
C

Research Article

Illustrating The Victim Offender Overlap Utilizing the 
General Strain Theory with Females That Committed 

Murder: A Criminological Case Study Analysis

Anni Hesselink*
Department of Criminology and Security Science, University of South Africa (UNISA), South Africa

Quick Response Code: Address for correspondence: Anni Hesselink, Professor, DLitt et Phill in Criminology, 
researcher, and criminologist at the Department of Criminology and Security Science, 
School of Criminal Justice, College of Law, University of South Africa (UNISA), South 
Africa
Received: September 05, 2022           Published: November 03, 2022

How to cite this article: Anni Hesselink. Illustrating The Victim Offender Overlap Utilizing the 
General Strain Theory with Females That Committed Murder: A Criminological Case Study Analysis. 
2022- 4(6) OAJBS.ID.000510. DOI: 10.38125/OAJBS.000510

       2022 Open Access Journal of Biomedical Science 2179      Open Acc J Bio Sci. November-December- 4(6): 2179-2186

Research Article
 Open Access Journal of
 Biomedical Science

ISSN: 2690-487X

ABSTRACT

Ongoing severe, and unjust strains, like adverse childhood experiences, exposure to violence, poor choices, limited employment 
opportunities, inadequate coping mechanisms, and a lack of a positive support structure, play a pivotal role in explaining females’ 
acts of murder. Agnew’s (1992) general strain theory (GST) corroborates that ‘today’s victims may easily become tomorrow’s 
offenders’, supporting the victim-offender overlap with female victims that become offenders of murder. The aim of the research 
was to illustrate the general strain theory and the victim-offender overlap with the participants that committed murder. The 
research explored the sources of strain and the victim-offender overlap experienced by three females that committed murder. This 
juxtaposition of females incarcerated for murder addresses the gap in the literature on the stresses, influences, and circumstances 
from a theoretical perspective. The research was directed by one research question: Can the general strain theory and the victim-
offender overlap explain females’ involvement in murder? Data was collected through interviews and secondary document analysis. 
A thematic analysis was applied to analyze and interpret the data. The results show that the participants’ acts of murder are directly 
linked to forms of strain, negative emotional states, inadequate coping mechanisms, poor decision-making skills, low control, and 
a lack of support. 

KEYWORDS: Female offenders; murder; Victim offender overlap; General strain theory; Adverse childhood experiences; Gender 
based violence

INTRODUCTION

Globally, a third of the female prison population serve sentences 
for violent offenses, including murder [1]. The storyline of violent 
female offenders is different from their male counterparts, 
especially concerning their own victimology [1-3]. Violent females 
are typified by many sources of strains and emotional states, such 
as emotional dysregulation, dysfunctional families, normalized 
violence, personality disorder diagnoses, post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), financial problems, limited choices, social 
isolation, and a lack of support [2,5-7]. 

Many violent and non-violent female offenders experience 
negative stimuli and affective states related to a gloomy history 
of trauma, abuse, physical (i.e., hormone and gynaecological 
problems), and mental health problems (anxiety, depression, 
psychological distress, suicidal ideation, and suicide attempts), 
troubled family life (i.e., broken homes and family discord), financial 
strain, parenting responsibilities, unemployment or under-
employment, uneducated and/or under-educated [2,4,5,7-9]. This 
pattern of historical and repetitive trauma can often be traced from 
childhood, and adulthood, to leading factors associated with the 
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female offenders’ involvement in violent crime – explaining and 
supporting the victim-offender overlap in females that committed 
murder [1,9].

Furthermore, other adverse childhood experiences associated 
with incarcerated females include absent and aloof parents, poor 
parent-child attachments, and at-risk children (i.e., displaying 
violent, aggressive behavior) [5,6,8]. The victim-offender overlap 
has been well documented [3,6,10]. Pursuant to this, Webster [12] 
postulates that many women who murder men were themselves 
victims of abuse by the men they murdered.  Victims of violence often 
respond and retaliate with violence [3,4]. Antisocial activities such 
as substance abuse and fighting increase the victim’s proneness for 
victimization, while characteristics such as low self-control, poor 
coping mechanisms, low frustration tolerance, and lack of empathy, 
are traits shared by victims and offenders [3,11].  This qualitative 
research explores the strains, stresses, and negative emotional 
states linked to the general strain theory (GST), and the victim-
offender overlap that contributed to the adult female offenders’ 
acts of murder.

The General Strain Theory 

The general strain theory stems from the social structure 
theory that connects power, poverty, unemployment, education 
attainment, and lower social classes to crime [7,8]. Different from 
other forms of strain theory, Robert Agnew’s (1992) general strain 
theory (GST) points out that a negative experience, such as exposure 
to violence, can produce stress. That stress generates strain, which 
requires coping skills in order not to escalate into criminality [8,13]. 
The GST maintains that strain (emotional turmoil or inner conflict) 
and the severity (magnitude) of strain increase the risk of criminal 
involvement [13,14]. 

