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Abstract 

Key Words: True crime, criminology, demographics, obsession, history 

The genre of true crime has a massively influential effect on preventing, punishing, and 

studying crime. The genre as a modern phenomenon has not been studied effectively in a 

collaborative manner. Using an introductory survey as primary research and prominent 

secondary sources, this study aimed to understand the history, evolution, impact, and future 

of the true crime genre and how it can aid, or break, society. The findings showed that 

previous research concerning the demographic of the audience of true crime still holds true, 

and some of the reason's society is so obsessed with true crime were confirmed. It was also 

found that true crime is seen as an innocent hobby or interest rather than a problem to be dealt 

with in society. Findings also showed a strong link to the rise of popularity of true crime and 

technology. In conclusion, although this study somewhat confirmed the limited previous 

research, future research needs to consider the long-term effects of the modern obsession with 

true crime and the different positive and negative effects on society and criminological 

advances.  
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Introduction 

The genre of true crime has been in existence for over five hundred years. As a genre, it can 

often be broken down into several varying media origins, subtypes, and audiences. As an 

interest, it has morphed and changed over history and continues to do so with the introduction 

of modern technology and practices used in the twenty-first century. There is limited research 

into the evolution, impact and future of the genre because it is only recently becoming 

something of criminological and scientific importance. For a long time, the genre was stuck 

being reported by prominent media outlets; however, the introduction of technology pathed a 

new way for the genre, outside of traditional media methods such as books or newspapers. 

The new forms of media that can incorporate this genre, and the audience that has come with 

those, have formed new outcomes of being interested in true crime. For many, it stays as a 

harmless interest or overarching hobby. For some, however, it may start something more 

sinister. An obsession with true crime may be more common than many think, and research 

studying the obsession around true crime has started to appear. A few hypotheses have been 

outlined to explain why our modern generations are so obsessed with crime (Soen, 2020), 

which demographics it is most prevalent in (Boling and Hull, 2018) , which media types are 

the most popular (Molloy, 2015), and what outcomes this might cause if it continues to grow 

(Hensley, 2019). The research is essential to criminology because there may be a connection 

between a possible rise in actual crime and the obsession surrounding true crime. Copycat 

killers are examples of how reading, listening or watching media that describes the crime in 

detail can end in history repeating itself.  

The lack of research into the long-term effects of being obsessed with true crime causes 

difficulty when understanding the popularity growth and the future of that growth. 

Meanwhile, there is a multitude of academic research into the history of the subject, with 

Harold Schecter (2008) being incredibly influential in this area. History covers true non-
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fiction crime and the creation of true crime for enjoyment in fiction books, magazines or 

pamphlets. Many say this was led by the inspirational books by Thomas De Quincey (1827), 

and later, Truman Capote (1966). It is somewhat challenging to follow a clear timeline of 

how the genre has evolved since these times, especially during wartime. However, strong 

knowledge of modern technology enables this study to understand timely changes that may 

have occurred and caused the rise of popularity.  

There are no studies found yet that correlate an entire timeline of the genre with current 

events or study the future possibilities. Overall, academics focus on either non-fiction true 

crime or fiction crime when writing literature regarding the subject. It is also common to 

focus on only one aspect of the genre, such as its links to violence or mental illness, or to 

only focus on one duration of time: the origins of the genre. In order to fully understand the 

genre, the origins, historical timeline, demographics, media outlets, and various outcomes 

need to be studied in one circumstance. This is valuable to criminology due to having a 

greater understanding of how the true crime genre itself may be linked to various 

criminological outcomes and enable crime prevention methods to grow alongside the genre.  
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Literature Review  

Introduction 

Exploring the past and present literature concerning the modern true crime obsession takes the 

researcher on a chronological journey from the early 1500s, to the current year – 2021. As time 

has passed, laws have changed, societies have grown and learned, but the obsession with true 

crime has seemingly remained a somewhat stagnant interest. Nonetheless, the way that people 

show that interest has changed. The introduction of technology created a new way for true 

crime to reach audiences, which is clearly shown in the review of history and media types. 

Many recent studies have focused on why people are interested in true crime and its effect on 

the individual or the society they live in. Few researchers have considered education's role, 

which seems to contrast the earliest literature available on the subject. Many early books and 

newspaper articles cover the interest in true crime and explore it as it grew over the late 1900s. 

Later, books and journal articles trailed off and news websites and column pieces took over, 

discussing the subject in a more forgiving way with little attention to the claims they are 

making. A large proportion of literature that refers to modern-day true crime is written in this 

way and has been included only when citations have been available. Due to this essay exploring 

the fundamental nature of the interest in true crime, it is essential to recognise that average 

civilian opinion must be strongly considered when researching. While academic research 

successfully combines opinions and data into one place, the audience of the genre have the 

answers to the questions that academics are trying to answer.  

