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Abstract
The homicides committed by women make up between 5 and 15% of the total number 
of homicides recorded in the world. Studies based on the gender of the perpetrator have 
been uncommon due to the low level of prevalence of female homicide offenders, but 
this tendency is currently undergoing a change. Nonetheless, in general, there is still lim‑
ited knowledge of the role of women in serious crime, which makes the task of criminal 
policy more difficult. Therefore, the present investigation seeks to perform a comparative 
analysis of the homicides committed by women (n = 56) with those committed by men 
(n = 521). The cases in this sample correspond to homicides solved in Spain by the Civil 
Guard between the years 2013 and 2018. The findings of the study show that homicides 
by women have distinctive characteristics, with 3 out of every 4 taking place in the fam‑
ily environment, and these being dominated by cases of filicide. The victims are under‑
age males with some type of vulnerability and a mental disorder. The female perpetrators 
tend to have a partner and live with somebody, have a mental disorder and do not present 
a prior criminal record. With regard to the crime, homicides perpetrated by women take 
place in the afternoon, without witnesses and in residences; when it comes to the criminal 
behaviours, they use weapons of opportunity, above all asphyxiating methods, they alter 
the scene and do not flee from the scene of the crime.
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Introduction

The study of criminal behaviour shows that the majority of crimes, especially violent ones, 
are committed by men (Beatton et al., 2018; Côté, 2007; de Vogel & de Spa, 2019; Jackson 
& Motley, 2019; van der Heijden & Pluskota, 2018). In Spain, the average crime rate of 
men between the years 2010 and 2018 was five times higher than that of women (13.7 vs. 
2.6 for every 100,000 inhabitants respectively) (National Statistics Institute [INE], 2019). 
And in the case of homicides, this difference was almost seven times greater (1.3 vs. 0.2) 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2019; González et  al., 2018). 
Despite the differences reflected by these figures, a constant rise in the number of women 
convicted of violent crimes has been registered throughout the last 20 years (de Vogel & 
de Spa, 2019). But investigations on homicide have not produced conclusive results, seeing 
as the study by Putkonen et al. (2011) in Finland found an increase in homicides commit‑
ted by women between the years 1995 and 2004, whilst the study by Trägårdh et al. (2016) 
in Sweden reported a tendency towards stability between 1990 and 2010, and the study by 
Cooper and Smith (2011) in the USA found a drop in numbers between 1980 and 2008, 
in line with what has occurred in Spain between the years 2010 and 2018 (INE, 2019). 
Despite these discrepancies, global studies agree that between 5 and 15% of recorded hom‑
icides are committed by women (Cooper & Smith, 2011; González et al., 2018; Häkkänen‑
Nyholm et al., 2009; Liem & Pridemore, 2014; Pizarro et al., 2011; Santos et al., 2019; 
UNODC, 2019).

Whilst the study of women as victims of homicide has been broadly documented, even 
in Spain (Linde, 2019), the same cannot be said for the category of perpetrators. One of the 
main reasons for this is the low level of prevalence of female murderers (Eriksson et al., 
2018; Fox & Fridel, 2017; Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Yourstone, et al., 2008). Tradi‑
tionally, studies that have addressed the analysis of the phenomenon of homicide and those 
that have been undertaken with the objective of creating typologies have looked exclu‑
sively at homicides committed by men, or, if they have included homicides perpetrated by 
women, the fact that there are so few cases has meant that the distinctive characteristics 
of these cases remain hidden. It is for this reason that investigation in the fields of foren‑
sics and criminology and the development of prevention tools and treatment programmes 
have been based on the study of masculine populations, making their application to women 
questionable (Caman et al., 2016; de Vogel & de Spa, 2019).

Although in recent years, studies have been published that analyse the role of the 
woman as a perpetrator of homicide, these are still limited to cases that occur in the domes‑
tic sphere, and in which the woman kills her intimate partner (Belknap et al., 2012; Suon‑
pää & Savolainen, 2019) or children (Liem & Koenraadt, 2008); or cases in which the 
women present some kind of mental disorder (Carabellese et al., 2020; Flynn et al., 2011; 
Wang et al., 2019). There are very few investigations that analyse the homicides committed 
by women outside of the family setting. In this respect, it is worth highlighting the study 
by Moen et al. (2016) that analysed 124 cases of female murderers in Sweden and which 
revealed that in 24% of the cases, they killed people outside of the family environment; 
and the study by Kim et al. (2017) in which the authors propose a typology of homicides 
committed by women based on the study of 362 cases committed in South Korea. Lastly, 
there are studies that have compared homicides committed by men with those committed 
by women (e.g. Sea et al., 2017) and that consistently show that there are significant differ‑
ences in the profiles of victim and perpetrator as well as in the contextual factors and the 
manner in which the homicides are carried out.
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Homicides Committed by Women vs. Homicides Committed by Men

