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Introduction 
Aileen Wuornos is one of history’s infamous female serial murderers. Among a multitude of offences throughout her long career of criminal activity, she was imprisoned and sentenced to death for mercilessly killing 6 men (Russell, 1992). Throughout her upbringing she was subjected to abandonment by her mother and father, isolation and physical and emotional abuse from her grandparents, her primary caregivers. Through this lack of caregiver support and communication, and the example set to her through her grandfather’s violent and aggressive behaviour, Aileen quickly developed behaviours of a criminal nature, high in aggression and anger, setting the path for her future of criminal activity eventually escalating to cold blooded murder and imprisonment (Myers, Gooch & Meloy, 2005). Her behaviour as an adult suggested a personality disorder, in which a failure to develop mature and effective social relationships resulting from a combination of biological predisposition, and environmental factors such as abuse and abandonment. With many psychological explanations for Aileen’s available, this case study will explore the psychosocial history of Wuornos, from birth to adulthood, and apply the theories of attachment, operant conditioning and the role of reward, punishment and reinforcement in perpetuating criminal behaviours, and social learning theory and the role of parent modelling in creating aggressive and criminal behaviour, to understand the behavioural manifestations of Aileen’s disordered personality, the origins of her criminal behaviour, and hypothesise the existence of an antisocial and borderline personality disorder. 




Life history of Aileen Wuornos
Psychosocial 
On February 29th, 1956 Aileen Wuornos was born into a divorced family - an alcoholic father who would later be jailed for the rape of a 7 year-old girl, and an alcoholic 16 year-old mother. Aileen’s mother abandoned her and her brother Keith before the age of 5, leaving them both in the care of her alcoholic maternal grandparents, Laura and Britta Wuornos (Myers, Gooch & Meloy, 2005). Over the years, Aileen was severely abused by her grandfather, often being consecutively beaten whilst naked for days, and being verbally abused with degrading and belittling words (Biography.com, 2015). Aileen’s grandmother turned a blind eye to the constant abuse, and emotionally neglected her granddaughter, their relationship being described as lacking any emotional or physical affection or “mother-daughter” bond (Arrigo & Griffin, 2004, p.384).  Both Keith and Aileen believed Laura and Britta to be their parents until the age of 11, when their abandonment by their mother and father was revealed. This information alienated Aileen from her adopted parents, adding more distance and detachment to the already problematic environment. 
	Aileen signs of problem behaviour began from an early age, her vicious temper causing her to explode into massive tantrums, without any provocation. She frightened other children, and so her isolation followed into her peer group as well as home situation. She developed a close but complex bond with brother Keith, with reports of an incestuous relationship by the age of 10. By 13, Aileen was stealing, drinking, taking drugs, drinking alcohol, and lighting fires, one in which she received sever burns to her face (Myers, Gooch & Meloy, 2005). She begun soliciting herself to peers for money and cigarettes, developing the ability to “disassociate herself from her body; to blank off emotions” (Russell, 1992, p. 13). At 15 Aileen was pregnant with a child of an unknown father, though she claimed she was a victim of rape, this was never substantiated.  Wuornos was forced by her grandfather to give the child up for adoption, and shortly afterwards, had left school and was living on the streets, supporting herself with hustling and prostitution. Aileen’s grandmother died from hepatic cancer, and within 5 years, Keith her brother died from cancer of the throat (Arrigo & Griffin, 2004). Aileen was reportedly raped numerous times in her adolescence, and between the ages of 14 and 22 she had attempted suicide 6 times, twice in reaction to being abandoned by a boyfriend. Prostitution was Aileen’s main form of employment, during which she was raped or beaten a minimum of 12 occasions She showed interest in working in the police force, regardless of her criminal history. Wuornos had multiple short-lived, erratic, heterosexual relationships, a two-month abusive marriage to a man 50 years her senior. In 1986, Aileen met Tyria Moore, who she would call her have a four-year homosexual relationship and call her ‘wife’. During which she committed her most serious crimes (Biography.com, 2015). Moore recalled during their relationship, Wuornos’ obsession with fame, and her desire to have a book written after her. Wuornos’ sister Lori recalls conversations over her years of conversation with Aileen would centre on men, and she would “boast about the truck drivers that would pick her up for sex” (Myers, Gooch & Meloy, 2005, p. 4). proud of would often be openly aggressive toward Lori’s husband. 

