Results 

 

 

Some articles were classified in more than one category. 

The first question focused on four elements: empathy, entertainment, fear, and informative. 

As seen in Table 1, journalists either use a catchy, entertaining headline or a fact-driven headline 

to draw the reader in most often. See Table 1. While RQ1 shows journalists followed the top, 

basic rule of headline writing to make readers want to know more about the story, they did so by 

highlighting fascinating aspects of the case most often and using facts the second most often. 

Journalists rarely used fear or empathy to lure readers because those techniques might not have 

been effective in quickly making readers want to seek out more information. In the seconds it 

takes to read a headline, readers shouldn’t be afraid to start a story nor should they be forced to 

empathize through a headline.  

Table 1: How did the headline draw the reader in? 

Empathy 4 13% 

Entertainment  17 56% 

Fear 5 16% 

Informative  16 53% 

N=30   

 

*Percents may not total 100 % because some stories were coded in two categories. 

With the same four elements of empathy, entertainment, fear, or informative, the question 

asked if the lede used the same element as the headline to introduce the article. In Table 2, 
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however, informative ledes pushed the reader to start the story. See Table 2. With the same logic 

for RQ2, informative ledes enticed readers to at least start the stories 56 percent of the time. 

Entertainment and fear were also used quite often at more than 36 percent. When something is 

entertaining, anyone wants to read it. But, fear was a successful tactic as a lede because as 

readers are frightened, they want to know what happened to eliminate the threat. Furthermore, 

they evaluate their own safety and how to maintain or secure it. Just as much as news coverage 

sometimes glorifies serial killers, it also intends to calm fears, at times.  

Table 2: How was each article introduced through the lede? 

Empathy 2 6% 

Entertainment  11 36% 

Fear 11 36% 

Informative  17 56% 

N=30   

*Percents may not total 100 % because some stories were coded in two categories. 

Even though the headline and lede were succumbed to four elements, the overall tone 

could have expanded to be empathetic, relief, fearful, pessimistic, or optimistic, which the third 

question asked. Despite the methods used to draw the readers in, the majority of stories, or more 

than 56 percent, took an empathetic tone. See Table 3. Once the headline, lede, and supporting 

graphs pulled readers in, the journalists, then, took that intrigue and made them empathize with 

the central character. Although entertainment, facts, or fear often grabbed the readers’ attention 

and guided them through the story, the overall tone was emphatic, identifying with the central 

character of the story.  
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Table 3: What is the overall tone of each article? 

Empathetic 17 56% 

Relief  7 23% 

Fearful 6 20% 

Pessimistic  7 23% 

Optimistic 12 40% 

N=30   

*Percents may not total 100 % because some stories were coded in two categories. 

Media coverage of the Golden State Killer could focus on the killer, victim, the killer’s 

family or neighbors, the victim’s family or neighbors, Michelle McNamara, or police or 

prosecutors. Unfortunately, that main character was almost always the killer, according to the 

results of RQ4. See Table 4. Stories focusing on the victims equaled that of stories focusing on 

the  killer’s family or neighbors at 23 percent. In the bulk of the articles, the focus was on the 

killer, as seen in Table 4.  
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Table 4: What or who is the focus of the article? 

Killer 23 76% 

Victim  7 23% 

Killer’s Family/Neighbor 7 23% 

Victim’s Family/Neighbor 6 20% 

Michelle McNamara 2 6% 

Police or Prosecutors 3 10% 

N=30   

 

*Percents may not total 100 % because some stories were coded in two categories. 

With the headline, lede, focus, story, and overall tone in mind, the common themes of serial 

killer coverage could be empathy, courage/heroism, fear, or survival, in which the fifth research 

question asked. Just as the overall tone revealed empathy, Table 5 shows the most common 

theme of serial killer coverage to be empathy as well. See Table 5. With each component of the 

stories in mind, empathy was the common theme throughout many of the articles about the 

Golden State Killer. Rather than show themes of courage, fear, or survival, which would most 

often be present with the victims or survivors, the journalists chose to present themes of 

empathy. Whereas that empathy could have been with victims and their families, that empathy 

was with the Golden State Killer, himself.    
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Table 5: What are the common themes of serial killer coverage in the New York Times’ and Los 

Angeles Times? 