Characteristics of the Victims

One of the main conclusions drawn by the studies that compare homicides committed 
by women and men is that women primarily kill family members, whilst men tend to kill 
acquaintances and strangers (Eckhardt & Pridemore, 2009; Flynn et  al., 2011; González 
et  al., 2018; Häkkänen‑Nyholm et  al., 2009; Sea et  al., 2017; Trägårdh et  al., 2016). 
With regard to the gender of the victims, the majority of studies show that women just 
as much as men predominantly victimise the latter (Pizarro et al., 2010; Trägårdh et al., 
2016), although the study by Sea et al. (2017) did find that women mainly kill men and 
men mainly kill women. The age of the victims has also been the subject of investigation, 
and although there seems to be a consensus on the fact that victims of a young age tend to 
be associated with women, mainly due to the involvement of the latter in cases of filicide 
(Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Moen et  al., 2016; Nagata et  al., 2016; Trägårdh et  al., 
2016), the study by Pizarro et al. (2010) found that the victims of women are older than 
those of male murderers, although other studies did not find significant differences in the 
ages of the victims (Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Sea et al., 2017). Finally, the study by 
Sea et al. (2017) also found no differences in the employment situation of the victims of 
men and women.

Characteristics of the Perpetrators

The link between the age of the murderers and their gender does not produce consist‑
ent results. There are studies that suggest that women who kill are older than male kill‑
ers (Flynn et  al., 2011; Fox & Fridel, 2017; Pizarro et  al., 2010; Putkonen et  al., 2011; 
Trägårdh et al., 2016; Yourstone et al., 2008) and others that find no substantial differences 
(Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Nagata et al., 2016; Sea et al., 2017). It is important to 
point out that when analysing specific typologies of homicide, such as the cases of women 
who kill their children or strangers, these women are younger than those who kill their 
partners (Moen et al., 2016). Consequently, it is clear that age is influenced by the context 
of the homicide and by the existing relationship between victim and perpetrator. Although 
few studies provide data about the country of origin of the female and male perpetrators of 
homicide, a consensus has been reached that the women tend to be national citizens, with 
a higher likelihood of the men being foreigners (Moen et al., 2016; Trägårdh et al., 2016; 
Yourstone et al., 2008). What is more, it is more common for the men to be unemployed 
at the time of the incident (Flynn et  al., 2011; Putkonen et  al., 2011; Sea et  al., 2017). 
The women tend to be married or in a relationship and live with other people, whilst the 
men are usually single and live alone (Flynn et al., 2011; Sea et al., 2017; Trägårdh et al., 
2016). When it comes to the existence of a criminal background, according to studies, this 
is less associated with women than with men (Flynn et al., 2011; Putkonen et al., 2011; Sea 
et al., 2017; Trägårdh et al., 2016). With regard to the consumption of alcohol and drugs, 
it is also more likely for the men to have consumed some type of substance at the time 
of the facts (Eckhardt & Pridemore, 2009; Moen et al., 2016), although these differences 
are not always significant (Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009). One aspect that has generated 
extensive research is the existence of a history of psychiatric illness and mental disorders 
amongst the women. Although studies associate different disorders with the women and 
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men who kill, in general, it is more likely to be the women who exhibit some kind of pre‑
vious diagnosis (Flynn et al., 2011; Nagata et al., 2016; Putkonen et al., 2011; Trägårdh 
et  al., 2016). The existence of prior suicide attempts is also more frequently associated 
with women (Nagata et al., 2016) although the study by Trägårdh et al. (2016) found no 
significant differences in the consummation of suicide after the fact.