Sources of strain include

1.  the failure to achieve one’s goals (i.e., financial success or a 
stable romantic relationship),

2. a disconnect between expectations (positive familial bonds 
and emotional happiness) and achievements (i.e., limited education 
and unstable intimate relationships), 

3.   removal of positive stimuli (parental rejection and support), 
and

4. The presentation of negative stimuli (i.e., exposure to 
violence) [8,14]. These sources of strain create negative affective 
states, such as anger, anxiety, depression, disappointment, despair, 
distrust, frustration, and fear [3-6,9,13]. The crux is that without 
an adequate support structure (i.e., meaningful non-criminal 
significant others or family members), positive coping mechanisms 
(i.e., low levels of social control, the ability to positively divert 
anger, depression, and frustration), sound decision-making skills 
(i.e., non-violent, non-criminal and pro-social decision-making 
skills) and non-criminal problem-solving skills, negative emotional 
states might ease the pathway to antisocial (substance abuse) and 
criminal (violence, such as murder) behavior [9,14]. In sum, the 
GST relates to a person losing someone significant or something 
good, receiving something bad or negative, or the person cannot 
get what he or she wants [15].

Victim Offender Overlap

According to the victim-offender overlap notion, offenders were 
victims during, or prior to, their offenses, while victims display a 
high propensity in becoming offenders [3,10]. The victim-offender 

overlap is where the victim and the offender merge [11]. Research 
[3] indicates that victimization by unknown or unfamiliar offenders 
(such as strangers), decreases victims’ involvement in consequent 
violent behavior, whereas victimization by a family member or a 
personal acquaintance increases association with future violent 
behavior. In a nutshell, research [1,11,16] proves that the closer a 
victim is to a perpetrator, the more trauma is experienced by the 
victim, with a heightened risk for the victim to become an offender 
[3].

Regarding incarcerated females, scholarly research [5,10] 
found that incarcerated females were subjected to violent, sexual, 
emotional and property victimization prior to their involvement 
in crime, highlighting the reciprocal and strong correlation 
between personal victimization and subsequent involvement in 
the crime.  The victim-offender overlap furthermore shows an 
association between posttraumatic stress, mental health issues 
(and diagnosable mental disorders), and substance abuse [6,10]. 
Adverse childhood experiences are also linked to the victim-
offender overlap and include emotional neglect, physical and sexual 
abuse, an unstable family life, exposure to domestic violence, and 
familial substance abuse and criminality [3,7,10].

Additionally, a lack of strong relational bonds to parents and 
to non-criminal peers, poor school commitment, poor choices, 
inadequate parental involvement and supervision, and low self-
control are likely to enact violence and victimization [3,4,6].

METHODOLOGY 
A qualitative, case study analysis was utilized to illustrate 

the strains and stresses, that is, personal experiences related to 
a phenomenological analysis, of three adult female offenders’ 
childhood, familial, and social circumstances that contributed to 
the murder of their spouses and an intimate partner. The aim of 
the research was to demonstrate the general strain theory and 
the victim-offender overlap with the participants that committed 
murder. This research addresses the gap in research on the strains, 
stresses, influences, and circumstances of females, illustrating their 
victim-offender overlap from a theoretical perspective regarding 
their acts of murder. The research was steered by one research 
question: Can the general strain theory and the victim-offender 
overlap explain the participants’ involvement in murder? 

The sample included three adult female offenders, two 
participants (case studies A and B) were purposively selected for 
their crime, namely murder. These participants formed part of 
the interviewed participants. In-depth personal semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with these participants and a semi-
structured interview schedule with pre-identified themes 
directed the researcher during the interviews. Four interviews 
were conducted with the female offenders who were housed at a 
Female Correctional Centre in Gauteng province (South Africa). 
Each interview lasted approximately 90 minutes. The participants 
voluntarily participated in the research, consented to their 
participation, and were briefed beforehand about the aim and focus 
of the research. The researcher treated the participants with dignity 
and respect and confidentially was guaranteed to the females. The 
third participant (case study C) was identified from an out-of-date 
secondary data document (criminological pre-sentence evaluation 
report) that is in the public domain of which the researcher is 
the guardian. The third participant was also purposively selected 
based on her crime, namely murder. None of the female offenders’ 
identities, or information revealed in this research, can be traced to 
the females, ensuring the anonymity of the participants. 
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Lastly, the researcher used a thematic analysis to unravel the 
data based on main themes (sources of strain, negative emotional 
states, victim-offender overlap, and antisocial and criminal 
behavior). The researcher obtained ethical approval for both the 
participants (case studies A and B) that were interviewed and for 
the secondary document analysis of case study C.  

DISCUSSION
A summary of the life stories of the three female offenders’ 

childhood, familial, personal, and social circumstances and 
experiences are sketched below and linked to their acts of murder.  
Case studies A and B include personal interviews, and case study C 
involves a document analysis. Pseudonyms such as ‘Louise’ (Case 
study A), ‘Martha’ (case study B), and ‘Anna’ (case study C) were 
assigned to the participants to assure the anonymity of the research 
participants.