Empathy 13 43% 

Courage/Heroism  7 23% 

Fear 7 23% 

Survival  3 10% 

N=30   

 

*Percents may not total 100 % because some stories were coded in two categories. 
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Discussion 

 

  

Since that understanding the killer was a part of the overall tone and theme most often, it is 

surprising how the articles analyzed failed to evaluate the killer and his actions from a 

psychological standpoint. The stories analyzed failed to delve into his childhood, find the 

missing pieces of his life, or include psychological profile. In that respect, the Golden State 

Killer stories only included an article about why he might have stopped. However, even as 30 

articles seems to be many, it is a relatively small number of articles to evaluate; therefore, the 

sample was limited in number as well as in scope.  

On another part of the sliding scale is the fact that more than 76 percent of the articles 

analyzed focused on the killer while only 23 percent focused on the victim. For whatever reason, 

journalists feel this is who the reader wants to know about even though we are guided by a value 

to give voice to the voiceless. Perhaps, readers prefer to know about the killer rather than the 

victim, but this places journalists in an ethical dilemma to give readers what they want or to give 

victims a voice — perhaps what the public needs to know to better live in a democratic society. 

A possible solution in this continuing battle between giving readers what they want and what 

they need to know is to find the right place between engaging and relevant information, fun and 

fascinating details, and what people need versus what they want. Because it seems that people 

want both news and fun, a journalist covering serial murder and other complex, weighted issues 

can give readers the information they need in a way they want it. In journalism, the best way to 

do this has been to push publications toward the middle of the continuum with superior reporting 

and production, or journalism as storytelling with a purpose.  
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Specifically speaking of serial murder, since Jack the Ripper, news coverage has 

extensively covered serial killers to alert the public to what surrounds them. Had it not been for 

the media, the police might have let many cold cases remain cold, like the Golden State Killer 

case. However, establishing a medium between the two so that they aren’t covering too much or 

too little of crime is imperative. Journalists don’t want to give over-coverage to the point where 

the audience is negatively affected or drained, to where copy-cat criminals emerge, to where an 

important message is missed or to where journalists give serial killers fame. Yet, journalists must 

still ask why in order to inform the public about the issues of the world. Journalists should never 

leave any unanswered questions or shrink from finding the truth, and that includes stories about 

serial killers. The public has a right to know, and journalists’ job is to ensure the public’s right so 

it can be free and self-governing.  

In keeping the public informed, journalists have overarching power and levels of influence 

because they decide what the news is. This discretion leaves it up to journalists to depict societal 

values. More often than not, journalists focus on the serial killer, as evidenced by the research of 

the most recent media coverage of the Golden State Killer. Perhaps, this reflects negatively on 

society, but journalists must maintain its first loyalty to the public. Therefore, being that people 

have an innate human tendency to empathize no matter the circumstance as well as an unnatural 

fascination with serial killers, journalists cannot simply stop reporting on serial murder. More 

important, the public has to know.  

All of that goes to say, there is need for a middle ground between it all. A positive impact is 

undeniable despite how often reporters cover serial killers. With the Golden State Killer case and 

media coverage came the establishment of California’s DNA database, which collects DNA from 

all accused and convicted California felons. Also, the case, specifically DeAngelo’s arrest, 



                                                                       All That Glitters Is Not Gold 30 

sparked conversations and concerns about the ethics of obtaining DNA from secondary sources, 

like genealogy sites.  

Beyond the effects of the case, it is necessary to mention that the media is making strides to 

cover victims more than in the past. Even when there are victim-centered stories, there may be an 

unintentional perception of victim blaming. Furthermore, a series on victims may cause more 

harm than good, which would defy a journalistic value to minimize harm. In that way, 

journalists, too, must know how much coverage to give victims so the public is not mentally 

drained just as the public shouldn’t be drained by coverage of a serial killer.  

In the seemingly endless stories focused on serial killers, though, using entertaining methods 

to draw readers in isn’t the same as sensationalizing serial killers. Journalists have to draw 

interest in some way, and as the research shows, that is most often entertaining, but not 

sensational. Entertaining is used in the broadest sense throughout this research because 

journalists have to be compelling.  

With all of that in mind, establishing a middle ground with the intent to alert, inform, calm, 

and better society should be the ultimate goal in covering serial killers. Society views serial 

killers as important, which may be partly the result of the media’s extensive coverage of them. 

That media coverage can create the spotlight for serial killers to shine as the media continually 

covers their crimes no matter the circumstance. Because of the media’s power of influence, the 

media should practice caution in extensive coverage, but not fall from it. With that same sphere 

of influence, the media can and should continue to work toward empowering victims as well as 

bettering the public through the dissemination of information.  
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Appendix I: Codebook 

All definitions are from Dictionary.com. 