Characteristics of the Event

As far as the characteristics of the incident, the literature finds that women primarily carry 
out the homicides in indoor settings, especially in homes, whilst those committed by men 
take place in outdoor settings and other public places (Eckhardt & Pridemore, 2009; Häk‑
känen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Moen et al., 2016; Trägårdh et al., 2016). No differences have 
been found regarding the number of victims (Häkkänen‑Nyholm et  al., 2009). With ref‑
erence to the weapon used, it appears evident that men use firearms to a greater extent 
than women (Fox & Fridel, 2017; Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Moen et al., 2016), but 
in terms of other kinds of weapons, studies have produced different results. The study by 
Trägårdh et al. (2016) found that blunt objects and asphyxiation were more commonly used 
by men, and the study by Flynn et al. (2011) associated bladed weapons with women, in 
contrast to the findings by Sea et al. (2017), which associated bladed weapons with men. 
Despite these discrepancies, the majority of studies associate asphyxiation with women, 
especially in cases of victims who are minors (Fox & Fridel, 2017; Häkkänen‑Nyholm 
et al., 2009; Moen et al., 2016). With regard to the nature of the weapon, whilst the study 
by Sea et al. (2017) showed that there are no differences when it comes to bearing arms 
prior to the incident, it did show that women are more likely to commit homicide using 
weapons available at the scene. Women, furthermore, demonstrate more behaviours of dis‑
placement and concealment of the body, they remain at the scene and they tend to con‑
fess to the homicide to a greater extent than men (Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009). Finally, 
there are no differences in terms of whether the place of the homicide and the discovery of 
the body are the same (Sea et al., 2017).

Aims of the Study

Traditionally, studies based on the gender of the perpetrator have been few and far between, 
given that most studies have focused on the homicides committed by men, or have simply 
disregarded the gender of the perpetrator. This tendency is undergoing a shift in the present 
day, since more and more investigations are analysing the role of the woman as the perpe‑
trator of homicide, either studying cases solely perpetrated by women, or comparing these 
cases with those committed by men. Nonetheless, in general, there is still limited knowl‑
edge of the role of women in serious crime, which makes the task of criminal policy more 
difficult (Caman et al., 2016; de Vogel & de Spa, 2019; Eriksson et al., 2018).

The objective of the present investigation is to go into greater depth on the differences 
between the homicides committed by women and by men, but without limiting the sample 
to a specific scope, such as the cases of intimate partner homicide, or studying only the 
cases in which the female perpetrator exhibits some kind of distinctive characteristic, such 
as the existence of mental illness. The study will elaborate equally on the profile of the vic‑
tims as well as that of the perpetrators, in addition to the contextual characteristics of the 
event and the criminal behaviours prior to and following the homicide.
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Lastly, analyses have been carried out considering only the variables of the victims and 
the characteristics of the event, given that this is the information that police investigators 
rely on when launching an investigation. Braga and Dusseault (2018) demonstrated that 
the role of the police investigators has a direct impact on the rate of crimes that are solved; 
therefore, one of the main objectives of this type of study should be to equip the police 
investigators with knowledge that can be applied in new cases of homicide. Specifically, 
this work analyses the link between the information that can be obtained during the first 
moments of the police investigation and the gender of the perpetrator, making it possible to 
assess whether, in light of the characteristics of the victim and the incident, it is more likely 
that the perpetrator is a man or a woman, which will allow police to open up or prioritise 
lines of investigation.

Method

Sample

The cases analysed correspond to homicides solved by the Judicial Police Units of the Civil 
Guard between the years 2013 and 2018. During this time frame, a total of 604 homicides 
were recorded, of which only the 577 solved in this same time frame were included in the 
study (95.5%). The temporal distribution by year was the following: 100 in 2013 (17.3%), 
89 in 2014 (15.4%), 105 in 2015 (18.2%), 95 in 2016 (16.5%), 81 in 2017 (14%) and 107 
in 2018 (18.5%). With regard to the territorial distribution, it is worth mentioning that the 
Civil Guard is one of the Spanish state’s security forces. The national territory in which 
this police force carries out its security and investigation functions encompasses popula‑
tions of fewer than 50,000 inhabitants and the outskirts of the provincial capitals (approxi‑
mately 85% of the national territory).

The final sample included 577 victims and 542 perpetrators. The mean age of these 
victims was 45.7  years (SD = 21.397, range = 0–99, Mdn = 44), whereby 49 of the vic‑
tims recorded were minors (8.5%). The victims were mainly men (59.3%) and of Spanish 
nationality (72.4%), with the foreign victims mainly being from the following countries: 
Morocco (5%), Romania (3.8%) and the UK (2.3%). In turn, the mean age of the perpetra‑
tors was 41.4 years (SD = 15.270, range = 16–91; Mdn = 40), with just 9 underage perpetra‑
tors recorded (1.7%). The perpetrators were predominantly men (90.2%) and of Spanish 
nationality (70.5%), with the foreign perpetrators mainly originating from Romania (9%) 
and the UK (2.4%).