 

History of Literature in True crime 

Exploring the origins of true crime obsession within society seems to lead to a great deal of 

information about the growth of sensationalism and if the phenomenon is a primary reason for 
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the modern-day obsession. In his book True crime – An American Anthology (2008), Harold 

Schecter talks about the various ways that the genre was spread throughout society in the 

1500s–1600s. He states that the earliest literature was bereft of any literary value and created 

with one purpose: "to sell as many copies as possible by appealing to the public's innate love 

of narrative sensationalism" (p.8). This type of media does not seem to have been made with 

the purpose of education as an intention, and this theory is supported by other actions and 

attitudes towards crime in that era. Other than John Reynolds' The Triumphe of God's Revenge 

Against the Crying and Execrable Sinn of Murther (1635), the first true crime book in English, 

other literature covering the subject became extremely popular in the 1700s to 1800s. One of 

the most famous examples of this literature was The Newgate Calendar, first published in 1773. 

This recurring mixed fiction and non-fiction record of criminals and their crimes, executions, 

and testimonies became a common household book and was assumed to be as popular as the 

Holy Bible. At the time, whilst so popular, it was considered to glamorise and sensationalise 

crime in a way that would cause copycat offenders or give the current offenders too much 

prosperity or fame. Other literature published regarding true crime between 1500 and 1700 

consisted of mostly pamphlet type informational books. These covered only the gruesome 

details of crimes, much like The Newgate Calendar, and were heavily distributed during this 

period. It seems that much literature published during this time was focused on the details of 

the crimes rather than concerning the victims, perpetrators, or victims' families. At this time, 

the psychology behind these crimes was not considered either, which is one of the most popular 

reasons for consuming true crime in the modern era.   

In the 19th century, many editions of The Newgate Calendar were published, and in 1824, a 

new edition was published by lawyers Andrew Knapp and William Baldwin. The New Newgate 

Calendar was considered educational and aimed to teach children what would become of those 

who broke the law. One could argue that these lessons are still used today in modern true crime 
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literature and media; however, they are not often targeted towards children. The New Newgate 

Calendar, the pamphlets, and the newly found true crime journalism, all inspired fictional 

authors to partake in the true crime genre. From this, On Murder Considered as One of the 

Fine Arts, a fictional satirical essay by Thomas De Quincey, was published in 1827. This is 

said to be a precursor (Burwick 1996, cited in Burger, 2016) to the later published In Cold 

Blood by Truman Capote, an influential genre-changing non-fiction book of 1966. These texts 

were influential to the true crime genre as they forced the reader to reconsider how they 

interpreted crime as a society. These literature changes surrounding true crime would soon be 

attributed to contributing towards the push into true crime detective media after the creation of 

organised police forces in 1829. 

The Lizzie Borden case of 1892 was the beginning of differences in how the media reported 

crime. Some news outlets focused on factual trial information, and others focused on 

sensationalised details of the murders. The way the media handled the case can be linked to the 

behaviour of news media in the modern century and creates an interesting parallel between the 

history of true crime reporting compared to current reporting.  

Some may argue that reporting on crime was then quashed by wartime in the United Kingdom 

in the early 1900s, with most reporting seeming to cover the war. In America, True Detective 

Magazine and its sister magazines were first published in 1919. At their peak, six million fact 

crime magazines were sold every month, and True Detective Magazine alone had a circulation 

of two million (Marr, 2015). Despite the popularity of these magazines and their successors, 

there was not many other media types that covered true crime in this time period. This is 

regardless of the alarming rise in crime during this time (Mark Ellis as cited in BBC History 

Extra, 2018). After the wars, from the 1950s onwards, society started to see academics focusing 

more on true crime and how it was reported and spread among society. For example, by the 

1970s, virtually everyone owned a television, which led to a massive influx of new ways the 
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true crime genre could be used in popular media. Not only that, but it created the need to look 

at who was consuming different genres of media and why, including the true crime genre.  

Demographics 

One of the most intriguing studies into the demographic of true crime consumers is the study 

into why women, in particular, are so intrigued by true crime. Research conducted by Amanda 

Vicary and Chris Fraley (2010) concluded that women are drawn to true crime stories, whereas 

men are more likely to be attracted to other violent genres. Vicary (cited in Watts, 2019) later 

deliberated that fear was the reason for this demographic gender gap. Women were interested 

in the killer's psychology or the survival skills they could use to evade one. Further supporting 

this is Boiling and Hulls (2018) study, which explores the motivations in the true crime podcast 

audience. Their findings align with the gender demographic and reasoning found by Vicary 

and Fraley. Using an online survey (n = 308), they discovered that 73% of the true crime 

podcast audience are female, and 'escape' is one of the most popular reasons for females 

enjoying the genre. It was noted that whilst this was found to be a main reason for females, 

many males also answered the same reasoning, just on a lesser motivational score (using a 

Likert scale).  In further research related to true crime podcasts, Joyce (2018) found that the 

hosts of the podcasts do not seem to influence the gender demographic of listeners. It was found 

that Dirty John, a popular true crime podcast about a famous conman, is hosted by a male but 

has one of the highest percentages of female audience members.  