RQ1: 

 Headline – a heading in a newspaper for any written material, sometimes for an 

illustration, to indicate subject matter, set in larger type than that of the copy and 

containing one or more words and lines and often several banks. 

 Empathy – the psychological identification with or vicarious experiencing of the feelings, 

thoughts, or attitudes of another 

 Entertainment – the act of entertaining; agreeable occupation for the mind; diversion; 

amusement 

 Fear – a distressing emotion aroused by impending danger, evil, pain, etc., whether the 

threat is real or imagined; the feeling or condition of being afraid. 

 Informative – a distressing emotion aroused by impending danger, evil, pain, etc., 

whether the threat is real or imagined; the feeling or condition of being afraid. 

RQ2: 

 Article – a written composition in prose, usually nonfiction, on a specific topic, forming 

an independent part of a book or other publication, as a newspaper or magazine. 

 Lede – the opening sentence or paragraph of a news article, summarizing the most 

important aspects of the story; by 1965, alternative spelling of lead in the newspaper 

journalism sense 

RQ3: 

 Tone – the general character or attitude of a place, piece of writing, situation, etc. 
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 Empathetic – of, relating to, or characterized by empathy, the psychological identification 

with the feelings, thoughts, or attitudes of others 

 Relief – alleviation, ease, or deliverance through the removal of pain, distress, 

oppression, etc. 

 Fearful – causing or apt to cause fear; frightening: 

 Pessimistic – pertaining to or characterized by pessimism or the tendency to expect only 

bad outcomes; gloomy; joyless; unhopeful 

 Optimistic – reflecting a favorable view of events and conditions and the expectation of a 

positive outcome; demonstrating optimism 

RQ4:  

 Focus – a central point, as of attraction, attention, or activity 

RQ5:  

 Theme – a subject of discourse, discussion, meditation, or composition; topic 

 Courage/heroism – the quality of mind or spirit that enables a person to face difficulty, 

danger, pain, etc., without fear; bravery/the qualities or attributes of a hero or heroine 

 Survival – the act or fact of surviving, especially under adverse or unusual circumstances 

  



                                                                       All That Glitters Is Not Gold 40 

Appendix II: Analysis 

Stories: 30 

Only 30 of the 40 most recent articles were used for the analysis because the others only 

mentioned the Golden State Killer in reference to other serial killers, not as the central focus in 

the story. 

New York Times: 1-12 

Los Angeles Times: 13-30 

RQ1: How did the headline draw the reader in?  

Story Number Empathy Entertainment Fear Informative 

1    X 

2   X  

3  X   

4    X 

5    X 

6  X  X 

7  X   

8   X  

9  X   

10  X  X 

11  X   

12  X   

13  X  X 

14  X  X 
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15    X 

16    X 

17   X  

18  X   

19 X X  X 

20  X   

21 X X   

22    X 

23   X  

24    X 

25 X X  X 

26  X   

27  X  X 

28 X  X  

29  X  X 

30    X 

 

RQ2: How was each article introduced through the lede?  

Story Number Empathy Entertainment Fear Informative 

1   X  

2   X  

3    X 

4  X   
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5   X X 

6  X  X 

7  X   

8     

X 

9 X X   

10    X 

11    X 

12  X X  

13  X  X 

14  X   

15    X 

16    X 

17    X 

18  X X  

19  X   

20 X X   

21    X 

22  X  X 

23   X  

24   X X 

25   X  

26   X  
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27    X 

28   X X 

29    X 

30   X X 

 

RQ3: What is the overall tone of each article?  

Story Number Empathetic Relief Fearful Pessimistic Optimistic 

1    X  

2 X  X   

3  X   X 

4 X X   X 

5 X X    

6  X   X 

7 X   X  

8 X     

9   X   

10 X     

11     X 

12   X X  

13 X    X 

14     X 

15 X     

16    X  
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17 X     

18     X 

19 X   X  

20 X     

21 X   X  

22 X   X  

23 X  X   

24     X 

25 X X X   

26   X  X 

27     X 

28 X X    

29 X X   X 

30     X 

 

RQ4: What or who is the focus of the article?  

Story Number Killer Victim Killer’s 

Family/Neighbors 

Victim’s 

Family/Neighbors  

1 X    

2 X X   

3 X    

4 X    

5  X  X 
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6 X    

7 X    

*8     

9   X  

10  X   

*11     

12 X  X  

13 X  X  

14 X    

15 X  X  

16 X    

17 X    

18 X    

19 X  X  

20 X  X  

21 X    

**22 X    

23  X  X 

**24 X X   

25 X X  X 

26 X   X 

27 X    

28  X  X 
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29 X  X X 

**30 X    

*indicates the story is about neither the killer nor the victim, but about Michelle McNamara, the 

woman responsible for his name and an exhaustive investigation into his identity. 