Case Study A (Interview Data)

Louise is a 43-years old Caucasian widow with three children. 
She passed Grade 9 and was a housewife prior to her imprisonment 
- she has never been employed. Louise attended a special-needs 
school due to severe learning problems (as indicated on her 
institutional file). The participant has a sister of whom she (the 
participant) is the eldest. Their mother was also a stay-at-home 
mom and their father “held a management position at a steel 
company”. The offender divulges that she and her sister endured 
severe physical and sexual abuse and emotional neglect. Louise 
orates that her father “made me have oral sex on him while I was 
kneeling in front of him in his TV (television) chair”. She claims 
that their father had made her sister watch when he had sexual 
intercourse with their mother so that “she can see how babies are 
made”.

The participant relates that their father would “beat us for 
anything, I would wet myself, then I had to dry myself and then my 
father would make me take off my clothes, he held me down with 
his own arm and he would beat me with a belt … sometimes I was 
bleeding from the beatings”. She alludes that her mother was aware 
of the sexual and the physical abuse but “she never did anything to 
stop him … the doors were always open, she must have seen what 
he was doing to us. She was very scared of him, he gave her hidings 
too, that was when he drank too much. We (Louise and her sister) 
would run to our rooms and hide under our blankets”. At the age 
of 9 years, Louise and her sister were removed from their parents’ 
care and placed in foster care for four months after which they 
were moved to a Child and Youth Centre. During this period, Louise 
cut her wrists on several occasions, and she received psychiatric 
treatment and medication for anxiety and depression.

The participant recites that “I used to dream of getting out the 
house, I thought of running away, but I was scared that my dad 
would find me. I wanted to get married, be happy and be a good 
mother”. During this period “my father was arrested, and he lost his 
job. My sister told one of her friends at school about what my father 
was doing to us, this is how it came out”. At the age of 13-years, 
Louise and her sister returned to her parents’ care who by then 
“lived in a small garden flat at the back of a house”. According to 
Louise, “he never made me have oral sex with him again, and the 
same with my sister (that is, not making her watch when he had 
intercourse with their mother), he still beat us, with our clothes on”. 

Louise met a man who was 7 years her senior, “he was a 
mechanic and the son of one of my father’s new friends, he was my 

first and only love”. At the end of Grade 9 (at the age of 15-years), 
Louise dropped out of school and married. She states that “I was 
pregnant at 17-years with our first child (daughter), I was 20-years 
old when our son was born and 24-years old when our latest son 
was born. I had a hysterectomy, otherwise, I would have had more 
children”. The participant notes that they did not have regular 
contact with her parents and her sister, as her husband “despised 
them, he said I do not need them anymore. I have my own family, 
and that they (her parents and sister) are dead to me”. 

According to Louise, “he (her husband) drank a lot and then he 
would beat me ... he once pulled me by my hair while I was lying on 
the floor - in front of the kids - they were screaming and crying”. The 
participant unveils that “I had to watch porn (pornography) with 
him, it made me sick, the oral sex made me think about what my 
father did to me, and he (her husband) insisted on it (oral sex), I 
hated it. I told him what my father did to us, and he used this against 
me and called me a ‘whore’ when he was drunk. There were many 
times that I thought about ending my life, drinking all the pills in the 
house, but then I thought of my children and what would happen 
to them”. 

Regarding the murder, Louise posits “that night he started with 
calling me names … ‘a cheap ugly fat whore’, yelling that I’m good 
for nothing that not even my father would want me (sexually), 
something in me snapped, I grabbed the meat knife on the kitchen 
table, ran after him and stabbed from behind. He dropped to the 
floor. I stood there, frozen, he was shaking (convulsions) and there 
was a lot of blood. The kids were in their room, they did not see 
it.  I ran to the neighbors’ house, and they came over to our house. 
They took the children to their house. I sat with him (her husband), 
crying, pleading with him, trying to wake him up”. Louise stabbed 
her husband 17 times. She recalls “my father attended the first week 
of my trial, he said this (the murder) was your choice, look what you 
got yourself into, this is not how we raised you, you must live with 
this for the rest of your life”. After receiving a 12-year sentence, the 
participant’s father came to visit her once in prison. Since then, she 
has not seen or heard (telephonic conversations) from her father 
again. Her mother attended her trial and “she visits me about 4 
times a year, I suppose if my dad allows her to come”. Her mother 
has sporicidal contact with the participant’s children; however, the 
children do not want to have contact with their mother. Louise’s 
sister also attended the trial, and she visited Louise once in prison, 
because “she has her own worries, my mother says her husband 
does not have a job and they are struggling, so I think she wants 
to visit me, but she can’t”. Regarding not having contact with her 
children, Louise surmises “I just wanted to be a good mother and 
a good wife, with a happy family, now I killed my children’s father, 
and they will never forgive me, I did not mean to do it, but it is 
done”. The participant mentions that she contacts (telephonically) 
the neighbors, “they are the only ones who did not judge me, they 
pay money into my (correctional) account to buy some extras from 
the prison tuck shop”.