Podcast demographics seem to be a good starting point for understanding how popular the true 

crime genre is. Serial, a podcast from the creators of This American Life, is a podcast that is 

considered the "changing point of attitudes towards podcasts" (McKinney, 2015). The podcast 

is unique in its episodic storytelling that the audience felt was addictive. When Serial was 

released in 2014, it reached five million downloads faster than any podcast to date, and a year 
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later was still being downloaded 500,000 times a day (Berry, 2015). While Serial, and other 

podcasts like it, did not revolutionise the podcast scene in terms of structure, it did reinvent 

many traditional features of media. This reflected the way podcasts are a new approach to old 

ideas of media and how it is growing with the audiences it creates (Molloy, 2019).  

The difficulty with understanding the demographic of the true crime genre is that numerous 

research studies have a vast deviation in media portrayals of crime and criminals from reality. 

This means that whilst some audience members may report being interested in true crime, in 

its literal sense as a factual piece of material, they might not know what this means. In 1993, 

Publisher's Weekly published an article explaining the explosion of interest in the genre at that 

time, documenting the increase in bookstore shelf space devoted to true crime (Weyr, 1993 as 

cited in Elrod and Kinkade, 1995). It could be argued that this rise in interest in books about 

true crime was a by-product of the rise of the internet. The older generations, not being able to 

use or wanting to learn how to use the internet, may have turned to books to learn the up-and-

coming genre that everyone was talking about.  

Why? 

These findings have great significance in understanding who is interested in true crime and, 

more importantly, why. There are several different reasons why one might be interested in the 

true crime genre, and the theories seem to differ based on the background of the theorist.  

David Green from the University of Law (cited in Soen, 2020) suggests a morbid fascination 

with impactful events is the reason people are obsessed with the genre. This opinion is also 

shared by many journalists who speak on the matter. For example, M William Phelps, an 

award-winning investigative journalist, suggested that society is so infatuated with bad news 

(Natasi, 2019) because it is vastly spread among all media types that we consume in the modern 

world. This spread has been seen as a positive and negative issue; on the one hand, it is a helpful 
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tool for the news media who want to reach the correct audience for that genre. Not many 

journalists seem to have written articles about the possible adverse effects of true crime interest. 

It appears to be an afterthought, of sorts, almost as if remembering that the genre, to some 

people, is considered distasteful (Burger, 2016). The different ways corporations can use the 

media in the modern era increases the different types of true crime entertainment that can be 

created. As aforementioned, in the 16th and 17th centuries, much of the media covering the 

subject was in the form of books or plays. Whereas now, society has books, plays, TV (in the 

form of film or episodic shows), newspapers, news websites, social media, video sharing 

platforms, and more. Due to this, Jeff Pope (Head of Factual Drama at ITV) stated in The 

Telegraph (Thorp, 2019) that true crime stories could be popular in the form of TV drama to 

ask the audience uncomfortable questions that may put them inside the narrative being shown. 

Questions such as "What would I have done?" or "How would I have reacted?". It has been 

found that TV drama makes it easy to judge the victim or the criminal justice system for their 

part in the story. This can lead to what is called web sleuthing, also known as becoming an 

armchair detective.  

A comprehensive article by Alison Natasi from Hopes and Fears (2019) documents various 

experts' opinions on the obsession with true crime and why it has become a more significant  

interest with time. Cited in the article, Katherine Ramsland, PhD, supports the idea of web 

sleuthing being the leading cause of the obsession. From her expertise, she concluded that most 

true crime stories fed to society through the media are presented as a puzzle to solve. This is 

most definitely true for many true crime-related social media posts (YouTube, Reddit). Much 

of the content covered on these sites are unsolved mysteries, murders, or missing persons cases. 

On Reddit, there are many prevalent true crime 'subreddits' (the name of the different 

communities on Reddit, identified by using r/ in front of the name). Two of the most popular 

of these are "r/ True crime", which has nearly six hundred thousand members, and "r/ True 
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crime Discussion", which has nearly two hundred and fifty thousand members. Various 

unsolved mystery or cold case subreddits collect thousands of members each, respectively. 

There is a particular responsibility felt to problem-solve the crime on the internet, insinuating 

that the crime is a problem within society that needs a conclusion. This problem solving can 

become addictive when subjected to influence by the other factors involved with solving 

something as significant as a crime (Natasi, 2019). This addictive problem solving might also 

be connected to a community spirit theory. In the same article, the author Harold Schechter 

states that coming together as a community to condemn the malefactor provides an outlet for 

impulses that everyday life does not provide. This has strong links to the history of the genre, 

as seen in The New Newgate Calendar and in many true crime plays of the time.  

Much literature covering why societies are obsessed with true crime tends to focus on the 

psychological and biological science of the destruction, tragedy, and shock value of true crime. 