**indicates the story focused not only on the killer or victim, but also on the police or 

prosecutors 

 

RQ5: What are the common themes of serial killer coverage in the New York Times’ and LA 

Times?  

Story Number Empathy Courage/Heroism Fear Survival 

1   X  

2 X  X  

3  X   

4  X   

5 X   X 

6  X   

7 X    

8  X   

9   X  

10   X  

11  X   

12   X  

13 X   X 
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14 X    

15  X   

16 X    

17 X  X  

18 X    

19 X    

20 X    

21 X    

22 X X   

23   X X 

24 X    

25 X  X X 

26   X  

27 X    

28 X   X 

29 X    

30   X  
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Appendix III: Charges 

Source: Sacramento County District Attorney’s Office as of August 23, 2018 article by The 

Associated Press 

Number Charge Victim(s) Date(s) County 

4 counts  

Kidnapping to 

commit robbery 

using a gun and 

knife 

Jane Does 10-13 

Between October 7, 

1978 and June 11, 

1979 

Contra Costa 

2 counts Murder (slaying) 

Keith Harrington, 24, 

and Patrice Harrington, 

27, of Dana Point 

August 21, 1980 Orange 

1 count Murder (slaying) 

Manuela Witthuhn, 28, 

of Irvine 

Feburary 6, 1981 Orange 

1 count Murder (slaying) 

Janelle Cruz, 18, or 

Irvine 

May 5, 1986 Orange 

2 counts Murder (shooting) 

Kate Maggoire, 20, and 

Brian Maggoire, 21 

February 2, 1978 Sacramento 

9 counts 

Kidnapping to 

commit robbery 

using a gun and 

knife 

Jane Does 1-9 

Between September 

4, 1976 and 

October 21, 1977 

Sacramento 

2 counts Murder (slaying) 

Debra Manning, 35 and 

Robert Offerman, 44, 

December 30, 1979 Santa Barbara 
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of Goleta 

2 counts Murder (slaying) 

Gregory Sanchez, 27, 

and Cheri Domingo, 

35, of Goleta 

July 27, 1981 Santa Barbara 

1 count Murder (slaying) Claude Snelling, 45 September 11, 1975 Tulare 

2 counts Murder (slaying) 

Charlene Smith, 33, 

and Lyman Smith, 43, 

of Ventura 

Between March 13 

and March 16, 

1980 

Ventura 
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Appendix IV: Summary of Additional Sources 

Electronic Journal of Sociology (1998). (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.sociology.org/ejs-

archives/vol003.002/hinch.html  

This sources revealed the stereotypical image of a serial killer and the media’s role in 

fostering that image. Furthermore, playing into the stereotype are notions in the definition of who 

a serial killer is and what he or she does, which include the presumptions that they are male, kill 

mostly strangers, don’t kill for financial gain, and their victims are powerless.  

 When examining the conception of killers as males, researchers evaluate it differently. 

For example, some don’t consider female serial murderers in analysis because of the small 

number and because of the view that it would be impractical if not impossible. On the other 

hand, other researchers find “strong empirical evidence” about female serial killers. After all, it’s 

important to note that woman make up 15% of serial killers, so without considering female 

serialists, researchers are only evaluating 85% of serial killers. Even more, the research is 

noteworthy to document:  

 “Males are significantly more likely to shoot, strangle/suffocate, stab, or bludgeon their 

victims. Only 5% of males use poisons to kill.  

 On the other hand, women are more likely to use poison to kill (35% use poison only, and 

45% use poison in combination with some other means of killing) 

 The most frequent motives for male serialists are ”sex sometimes“ (46%), "control 

sometimes“ (29%), and ”money sometimes“ (19%).  

 For female serialists, the most frequent motives are ”money sometimes“ (47%), ”money 

only“ (27%), and ”control sometimes“ (13%).” 
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The story also says the definition about victims and offenders being strangers may be 

“unwarranted” because evidence proves that serial murderers also kill people they know. 

Preconceived assumptions are not beneficial in the research of serial murder.  

Further, the definition limits serialists to those who don’t kill for financial gain; however, 

there are contract and black widow killers whose sole purpose is for money and they are still 

serial murderers. Researchers exclude them because they don’t match the one notion of not 

killing for financial gain. This, in itself, is a problem because the exclusion causes an incorrect 

statistical analysis.  