Case Study B (Interview Data)

sMartha is a 41-years old African widow with two children. 
Martha completed Grade 12 and she obtained four diplomas within 
the Banking Industry. Martha was employed at a prestigious bank 
in a managerial position that specialized in investments, and she 
states that “I have really worked hard to prove myself, that I’m 
worth something, I studied at night with small children while my 
husband was out partying or lying on the couch watching TV … even 
over weekends. I got a top position at the bank, and I dressed the 



                    Anni Hesselink

       2022 Open Access Journal of Biomedical Science   Open Acc J Bio Sci. November-December- 4(6): 2179-2186C

Research Article

2182

part. My parents and family were very proud of me, even I thought I 
did well”. Martha relates that her family was very poor and that both 
her parents are uneducated. Her mother is a house cleaner, and her 
father is a gardener. She recaps that “we were really struggling, 
there were never enough clothes and we (my 2 sisters and I) had to 
share the clothes between us, even if it did not fit you, we had one 
meal a day (at night) and then there was bread in the morning with 
tea - only the food on your plate was what there was, there were 
no seconds. My parents did not have money for school clothes, so 
we were teased a lot at school and we received ‘hand-downs’ from 
other families and from the church, which was very embarrassing 
to me. But we never complained because we knew our parents did 
the best they could and they were good parents, they did not waste 
money on alcohol or other nonsense like partying”. The participant 
said she always envied girls in the community “with nice and fancy 
clothes, expensive shoes and shiny hairstyles”. She records “I was 
very shy because it felt as if all the girls and boys were looking 
down at me, thinking we are poor and common … I did not have 
many friends, only two girls who were neighbors on both sides of 
our house and who were in the same (lower socio-economic) class 
than us”. 

When asked about her marriage and what led to the murder 
of her husband, Martha replied, “I was often told by people in 
our community and at church that I am beautiful, I did not feel 
beautiful, because I linked it with money, nice clothes, shoes, and 
hair. I did not realize you can be beautiful without money. There 
was this good-looking guy from the community, obviously not from 
our area, they were very rich, his father had his own company, and 
his mother held a high-up position at another company. They had a 
beautiful 5-bedroom house. He used to check me out, even though 
he was a bit older (4 years) older than me. We started dating when 
I was in matric (Grade 12), we chatted a lot, went for walks and he 
took me to his parental home. I will never forget, I borrowed clothes 
from the neighbors, trying my best to look classy, I was so nervous. 
They (her boyfriend’s parents) were very nice to me, and they 
received me with open hands”. This relationship soon escalated into 
marriage. Martha’s husband was a director of a group of companies, 
and she secured herself a job in the banking industry. 

According to the participant, after the children were born, 
her husband would stay out late at night, and at times, he did not 
come home. She said when she enquired about his whereabouts, “it 
would end up in a huge fight, us screaming at each other, him telling 
me I’m ‘a nothing’, that I come from nowhere and that he made me 
what I am … my job, our house, my car, our lifestyle … my clothes 
- he made me feel like that poor ‘not-good-enough’ girl from the 
community, then he would slam the door, get into his car and leave. 
I never knew where he went, or where he slept over. I would stay up 
all night crying, thinking about killing myself, drinking (alcohol) to 
calm myself, trying to think what to do to not provoke him, to be a 
better wife ... to make him proud of me and to love me”.

However, Martha’s husband’s behavior escalated to him 
staying out for weekends and when she tried to question him 
about it, he verbally abused her, referring to her “common and 
poor background”. Martha decided to hire a private investigator to 
investigate her husband’s “other life” and it came to light that her 
husband was having an affair with “a younger and very beautiful 
girl, she was also high-up, with several degrees, working at a 
company”. Martha was devastated and “it felt as if my world was 
tumbling, I had no control over this and I could see he loves her and 
that he wants her. I tried everything to get him back at the house, to 

work on our marriage, I lost weight, I went jogging every morning, 
I never provoked him, but he was not interested”. Then, Martha’s 
husband told her that is leaving her and that he is moving in with 
his girlfriend. This had a severe effect on her mental health, as “it 
started to eat me up inside, I could not eat, sleep, concentrate, work 
… I drank more and became obsessed with this woman. I would call 
her; leave her nasty and threatening messages and I would often 
drive past her house”. Pertaining to the murder, Martha approached 
two men from her childhood community and paid them R 60 000 
(approximately $369.00) to have her husband murdered – “to make 
it look like a hijacking” as her husband drove a very expensive 
vehicle that was in demand on the black market in neighboring 
countries. The staged hijacking happened five weeks later when 
the hit men accosted Martha’s husband while he was driving from 
work. They tied him up and put him in the boot of the vehicle. The 
men drove to a remote area, shot Martha’s husband execution style, 
placed his body in the bushes, and covered the body with branches. 
Martha was arrested after one of the contract killers “bragged about 
the killing at a community bar while buying everyone drinks”. She 
received a 25-year (life) imprisonment sentence.