The link between these explanations and the true crime genre itself is often not made. Dr John 

Mayer (cited in Page, 2017) suggests that the 'fight or flight' neurological response is one reason 

why many of us will continue to be enamoured by tragedy. When a disaster (or a crime) occurs 

within someone's awareness, the data is transferred to the amygdala. This part of the brain is 

responsible for emotions, memory, and, most importantly, survival instincts. Therefore, while 

the amygdala actively analyses the data it has been given to determine whether a threat is 

present or not, the fight or flight reaction is activated. This can work as a preventive mechanism 

in order to know which fights to pick throughout life. Dr David Henderson explains this further 

by suggesting that continuing to look up media related to the true crime genre is a way to face 

fears without the risk. He explains that the genre allows people to "face fears of death, pain, 

despair, degradation and annihilation while still feeling some level of safety" (Henderson, cited 

in Page, 2017). Not only this, but negative bias in humans is also thought to contribute to the 

true crime obsession of the modern era. One study found that humans react to and learn more 
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from negative experiences than positive ones (Grossmann and Woodward, 2008). Therefore, it 

is more likely that the brain will be activated by adverse events or experiences, causing an 

addictive type state in which people will seek more negativity.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the literature surrounding the true crime genre and the modern obsession with it 

seems to have covered a comprehensive history. Many existing studies in the broader literature 

have examined the history of true crime (and related subjects) in order to be able to analyse 

further and evaluate how the topic has changed over time. True crime has an extensive 

background, linking back to some of the earliest academics and authors. Intriguingly, many of 

the trends reported in the true crime genre in the very early days can be seen repeating 

themselves in modern times.  These trends show that true crime, like many other criminological 

topics, follows a wave of highs and lows. In modern research, much of the literature covers 

aspects of true crime that are more scientific and with regards to the popular media at the time 

of the research. This is helpful for future studies as it can refer to many different popular media 

and how they relate to the true crime genre. Although the current research does include some 

attempts at a specific overview of the genre, it has rarely, if ever, been studied directly. Previous 

studies have almost exclusively focused on true crime concerning other things, namely mental 

health, societal changes, history, and the media. 

Moreover, although research has illuminated some issues with true crime and how it may be 

affecting humans internationally, no study to date has examined cultural differences and how 

true crime is consumed and used in varying countries. Future research on the true crime genre 

might extend the explanations of Vicary and Fraley (2010) and Boling and Hull (2018) into 

why specific demographics enjoy this genre more than others. A new approach is needed to 

understand the longer-term effects of consuming true crime as a genre and how it might 
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influence different people into different life paths. This study aims to close a literature gap by 

covering the true crime genre, in chronological order, from beginning to current. The primary 

research of this study covers a short survey conducted to understand demographic data and 

reasonings for consuming, or not consuming, true crime. This, with anticipation, will be a 

useful starting point for further research into this influential and stimulating genre.  

Chapter 1 – History  

Investigating true crime as a genre for clues on its origin, audience and how it has developed 

its large fanbase reveals a somewhat surprisingly lengthy history. Exploring the origins of 

true crime obsession within society leads to a great deal of information about the growth of 

sensationalism and if the phenomenon is a primary reason for the modern-day obsession.  

The true crime genre first flourished during the Elizabethan era in the form of simple 

pamphlets detailing the exploits of local murderers (Browder, 2010). From the 1700s to the 

1900s, much like The Newgate Calendar (1775), many pieces of true crime media were 

riddled with moral edification using gore and lurid descriptions. and relied on the 

phenomenon of interest in tragedy and disaster. This could be the birth of curiosity in the true 

crime genre, the predecessor to the incessant need to solve mysteries. The Newgate Calendar 

and its successors undoubtedly provided creatives with an abundance of material. Charles 

Dickens, Bulwer Lytton, Henry Fielding, and Gerald Griffin are only a few of the many early 

authors who directly based their stories on excerpts from The Newgate Calendar (Ex 

Classics, n.d). Other notable mentions in the development of the True crime genre within 

literature include Truman Capote's "In Cold Blood" (1966). Crime entertainment was not an 

ableist hobby either; the illiterate would have seen stage versions of the stories. Whether 

these materials could be classed as "true crime" or not is up for debate. A historical version of 

the modern-day true crime sleuthing was Edgar Allen Poe's 1942 book, The Mystery of Marie 
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Roget. In 1941, Mary Cecelia Rogers body was found floating in the Hudson River. Later, 

Poe claimed he had untangled the riddle of her death and wrote one of the most significant 

true crime prototypes. The book featured many of the hallmarks the genre retains to this day: 

the thrill of amateur sleuthing, the female victim, and the gruesome and vivid descriptions. 

This can be seen transferring into modern-day alternatives in movies, true crime 

documentaries, TV shows, YouTube videos, and podcasts.  

After the development of criminology in the early 1800s, scientific advances in forensics and 

detective work meant that the true crime obsessed of these early societies were becoming 

more interested in mysteries. In the late 1800s, the news media began reporting on true crime 

more often, predominantly due to the infamous Lizzie Borden case of 1892. The interest in 

crimes, especially horrific murders such as the Borden case, has never died down. Another 

illustration of this phenomenon in later years was Jack the Ripper – whose case was just as 

famous in America as it was in the UK. A modern-day example of this level of fascination 

would be the O.J Simpson case of 1995, this time, with technology covering the trial live on 

TV. However, it has been argued that these types of cases were the victim of sensationalism 

and televising criminal trials can be compared to the era of public punishment. Public 

punishment between the 1700s and 1900s allowed the whole community to take revenge on 

the criminal, see that the victims got justice, and acted as a deterrent. It may be argued that 

this is the same now, with television coverage often including the moment the crime is 

committed, up to conviction. Allowing trials to be shown to the public could increase interest 

in the genre negatively or positively.  

