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The Sadistic Compulsive Murderer  

Lawrence Bittaker  

Lawrence Sigmund Bittaker was born on September 27, 1940, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He 

had been abandoned at birth and spent most of his childhood in and of foster homes before being 

adopted by the Bittakers’. His adoptive father was an aircraft worker, which required him to move often. 

The family spend time living in Florida and Ohio, before reaching California. Bittaker dropped out of high 

school when he was seventeen years because of his first run in with the law. 

Criminal Record 

Bittaker’s first arrest occurred when he was seventeen years old. He was charged with hit-and-

run, grand theft auto, and evading arrest. He served time in the California Youth Authority facility and 

was released on parole when he was nineteen. After he was arrested his adoptive family disowned him. 

Within days of being paroled, Bittaker was arrested in Louisiana for transporting a stolen car 

across state lines. The courts sentenced him to serve 18 months in the Federal Reformatory in 

Oklahoma. Shortly after his incarceration, he was transferred to the United States Medical Center for 

Federal Prisoners in Missouri. Released early, Bittaker made his way back to California, where he was 

arrested again for robbery. He was sentenced to serve an indeterminate time of no longer than 15 years 

but served just over two years before being released. Not more than a month after being paroled, 

Bittaker committed another hit-and-run along with petty theft, to which he was sentenced to 5 years in 

prison; he was released after 3. Within the year Bittaker was arrested for burglary again. He was 

sentenced to 6 months to 15 years and was released early yet again.  

In 1974 Bittaker was arrested for an assault with intent to commit murder. He had tried to steal 

a piece of meat from a supermarket. When confronted by a store worker who observed the theft, 
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Bittaker stabbed him. He was arrested and send to the Men’s Colony in San Luis Obispo. While 

incarcerated at the California Men's Colony, he met his future co-murderer, Roy Norris.  

Roy Norris 

Roy Norris was Born on February 2, 1984 and spent his childhood in Colorado. He lived with 

both of his parents, who married to avoid the social stigma of having a child out of wedlock. His mother 

had a substance use issues and would stay home during the day while his father worked in a scrapyard. 

Norris was often removed and placed in foster homes due to inadequate care. Norris claims he often 

went hungry, without sufficient clothing, and endured sexual abuse. 

Norris had attempted to commit suicide when he was sixteen years old. He had been visiting a 

female relative when he said something sexual in nature to her. Not only did she tell Norris to leave, but 

she told his father what he had said. Threatened with physical abuse by his father, Norris retreated to 

the mountains in his father’s a car. In the mountains he injected himself with air trying to cause an air 

embolism. After his failed suicide attempt, he was picked up by police and brought home. When he 

returned home his mother him that he was not a wanted baby, and they were getting a divorce. Within 

a year of this incident, Norris quit school and joined the Navy. 

Criminal Background 

Norris was stationed in San Diego, before being deployed to serve four months in Vietnam. 

While enlisted in the Navy, Norris committed multiple sexual assaults. He forced his way into a women’s 

car and raped her. He was arrested and charged with forceable rape and assault with attempt to commit 

rape; he released on bail. While waiting for his court date, Norris committed another sexual assault. He 

attempted to ruse his way into a women’s apartment. The woman managed to alert law enforcement, 

and Norris was arrested and released on bail again. The Navy gave Norris an administrative discharge, 

citing psychological problems.  
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While out on bail for his previous charges, Norris committed another violent assault. Norris hit a 

woman from behind with a rock and continued to hit her and smash her head into the ground. For this 

crime, Norris was charged with assault with a deadly weapon and was incarcerated in the Atascadero 

State Hospital, labeled a mentally disordered sex offender.  

After serving 5 years, Norris was released on formal probation charges, with prison doctors 

stating that Norris would no longer be a danger to society. Three months later, Norris attempted to rape 

a woman who was walking home. He approached her on his motorcycle and asked her if she wanted a 

ride home. She declined, prompting Norris to get off his motorcycle and approach the women. He told 

her he was going to rape her, pulled her into nearby bushes, and proceeded to sexually assault her. 

Norris was later identified and arrested. During his last year of incarceration, Norris met Bittaker while 

at the California Men's Colony in San Luis Obispo. 