Although Martha did not have much contact with her parents 
and sisters during her marriage, “I was ashamed that I could not 
keep my husband, I did not want them to know about it and that 
he left me. I sent them money every month and I spoke to them on 
the phone … and with my sisters. I did not go home as I knew they 
would know that something was wrong”. Martha’s parents attended 
her trial. Her children were sent to her late husband’s family who 
moved to another province, and since her arrest, Martha has had no 
contact with her children or with her late husband’s family, “they 
do not take my calls, my parents spoke to them, and they told my 
parents never to contact them again and that they do not want 
anything to do with me”.

Case Study C (Secondary Data Analysis)

Anna is a 31-year-old African lady who completed Grade 9. 
She has three children from two different fathers. According to her, 
she was customarily married (married in terms of custom and not 
according to the law, which is also known as a civil marriage) to 
the father of her first and second-born children and she was co-
habituating with the late father of her last (third) child. Anna was 
never employed, and she relied on the fathers of her children for 
financial support. The participant orates that “we grew up very 
poor, my father was a jack of all trades, he did not always have work, 
and my mother was unemployed. There was not always enough 
food for us, the neighbors and some of my father’s friends would 
help us out with food. There was always money for booze (alcohol) 
and dagga (marijuana) for my parents”. When my father drank too 
much he would fight with my mother and he would beat her up 
badly, she went to the local clinic a few times for medical assistance. 
Everyone (staying) around us knew about this, but it was common 
in our area, with many households around us there was violence 
and the people used alcohol and dagga”. 

The participant recalls that her father would also beat her and 
her two siblings if they did not do their house chores correctly, “at 
times my face was swollen and my body ached, we tried to hide 
the bruises”. Anna says she “wanted to go to university and study, 
have a better life than her parents, and get away from the poverty 
and drugs”. However, she became pregnant at the age of 15-years, 
dropped out of school, and stayed with her parents. “My father was 
very upset about my pregnancy, he said I was sleeping around with 
boys at school, and that I was a cheap girl. I got pregnant after I 
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dated the father of my first two children. He completed his matric as 
if nothing happened and we had another child when I was 18-years 
old. His parents supported the children financially and both the 
children went to live with his (the husband) parents as they did not 
think my home is a good environment for the children to be in … 
with the alcohol and dagga and my father beating my mother and 
my siblings”. 

Martha’s husband “moved on with his life, even though we 
were married, he dated other girls and I did not have contact with 
him anymore. I went to visit my children over weekends, seeing 
them during the day, but I never brought them home. During this 
period, Martha met the father of her last child.  “I would go out at 
night drinking with girlfriends at the local bar and I also started to 
smoke dagga. It (the alcohol and dagga) made me feel better about 
my children not living with me, I felt like a bad mother, a failure … 
but I knew they (the children) were better off with my husband’s 
parents”. Anna’s boyfriend was 6 years her senior and he was 
working in the construction business. “He earned a good salary; 
he was a manager. In the beginning, he splashed a lot of money on 
me, he took me shopping for clothes at big malls and he took me 
to restaurants – this was the first time in my life that I went to a 
restaurant, I did not even understand the food on the menu”. After 

a year, Martha became pregnant and her partner ‘was very happy 
about the baby”. 

The participant proclaims that “we were happy the first three 
years - after our son was born – then, he (her partner) turned on 
me, hitting me and cheating on me with other girls. I felt threatened 
as I had a good life, staying in a nice house, we had enough food and 
clothes ... we went on holidays, and this just stopped”. Anna reports 
that her alcohol and dagga usage increased, and it escalated to her 
using Tik (a tablet that consists of amphetamines, talcum powder, 
baking powder, starch, glucose, and Quinine). Because of her 
substance abuse, her child was sent to live with her parents and her 
partner paid her parents money for the child’s monthly expenses.

Concerning the murder, “he came home after drinking at a bar 
with other girls, he found me drunk and high on the dagga and 
Tik, he started beating me and swearing at me. I ran to the room, 
grabbed his gun and I shot him. I did not realize what I was doing”. 
Anna shot her partner three times and he died at the scene. She 
received a 15-year imprisonment sentence. Her parents attended 
her trial, and they visit her at the prison “if they have money to 
travel to prison”. She does not have contact with her other children 
or with her husband (to whom she is still married).

RESULTS
Table 1: Demographic details of females that committed murder.

Participants Ethnic group Age Marital 
status Education Dependents Employment Sentence

Case A: Louise Caucasian 43-years Widowed Grade 9  3 children Never been 
employed 12-years