 The source also mentions the victimology of serial killers, highlighting how, overtime, 

serialists have gone from killing downward to killing upward. Meaning, they use to be high class 

individuals killing lower class members of society like prostitutes, but now they are often lower 

class killing those in higher positions. Even so, what one considers as high or low class can be 

drastically different from the next person because this source notes that Ted Bundy killed 

university women, who were considered in a higher class than he was because he sought to 

avenge his failed career in the school of law.  

Other than the flaws of serial research because of the definition, problems exist due to 

typologies, or attempts to characterize a typical serial killer. Like with the definition, 

assumptions (“serial killing is psychogenic, the locus of motives is internal, and the reward for 

killing is psychological”) influencing typologies are faulty because there is no such thing as a 

typical serial killer. Further, the source suggests these assumptions lead to serial killer 

stereotypes.  

In the conclusion of this article, the author suggested an expanded definition, among other 

things, to provide a better understanding of serial killers. Though that suggestion is plausible, it 
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must be noted that all the research cited in this source were in the eighties and nineties, which is 

a problem, in itself. In short, recent research is needed to better understand serial murder and is 

crucial to compare to older statistics.  

 

Connelly, S. (2017, January 15). Journalist revisits ties with serial killer who slayed 8 in  N.Y. 

Retrieved March 11, 2018, from http://www.nydailynews.com/new-ork/journalist-revisits-ties-

serial-killer-slayed-8-n-y-article-1.2946628 

Journalist Claudia Rowe revisited her “relationship” with serialist Kendall Francois in a New 

York Daily News story. Her four-year correspondence, two visits to the prison, and hours of 

phone conversations were described as intense. Not only did this relationship cause her to learn 

about Francois and his murders, but it also forced her to deal with her history of assault. Like any 

reporter, or person, for that matter, there is history someone must deal with. Having a long-term 

relationship and learning about the gruesome details may bring horrid memories to light for a 

reporter. Even if a reporter doesn’t have such a history, he or she is still emotionally impacted by 

the grisly details of a serial killer’s crimes. Even more, imagine a serial killer viewing a reporter 

as a “friend” as Francois viewed Rowe. 

Other than Rowe’s relationship with Francois, the writer describes the police hunt that 

overlooked Francois for years. He had a rap sheet long with arrests, but none for the homicides 

he committed; investigators didn’t have a clue. In fact, the main investigator was angered when 

he was forced to leave his serial killer manhunt to deal with Francois’s assault on a prostitute. 

Based on serial killer profiles that the perpetrator rarely kills outside of his or her race, 

investigators didn’t consider Francois because he was black and they thought the killer to be 

white like his victims. Further, that same detective was in Francois’s bedroom, yet he never 
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smelled the rotting bodies. The convicted murderer burst with pleasure upon relaying that story 

to Rowe, said the article.  

The only reason he was charged and convicted was because of his own confession. At the 

police station for questioning about an assault, he said he wanted to speak with the lead 

prosecutor on the missing women cases, and after nine hours confessed. Overwhelmed, the 

prosecutor “stumbled out of the interrogation room and fell sobbing into the arms of a cop.” 

Laughing during court as victim statements were read, Francois was sentenced to eight 

consecutive life sentences. He only served 16 years, though, dying in 2014 when he was 43.  

Near the conclusion of the story, the writer asks the one question that all readers, by this 

point, are wondering: Why confess?  

Francois said it just came to him as he sat in the interrogation room. However, it could be 

otherwise. The police didn’t suspect him, so it could have been for media attention. Afterwards, 

he started a relationship with a journalist to reveal gruesome details about his crimes and his life, 

in general. With media attention, he wasn’t just the weird guy who assaulted prostitutes 

anymore. He was a serial killer. He murdered eight women. He kept their rotting bodies in his 

home. He was a monster. Rowe, too, realized this when Francois threatened to throw her across 

the table and “you know what” her brains out- this was, of course, the jaw-dropping quote that 

closed the piece. 

 

Highway Serial Killings Initiative. (2009, April 06). Retrieved March 16, 2018, from   

https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/news/stories/2009/april/highwayserial_040609 
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Even though a previous source says highway, or traveling, serial homicide is rare, this article 

is a basis of comparison not only about traveling serial killers but also about the time relevancy 

of the piece.  

More to the point of the piece, the article begins with an analyst, dead female victim bodies 

were found along Interstate 40. Upon putting the case in ViCAP (Violent Criminal Apprehension 

Program), there were several other highway serial killings.  