Criminal 
Wuornos’ was arrested and charged on multiple occasions, including assault, being intoxicated in public, threatening behaviour, theft, aggravated robbery, and fraud. Her first conviction was that of robbery, for which she was imprisoned for three years. From her release in 1984 her criminal activity was increasing (Russell, 1992). Around this time, Aileen begun the first of 7 murders she would later confess to committing. She was charged with only 6 murders as one body was never found, claiming in each case that the victim had raped and beaten her and the murders were done in self-defence. She later contradicted these statements in an interview, claiming she had killed the men in order to eliminate them as witnesses once she had successfully robbed them (Myers, Gooch & Meloy, 2005). In each occasion the victims had been shot with a .22 calibre gun, and their bodies disposed of in deserted areas of main highways. She was imprisoned and executed in October 2002 by lethal injection (Biography, 2015).

Definition of offence 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Wuornos was charged and convicted of the wilful murder of 6 men – the intentional and unlawfully killing another person (Criminal code WA, 1913 s. 279), and prior to this, assault with intent to rob – using violence or a dangerous weapon to threaten with the intent to steal from a person  (Criminal code WA, 1913 s. 393)

Diagnosis
Cluster B Personality Disorder - "Failure to develop effective interpersonal functioning"
Borderline personality disorder 301.7 (F60.2)
·  “Characterized by a pervasive pattern of instability of interpersonal relationships, self-image, and affects, and marked impulsivity”
· Traits consist of extreme efforts to prevent and avoid abandonment, general dysphoric moods interrupted by swings, 
Antisocial Personality disorder 301.50 (F60.4)
· “Characterized by a pervasive pattern of disregard for and violation of the rights of others occurring since age 15 years”
· Traits consist of aggressiveness, irresponsibility, impulsivity, manipulation, deceitfulness, lack of empathy or remorse, and an inflated sense of ones own importance
The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM–5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013)

Psychological Explanations
Attachment Theory 
Attachment theory claims the emotional connection formed between children and caregivers are crucial to the development of an internal working model for the individual – the expectations and knowledge of self and others, and their personality (Bowlby, 1970). The healthy development of an infant, or adolescent, is dependent on the secure relationship with their main carer, and if, such as in Aileen’s case with her abandonment by her mother, and emotionally and physically abusive relationship with grandparents, the child is unable to develop a secure foundation of trust, an internal working model may be developed that views themselves as unlovable, and the world around them as unsafe, and the reliability on others as unreliable and cold (Shipley, 2001). These attachments to caregivers fall under the categories of secure, insecure avoidant, and insecure anxious/ambivalent. 
Studies suggest that individuals with abusive family histories are likely to develop an insecure adult attachment, and inability to control sexual and aggressive impulses (Arrigo & Griffin, 2004). Aileen’s erratic temper, aggressive and violent behaviour, and inability to maintain healthy, lasting relationships, indicate her avoidant/dismissive attachment style, and the poor development of her internal working model, due to her abusive background. Furthermore, this insecure attachment is associated with the development of antisocial and borderline personality disorders, and abusive behaviour (Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996), as can be seen in Aileen’s behaviour, lifestyle and choices as an adult. Her pattern of impulsivity, emotional instability, and suicidal efforts to avoid abandonment, and inability to maintain a healthy and stable long-term adult relationship are indicative traits of the existence of Borderline personality disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Wuornos was quoted in an interview saying that if she were to be released from jail, her killing would continue, showing no remorse for her victims (Myers, Gooch & Meloy, 2005), and in a separate interview, claimed it was the fault of the police for allowing her to continue killing (Biography.com, 2015). This lack of empathy or remorse, along with her sexual promiscuity, manipulative behaviour, and inability to accept her own responsibility for the murders, are all traits indicative of antisocial personality disorder, as the result of a maladaptive childhood resulting in an insecure avoidant/dismissive attachment style (Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996). 