Case B: Martha African 41-years Widowed Grade 12 with   
diplomas 2 children

Managerial 
position at a 

bank 
25-years

Case C: Anna African 31-years Customarily 
married Grade 9 3 children Never been 

employed 15-years

The findings link various sources of strain; negative emotional 
states; poor coping mechanisms, decision-making, control, and 
support; and the victim-offender overlap to the participants’ acts 
of murder. Table 1 provides the demographic details of female 
participants that committed murder (Table 1) outlined the female 
participants’ demographic details. The sample consisted of two 
African females and one adult Caucasian female. The youngest 
participant (case study C, Anna) was 31-years old, followed by case 
study B, Martha, who was 41-years old, and case study A, Louise, 
the eldest, who was 43-years old. Two of the participants were 
widowed (case study A, Louise, and case study B, Martha), while 
only participant (case study C, Anna) was customarily married. Case 
study B (Martha) obtained the highest education with Grade 12 and 
diplomas within the Banking Industry, while both cases A (Louise) 
and C (Anna) obtained Grade 9. All the participants had children 
- cases A (Louise) and C (Anna) had each three children, whereas 
case study B (Martha) had two children. Case study B (Martha) 
serves a life sentence (25-years), followed by case study C (Anna) 
who serves the second-longest sentence of 15-years, followed 
by case study A (Louise) who is serving a 12-year imprisonment 
sentence. All the participants are first-time offenders.

Regarding case studies A (Louise) and C’s (Anna) low 
educational accomplishment, research [6,7] indicates that adverse 
childhood experiences are linked to poor educational achievement. 
In this regard, limited education is associated with socio-emotional 

well-being factors [3,4,7], such as low self-worth (in both case 
studies A, with Louise and C, Anna) [3,7], suicidal ideation (cases 
A, Louise, and B, Martha) [4,7], self-harm behavior (case study A, 
Louise) [4,7,17] and psychiatric involvement (case study A, Louise) 
[7,17]. Both cases A, Louise, and C, Anna, displayed psychological 
distress and mental health issues (i.e., anger management, anxiety, 
depression, fear, sadness, and social withdrawal) that according to 
research [3,5,6,7,11] is linked to limited education. Furthermore, 
research [3,6,7] proves a direct link between low school involvement 
and dropping out of school as is the case with cases A, Louise, and 
C, Anna.

Concerning the female participants and their children, research 
[5,16,18] illustrates that females’ own victimization experiences 
(i.e., trauma, adverse childhood experiences and adulthood 
exposure to abuse and violence) have a steadfast link with poor 
parent-child attachments. Incidentally, case studies (cases, A - 
Louise, and C - Anna) had little control over the domestic violence 
that their children were subjected to [1,2,5,9]. All three cases could 
not safeguard or protect their children against emotional abuse, 
neglect, and domestic violence. During this time (of their own 
victimization), the mothers exhibited strained parent-child bonds 
and poor emotional involvement and supervision [1,6,9]. Research 
[16] explains that women that were victims of childhood abuse 
(physical, sexual, emotional, and neglect), might transfer the cycle 
of abuse and violence to their children, and that ongoing abuse 
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(i.e., domestic violence and verbal abuse) [12,20] directly affects 
children with regards to aggressive and antisocial behavior with an 
increased risk of aggressive acts by the woman [16]. 

Sources of Strain and Negative Affective States

Research [8,9,13,15,20] demonstrates the link between 
sources of strain, negative emotional states, antisocial behavior 
and involvement in murder. Although limited education, strained 
mother and child bonds, and failure to safeguard and protect 
children against gender-based violence were explained in Table 1, 
these sources of strain need to be indicated and reiterated with the 
GST’s sources of strain.

According to the GST [8,13], the sources of strain for the three 
female participants included 1) Failure to achieve goals during 
childhood for the female participants comprised poor school 
achievement (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [6,7,9], a void in a 
positive support structure (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [9,15], 
a void in parental bonds (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [6,9,19], 
non-violent living circumstances at home (cases A, Louise and C, 
Anna) [4,15], harsh/unfair/excessive punishment (case A. Louise) 
[9,15], parental substance abuse (case C, Anna) [6,9,15,17 ], 
uninvolved parents, and poor supervision (cases A, Louise, and C, 
Anna) [4,6,7,9,15], physical abuse (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) 
[4,5,9,15,18], sexual abuse (case A, Louise) [5,9,15], neglect (cases 
A, Louise, and C, Anna) [5,9,15], emotional abuse (cases A, Louise, 
and C, Anna) [5,9,15], domestic violence (cases A, Louise, and C, 
Anna) [2,7,9,15,18,20], financial better living circumstances and 
escaping poverty (cases B, Martha, and C, Anna) [1,7,9,15], and 
acceptance by friends from higher classes (case B, Martha) [9].

Many of the unachieved childhood goals escalated into 
adulthood and included a lack of an extended support structure 
(cases A, Louise, B, Martha, and C, Anna) [2,9,12,15,20], school 
attainment (cases A, Louise and C, Anna) [7,9], employment (cases 
A, Louise, and C, Anna) [7,9,18], an unloving, uncaring, and an 
unstable intimate relationship (cases A, Louise, B, Martha, and C, 
Anna) [5,7,9,15], inattentive, emotionally unavailable and unstable 
mothers (during the time of own victimization) (cases A, Louise, B, 
Martha, and C, Anna) [1,5,16], emotional abuse (cases A, Louise, B, 
Martha, and C, Anna) [7,9,12,15,21], physical abuse (cases A, Louise, 
and C, Anna) [5,7,9,15,21], power imbalance – male dominance 
(cases A, Louise, B, Martha and C, Anna) [2,15], financial issues 
(cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [1,9], failure to protect children from 
emotional abuse (cases A, Louise, B, Martha, and C Anna) [1,2,9], 
failure to protect children from domestic violence (cases A, Louise, 
and C, Anna) [2,9,15], failure to break the cycle of violence and 
abuse (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [9,16,21], and abandonment 
by her father (case A, Louise) [9].