Procedure

Various systems of police management and Civil Guard information were utilised in the 
collection of data, as was the information provided by the Organic Units of Judicial Police 
responsible for each of the cases of homicide. Subsequently, all the data was processed so 
as to standardise the codification of the information. Although information was gathered 
on all of the homicides recorded in the aforementioned police systems, once the base was 
put together, a filtering of the cases was undertaken so as to include only the following: (a) 
cases that had been solved and (b) intentional homicides or murders, excluding cases of 
involuntary manslaughter. In Spain, involuntary manslaughter refers to cases in which the 
death is caused by serious negligence or recklessness, but without wilful intent on the part 
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of the perpetrator. Due to this lack of wilful intent, these cases are not of great interest from 
the perspective of a police investigation.

A case of homicide was understood to mean the specific interaction between a perpetra‑
tor and a victim, regardless of whether other people were involved in the event. In the hom‑
icides where more than one perpetrator was implicated, the data was codified for the per‑
son who was considered the principal perpetrator of the crime in the police investigation 
(the person who carried out the lethal act). In the incidents where more than one victim 
was recorded, the number of entries codified in the database was equivalent to the number 
of victims identified. These considerations were taken into account when the analyses were 
performed, varying the number of total cases in accordance with the type of variable ana‑
lysed in each instance.

Variables

Victim and Perpetrator Variables

With regard to the victims and perpetrators, the following socio‑demographic variables 
were included: gender (1 = Man; 2 = Woman), age indicated in years and in a dichoto‑
mous manner, whereby in Spain, underage is defined as less than 18 years old (1 = Minor; 
2 = Adult) and the difference in age indicated in years between victim and perpetrator, the 
origin (1 = Spanish; 2 = Foreigner), the marital status (1 = Single; 2 = Partner), whether 
they lived with somebody (1 = Yes; 2 = No) and their employment status (1 = Employed; 
2 = Unemployed; 3 = Retired). The following were compiled as psychosocial variables: the 
existence of vulnerability, whereby for this purpose, vulnerability is defined as any char‑
acteristic that creates a state of helplessness in the victim against his or her aggressor, a 
diagnosed mental disorder (the presence of mental disorder was only marked when there 
was an official diagnosis or clear manifestations of the environment that allowed inferring 
the existence of the mental disorder), or a pattern of addiction to drugs or alcohol (codi‑
fied 1 = Yes; 2 = No). And lastly, the criminal records were codified in four dichotomous 
variables: the existence of a criminal record in general and the existence of past crimes 
against property, against public health and against people (all codified 1 = Yes; 2 = No). 
The relationship between victim and perpetrator was also recorded (1 = Partner/ex‑partner; 
2 = Family member; 3 = acquaintance; 4 = Stranger) and in the cases of family members, 
the kinship was specified (1 = Son/daughter; 2 = Father/mother; 3 = Other family mem‑
bers). In the case of the perpetrators, the presence of suicide following the act was also 
recorded (1 = Yes; 2 = No).

Variables of the Incident

In terms of the temporal distribution of the incident, the investigation included the point 
in the week (1 = weekday; 2 = weekend), and the time of day (1 = Morning; 2 = After‑
noon; 3 = Night). With regard to the realisation of the act, the presence of witnesses was 
recorded (1 = Yes; 2 = No), as was the place in which the events took place and the place 
in which the body was found (both codified 1 = open space/open air; 2 = closed; 3 = resi‑
dence), whether the place of discovery was different to that of the event (1 = Same place; 
2 = Different place) and the number of victims (1 = One victim; 2 = Multiple victims). With 
regard to the criminal activity, the recorded data included the weapon used (1 = Bladed 
weapon; 2 = Firearm; 3 = Blunt object; 4 = Asphyxia; 5 = Others) and the nature of the 
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weapon (1 = Opportunity; 2 = Carried). Lastly, regarding the behaviour prior to the homi‑
cide, it was recorded whether the perpetrator inflicted prior injuries to the victim or con‑
cealed his or her identity towards the victim, and regarding the behaviour after the fact, the 
data included whether the perpetrator altered the scene or the body, fled from the scene of 
the crime, and whether or not the perpetrator turned themselves in or confessed (all codi‑
fied 1 = Yes; 2 = No).

Results

Characteristics of the Victims

When observing Table 1, the gender of the victims was significantly different between the 
groups, with women mainly killing men, and men mainly killing women. Nevertheless, the 
age of the victims did not differ substantially when analysed quantitatively, but when ana‑
lysing whether the victims were minors, results showed that minors more frequently die at 
the hands of women. Significant differences also emerged with regard to the employment 
situation of the victims, revealing that the victims of women are generally not employed.