Criminal Partnership  

Bittaker and Norris met in prison and became close friends, discussing their common interests: 

domination, misogamy, and rape. This led to them conjuring up fantasies about how they would abduct, 

dominate, rape, and murder females after their release from prison. The pair made plans to reunite 

once released from prison to carry out these plans.  

In November 1978, Bittaker was released from prison and worked as a mechanic. Norris was 

released from prison two months later. After Norris was released, he was able to secure a job as an 

electronics technician. Together they purchased a van which they called “Murder Mac.” They prepared a 

bed, their rape kit, and a cooler for drinks. Before committing any crimes, the two practiced the 

different ways they could lure women into their van. Many of these women were brought to the 

mountains to have their pictures taken and then dropped off. While out scouting for locations one day, 
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they spotted an isolated road that was protected with a locked gate. Bittaker broke the lock off and 

replaced it with his own. They had determined the location where they would carry out their fantasies.  

Crimes  

 Lucinda Lynn Schaefer was their first victim. On June 24, 1979 Bittaker and Norris’s abducted her 

after she declined their offers of marijuana and a ride home. She was bound with duct-tape and brought 

to the isolated road they had previously found in the mountains. They took turns raping her before both 

attempting and failing to manually strangle her. In the court documents, it is reported that Lucinda 

asked for time to pray if they were going to kill her. They told her they were not going to and did not 

allow her to pray before she was murdered. They tried to strangle her using their hands, but were 

unsuccessful. Using pliers, they tighten a wire coat hanger around her neck until she died. Lucinda’s 

body was wrapped in plastic and thrown over a canyon.  

 Bittaker and Norris abducted Andrea Joy Hall on July 9, 1979. They brough her to the same 

isolated mountain road. They had raped her multiple times before Norris left to go get alcohol. While 

alone, Bittaker took Andrea deeper in the hills, raped her and took photos of her in various positions 

while nude. He also photographed the moment he informed her he would kill her unless she could come 

up with a list of reasons that she should be spared. Bittaker did not spare her; he pierced her brain with 

an icepick through both of her ears. He left the icepick in her head and stomped on the handle until it 

broke off. Andrea was still alive until Bittaker strangled her before disposing her body in a nearby 

embankment.  

 On Labor Day of 1979, Bittaker and Norris abducted their next two victims: Jackie Gilliam and 

Leah Lamp. The teenage girls were sitting at a bus stop when they accepted a ride from the men. The 

girls had willingly got in the van and were smoking marijuana when they noticed the direction they were 

driving in; they were not going towards the beach as they had planned. Leah had tried to exit the van 
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but was hit in her head with a bat. The men managed to bound and gag the teenagers and brought them 

to the mountains. The men recorded themselves raping and torturing the girls over the course of two 

days. Jackie was killed first; they had stabbed her in both ears with an ice pick and proceeded to strangle 

her. Norris then hit Leah in the head with a sledgehammer. Still alive, Bittaker strangled her while Norris 

struck her multiple times with the sledgehammer. They threw both bodies over a cliff.  

 The men had attempted to abduct Jan Malin on September 27, 1979 but failed. Jan was closing 

her garage door when the assailants had approached her. Bittaker had sprayed her with mace, while 

Norris attempted to get her into their van. Jan had started screaming, alerting neighbors who started to 

come out of their houses. Giving up, Norris drove away, while Bittaker took off on foot. Robin Robeck 

was another survivor of the men. She had been kidnapped, raped, and released. Robing had gone to the 

police, but she had not been able to identify her attackers.   

 Shirley Ledford was hitchhiking when she accepted a ride by the duo on October 31, 1979. They 

had stopped in a secluded area where Bittaker brandished a knife. Recording the ordeal, he started 

torturing Shirley as Norris drove the van. In the transcript of the audio, the extent of the torture can be 

seen. Bittaker hits her with a sledgehammer, rapes her, and forces her to say and do things sexual in 

nature. He continued to torture her by using pliers to inflict pain on her genital and breasts. Before 

switching places with Norris, he sodomized and rape her with the pliers. When Norris went in the back 

of the van, he continued to beat her with the sledgehammer while telling her to scream. Norris was 

unable to penetrate her, because of the damage that had been done to her genitalia. Instead, he forced 

her to fellate him. They killed her by wrapping a metal coat wire around her neck. Shirley’s body was 

found sprawled out on a lawn in a suburban neighborhood.  