From the mid-1800s, criminology started to take part in how true crime was presented to 

interested audiences. Detective fiction became famous (and is heavily prevalent today, with 

TV shows such as NCIS, Criminal Minds, Bones, and CSI using it to their advantage). These 

shows can be strongly attributed to François Vidocq, the first private detective and first 
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known director of the French National Police. He is considered  the father of modern 

criminology. Vidocq is credited with the introduction of undercover work, ballistics, 

criminology, record-keeping systems for criminal investigation, and plaster cast impressions 

of shoe prints. These helpful policing techniques revolutionised detective work and added 

extra layers of interest for the audience of true crime. Nowadays, the audience needs to learn 

about the incorporation of these techniques in an investigation. Yet, it is still vital to 

understand that the enjoyment or interest in true crime changes entirely based on the 

demographic and individual personalities who consume it. These interests have changed over 

time. One could theorise that the interest was due to the audience being told the gory details 

and discovering the outright evilness of the accused murderer during the Borden case. 

Whereas, in the 21st century, many are interested in the psychology behind crime, victim 

rights, and theorising about solutions to the crime themselves. 

The history of the true crime genre is not overly focused on the timeline of how true crime 

has been distributed. Even though specific modern distribution methods (TV and the internet) 

are more susceptible to sensationalism, this is not always the case. The history of how crime 

became a genre of interest is more about why. The reasons why people are interested, and the 

various outcomes of that interest. Recent contributions to the true crime genre are merely the 

most recent iteration of an interest that has always been focused on more than bloody deeds 

and disfigured bodies (Burger, 2016). 

Chapter 2 – What is the obsession? 

Even though true crime has found new ways to entice audiences in the 21st century, in many 

ways, the genre has not changed since the days of Poe or Capote (Cruz, 2015).  

Many hobbies or interests will become something that most people will do or research in 

their spare time for mental, emotional, physical, or social benefits. Any hobby can turn into 
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something negative; for example, collecting can turn into hoarding (Frost and Steketee, 

2010). However, the implications of a negative side of true crime obsession are slightly more 

in-depth, affecting the immediate society, the state, or even national matters. It is important to 

note that nothing begins as an obsession, and even when people are obsessed with something, 

they might not realise or admit it. Cambridge Dictionary (2021) defines obsession as "the 

control of one's thoughts by a continuous, powerful idea or feeling, or the idea or feeling 

itself". It could be debated that if a person's interest in true crime causes interruption to their 

day-to-day activities or replace another hobby entirely, it could be classed as an obsession. 

This should not be confused with the illness of obsession which is often recognised as OCD 

(obsessive-compulsive disorder). The 'true crime obsession' being studied in this essay is 

more of a fascination or fixation than an illness, which would be something for future studies 

to analyse.  

Understanding why an obsession with true crime begins is essential to understand why it 

becomes a continual hobby for many. For example, many people would likely admit they 

initially consumed the true crime genre from the news media. Therefore, it began an interest 

in other related crimes, and so on. However, it has been proven that increased consumption of 

news reports decreased the ability to accurately perceive the prevalence of crime in society 

(Seplow, 1994 as cited in Wiltenburg, 2004). Therefore, the consumption of true crime 

through the news media seems to be an unhealthy starting point. Besides that, the number of 

people who will purposefully consume the genre only through the news seems small 

compared to the audiences who will actively seek it out or avoid it altogether.  

As has been aforementioned, it is clear that the reasons for enjoying the true crime genre have 

drastically changed over many hundreds of years. In earlier centuries, the interest was mainly 

gore or the horrific details of brutality (The Newgate Calendar). Enjoyment then morphed 

into an interest in criminology, forensics, and detective dramas, while keeping a significant 
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curiosity in violence (Soen, 2020). In the most recent times, it could be argued that the 

introduction of the internet (most notably, internet forums and podcasts) has added a new 

layer of importance to the genre: solving the crime, web-sleuthing, or conspiracies. An 

intricate example of this phenomenon is the Elisa Lam case, among many others. Lam was 

found naked and dead on the roof of her hotel, inside a water tank. The case was so 

mysterious due to a report that the heavy water tank door was found closed – the mystery 

was, how could a small, young woman open a heavy water tank, climb inside, take her 

clothes off, close the door by herself and drown? This case was prevalent on the social media 

platform Reddit. There is an entire Subreddit dedicated to it, with over six-thousand members 

(at the time of writing); a Google search of Lam's name brings up over sixteen million results. 

Much to the disappointment of many hardcore web-sleuths, the case turned out to be not so 

much of a mystery as people first thought. The water tank door was found open when Lam's 

body was discovered, and Lam was found to be mentally ill and missing her medication. 