In terms of the psychosocial characteristics, the victims of women tend to present some 
kind of vulnerability or mental disorder. Of the 6 victims of female perpetrators, 2 pre‑
sented age‑related degenerative disorders, 1 mood disorder and 1 psychotic disorder; in 
the other 2 cases, the specific disorder was not known. In the case of the men’s victims, 7 
presented degenerative disorders, 2 mood disorders and the remaining 8 were not known.. 
No differences were found in the presence of addictions. And regarding the existence of a 
criminal record, no substantial differences were found. Women primarily kill family mem‑
bers outside of the scope of their intimate relationship, and upon exclusively analysing the 
cases that occur within the scope of the family, it was found that women are more likely to 
kill sons/daughters, whilst men are more likely to kill partners/ex‑partners.

Characteristics of the Perpetrators

With regard to the socio‑demographic characteristics of the female perpetrators (see 
Table 2), no differences were found in terms of age when analysed as a quantitative vari‑
able nor in dichotomised form, with not a single recorded case of underage perpetrators. 
But the results did show that women tend to have a partner at the time of the events, and 
moreover, they tend to be living with somebody. However, the employment situation did 
not reveal significant differences.

With respect to the psychosocial variables, women tend to exhibit mental illness to a 
greater degree than men. Of the 13 female perpetrators with mental disorders, 7 exhib‑
ited mood disorders, 2 exhibited personality disorders and 1 psychotic disorder, with the 
specific disorder unknown in 3 cases. Of the 38 men, 15 exhibited psychotic disorders, 9 
mood disorders, 3 personality disorders, 2 degenerative disorders and 9 cases in which the 
disorder was unknown. No differences were found in the presence of addictions. Where 
differences were indeed found is in the area of prior criminal records; here, the existence of 
records in general, and specifically records of crimes against property and against people, 
are more common amongst male murderers. Finally, the variable of suicide following the 
act did not reveal any differences in terms of the gender of the perpetrator.
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Characteristics of the Events

As can be observed in Table 3, the homicides committed by women mainly took place in 
the afternoon, with no differences found as far as the day of the week. There are usually 
no witnesses present, and these homicides mainly play out in homes, although the place of 
discovery did not show significant differences, nor did the factor of whether the places of 
the event and of the discovery were the same.

In terms of criminal activity, it was found that women use asphyxiation, and men use 
firearms. What is more, the weapons used by the women were already present at the scene 
of the crime. Last but not least, with regard to the behaviours of the perpetrator prior to the 
homicide, neither the existence of prior injuries nor the concealment of identity were sig‑
nificantly associated with either of the two groups; however, the behaviours after the event 
did present significant differences: alteration of the scene was associated with women, and 
it was common for women to remain at the scene following the events. The other behav‑
iours after the occurrence of the crime did not present significant differences.

Multivariate Analysis

Once the variables that showed significant bivariate differences were identified, a binary 
logistic regression analysis was carried out. For this purpose, only the variables pertaining 
to the victim and the event that can be determined during the initial moments of the investi‑
gation were selected, such that they may be able to help police agents identify whether the 
perpetrator of the crime is more likely to be a man or a woman. The variables of the victim 
included the following: gender, whether or not he or she was a minor, and the existence 
of mental illness. The variables of the event included: the time frame, the type of place in 
which the event occurred, the weapon used and its nature, and the alteration of the scene.

To avoid collinearity in the dummy variables, the reference categories used were those 
that demonstrated a greater presence in the data set. The assessment of collinearity did not 
show multicollinearity between the independent variables, since the minimum tolerance 
of these variables was 0.761 and the maximum variance inflation factor (VIF) was 1.314. 
Applying the Wald method of backward variable selection, a total of 13 independent vari‑
ables were evaluated, including the dummy variables. Of the 9 variables that remained in 
the final model, 8 showed statistical significance. As can be seen in Table 4, the homicides 
by women involved victims who were male (1), minors (2) and who had a mental disorder 
(3). Regarding the act, these women tend to commit homicides in the afternoon (4) and in 
homes (5). Neither firearms (6) nor blunt objects (7) are commonly used to take the life of 
the victim.

Discussion

The present study has established a comparison of the homicides committed by women and 
those committed by men within the domain of the Civil Guard between the years 2013 and 
2018. The analysis of the characteristics of the victims, the perpetrators and the criminal 
activity has shown that there are significant differences between these homicides depend‑
ing on the gender of the perpetrator. These results are important for the academic field, as 
they enable a deeper insight into the role played by women in serious crime, specifically in 
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homicide; but they are also of importance for the area of police operation, since as we have 
seen, it is possible to associate the information available at the crime scene with certain 
characteristics of the perpetrators, in this case, their gender.

