
Nurturing Monsters: Exploring the Role of Environment in the Creation of Serial Killers
Keya Shah

Abstract
Serial killers have long been the

subject of fascination and scrutiny within the
field of criminology. The nature vs. nurture
debate has been a significant point of
contention when exploring the origins of
their behavior. This case study aims to
demonstrate that nurture, encompassing
various factors such as: modus operandi,
ostracism, and familial ties, plays a larger
role in the creation of serial killers than
nature. By examining the lives and crimes of
Ted Bundy and Randy Steven Kraft, as well
as drawing on the diathesis stress model
and sociocultural theorie, this paper will
provide compelling evidence to support the
thesis that nurture contributes significantly to
the development of serial killers.

Introduction
In the realm of criminology, the

origins and motivations of serial killers have
long captured the fascination and intrigue of
researchers and society at large. Central to
the discourse is the age-old debate of nature
versus nurture, each vying for dominance in
explaining the genesis of their chilling
actions. This case study delves into this very
debate, shedding light on the intricate
interplay between these two forces in
shaping the formation of serial killers.
Through a focused examination of the lives
and behaviors of two notorious figures, Kraft
and Bundy, viewed through the lenses of
psychological theories and their distinctive
modus operandi, this study seeks to unveil a
deeper understanding.

Beyond mere fascination, this
exploration holds profound implications,
offering insights that extend beyond
criminology into broader societal
understanding and proactive prevention

strategies. By dissecting the complex
tapestry of nature and nurture, we aim to
contribute to a more comprehensive
comprehension of the factors that propel
individuals down the harrowing path of
becoming serial killers.

Definitions & Literature Review
Serial homicide has been defined as

the unlawful killing of two or more victims in
separate incidents (FBI, 2008) [1]. A central
aspect of understanding serial killers is the
concept of modus operandi (MO), which
refers to the consistent patterns and
behaviors that these individuals employ
when committing their crimes (Douglas and
Douglas, 2006) [2]. This MO includes
various elements such as the choice of
weapons, methods of victim selection, and
the specific ways in which the victims are
killed. Importantly, the MO evolves over time
as the serial killer learns from past mistakes
and adjusts their techniques accordingly
(Douglas and Munn, 1992) [3]. This
evolution of MO holds significance in the
context of criminology as it can offer insights
into the psychological development and
decision-making processes of serial killers.

The sociocultural theory of cognitive
development, proposed by Vygotsky, asserts
that adults play a pivotal role in shaping
children's personalities and cognitive
abilities through social interactions and
cultural contexts (Mcleod, 2023) [4]. This
theory suggests that external influences,
particularly from caregivers and the
surrounding environment, contribute
significantly to an individual's development.
In the case of serial killers, the quality of
their early relationships and social
experiences could potentially shape their
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perceptions, emotional regulation, and
predisposition to violence.

The Diathesis Stress Model
complements the sociocultural theory by
examining the interaction between genetic
predispositions and environmental stressors
(APA, 2023) [5]. This model suggests that
certain individuals may have a genetic
vulnerability or predisposition to develop
certain disorders, which are then triggered
by external stressors. This could be
applicable to serial killers, where individuals
with a genetic predisposition to aggression
might only exhibit violent tendencies if they
experience particular stressors during their
upbringing.

These psychological theories provide
a lens through which to explore the complex
interplay between nature and nurture in the
formation of serial killers. While genetics
might contribute to a predisposition for
violent behavior, environmental factors,
especially during formative years, seem to
play a crucial role in whether or not these
predispositions manifest into actual violent
actions.

Overview/Provide Context:
Randy Steven Kraft, born in 1945,

experienced a seemingly ordinary childhood
characterized by a blend of affection and
neglect. As the youngest in the family, he
received attention from his mother and
sisters, yet his father's preference for his
sisters left him feeling somewhat overlooked
(McDougal, 1991) [6]. These early
experiences may have contributed to a
longing for approval and validation that,
when coupled with societal disapproval of
his homosexuality, created an inner turmoil.

Growing up in a conservative
environment, Kraft's emerging sexual
orientation clashed with his family's values.
When he chose to come out, his father's
vehement rejection reinforced feelings of
isolation and rejection (McDougal, 1991) [6].

This experience of being shunned by a
parental figure likely intensified Kraft's sense
of alienation and might have fueled his
anger.

Ted Bundy, born in 1946, had a more
tumultuous childhood marked by complex
family dynamics. Discovering that his sister
was his biological mother and that his
"mother" was his grandmother introduced
early confusion and mistrust (Piccotti &
Kettler, 2020) [7]. This revelation shattered
Bundy's understanding of his family
structure, potentially eroding his trust in
those closest to him. This confusion might
have laid the groundwork for feelings of
mistrust and detachment, influencing his
ability to form healthy relationships later in
life.

Bundy's experiences were
compounded by his speech impediment and
social struggles. His severe shyness made
him a target for bullying in school, further
exacerbating his feelings of isolation
(Jenkins, 2023) [8]. These early experiences
of rejection and victimization could have
shaped Bundy's self-image and emotional
responses, potentially laying the groundwork
for his future violent behavior (Widom &
Maxfield, 2001) [9].

Both Kraft and Bundy underwent
experiences in their early lives that primed
them for emotional struggles and difficulties
forming stable relationships. These
experiences could have significantly
impacted their development and emotional
well-being, potentially contributing to their
eventual paths as serial killers. This aligns
with the sociocultural theory, suggesting that
their early interactions and relationships
were critical factors in shaping their
psychological trajectories.