The next source of strain is 2) Disconnection between 
expectations and achievements The GST holds that expectations 
that are not realized turn into stresses and strains [9,13]. The 
expectations of the female participants included adequate 
schooling (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [7,9], positive bonds with 
parents (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [5,6,9,16], protection from 
abuse, and exposure to domestic violence (cases A, Louise and C, 
Anna) [1,16,17], stable intimate relationships (cases A, Louise, B, 
Martha, and C, Anna) [5,12,16], respect from parents and intimate 
partner/husband (cases A, Louise, B, Martha and C, Anna) [5,7,17], 
to be an emotionally available, attentive and a ‘good mother’ to the 
children (during times of own victimization) (cases A, Louise, and 
C, Anna) [5,7,9,16], better socio-economic class during childhood 
and to eliminate poverty and low income (cases B, Martha, and C, 

Anna) [1,5,9,17], positive bonds with parents (cases A, Louise, and 
C, Anna) [5,9,17], and employment (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) 
[7,9,17].

The achievements that were never realized included school 
achievement (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna), employment (cases A, 
Louise, and C, Anna) [7,9,15], positive bonds with parents (cases A, 
Louise, and C, Anna) [6,9,17], to be protected from childhood abuse 
(cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [9,16,17], non-abusive and stable 
intimate relationship (cases A, Louise, B, Martha, and C, Anna) [5], 
love and respect from intimate partner/husband (cases A, Louise, 
B, Martha and C, Anna) [5,6,9,17], love and respect from parents 
(cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [5,9], to be a ‘good’ mother (during 
times of own victimization) [5,9,16] and a ‘good’ wife  (cases A, 
Louise, B, Martha, and C, Anna) [2,9,15].

Following this, is the third form of strain, 3) Removal of 
positive stimuli for the female participants during childhood, 
which encompassed school attendance (cases A, Louise, and C, 
Anna) [7,9], parental attention, love, involvement, and protection 
from abuse and positive attachments with parents (cases A, Louise, 
and C, Anna) [2,15,17], and acceptance by girlfriends regarding 
socio-economic circumstances (case B, Martha) [9,17]. During 
adulthood, the removal of positive stimuli involved the father’s 
approval (case A. Louise) [16]. All the participants experienced 
the removal of their husbands’/intimate partner’s love and respect 
[2,3], relationship and power equality [2,12,20], positive bonds 
with children (at times of own victimization) [5,16], and parental 
and familial support [5,15].

The last form of strain involves, 4) Presentation of negative 
stimuli that presented itself during the participants’ childhood in 
the form of poor parent-child bonds (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) 
[6,7,9], childhood abuse (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [7,15], lack 
of support (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [15,18], lack of protection 
against abuse and domestic violence (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) 
[2,9,15], lack of parental love, attention, and supervision (cases 
A, Louise, and C, Anna) [1,5,9], out-of-home placement (case A, 
Louise) [9], poverty (cases B, Martha, and C, Anna) [9,15], bullying 
and victimization (case B, Martha) [9], and dropping out of school 
(cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [6,7].

During adulthood the presentation of negative stimuli for the 
female participants included poor choices with regards to crime 
(cases A, Louise, B, Martha and C, Anna)  [5,6], not protecting their 
children from emotional abuse and domestic violence (cases A, 
Louise, B, Martha, and C, Anna) [5], substance abuse (cases B, Martha, 
and C, Anna) [6,9,12], financial strains (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) 
[5,9], unemployment (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) [4,7,9], lack of 
support during intimate relationship/marriages (cases A, Louise, 
B, Martha, and C, Anna) [12,15], gender-based violence (cases A, 
Louise, and C, Anna) [2,4,9,15], emotional abuse (cases A, Louise, 
B, Martha, and C, Anna) [2,4,9,15] and neglect (cases A, Louise, B, 
Martha, and C, Anna) [2,5,9,15]. Research [8,9,13,15] stipulates 
that the four types of strains created negative emotional states. 
The female participants experienced feelings of helplessness and 
hopelessness, humiliation and shame, and low self-esteem (cases A, 
Louise, B, Martha, and C, Anna) that were linked to childhood abuse 
and neglect (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna), poverty (cases B, Martha, 
and C, Anna), not completing school (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna), 
a suicidal attempt and ideation (Case A, Louise), learning problems 
(case A, Louise), social isolation (cases A, Louise, B, Martha, and C, 
Anna), not being accepted by friends (case B. Martha), and distrust 
in people as a result of the abuse (Cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) 
[1,3,9,15,22-24].
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Due to the emotional and physical abuse, neglect (cases A, 
Louise, B, Martha, and C, Anna), and betrayal (case B, Martha) 
experienced during their marriages and intimate relationship, the 
female participants’ negative emotional states were induced by 
low self-worth, psychological distress and mental health issues 
(i.e., anger, anxiety, dissociation, distrust, depression, fear, sadness, 
and social withdrawal), despair (i.e., feelings of helplessness, 
hopelessness, and desperation), and suicidal ideation (cases A, 
Louise, and B, Martha) [1,3,5,9,15,18,19,22].