Arrests  



6 
 

 

Norris had started talking about the crimes he had committed with former prison mates, who 

had informed police about what he was told. Not having any other leads, the police had turned to Robin, 

with a hunch it may be related. Robin was able to identify both Bittaker and Norris out of a police photo 

lineup. With this information, police arrested him on the suspected rape charges, as well as a parole 

violation of marijuana. Once arrested and confronted with the information the police had about the 

murders, Norris confessed, putting the blame on Bittaker. Once Bittaker was arrested, he followed suit 

and shifted the blame to Norris. Both were arrested for robbery, kidnapping, forcible rape, sex 

perversion, criminal conspiracy, and five counts of murder.  

Trial and Sentencing  

 Norris managed to make a deal with the prosecution, in return for his testimony against Bittaker 

and assistance in locating the bodies. Lucinda's and Andrea's remains were never located. The 

skeletonized remains of both Jackie and Leah were found; the icepick was still in Jackie’s skull. Norris 

received life in prison with the possibility of parole for his cooperation. Norris was sent to the California 

Medical Facility to serve his life sentence. He was denied parole in 2009 and again in 2019. Norris died of 

natural causes on February 24, 2020. 

 Bittaker had a trial and was found guilty on twenty-six charges of rape, torture, kidnapping, and 

murder. He was sentenced to death and was placed on death row at San Quentin State Correctional 

Facility. Bittaker died of natural causes on December 13, 2019.  

Literature Review 

Sexual homicide is an infrequent phenomenon that occurs in society. Meloy (2000) suggests that 

less than 1% of all homicide in the U. S. are sexual homicide, though there is not a conclusive number on 

the actual occurrence. Yet, these are the crimes we hear about so often on the news and portrayed in 

the media. This is predominantly due to the nature of sexual homicide, which “results in the content of 
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power, control, sexuality, and aggressive brutality” (Burgess et al. 1986). These concepts can clearly be 

seen in the case of Lawrence Bittaker and Roy Norris. These were planned compulsive sadistic 

murderers that started preparing their crimes through fantasy, until they could no longer resist their 

compulsion to kill. Their crimes spanned the course of 5 months, eluding any detection whatsoever. By 

examining the characteristics of the planned sexual murder, combined with the characteristics of the 

sadist, we can better understand how these heinous crimes transpired.  

Sexual Murder 

Sexual murder is a complex, rare phenomenon that has fascinated the public and academics 

alike. Academics face barriers when researching sexual murder, since there are not any records kept on 

federal or state levels. Sexual murder is much different from the more common for-profit or gang 

murder, where the crime has an obvious motive (e.g., for profit, or revenge). The motive for sexual 

murder is sexual gratification, which the killer achieves through the killing itself (Schlesinger, 2004).  

Identifying a sexual homicide is not always a simple task, and the lack of a universal definition 

makes it harder. The law does not encompass sexual murder and the DSM V does not define it, leaving 

academics to distinguish it through their extensive research. Meloy (2000) defines sexual homicide as 

“the intentional killing of a person during which there is sexual behavior by the perpetrator” (Meloy, 

2000, p. 2). The sexual behavior Meloy (2000) refers to can take place at any point before, during, or 

after the crime; It can be physical penetration (oral, anal, or vaginal), with an animate or inanimate 

object (Hazelwood & Warren, 2000); it may also manifest as conscious fantasy, masturbation, or 

symbolically through mutilation. Sexual homicides may have overt evidence of sexual activity, but not all 

do. Schlesinger defines sexual murder as a crime that was committed with the intent to be sexually 

gratifying (2003), putting the emphasis on the overall motive of the murder. Many times, a murder may 

appear to be sexual in nature, but the motivation is for sexual gratification. For example, a man may 
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rape a woman, then kill her to protect his identity; the murder was not sexually motivated. It is also 

important to note that there does not have to be sexual contact between the perpetrator and the victim 

for it to be sexually motivated; the violent act replaces the sexual one (Schlesinger 2004 Kerr et al., 

2015). The distinction between a sexually gratifying murder and a murder motivated by other means 

(i.e., financial gain, revenge) is important to make when examining sexual murders.  