In the following section, we will delve
deeper into the presentation of evidence and
the discussion of data, examining how these
early experiences manifested in their actions
and choices as serial killers. Through a

2



thorough analysis of their lives, we aim to
shed light on the complex interplay between
nature and nurture in the formation of serial
killers.

Presentation of Evidence & Discussion of
Data

The concept of modus operandi (MO)
is a cornerstone in understanding the
methods and behaviors serial killers adopt in
the commission of their crimes. Examining
the MO not only offers insights into the
psychological makeup of these individuals
but also provides a lens through which we
can explore the interplay between nature
and nurture in shaping their actions.

Kraft:
Randy Steven Kraft's MO revolved

around the selection of young men as
victims, followed by sexual assault and
ultimately their killing. The anger and
violence evident in his acts point towards an
inner conflict stemming from his sexual
orientation and societal rejection of it. The
sociocultural theory is particularly relevant
here, as Kraft's childhood experiences of
neglect and lack of approval from his father
likely contributed to his yearning for
acceptance (Randy Kraft-The Scorecard
Killer, 2023) [10]. When his father overtly
rejected him upon revealing his
homosexuality, it intensified feelings of
abandonment, potentially stoking his anger
and propelling him towards violent
tendencies.

The Diathesis Stress Model
complements this understanding, suggesting
that Kraft's genetic predisposition to
aggression could have been triggered by the
stressors he faced. His early encounters
with neglect and rejection could have acted
as stressors that magnified his innate
tendencies towards violence. Over time, this
accumulation of stressors might have
contributed to the escalation of his

aggressive behavior and his progression
towards serial killing (Sussman, 2023) [11].

Bundy:
Ted Bundy's MO focused on young

women, often those with dark hair, bearing a
striking resemblance to his ex-girlfriend. This
pattern hints at a personal vendetta or a bid
to exert control over his past relationships.
The sociocultural theory comes into play
again, suggesting that Bundy's early
experiences of betrayal, isolation, and
bullying hindered his ability to form healthy
relationships, fomenting feelings of
resentment and anger.

Applying the Diathesis Stress Model
to Bundy's case, his genetic predisposition
to aggression might have been set off by the
stressors he encountered—rejection,
bullying, and family trauma. These stressors
might have propelled his descent into
violence, as he sought to regain a sense of
control and power that he believed was
denied to him during his formative years.

What does this mean?
What these MOs underscore is the

significant role that early experiences and
environmental stressors play in shaping the
choices and actions of serial killers. While
genetic predisposition might set the stage
for their aggression, it is the external
stressors and nurturing (or lack thereof) that
appear to act as pivotal catalysts for their
violent tendencies. This synthesis of genetic
predisposition and environmental triggers
forms the complex tapestry of the nature vs.
nurture debate.

Moreover, examining the sociocultural
theory and the Diathesis Stress Model
through the lens of these two cases
deepens our understanding of how these
psychological theories intersect. Both Kraft
and Bundy faced early life circumstances
that could be seen as stressors—the former
encountering rejection due to his sexuality
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and the latter grappling with a range of
family and personal challenges. These
stressors, combined with their genetic
predispositions, could have set them on a
collision course with violence.

While alternative perspectives
suggest a more prominent role for genetics,
the evidence presented in the cases of Kraft
and Bundy firmly establishes the impact of
nurturing and environment. Brain scan
studies might indicate differences between
individuals prone to aggression and those
not (American Academy of Experts in
Traumatic Stress, 2020) [12], but it is crucial
to recognize that the expression of these
genetic tendencies is malleable and
influenced by the context in which an
individual grows and develops.

In sum, this in-depth analysis of the
MOs and psychological theories surrounding
serial killers Kraft and Bundy reaffirms the
significance of nurture in the development of
their violent behavior. It further underscores
the complexity of the nature vs. nurture
debate, wherein genetics and environment
intertwine to shape the trajectory of these
individuals towards criminality.

Engaging with Alternative Perspectives &
Restatement of Thesis

While the analysis has emphasized
the role of nurture in the development of
serial killers like Kraft and Bundy, it is
essential to acknowledge alternative
viewpoints that highlight the influence of
genetics. Brain scan studies have indicated
differences between individuals prone to
aggression and those not (American
Academy of Experts in Traumatic Stress,
2020) [12]. These findings suggest that
genetic predispositions might contribute to
the propensity for violent behavior.

However, the evidence in this paper
suggests that while genetics may lay the
foundation for aggressive tendencies, the
way these tendencies manifest seems

intrinsically tied to environmental factors.
The sociocultural theory and Diathesis
Stress Model provide frameworks for
understanding how childhood experiences,
family dynamics, and external stressors
interact with genetic predispositions.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this case study has

explored the role of nurture in the making of
serial killers, utilizing the diathesis model
and sociocultural theory to analyze the
cases of Randy Kraft and Ted Bundy. By
closely looking at the details of their life
through a case study methodology, the
evidence presented strongly suggests that
early-life experiences and environmental
factors play a dominant role in shaping the
development of serial killers. Understanding
this crucial aspect of serial killer formation
can aid in developing preventive measures
and interventions. Further research in this
field is essential to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the complex interplay
between environmental factors and the
emergence of serial killers.

The analysis of Kraft and Bundy's
cases illuminates the intricate nature-nurture
interplay in shaping serial killers. This
understanding challenges reductionist views
and emphasizes the joint influence of
genetics and environment. Prevention
strategies can target individuals with both
genetic vulnerability and adverse
surroundings, intervening before violence
escalates. Legal frameworks could consider
comprehensive contexts, while societal
responsibility lies in nurturing environments
to counteract genetic tendencies. This
research broadens perspectives on criminal
behavior, informs prevention, legal
proceedings, and underscores the
importance of holistic support systems.
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