Operant Conditioning
Skinners theory of operant conditioning, explains the formation of criminal behaviour due to the association made between behaviours, and the reward or punishment consequences that follow (McShane & Williams, 1997). The theory holds that any behaviour rewarded reinforces, or increases the likelihood of the behaviour recurring in the future. This can be in a positive form, in which the individual gains something desirable, or negative, in which a negative situation or object is removed (Bartol & Bartol, 2014). In the case of criminal activity, this works in that the criminal behaviour is directly reward through gain in events such as theft and burglary, and in environments it can be driven and maintained by the power, self-efficacy and status desired and achieved (Wortley, 2011). In the case of Aileen Wuornos, this process of behaviour and reward began at an early age when she would steal from her friends and family, gaining physical rewards and reinforcing her future behaviours.  Due to her abusive upbringing, human interaction held little value instead becoming about gain and power (Arrigo & Griffin, 2004); enabling her to emotionlessly - a trait of antisocial personality disorder - prostitute her body in her adolescence for the reward of petty change and cigarettes This interaction also gave Aileen the reward of social status and self esteem, as she was otherwise rejected and disliked by her peers (Myer, Gooch & Meloy, 2005).  Aileen’s view of humans as unloving and cold allowed her to mercilessly kill her “ragefully devalued” victims (Meloy, 1992, p. 232 as cited by Arrigo & Griffin, 2004). During the period of committing serial murders, Tyria Moore, Wuornos’ lover during the time, recalls Aileen’s obsession with notoriety, claiming that herself and Tyria were “the next Bonnie and Clyde, and that they were doing society a favour” (Arrigo & Griffin, 2004, p. 384).  This feeling of being special or smarter than others after successfully completing her murderous plan, the feeling of control replacing one of powerlessness, plus the gain of physical reward from the robberies, would act as a reinforcer for Aileen’s criminal behaviour, maintaining the cycle of criminal behaviour (Wortley, 2011, Arrigo & Griffin, 2004). Incorporated in this feedback system could also be a trait of borderline personality disorder, in which the desperate attempt to prevent abandonment by her lover Tyria, Aileen went to any lengths to support her ‘wife’, and at the same time avoiding a punishment of losing her lover (Bartol & Bartol, 2014). 

Social Learning Theory
Banduras psychological theory of social learning, an evolution of operant conditioning, focuses on the environmental and cognitive processes involved in acquiring behaviour (Baron and Richardson, 1994). Bandura highlights the role of imitation in producing aggressive and violent behaviours in children. Within this theory the ‘model’, a person of status or significance in the eyes of the infant i.e. the primary caregiver - in Aileen’s case her grandfather - is witnessed performing, and being rewarded for certain behaviours. This reward can come in any form. There are studies showing that children who have physical punishment inflicted on them in childhood are more likely to use violence themselves in later life (Baron and Richardson, 1994), while further research shows that children who witness violent and aggressive behaviour reproduce this behaviour in adulthood, as well as developing higher levels of overall aggression, violence and cruelty (Anderson, 2004).
 In Aileen’s case her high levels of aggression and tendency toward violence and hostility, could be explained by witnessing her grandfather model aggressive and violent behaviour against her brother Keith, and directly experiencing this herself, with the reward being the power over the children (Arrigo & Griffin, 2004). With a likely biological predisposition inherited from father for violence and criminal tendencies, this modelling would likely explain the extreme use of violence and aggression, with the ‘reward’ being not only money and material possessions acquired from the victims, but also power gained over the men she killed, further perpetuating the learned behaviour and cognitive process. This provides further evidence for the existence of an antisocial personality disorder, in the lack of remorse or empathy shown for these acts of aggression, focusing instead on the reward -  “I was in the robbery biz….i pretty much had ‘em selected that they were gonna die..” (Aileen: Life and death of a serial killer, 2004)

Conclusion 
This case study illustrates in the case of Aileen Wuornos the way in which detached, abusive or unformed relationships with caregivers negatively impact the development of emotional, social and personal development over the lifespan of the individual. Biological disposition and the development of insecure avoidant/dismissive attachment, and the absence of a close mothering emotional relationships, can feed the creation of an antisocial and borderline personality, lacking in empathy and allowing the committing of crimes without remorse or guilt. Learning the use of aggression and violence through social and operant learning, to gain physical possessions, power and control, Aileen gained control over her sense of powerlessness and wellbeing and her financial situation. With a likely biological predisposition to antisocial and borderline personalities, fostered by an insecure attachment to her grandparents, Aileen had the perfect formula for a personality capable of guiltless murder, using humans as a means to gain power and profit, and the inability to trust and love. 
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