There are two types of sexual murder: cataclysmic and compulsive. This paper will focus on the 

latter.  

The Compulsive Murderer 

The compulsive murderer “has a powerful internal drive to act out his violent thoughts and 

fantasies along with a strong potential for repetition” (Schlesinger, 2007, p. 195). The offender who 

commits multiple murders is known to the public as a “serial killer”. Though many famous cases may be 

sexual in nature, not all serial killers are sexual murderers. The FBI (2008) defines serial murder to be 

“the unlawful killing of two or more victims by the same offender(s), in separate events” (p.9). Though 

this term describes an offender who has killed multiple people, it does not capture the type of murderer 

who kills for sexual gratification. Schlesinger (2004) believes the term compulsive is more appropriate 

for this sub-type of murder.  

Schlesinger (2007) describes compulsive murders to be sexually aggressive in nature. The 

compulsive murderer is afflicted with deviant sexual fantasies, which after time, cause them to enter a 

state of distress (Schlesinger 2007; Schlesinger 2004). The distress from resisting these sexually 

aggressive urges can cause physical symptoms such as anxiety, headaches, and/or, stomachaches (Kerr, 

2014; Schlesinger 2007). The only way for to alleviate their distress is to carry out their violent, sexual 

fantasies.  

The compulsive murderer is not motivated by external forces such as their environment (e.g., 

workplace, school) or a situation (e.g., a husband finds out about his wife’s infidelity and kills her) to 
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commit murder nor are they motivated by social factors (e.g., wealth, education, family). It is the 

combination of the individual’s sexual instinct and aggression that combines with their sadistic 

tendencies, fantasies, and compulsions within their psyche that drives them to commit murder. 

Schlesinger (2007) describes this phenomenon as a “result of a fusion between sex and aggression so 

that the aggressive act itself is eroticized” (p.247).  

Schlesinger (2000a) maintains that these offenders have three interconnected components as 

part of their psychological makeup: sadism, fantasy, and a compulsion to kill”.  

Unplanned Compulsive Murder 

Both the unplanned and planned compulsive psychological makeup includes sadism, fantasy, 

and a compulsion to kill (Schlesinger 2000a). These components combined are what compel the 

offender to carry out their offenses. The manner in which their compulsions are carried out depends on 

how they organize their thoughts. Individuals who commit unplanned compulsive murders carry out 

their murders in an impulsive, disorganized manner, which reflects their thought patterns. These 

impulsive and disorganized behaviors are a result of an underlying serious mental illness (e.g., 

schizophrenia, schizotypal, borderline, undifferentiated) (Schlesinger, 2007). Individuals who have with 

these disorders lack the ability to organize their thoughts to plan a murder, therefore their crimes are 

carried out in an impulsive, thoughtless manner, when a given opportunity arises. The mental illness 

present in the offender does not cause them to kill. “The drive to kill is a result of an inner compulsion” 

(Schlesinger, 2003, p. 273). 

The unplanned compulsive murderer is described to be “disorganized” by Ressler (1988). He 

describes the disorganized killer to be “socially immature, sexually incompetent, and may have endured 

an abusive childhood” (p.230). They will have poor social skills, lower than average intelligence, not be 

able to hold a job, and be unable to have an intimate relationship. Ressler (1988) also describes how the 

offender will act during the murder. He states the disorganized killer is “spontaneous, sloppy, and will 
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leave the body at the scene of the crime” (p.232). The murder weapon is usually recovered at the scene 

of the crime, along with a plethora of evidence. Due to the spontaneity, lack of planning, and evidence 

left at the scene, the offender is usually apprehended quickly (Ressler, 1988; Schlesinger, 2004).  