First, it must be pointed out that in keeping with findings from previous studies, the 
female perpetrators made up 9.8% of the total of analysed perpetrators, with 3 out of every 
4 homicides committed by women taking place in the family setting, and the cases of fili‑
cide standing out above all. Statistically significant differences were found in the gender of 
the victim, since women predominantly kill men, whilst men predominantly kill women, a 
result that coincides with the findings of the study by Sea et al. (2017). Whilst there are no 
differences in the ages of the victims, in line with the findings by Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al. 
(2009) and Sea et al. (2017), underage victims were indeed found to be associated with the 
homicides committed by women, which emphasises the involvement of women in cases of 
filicide (Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Moen et al., 2016; Nagata et al., 2016; Trägårdh 
et al., 2016), nor are there any differences in the ages of the victims and the perpetrators 
based on the gender of the latter, since although the difference in age in the cases of filicide 
is very large, these cases are compensated by others in which the victims are older than the 
perpetrators, such as in cases of parricide or matricide. The number of women who kill 
other women is relatively low, both when compared to male victims of female perpetrators 
and female victims of male perpetrators. These findings show that, in those cases in which 
the victim is a young male, it is more likely that homicide is committed by a woman. Fur‑
thermore, no differences were found in the origin of the victims, nor their marital status, 
nor whether they lived with someone at the time of the events, although at the descriptive 
level, the victims of the women tend to be Spanish, are not in a relationship at the time 
of the events and live with other people. In contrast to the study by Sea et al. (2017), the 
results of this study show that the victims of women are not usually employed, which may 
be due, in part, to the fact that many of the victims of women are their children, who are 
not old enough to be working or even studying. Looking at the psychosocial profile, women 
kill victims who can be considered vulnerable, either because they are of a young age, as 
has already been established, or due to the fact that these victims tend to exhibit some kind 

Table 4  Binary logistic regression

Model: χ2 = 73.691; p < .000; Cox and Snell R2 = .13; Negelkerke R2 = .26; Hosmer and Lemeshow 
χ2 = 2.734; p = .950
* Dummy variables. Dummy variables were created for the following: time of day, event location and 
weapon. Baseline categories: night, residence and bladed weapon

B SE Wald Sig Exp (B) 95% CI

Gender (1 = man) 1.306 0.364 12.861 .000 3.692 1.808, 7.538
Age (1 = minor) 1.058 0.404 6.849 .009 2.881 1.304, 6.364
Mental illness (1 = yes) 1.720 0.611 7.923 .005 5.583 1.686, 18.491
Time of day afternoon* 0.689 0.317 4.714 .030 1.992 1.069, 3.711
Event location open space/open air*  − 1.077 0.421 6.542 .011 0.341 0.149, 0.778
Event location closed*  − 1.792 0.847 4.474 .034 0.167 0.032, 0.877
Firearm*  − 2.501 1.051 5.662 .017 0.082 0.010, 0.643
Blunt object*  − 1.155 0.407 8.046 .005 0.315 0.142, 0.700
Nature of the weapon (1 = opportunity) 0.715 0.372 3.687 .055 2.044 0.985, 4.241
Constant  − 3.252 0.435 55.900 .000 0.039
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of mental illness to a greater extent than the victims of men. Lastly, it should be noted that 
neither the variable of addictions nor the prior criminal records showed significant differ‑
ences, which may be due, in part, as in the employment status, to the fact that many of the 
victims of women are minors who are not old enough to have prior criminal records.