The story does shift in two ways after this point- the story uses first person, saying we (but 

who is we, exactly?) and it begins to read like a press release rather than the news-feature vibe it 

previously had. For this reason, it seems as though this article won’t be beneficial unless used as 

a source of comparison, as aforementioned.  

Even, the initiative discussed here isn’t relevant to the topic of this thesis. The goal in regard 

to this thesis is about media coverage, not the crime, itself.  

 

Ethical Problems of Mass Murder Coverage In The Mass Media. (n.d.). Retrieved March  17, 

2018, from http://www.claytoncramer.com/JMME2.htm 

On January 17, 1989, Patrick Prudy, a homosexual prostitute and drug addict with an 

extensive criminal record shot and killed five children and wounded 29 others at Cleveland 

Elementary School at Stockton, California, then, shot and killed himself. As it turned out, mental 

records showed he was mentally disturbed. 

 Initially, only “essential” details of the shooter or victims were reported in the media. At the 

time, actually, the story only published who, what, when, and where of the incident. As a small 

breakdown media coverage over time:  
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 Time Magazine gave a half page report with crucial facts on the investigation. They 

had no small, important details, though, about his life or the victims’ and their 

families. 

 Newsweek Magazine released an article about the case, headlined “Death on the 

Playground.” Releasing a photo of Prudy, too, this article increased media attention. 

 Sparking media interest in the case, Newsweek also revealed how the playground 

shooting wasn’t Prudy’s first attack on children. 

What’s surprising is how, in this case, the media chose not to cover this mass shooting 

extensively. After all, this was the time where serial killers dominated the news and perhaps 

journalists didn’t consider a mass shooting perpetrator as a serial killer.  

 

Duwe, G. (2000). Body-Count Journalism. Homicide Studies, 4(4), 364-

399.doi:10.1177/1088767900004004004 

In the homicide studies section of this academic journal, Grant Duwe gives a presentation of 

mass murder in the news media.   

Although this thesis focuses on newspaper coverage, this study analyzes coverage by several 

news mediums, including newspapers, television networks, and newsweekly magazines. 

Findings based on mass killings between 1976 and 1996, this report was first published in 2000.  

These early findings indicate a number of things to consider. The study says a majority of the 

mass murders (again, not necessarily serial murders) are locally reported on. If this is true for 

serial homicide, too, it suggests the public may not know about as many serial killers as 

journalists think.  
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When mass killings are nationally newsworthy, the crime involves “large numbers of fatal 

and wounded victims, stranger victims, public locations, assault weapons, workplace violence, 

interracial victim-offender relationships…” Common for both mass killings and serial homicide 

is, of course, the large number of victims, especially in mass killings, hence the term “mass.” 

Even so, not all serial killers kill a large number of victims. Yet and still, who defines the large 

numbers, which could be four, eight, or 10? If 10, Francois from a previous source wouldn’t be 

nationally newsworthy because he murdered eight women, but from reading the article, most 

know he is. With that being said, perception plays a large part in definitions of serial killers and 

their crimes as well as their newsworthiness.  

 

Johnston, J., & Joy, A. (n.d.). Mass Shootings and the Media Contagion Effect. PsycEXTRA 

Dataset. doi:10.1037/e510392016-001 

Again, this article focuses on mass shootings, but it will also be beneficial as it emphasizes 

the media contagion effect. Though it relates to mass shootings in this case, one can correlate 

trends to that of serial killings (Again, this is using the assumption that, by definition, mass 

shootings/murder is not the same as that of serial killings.). 

  According to recent FBI analysis, mass shootings have increased substantially over the 

last 15 years. Furthermore, analysis of media coverage reveals the media contagion effect 

leading to copycat shootings. Those studies found that shooters sought fame. More interesting 

than this research is that “identification  with  prior  mass  shooters  made  famous  by  extensive  

media coverage, including names, faces, writings, and detailed accounts of their lives and 

backgrounds, is a more powerful push toward violence than mental health status or even access 

to guns." 
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 Therefore, a desire for fame is more to blame than mental health, like so many people 

suggest. Unfortunately, the media feed right into their hands and give them what they want: 

media attention and eventual fame. Further, evidence shows an increase in copycat homicide 

because of this media contagion effect. That evidence comes from mathematician-created 

computer software that documents the crimes occurring in regional and time clusters based on 

social media and news coverage. Other than computer models noting this trend, statistics show 

“mass shootings were more likely to occur if another shooting that received national media 

coverage took place in the previous 13 days.” All in all, this goes back to how much attention 

journalists give serial killers as the media and hence, society.  