Planned Compulsive Murder 

Just as the unplanned compulsive offender carries out their crimes to reflect their thought 

patterns, so do the planned compulsive murderers. Planned compulsive individuals are afflicted with 

personality disorders (e.g., psychopathic, narcissistic, or antisocial) that do not interfere with their ability 

to plan and think methodically. These offenders “are manipulative and deceptive but they are not 

distracted by interfering overt psychopathological symptoms” (Schlesinger, 2003, p. 271).  

Hazelwood and Warren (2000) use the term ritualistic offender to describe the offender who 

“invests great amounts of time and effort into the planning and rehearsal of his offenses” (p. 272). The 

ritualistic offender will spend a lot of time and effort fantasizing is characterized by diverse paraphilic 

interests, a pervasive and defining fantasy life, and a carefully developed and executed set of crime 

scene behaviors. Ressler (1988) uses the term organized murder to describe these same characteristics. 

The organized offender has average or above average intelligence, has well-developed social skills, and 

be sexually competent. Organized offenders will usually have access to a mode of transportation, which 

may be used to aid in the commission of their crimes. Ressler had also found that organized murders will 

plan the murder before committing it, they will usually target an unknown victim and the crime scene 

will reflect their organized thinking pattern.  

One important behavior to note of the planned compulsive homicide is their ritualistic behavior. 

Schlesinger (2007) explains the act of the killing may not be enough to satisfy the offender. The 

compulsive sexual murderer may need to engage in ritualistic behavior—behavior that is unnecessary to 

the act of murder–but is necessary for the offender to achieve sexual gratification. Schlesinger et al. 
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(2010) examined the ritualistic behavior of 38 compulsive sexual murderers who had committed 

between 2 and 11 murders, to see their ritualistic behavior patterns. Some of the behaviors they listed 

as ritualistic included “penis penetration; binding; overkill; torture; mutilation; taking photographs and 

documentation” (p.241). The study found that 97.4% of the offenders “engaged in ritualistic behavior 

with at least two victims in their homicide series” (p242); Of the combined 162 murders committed, 147 

(90.7%) “engaged in some type of ritualistic behavior” (p.242); and “of the 37 offenders while engaged 

in some type of ritualistic behavior at every crime scene” (p.242). This study shows how complex the 

compulsive sexual murderer is, as well as how important these ritualistic behaviors are to the offenders.  

Schlesinger (2003) describe the planned compulsive murderer to put extensive amounts of time 

and effort into planning their crimes, “which such care that they often go undetected for long periods of 

time” (p.233). Schlesinger (2000a) states that planned compulsive murderers have three factors that are 

essential in creating their behavior: “sadism, fantasy, and a compulsion to kill” (p.233).  

Sadism  

Kraft-Ebing (1886) was the first to write about the sadist, describing them to revel in seeing 

others in pain to, where it is an enjoyable sexual experience. “It may also consist of an innate desire to 

humiliate, hurt, wound or even destroy others in order thereby to create sexual pleasure in one's self” 

(Kraft-Ebbing, 1886, p.87). Kraft-Ebing’s idea of the sadist paved the way for our modern diagnosis of 

sadism.  

The DSM-V outlines the diagnosis criteria for sadism to be “intense recurrent and intense sexual 

arousal from the physical or psychological suffering of another person as manifested by fantasies, urges, 

or behaviors” (DSM V, p. 695). It also states, the fantasies, urges, and/or behaviors, must have a 

significant impact on one or more areas of the individual’s life (i.e., social, work), or have been carried 

out on a nonconsenting individual. This definition focus on infliction of pain, rather than focus on the 

core of the sadist, where their true desire is to control and dominate another person to see them suffer. 
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The suffering and anguish a victim endured is sexually gratifying to the sadists; how the pain is inflicted 

is a means to an end for this type of offender.  