Hence, an interesting example of how the news and social media turned a tragic death into a 

mystery for people to solve.  

The introduction of true crime podcasts such as 'Serial' and the true crime genre leaking into 

social media forums and video platforms such as Reddit or YouTube brought a new wave of 

armchair detectives. Often, this is because of platform-swinging, or the ability to swap 

between many social media platforms (Tandoc et al., 2019). It starts a cycle: hear about a true 

crime case on a podcast, Google the case, Google shows the user millions of results from 

every social media platform available, and then the user is stuck. This cycle becomes an 

overarching reason for the obsession itself. The user might continue to search for this 

information due to wanting to solve the case, interest in the offender, interest in the victims, 

interest in the criminal justice system, or purely research purposes. The question is, what are 

these people doing with the research they conduct? Is it simply for discussion or social 
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purposes, or does it date back to wanting public justice for something abhorrent? In other 

words, is society "collectively outraged that no one has been made to answer (for the crime)" 

(Barber, 2017)? It could be argued that this hypothesis does not explain why certain 

hobbyists of true crime will precisely aim their efforts of web-sleuthing towards cases that are 

hundreds of years old (r/ColdCases on Reddit), where there is very little evidence, record, or 

chance that justice will be brought. Public justice also leads to sensationalism, disrespect for 

the court, star-struck juries, grandstanding lawyers, and intimidated witnesses and victims. It 

also makes way for the perfect environment for these web-sleuths to work from, possibly 

diminishing actual police work. These aspects have been heightened with the introduction of 

televised trials. 

When justice is not the first reason for true crime obsession, such as why 'In Cold Blood' sold 

millions of copies, safety is a close second. "Crime(s) without reason is often the most 

terrifying to us because there is no way to protect ourselves from it" (Barber, 2017). 

Dangerously bordering on the line of victim-blaming, this is not the same. The audience is 

trying to find the tiny things within a true crime case that means they will not end up in a 

similar position to the victim. For example, if the victim was jogging when they were 

abducted, and the audience member does not jog, they feel safer. Although this is a legitimate 

reason for the obsession, it is a false reassurance. There is also the more sadistic side of true 

crime obsession, often described as "schadenfreude" – the pleasure in others misfortune and 

the idea that the misfortune did not happen to oneself (Packer cited in Palmeiri, 2016). Crime 

can happen anywhere, to anyone, for millions of reasons, and it is unfortunately 

unpredictable.  

It is the same for obsession over true crime: it can happen to anyone, anywhere, and for 

millions of reasons.  
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Chapter 3 – Mediums of spread 

The modern true crime obsession is not wholly focused on crime itself. Genres such as 

mystery, paranormal, UFOs, ancient culture, history, futurism, and 'matrix glitches' are 

popular subcultures often researched alongside true crime by fans. Many of these genres 

significantly overlap on social media platforms, a popular example being Reddit. In the 

modern century, social media has become the primary medium of spread for the true crime 

genre due to its ease of use, flexibility, and availability in different formats (such as blogs, 

short text posts, videos or images). This has been heightened by the fact that many modern 

crimes have included social media involvement in some way, creating an extra layer of 

interest and bond between social media users and the case. 

A disturbing example of this was the murder of Bianca Devins in 2019. Devins was thought 

to be quite active on social media. The murderer uploaded pictures and videos of Devins' 

body to social media platforms such as Reddit, Facebook, Instagram, 4Chan, and the social 

chatting platform, Discord. Following this, supporters of Devins and her family started 

hashtags such as #pinkcloudsforbianca, which involved posting pictures of pink clouds, 

counteracting the hateful images being spread and raised awareness to the social media giants 

to remove the photos. However, accounts started to appear that promised to repost the images 

of Devins' murder in exchange for likes and follows (Cooper, 2019). This case showed the 

very extremes of positivity and negativity that true crime on social media can bring. 

Unfortunately, in Bianca's case, it was started by the murderer; however, sometimes, these 

trains of discussion or sharing of crime scene photos can be started by anyone on the internet 

with access to the information. Reddit has a subreddit called r/Crime Scene, which has over 

150 thousand members dedicated to looking at pictures of crime scenes. It claims this is to 
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analyse the crime scenes and learn from them. Social media has not just contributed to violent 

crime. The case of the infamous con-woman, Anna Sorokin, shows that using social media to 

perform fraud, identity theft, and cybercrime may not be as hard as it sounds. It could be 

debated that social media is simply a new way of spreading news. Perhaps, instead of The 

Newgate Calendar or The New Newgate Calendar, social media is the contemporary form of 

The New New Newgate Calendar?  

