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The primary objective of this study is to perform an exploratory analysis using quantitative linguistic analysis software, Linguistic Inquiry 
and Word Count (LIWC), to study how one prototypical psychopathic serial killer used language within various contexts over time. 

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by providing exposure to a novel and relatively affordable way of gleaning 
insights into psychopathology by looking at individual differences in language use. 

Theodore Robert Bundy (1946-1989), or “Ted,” was the quintessential psychopathic serial killer, prototypical of how the clinical construct was 
extensively detailed qualitatively by psychiatrist Dr. Hervey Cleckley1 and later further refined and quantified by psychologist Dr. Robert Hare.1-3 

Psychopathy is a clinical construct loosely characterized by a cluster of severe affective, interpersonal, and behavioral components that 
include, but are not necessarily limited to, traits such as:  superficial charm, egocentrism, glibness, conning/deceptiveness, pathological lying, poor 
behavioral controls, callous lack of empathy, and/or lack of remorse. Although related, psychopathy is often incorrectly equated with the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) diagnosis of Antisocial Personality Disorder (ASPD), a relatively heterogeneous 
categorical construct.  

One of the many characteristics that distinguish psychopaths from non-psychopaths is the way they employ language in unusual ways.4-7 
Their words are sometimes perceived as hollow shells devoid of affective content, a phenomenon that Cleckley referred to as “semantic aphasia.”1 
Language is the most common and reliable manner to convey our thoughts and emotions so that others can understand us.8 Our words reflect who we 
are and how we relate to others. Researchers have long studied the semantics of subjects with various psychopathologies to glean more insights into 
them and their behaviors; however, such endeavors often proved tedious, time consuming, expensive, and often had problematic interrater reliability.9 
With the advent of more affordable and powerful computers, we can now empirically and reliably accomplish in seconds or minutes what may have 
previously taken months or years. One tool that circumvents the aforementioned issues is the LIWC software.9 

LIWC (pronounced “Luke”) is a transparent text analysis program developed by psychologist Dr. James Pennebaker and his students at the 
University of Texas at Austin.9 It counts words and places them in psychologically meaningful categories.10,11 These empirical dimensions have been 
extensively studied, well validated, and applied to detect meaning in a wide variety of circumstances, such as predicting mild cognitive impairment, 
detecting deception in written and spoken language, and understanding individual differences between attempters and completers of suicide.12-16 To 
date, relatively few studies have used LIWC to understand psychopathy, and, as of this writing, no published research has used it to study serial killers. 

The primary objective of this study is to perform an exploratory analysis using LIWC to study how one prototypical psychopathic serial killer 
(Bundy) used language within various contexts over time. The dataset includes transcripts of police interrogations, personal correspondence, courtroom 
testimony, and interviews with the press collected by this study from books, video footage, and original documents from state archives in both Florida 
and Washington. The goal of this presentation is to introduce attendees to the powerful and affordable potentials of using LIWC in forensic 
investigations by illustrating how it can reliably relate language patterns to psychopathology. 
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