A study conducted by Warren et al. (1996) looked at the crime scene behavior of 20 sexually 

sadistic murderers. The participants were chosen based on their level of “sexual arousal to images of 

suffering or humiliation” (p. 972) and they had to have at least 3 victims. Using police reports, all 

possible crime scene information, and interviews (with the offender and their family) the study found 

commonalities between the offenders. All the crime scenes and murders examined showed signs of 

intentional torture, and every victim was either bound, blindfolded, or gagged. Another common factor 

was the planning that went into the murders. Extensive planning went into 95% of the murders, with 

80% of the offenders conning the victim when approaching, and 80% having a location predetermined 

before carrying out the plan. “Their murders were consistent over time and reflect sexual arousal to the 

pain; fear, and panic of their victims” (Warren et al., 1996, p.974). Another finding of the study was the 

offenders murdered their victims mainly by strangling or stabbing them. Schlesinger (2004) also notes 

the importance between strangulation and the sadistic sexual murder; strangulation allows the offender 

to control the victim, even in death, by being able to prolong their suffering. Warren et al., (1996) 

exemplified this need for control, describing a sadistic sexual murder, who would breathe air into their 

victims to delay their death. This case is exemplary is showing the need for the sadist to have complete 

control and domination over their victim to the point where they chose when the victim dies.  

Fantasy  

Many people fantasize about becoming rich, famous, exacting revenge, or having sexual 

encounters; fantasy is a normal part of human behavior which all individuals experience. Burgess et al. 

(1986) defined fantasies to be an “elaborated set of cognitions characterized by preoccupation, 

anchored in emotion, and originating in daydreams” (p.256). There are some people who may have 
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sexually deviant fantasies, where there are themes of aggression and violence. Joyal et al., (2015) 

conducted a study to see the range of sexual fantasies in the general population, to determine what 

fantasies are truly unusual. From a sample of 1,516 adults (717 were males), they found that 59.6% of 

the males had fantasies of “dominating someone sexually”; 48.8% of the males had fantasies of “tying 

someone up in order to obtain sexual pleasure”; and 22% of the males had fantasies of “forcing 

someone to have sex” (p334). The study found, for males, that fantasizing about urinating on a sexual 

partner, having sex with animals, and having sex with a child under the age of 12 to be “unusual 

fantasies” (p334). Aggressive sexual thoughts are common in the non-criminal population, where these 

thoughts stay as fantasies. For some, these fantasies become too intense, cause too much distress, and 

must be carried out.  

Though not everyone who has these fantasies will act on them, it is believed that the fantasies 

themselves are a main factor when it comes to sexual homicide, especially when it comes to the 

planned compulsive offender (Meloy, 2000; Hazelwood & Warren, 2000; Schlesinger, 2007).  

Motivational Model of Sexual Murder  

 After interviewing 36 sexual murderers, Burgess et al., (1986) found that fantasy plays a 

critical role in sexual murder. FBI agents had interviewed the offenders over the course of 5 years, they 

looked at their histories (psychological, criminal, and childhood) along with the interviews. They had 

found that over 80% of their sample daydreamed during childhood and adolescence, along with 

compulsive masturbation. The exploratory study found that “daydreaming and fantasy is critical to what 

motivated them to kill” (Burgess et al., 1986, p.256). The study hypothesized that the offenders' thinking 

patterns, shaped by childhood and adolescent experiences, become associated with sexually aggressive 

fantasies.  
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 The motivational model explains in 5 stages the components that may lead to sexual 

homicide. The stages progress from childhood to adulthood or when the murder is carried out. Burgess 

et al. (1986) hypothesize that an “ineffective social environment”, where the child is ignored and does 

form a caring, bonded relationship with their caretakers. The child will also experience direct or indirect 

trauma, which Burgess et al. (1986) refers to as “formative events”. As a result of their ineffective social 

environment, which causes the individual to feel distress, as if they are helpless, and/or powerless. The 

child uses fantasy to cope with these feelings. These fantasies may have themes of domination, and 

control to compensate for the lack of control they have in their reality. Through “patterned responses” 

the child continues to develop negative coping strategies, isolating more and depending on their 

fantasies instead of their peers and other social relationships for support. The lack of socialization does 

not allow the child to understand how to “resolves conflict, develop empathy, and control their 

impulses”. (p.266). Since these fantasies are essentially replacing socialization, the individual feels a 

sense of relief when they escape to their thoughts. “The themes of their fantasies include dominance, 

revenge, violence, rape, molestation, power, control, torture, mutilation, infliction of pain on 

self/others, and death” (Burgess et al., 1986, p. 266). Eventually these fantasies turn into “actions 

towards others”, which may result in fire setting, cruelty towards animals, stealing, and violent crime 

before escalating to sexual murder. After the fantasies are carried out, Burgess et al. (1986) hypothesis 

through a “feedback filter” the actions of the sexual murderer are reinforced. As the sexual murderer 

continues to kill, he will learn, and evolve his behavior to avoid apprehension.  