 

Krueger, Katie Marie, “Sociolgical and Psychological Predispositions to Serial Murder” (2009). 

Undergraduate Honors Thesis Collection. 39. https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/ugtheses/39 

This thesis examines the “true definition” of a serial killer with a goal to clear up the 

stereotypes and myths created from the media. Using published sources, the student, here, 

studied 21 serial killers, or rather their life prior to becoming one, in hopes of discovering any 

common characteristics. The investigation found identifiable traits that most are men employed 

with a blue-collar job, who experienced abandonment issues. On the contrary, stereotypes insist 

serial killers experienced some form of abuse whether physical, mental, or sexual, was in his or 

her late twenties to early thirties, and as a child, abused animals.  (Television shows and movies 

use this “abuse of animals” stereotype along with wetting the bed and setting things afire all of 

the time.) However, from this research, these insisted stereotypes were not found to be reliable 

predictors of a serial killer.  

 

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/ugtheses/39
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Beck, J. (2014, October 21). The Grisly, All-American Appeal of Serial Killers. Retrieved March 

21, 2018, from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/10/the-grisly-all-american-

appeal-of-serial-killers/381690/ 

This article sought to reveal the “The Grisly, All-American Appeal of Serial Killers.” In this 

piece, the author suggests society’s love for the serial killer comes from the myth and the why. In 

the example given, the author describes John Wayne Gacy’s infamy being associated with his 

day job as a clown. Although often referred to as the killer clown, there is no actual evidence 

supporting the name and the myth that he killed while dressed as a clown. In this case, the myth 

mattered.  

As mentioned numerous times, serial homicide occurs less than one percent of the time, but 

this may be the reason America raves after serial killers. The author brought up the point that 

stories about domestic violence, for example, frequently make up the news, so it rarely captures 

the public’s attention. However, when stories break about serial killings, homicides that occur 

less than one percent of the time, people want to know any and everything, especially why and 

how the killer came to be. This is also the assumed reason that these serial killers from before 

this time are still well-known and still reported on, to this day.  

In addition to this, the story continues with discussions about why white men, receive more 

media attention even though, despite stereotypes, are not the only serial killers. The author of this 

addresses both the gender and racial reasons for their greater infamy as serial killers.  

 

Haggerty, K., & Ellerbrok, A. (2011). The social study of serial killers. Criminal Justice Matters, 

86(1). doi:10.1080/09627251.2011.646180  
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Other than his published study in the journal Crime, Media, Culture, Haggerty, with PhD 

student Ariane Ellerbrok, examined the historical and cultural context of serial killing in “The 

social study of serial killers.”  

Not only does this study account the societal values for serialist behavior, but it also links a 

historical factor to serial killing. With the rise of modernity 400 to 500 years ago came the 

creation of the serial killer. According to this, a society of strangers, the development of a culture 

of celebrity, and cultural frameworks of marginalization were factors in the historical and social 

setting for the creation and rise of the serial killer.  

In the concept of society of strangers, mass urbanization, the rise of capitalism, mass 

migration, and related characteristics of the modern era produced immense population growth to 

the point where an individual meets a number of strangers on a daily basis whereas “the average 

medieval citizen might have only met 100 strangers during the court of their entire life.” This is 

important to the study of serial killers because unlike the majority of killers, who kill because of 

a relationship with the victim, serial killers prey on strangers.  

With the lowest statistical percentage, serial killing is the rarest homicide, yet it’s one of the 

top stories in mass media. Understood as a cultural phenomena and media event, serial murder is 

referenced across every platform, ranging from books, to video games, to movies. This, 

nonetheless, fosters serialists as celebrities. In this modern era where the average citizen is 

unknown to the world, individuals seek to rise from the ranks of a nobody, from a “powerless 

anonymity,” and become notorious. Being a serial killer, and hence, gaining national attention, 

achieves that level of infamy. 
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http://www.lycoming.edu/schemata/documents/soccriminology_fall2009issue.veryveryfinalpdf.p

df 

In “Inside the Mind of a Serial Killer,” the author starts off light with fictional characters of 

serial killers, but soon brings the reader to reality by bringing up infamous serial killers.  Soon 

enough, the author gets right into statistics, not from the FBI, but from the Bureau of Justice. 

According to its statistics, the small percentage of serial homicide has increased by 1.3 percent 

since 1975.  

Covering a number of topics in this seven-page piece, the author also mentions, but does not 

denounce the many theories behind why there are serial killers. As just stated in a previous 

summary, there is a wide-spread stereotype that serial killing is evident in childhood if the child 

started fires, harmed animals, and wet the bed. However, also in that previous post, there was no 

evidence of this.  