When it comes to the profile of the perpetrators, although the women are generally older 
than the men (43 vs. 40 years respectively), these differences are not great enough to be 
significant; consequently, the results from this study support the findings from the inves‑
tigations by Häkkänen‑Nyholm et  al. (2009), Nagata et  al. (2016) and Sea et  al. (2017). 
As mentioned in the introduction, it is important to emphasise the fact that the age will 
be influenced by the context of the homicide and by the existing relationship between vic‑
tim and perpetrator, as for example, in cases of filicide, the women will be younger than 
when they kill their partners (Moen et  al., 2016). With regard to age, it is important to 
point out that no underage perpetrators were recorded, which can again be explained by 
the involvement of women in homicides of their children and partners, making it more 
likely that in these cases, the women are older than in homicides that involve strangers 
and that occur in the context of a brawl or interpersonal dispute, with these types of cases 
being more common amongst male perpetrators. Unlike the findings from some studies 
(Moen et al., 2016; similar to the study by Trägårdh et al., 2016; Yourstone et al., 2008), no 
significant differences were found in the origin of the perpetrators, although at the descrip‑
tive level, the female perpetrators tend to be of Spanish nationality. In addition, they also 
tend to have a partner at the time of the event and they tend to be living with somebody, 
findings that coincide with the results from previous studies (Flynn et al., 2011; Sea et al., 
2017; Trägårdh et al., 2016). Although some research has found that men tend to be unem‑
ployed in contrast to women (Flynn et al., 2011; Putkonen et al., 2011; Sea et al., 2017), the 
present study did not find any differences in the employment situation based on the gen‑
der of the perpetrators. An important finding, and one that confirms the conclusions from 
other investigations (Flynn et al., 2011; Nagata et al., 2016; Putkonen et al., 2011; Trägårdh 
et al., 2016), is that, to a greater degree than men, women tend to exhibit mental disorders 
at the time of the incident. Although studies show that it is more common for men to be 
under the influence of substances at the time of the event (Eckhardt & Pridemore, 2009; 
Moen et al., 2016), no significant differences were found. As far as prior criminal records, 
the literature has found that women do not tend to have a record (Flynn et al., 2011; Put‑
konen et al., 2011; Sea et al., 2017; Trägårdh et al., 2016), and this idea is upheld up by the 
results of the study. Finally, examining the factor of suicide after the incident, the results 
confirm the findings by Trägårdh et al. (2016), namely that there are no differences based 
on the gender of the perpetrator.

The temporal distribution of homicides based on the gender of the perpetrator has not 
been addressed by previous studies, and in this sense, the present investigation shows that, 
although there are no differences as far as the day of the week, when analysing the time 
frame, it was found that the homicides committed by women more commonly take place 
during the afternoon. Homicides perpetrated by women are not usually carried out in the 
presence of witnesses, owing to the fact that they mainly take place in residences, whilst 
men kill in open spaces, making the presence of witnesses more likely in the latter cases. 
Upon examining the displacement of the body, it was found that although there are no sig‑
nificant differences, in homicides committed by women, the body of the victim tends to 
appear in a scene different to that in which the act was carried out (23.2 vs. 14%), coincid‑
ing with the findings from the study by Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al. (2009) in which displace‑
ment of the body was associated with cases involving women. This displacement can be 
explained, in part, by two reasons: (a) since the majority of women’s victims are family 
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members, the women may opt to displace the body as a method of disassociation from the 
homicide in an attempt to hinder the investigation; and (b) because, as underage victims are 
associated with women, the body of these victims may be easier to displace than in cases 
in which the victims are older. No differences were found in the number of victims; the 
existence of multiple victims was a very unusual circumstance in the study sample, since a 
mere 5% of the total number of homicides recorded more than one victim. Although stud‑
ies differ when it comes to the type of weapon associated with women and men, it seems 
that there is a consensus that firearms are primarily used by men and asphyxiation meth‑
ods by women (Fox & Fridel, 2017; Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al., 2009; Moen et al., 2016), 
and these results were also confirmed by the present study, noting that of the 100 cases in 
which firearms were used, only 1 involved a female perpetrator. The results regarding the 
nature of the weapon are similar to those obtained by Sea et al. (2017), namely that women 
tend to kill with weapons of opportunity. With regard to the criminal behaviours prior to 
the homicide, no differences were found in the presence of prior injuries, nor as to whether 
or not the perpetrator conceals his or her identity. On the other hand, although the study by 
Häkkänen‑Nyholm et al. (2009) found that women exhibited more alterations to the body, 
the results of this study showed that there are no differences in terms of the alteration to 
the body, whilst there are in fact differences in the alteration of the scene. And last but not 
least, in terms of the subsequent behaviours of the perpetrators, studies have found that 
women remain at the scene and tend to confess to the homicide more than men (Häkkänen‑
Nyholm et al., 2009); this study partially supports these results, inasmuch as the women in 
the sample tend to remain at the scene, but they do not turn themselves in or confess to the 
crime more than the men.

Limitations and Future Areas of Research

This investigation presents strengths and limitations. Firstly, it should be noted that this 
study examined all of the cases of homicide that were resolved in the domain of the Civil 
Guard in the period of study, which makes it possible to extrapolate these findings to homi‑
cides recorded in other years in this same domain, but does not mean that they can be 
extrapolated to all of Spain. Future investigations, therefore, should analyse cases across 
the entire national territory to see whether these patterns relating to the gender of the per‑
petrator remain stable. A further strength of this study is that, whilst almost all of the ana‑
lysed variables are supported by an existing theoretical foundation, it also includes other 
variables that have enabled a more in‑depth examination of the victim profiles and, above 
all, the criminal behaviour. The access to this type of information was possible thanks to 
the origin of said information: as it was police information, the criminal activity is more 
detailed than it is when dealing with studies that take a more clinical approach. Finally, the 
aim was to establish an initial picture of the homicides committed by women by comparing 
these homicides with those committed by men, which is why the inclusion of all types of 
homicides, regardless of the type of prior relationship between victim and perpetrator, and 
without focusing the attention on the perpetrators who exhibited some kind of distinctive 
characteristic, enabled a clearer general overview of these cases.