 The motivational model shows how negative interactions early in development can lead 

to sexual and aggressive thoughts becoming fused. “Murderers were consciously aware of the central 

role of fantasy in their lives and of their preference for fantasy over reality” (Burgess et al., 1986, 258). 

As comprehensive as this model is, it does have its limitations. As Meloy (2000) notes, the lack of a 
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control group, so it is unsure if this model describes the development of only sexual murders, or other 

sexual offenders as well.    

Fantasy and the Compulsion to Kill  

 Prentky et al., (1989) found that sexual murderers who have multiple victims are more 

likely to have an intricate sexual deviant fantasy life. They used 25 sexual murderers from the Burgess et 

al., (1986) study, using the offenders who had 3 of more murder victims, and compared them to a group 

of 10 sexual murders who had a single victim. The study found a significant difference between the two 

groups in the themes of fantasies that occurred while daydreaming. Aggressive and violent fantasies 

were more frequent in the group who had multiple victims, with 86% having daydreams of “rape, 

murder, or both” compared to the 23% of murders with a single murder victim. They also found the 

group with multiple murders had higher percentages of paraphilias, including compulsive masturbation 

(70% vs. 23%); fetishism (71% vs. 33%); and voyeurism (75% vs. 43%). “Not only does paraphilia suggest 

a preference for fantasy, but the paraphilic may be seen as something of a fantasy-stimulus collector 

who seeks out secret experiences to add to his internal world on fantasy (Prentky et al., 1989, p.890). 

 The study conducted by Prentky et al. (1989) had profound findings that showed fantasy 

and sexual murder, especially in compulsive murders, are intertwined. As crucial as a factory fantasy 

may be, it is not the only factor that contributes to sexual murder. Many of these offenders were 

exposed to nonnormative events that promote a rich fantasy life. There may also be warning signs in the 

offender’s background, which Schlesinger (2007) refers to as “ominous signs” (p.253). These signs 

include animal cruelty (particularly to cats); a need to control and dominate others; pyromania; sexual 

burglary; and unprovoked attacks on females motivated by underlying misogynous emotions. Fantasy 

alone does not create a sexual murderer; it is a combination of many factors that produced this complex 

phenomenon.  
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Fantasy and the “Perfect Sexual Murder”   

 The fantasy life of the planned compulsive murderer is much more in depth and intricate 

than those of the unplanned compulsive murderer. Though aggressive, violent, and sometimes sadistic 

fantasies may occupy an unplanned compulsive murderer's mind, they are not specific (i.e., bondage 

focused, sadistic themed) and “are simplistic and concrete” (Hazelwood & Warren, 1986, p. 270). The 

intricacy of the sexual fantasies that the planned compulsive murderer has usually leads to ritualistic 

behavior at the crime scene (Schlesinger, 2003; Hazelwood & Warren, 2000).    

  “The ritualistic offender invests great amounts of time and effort into the planning and 

rehearsal of his offenses” (Hazelwood & Warren, 2000, p. 272). The fantasy that develops in the 

compulsive murderer’s mind happens over time, modified until it becomes perfect. The perfect fantasy 

will not carry over to reality, as a result, the murderer may feel disappointed and learn from his 

mistakes, so he can eventually carry out the “perfect sexual murder” true to their fantasy (Hazelwood & 

Warren, 1995). In sexual murder case that Hazelwood & Warren (1995) refer to, a man killed a couple 

and described the murder on a tape recorder. On this recording, “he expressed disappointment over the 

fact that the young man’s blood had saturated the bed clothes and mentioned that he should have 

placed a plastic sheet beneath the victim’s body” (Hazelwood & Warren, 1995, p. 90). He also expressed 

disappointment in the lack of suffering the man endured, stating he should have stabbed him in the 

kidney rather than slice his throat “so he would have lived longer (p.91). Hazelwood and Warren (1995) 

believe that in addition to reliving the crime and having a souvenir from the murder, the recording also 

serves as a way for the offender to be able to carry out their perfect fantasy.  