Coping mechanisms, decision-making skills, low control 
and support

The female participants’ acts of murder are linked to their 
miserable family circumstances, abusive intimate relationships, 
and inadequate coping mechanisms that were enhanced by their 
negative emotional states (i.e., anger, anxiety, psychological 
distress, and mental health issues) [1,5,17,24,25,26,27]. This was 
escalated by social isolation, inadequate support structures, low 
levels of social- and self-control, and the inability to manage their 
negative emotional states in a positive and non-criminal manner 
[1,15,17,23, 28,29]. Lastly, poor choices and poor decision-making 
skills (i.e., non-violent, non-criminal, and pro-social decision-
making skills) pushed the participants to murder their spouses and 
intimate partner [27-32]. 

All three of the female participants (cases A, Louise, B, Martha, 
and C, Anna) lacked the skills and the ability to negotiate with their 
husbands and intimate partners to terminate the abuse. Two of the 
participants (cases A, Louise, and C, Anna) lacked the resources 
to legally cope on their own. Although money is a great coping 
resource (i.e., to acquire goods and services such as counsellors and 
lawyers), it did not count in Case B’s (Martha) favor as she could 
not win her husband’s love, affection, and loyalty back [15,17]. 
Criminal coping, or the murder of the female participants’ spouses 
and intimate partner, became a reality because of inadequate 
coping mechanisms, poor decision-making skills, low control, lack 
of support, and the females’ negative emotionality [13,15,17,20].

Victim Offender Overlap

Research [10,11] illuminates that the mainstream of 
incarcerated women were victims of various forms of abuse, 
neglect, violence, and crime, in fact, well before being charged 
with a crime. However, the women normalized (perceiving it as 
natural or normal) the abuse and violence against them [10]. The 
GST magnificently explains the victim-offender overlap with strains 
that create negative affective states that, if not positively addressed 
or resolved, might turn into antisocial and criminal behavior 
[15,17,25]. Based on the aforesaid, the GST illustrates how a victim 
can become a perpetrator and that there is a consistent relation 
between personal victimization and offending behavior [10,12,20]. 
Thus, there is a reciprocal relationship between victimization and 
involvement in crime [10,11,16].

Often, female victims of abuse and violence react and retaliate 
with violence as a form of release of the strains and negative 
emotional states experienced, as was the case with the female 
participants (cases A, Louise, B, Martha, and C, Anna) [15,23,33]. 
With the sample of participants that committed murder, the abuse 
and violence that they experienced were mimicked and utilized as 
a form of retaliation, ‘self-help’ and/or because of a result of a spill-
over of an amalgamation of factors (i.e., strains, stresses, negative 
emotional states, poor coping mechanisms, inadequate decision-
making skills, low support, and low control) (3,4,11]. In this regard, 

the GST, cycle of violence, and the victim-offender overlap effectively 
explain how the three female participants became involved in the 
murder of their spouses and intimate partner [3,11,12,20].

Implications and Limitations of Research

The richness of this qualitative research efficiently explained 
how the three female participants’ sources of strain and negative 
emotional states, coincided with their victim-offender overlap. This 
research provided the participants with a voice pertaining to their 
personal victimization and the build-up and link to the murder 
of their spouses and intimate partner. The findings highlight that 
participants incarcerated for violent offenses remain a vulnerable 
and under-research population [12,20].  However, due to the 
sample size, the findings of this research cannot be generalized 
to all females incarcerated for violent crimes. It should rather 
be interpreted as a sample-specific contribution to research on 
females who murdered their spouses and intimate partners.

CONCLUSION
Females incarcerated for murder are a marginalized group of 

offenders. This research illustrated how Agnew’s GST’s sources of 
strain (failure to achieve goals, disconnection between expectations 
and achievement, removal of positive stimuli, and negative affective 
states), supported by the victim-offender overlap, contributed 
to their involvement in the murder of their spouses and intimate 
partner. The aim of the research, namely, to demonstrate the 
general strain theory and the victim-offender overlap with the 
female offenders that committed murder was attained. The sources 
of strain that the participants experienced during childhood (i.e., 
adverse childhood experiences and poverty) and adulthood (i.e., 
emotional and physical abuse and neglect); and their negative 
emotional states (i.e., psychological distress and mental health 
issues) are linked with poor coping mechanisms, inadequate 
decision-making skills, low control, a lack of support, antisocial 
behavior (i.e., substance abuse) and criminality. This consolidation 
of strains, negative affective states, lack of skills and victim-offender 
overlap successfully explained the participants’ involvement in 
murder.
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