In argument to this, news can be spread anywhere, in many ways. The invention of social 

media was not necessarily intended to spread the news. It most definitely was not to 

perpetuate an environment of web sleuths of true crime. As earlier discovered, books, 

magazines, newspapers, and pamphlets were the world’s earliest forms of true crime 

literature and the earliest way to spread the news. True crime books, in particular, have been 

popular since Capote. A quick search on Amazon of 'true crime' in the books section offers 

over one hundred thousand options. Books are split into crime fiction and true crime. The 

true crime genre is then split up further into different types of book: narrative stories by a 

victim (for example, Ann Rule), stories by ex-convicts themselves (for example, Henri 

Charrière), biography or auto-biographies, and more recently, books by forensic 

psychologists or psychiatrists writing about their experiences with criminals have been top-

rated (for example, Christopher Berry-Dee, who is the UK's number one crime writer).  

Between January and November 2018, true crime titles sold 1.6 million print copies (NPD 

Book Scan, 2018). Later, in 2019, two-thousand United States residents were surveyed by 

Civic Science and 40% of respondents reported being somewhat interested in reading or 

watching true crime, while 22% reported being very interested (Wilson, 2019). Further, a 

2015 Harris poll of readers found that women were over 46% more likely to have read a true 

crime book than men (Colin and Fouriezos, 2019). 
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Watching true crime is another modern and popular form of the genre that has contributed to 

the growth of interest. Television has become only one place to watch or listen to true crime, 

with the introduction of YouTube in 2005 and the podcast 'Serial' in 2017. Podcasts are often 

posted on YouTube, enabling viewers to watch the podcasters as they speak if they desire to. 

Although not a concrete number, an estimated 60 or more YouTubers dedicate their channels 

to crime content. Further, almost 200 true crime podcasts have launched in the last six years, 

and they regularly occupy many of the spots on the Top 20 podcast charts (Boling, 2020). 

This data proves that alternative ways of watching the genre are pervasive, but what about the 

traditional television option? The programmes on true crime are split up into fictional and 

non-fictional, similar to books. There are documentaries or the news on the factual side, 

which both cover large amounts of true crime in different ways. The fiction side of 

programming includes crime dramas such as CSI, Criminal Minds, Bones, and NCIS. From 

the Civic Science Survey, 12% reported watching true crime television shows or 

documentaries "very often" (Wilson, 2019). While streaming platforms such as Netflix or 

Amazon Prime have proven to be very popular, network television has also capitalised on the 

rise of true crime. The UK television network Sky has created its own "Sky Crime" channel, 

and the US has Investigation Discovery, a network dedicated to true crime. All these forms of 

active viewing tend to follow a specific formula – long-term storytelling. It is predicted that 

this type of show is effective because it invites viewers to work alongside investigators as 

they attempt to solve confounding cases (Arntfield, cited in Fieldstadt, 2016).  

It is overtly apparent that every media form has its dedicated audience, but this does not mean 

that the audiences are getting any smaller any time soon. While books and magazines may be 

the longest-running form of true crime media, it could be argued that – especially within the 

younger generation – television and social media are the new way of consuming the genre. 

The effects of this have positives and negatives; for example, the viewer gains a more 
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personal connection with the victim, the offender, or the characters involved in a television 

programme. Increased personal connection means the empathy involved may increase, and 

also the education levels regarding the case. However, factual television, such as crime news, 

tends to be too plentiful. This is bad for society because it leads to exaggerated fear of crime 

and rising crime rates (Graber, 1979), especially televised trials. Studies suggest that this type 

of coverage (live trials) may reinforce negative public attitudes toward criminals whilst also 

encouraging retributive attitudes to punishment within society (Barber, 1985). 

 

Chapter 4 – Survey Results 

To support the findings stated so far, a survey was completed (n = 100) which consisted of 

ten questions related to the consumption of the true crime genre (Appendix A). The survey 

conducted for this work indicates several answers to varying hypotheses.  

Hypotheses and results 

Firstly, the survey aimed to answer the primary age demographic of the true crime genre for 

each gender option. The gender options included male, female, and non-binary. For both 

male and female participants, the primary age demographic was concluded to be 18-24. There 

was an option for participants to state that they did not consume true crime at all. 86 

participants (86%) responded 'yes' to consuming true crime regularly. 77.9% were female, 

20.9% were male, and 1% were non-binary (the only non-binary respondent).  

After the gender demographics were established, the survey aimed to discover why females 

enjoy true crime versus males enjoy true crime. The most popular answer for all gender 

demographics was "I am interested in the psychology behind criminality and victimology". It 

had 61 female respondents, 17 male respondents, and one non-binary respondent (Figure 1). 
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9% of the females who identified they willingly engage in true crime media stated that they 

fear becoming victims of crime, whereas 0 males answered with this response.  

 

Figure 1. Gender by Reason of Consumption 

Next, the survey questioned if there was a consensus into why different age groups enjoy true 

crime. Every age group had the most participants choose psychology as the reason they were 

interested in true crime. Ages 45+ chose "keeping up with news and current affairs" as their 

other most popular choice (Figure 2).  
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up to date on crime in my community.

I am interested in gore, crime scenes, forensics.

I am interested in victim support, social justice, victim
rights.

True crime stories make me sad, angry, or feel
uncomfortable.

I want to solve cold cases, I want to feel as though I am
investigating a case, I enjoy being a web-sleuth.