  “The ritualistic offender invests great amounts of time and effort into the planning and 

rehearsal of his offenses” (Hazelwood & Warren, 2000, p. 272). The fantasy that develops in the 

compulsive murderer's mind happens over time, modified until it becomes perfect. The perfect fantasy 
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will not carry over to reality, as a result, the murderer may feel disappointed and learn from his 

mistakes, so he can eventually carry out the “perfect sexual murder” true to their fantasy (Hazelwood & 

Warren, 1995). In sexual murder case that Hazelwood & Warren (1995) refer to, a man killed a couple 

and described the murder on a tape recorder. On this recording, “he expressed disappointment over the 

fact that the young man’s blood had saturated the bed clothes and mentioned that he should have 

placed a plastic sheet beneath the victim’s body” (Hazelwood & Warren, 1995, p. 90). He also expressed 

disappointment in the lack of suffering the man endured, stating he should have stabbed him in the 

kidney rather than slice his throat “so he would have lived longer (p.91). Hazelwood and Warren (1995) 

believe that in addition to reliving the crime and having a souvenir from the murder, the recording also 

serves as a way for the offender to be able to carry out their perfect fantasy.  

Conclusion 

 The components that make up a compulsive sadistic murder (aggression, sadism, and 

fantasy) must be understood individually to understand them as a whole. Research has discovered the 

motivations and the contributing factors that foster an environment that allows the compulsive 

murderer to grow, but not enough is known to fully understand the interactions and processes that take 

place within the offender’s psyche. Compulsive sadistic killers are a rare sub-type of homicide and much 

more research is needed to understand the factors that culminate in these sexually motivated 

murderers. 

What the Literature has Taught 

 Sexual murder is a rare occurrence, which makes researching and understanding this 

phenomenon much harder than other crimes. The research that has been conducted is essential to 

understanding what factors contribute to the creation of the compulsive sadistic murderer and 

differentiating between the different sub-types of sexual murders.  
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 Lawrence Bittaker and Roy Norris are textbook examples of compulsive sadistic 

murderers. Their actions during the crime are evident of a sexually motivated murder, as described as 

much of the literature cited. We can see from the research there are a culmination of factors that 

contributed to this string of murders. Both killers had multiple warning signs from Schlesinger’s Ominous 

Signs (2003) such as extensive criminal records, sadistic fantasies with a compulsion to act, and the need 

to control others.  

  It can also be stated that Bittaker and Norris both experienced what Burgess et al. (1986) 

describes as an ineffective social environment. Their childhoods did not encourage a bond between 

them and their caretakers which could have fostered the growth of sadistic fantasy. Using fantasies of 

domination and violence to have some control in life, they may have continued through the stages of 

the motivational model, sifting each criminal behavior through their feedback filter, justifying their 

actions along the way.   

 It is imperative to understand the sexual gratification of the sadistic offender is not the 

infliction of pain itself, but the suffering the victims endured. The nature of the sadistic murderer can 

clearly be seen in the murders of Lawrence Bittaker and Roy Norris. While recording their crimes, the 

pair inflicted an unimaginable amount of pain using their fist, sledgehammers, pliers, and used 

strangulation as their manner of murder. The transcript used in courts shows the offenders ordering 

them to scream louder and louder, showing how the suffering and pain of their victims.  

 The literature shows how important understanding crime scene behaviors are to 

identifying the type of sexual murder has taken place. Knowing the difference between an organized 

and a disorganized crime scene allows law enforcement to have and insight to the offender they are 

looking for. Understanding the characteristics between a planned and unplanned sexually motivated 

crime may help the apprehension of the killer and fewer victims.  
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 As rare as it is, the impacts of the compulsive sadistic murder are detrimental to the 

victims, families, and the communities where these acts take place. Research should be continued in 

order to help identify and prevent these types of crimes from happening again.  
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