Unique to this source, though, are measures, reactive and proactive, at capturing serial killers. 

As stated, working on this thesis, the goal is in relation to the crime of serial homicide is how 

much journalists, cover the crime, itself, and the criminal behind it in order to stop making serial 

killers the celebrities they hope to be.  

 

Simpson, P. L. (2017). Serial Killing and Representation. Oxford Research Encyclopedia  of 

Criminology and Criminal Justice. doi:10.1093/acrefore/9780190264079.013.117 

Mass media representation and the changes of society as far as mass production, and related 

processes and movements, have formed what society today called the serial killer, even if the 

term wasn’t first used until 1980.  
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As serial killers emerged, so too did the fiction counterpart. As times changed, so too did the 

fictional representation of the serial killer. What also happened as a result of sensitization, was 

the blurred lines between real and fake. Furthermore, the phenomenon of serial killing  is “linked 

to, indeed inseparable from,” its representation in media. This source suggests this for several 

reasons. First and foremost, this is so because serial homicide finds an accomplice, so to speak, 

in the world of media. Just as serial killers are seeking media attention, there are media 

practitioners seeking notoriety as well. Also noted, the serial killer has become a popular culture 

celebrity and a media icon because of a convergence of several media agendas, including over 

reporting violent crimes, competing in the media market, continuing the media myth of an 

epidemic of serial killings even though it remains at the bottom of the totem pole. All self-

explanatory, these acts on the part of media need to be addressed because journalists should seek 

to report truth without an agenda.  

 

Bond, M. (2016, March 31). Future - Why are we eternally fascinated by serial killers? Retrieved 

March 21, 2018, from http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20160331- why-are-we-eternally-

fascinated-by-serial-killers 

Unlike most news stories about serial killers or the public’s fascination with them, this piece 

actually focuses on a member of society who collects artwork of serial killers in order to better 

understand “what possesses somebody to kill another human being, and to do it numerous 

times.” 

 Artwork includes pictures of mutilated bodies and victims’ skulls in an array of colors to 

name a few. Of John Schwenk’s favorite is John Wayne Gacy’s portrait, a skull by Richard 

Ramirez, the Night Stalker, and pieces by Charles Manson. Other than mere “artifacts,” he has 



                                                                       All That Glitters Is Not Gold 62 

thousands of letters from serial killers on death row, many of which are personally addressed to 

him. According to the article, the killers often mail him strands or locks of their hair, a prison 

shirt or ID, a set of false teeth, dental floss, and so forth. Even so, Schwenk described them as 

pen pals and friends. While his wife is afraid if one of them were to ever be released because 

they know where they live, Schwenk only acknowledges one or two of them as “really scary.” 

 Schwenk, of course, isn’t alone in his fascination. The example given in the article was 

the fact that in October 2015, a 600-item collection in the crime archives of the Metropolitan 

Police force went on show at the Museum of London. Until that point, it had only been allowed 

to be seen by police officers. One of many examples of the “feeding frenzy” for crime and serial 

killers, it also illustrates how not only media but also law enforcement are influential in feeding 

the frenzy.  

 

Andrew-Gee, E. (2015, February 05). U of T course delves into the sociology of murder. 

Retrieved March 21, 2018, from https://www.thestar.com/life/2015/02/05/u-of-t-course-delves-

into-the-sociology-of-murder.html 

As can tell from numerous sources, media, law enforcement, and society play a role in the 

fame serial killers obtain from media coverage. Not discussed thus far is a role of academia. 

From this article, a University of Toronto professor Jooyoung Lee teaches the sociology of 

murder so students learn what drives serial killers.  

During his readings for his final lesson under the umbrella of why people commit heinous 

crimes, Lee read several background information on Dennis Radar, the BTK killer. Although a 

sociologist who’s been studying violent crime for years, Lee hadn’t, until this point, immersed 

himself in the mental illness of serial killers. “It does take a toll,” he said in the article. Like a 
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source discussed early on, it takes a toll on journalists, and apparently, sociologists, too. But, 

what about the public? Does the public not experience this same agonizing feeling of being 

overwhelmed by the crimes or lifestyles of serial killers? In fact, Lee, too, experienced 

challenges in getting his students to feel the same moral deprivation and seriousness as he did. 

To Lee, the increasing rate of horrifying images alongside the joyful images makes it harder for 

this generation to feel as horrified as he did. This may be true for why people continue to be 

fascinated with serial killers from more than 20 years ago.  
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