All in all, this study provides a good foundation upon which to continue investigating 
the differences in homicides depending on the gender of the perpetrators. For example, it 
has been shown that women mainly commit homicides within the scope of the family, but 
are there differences between the family homicides committed by women and men? With 
this in mind, it is proposed that specific types of homicide are analysed, such as the study 
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by Liem and Koenraadt (2008) that analyses the differences based on gender in cases of 
filicide, or the study by Caman et al. (2016) that focuses on analysing these differences in 
cases of intimate partner homicide. Other studies could also focus on analysing more spe‑
cific issues, such as the differences in homicides committed by men and women based on 
the age of the victims.

Conclusions

Despite the fact that the number of female murderers is low, in comparison with the men, 
it appears that the homicides committed by women present a pattern that, broadly speak‑
ing, is standard throughout the various countries of the world in which these cases have 
been analysed. The first conclusion obtained both from this study as well as from a revision 
of the literature on this topic is that the homicides committed by women are homicides 
involving family members. This fact has an impact on the characteristics of the victims and 
of the perpetrators themselves, in addition to the characteristics of the event, profiling the 
victims of women as vulnerable, due to their young age as much as to the possible pres‑
ence of some kind of mental disorder. Furthermore, the characteristics of female killers 
also depict a more normalised and integrated profile, since they tend to have a partner and 
be living with somebody at the time of the events, and the presence of a mental illness can 
lead them to make an attempt on the life of those closest to them (children or partners). 
This less antisocial profile is also reflected in the absence of addictions and prior crimi‑
nal records, which again distances women from homicides related to criminal activities, in 
which the homicide may occur as a consequence of having committed some other criminal 
offence, or in which the homicide itself is considered as a crime that makes it possible to 
commit a further crime. The contextual characteristics and the criminal behaviours are also 
influenced by the setting in which women generally kill; to be specific, these homicides 
occur in residences and using asphyxiation, which is a method that the literature has linked 
with filicide.

In general, the results obtained in other studies were corroborated, albeit with some par‑
ticularities that have already been discussed above. It seems clear that there are differences 
between the homicides committed by women and those committed by men, and it has been 
made apparent that the relationship between victim and perpetrator is of particular impor‑
tance since, as previously contended, this will influence the rest of the variables surround‑
ing the homicide. But what is the use of understanding these differences? As explained in 
the introduction, when it comes to creating typologies that help to understand the phenom‑
enon of homicide, as well as creating intervention programmes for the aggressors, studies 
have only examined the masculine population without paying much attention to the cases 
of women, which impedes these results and programmes, and even the explanatory mod‑
els, from being applicable to female perpetrators. Therefore, these results are proof that 
the criminality of women is different to that of men when it comes to the phenomenon 
of homicide, and this fact should be taken into consideration when explaining the phe‑
nomenon itself just as much as when developing suitable criminal policies for the reduc‑
tion and prevention of this phenomenon. Just as Kim et al. (2017) pointed out, in order to 
intervene in an effective manner, it is necessary to create specific strategies based on the 
scientific evidence, given that the general interventions did not affect the various subtypes 
of homicides. If the findings show that women mainly kill their children or people with 
some type of vulnerability, the necessary action to take would be to examine the causes 
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more closely and base the prevention strategies on the specific characteristics of the case. 
Another important area, and one that this study aimed to explore by using only variables 
that can be determined by the police investigators in the first moments of an investigation, 
is the importance that these studies can have for practical police work. The present study 
analysed the link between a range of variables related to the scene of the crime and the 
gender of the perpetrator, which made it possible to identify what type of homicide is more 
likely to be associated with female perpetrators of homicide. But this is just one of the dif‑
ferent variables that can be of police interest; there is still a necessity to develop studies 
that include the analysis of other dependent variables such as the existence of prior crimi‑
nal records or the existence of a previous relationship between victim and perpetrator. This 
type of information can be taken into account by police investigators when dealing with 
new cases of homicide, which will facilitate the management of police resources.
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