I am currently in a crime related career or educational
course

I am scared of becoming a victim of crime and therefore I
want to learn more about it

I am aspiring to go into a crime related career (police,
detective, forensics, law, social services), or I am an…

Other: please Specify

I am a victim of crime and I want to help others like me
by learning about true crime

I am a victim of crime therefore I get triggered by true
crime media

Nonbinary Male Female
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Figure 2. Why Different Age Groups Enjoy True Crime 

Switching from focusing on the participants who responded, 'yes' to consuming true crime, 

the survey aimed to conclude why participants who chose 'no' did not consume true crime. 14 

people (14%) responded no to this question in total: eight females, six males. Half of the 

females who responded stated that it was because true crime made them uncomfortable; they 

feared becoming a victim or already had been a victim. Males who responded 'no' only seem 

to engage with the genre in passing, through news or current affairs, and two male 

respondents added that it "just was not a subject they enjoy".  

The survey's main focus was to discover the mediums of spread for each gender and age 

demographic and how they differed from each other. Figure 3 shows gender by media type 

consumption; Figure 4 shows age by media type consumption. Females and males mostly 

consumed true crime via non-fiction television. Interestingly, no females answered with 

Reddit, whereas two males did. Regarding age demographics, the most popular answer for all 
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participants under the age of 25 was YouTube. For all participants of age 25 and above, non-

fiction television was the most popular answer.  

 

Figure 3. Gender by Media Consumption 

 

Figure 4. Age by Media Consumption 
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Discussion 

Studying these results shows some consistency with previous research stated in the literature 

review. For example, in this current study, 77% of participants who responded 'yes' to 

consuming true crime were female. This is supported by Vicary and Fraley (2010), who 

concluded that women, in particular, are drawn to true crime. It is also supported by other 

data that was collected in this work. For instance, data from the popular 'CrimeCon' event for 

true crime fans showed that 70% of their visitors were females aged 35-50. Also, YouTube 

data gathered from various true crime YouTubers with a collective subscription base of six 

million people showed a 90% female visitor rate. Vicary (cited in Watts, 2019) also stated 

that the main reason females were interested in true crime was to educate themselves on 

preventing becoming a victim of crime. The survey results from this study support Vicary, 

with 9% of the females who identified they willingly engage in true crime media, stating that 

they fear becoming victims of crime. However, eight females responded that they actively do 

not engage with the true crime genre because of the same reason, therefore it is not 

conclusive why some females will engage with true crime out of fear, and some will not. The 

sample size in this survey was limited, and future research may determine the consistency of 

Vicary's statement more effectively.  

The findings also support David Green (cited in Soen, 2020) and M William Phelps (cited in 

Natasi, 2019). They suggest that a morbid fascination with impactful events and an interest in 

bad news are the reasons why people are obsessed with the genre. Behind criminal 

psychology with 79%, keeping up with factual news made up 11% of participant’s answers. 

Further research should focus on precisely what sub-genre of criminal psychology is most 

interesting to the audience, as the response ("I am interested in the psychology behind 

criminality and victimology") used as an option in this survey was quite vague.  
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Overall, the data showed that the top three types of crime most interested in by the audience 

were serial murder (52%), missing persons (50%), and unsolved mysteries (48%). This data 

supports the web-sleuth idea by Ramsland (cited in Natasi, 2019). 86% of participants 

admitted to consuming true crime regularly; however, 72% of participants stated that they 

would not include true crime as one of their main hobbies. Further, 39% said they would 

most definitely not attend an event based around true crime such as CrimeCon. This data 

shows that while true crime is prevalent in modern times, there still may be some stigma 

surrounding having true crime as the main interest. This is possibly due to the stereotype of 

crime fans, or it could be because true crime is simply a sub-hobby for many people, not 

something they would class as an obsession.  

In conclusion, the data found in this survey does conclude many intriguing things about a 

small sample of the true crime audience. It supports some of the research found in the 

literature review; unfortunately, the sample size is too small to scale up to a broader 

population, and the male to female ratio of results was not equal enough to accurately 

compare the gender demographics. Therefore, future research should complete this survey 

again with a larger sample size and regularly. This means that the survey will start to discover 

trends in media types used in consumption.  

 

Chapter 5 – Possible outcomes 

For everyone who consumes true crime, obsessed or not, there is an outcome. Possibly they 

will become a criminal, a copycat of a previous offender. Perhaps they will become a law 

enforcement official, aiming to help victims whom they had heard, watched, and read about 

for years before. Maybe they will become a web-sleuth or continue to help examine crime 

online: this has most definitely solved a few crimes in the past (for example, the case of Luka 



30 
 

Magnotta). If there is no definite outcome, like in most cases, the obsession will fall into an 

old hobby or interest that will sometimes resurface if an interesting case happens.  

A general question is: is true crime healthy? Many compare it to positive and negative effects 

of social media or violent video games – two subjects that are constantly heavily disputed, 

then supported, time and time again. It has recently been discovered that social media does 

not affect the quality of mental health in teenage users (Vuorre et al., 2021). This shows that 

modern research can sometimes contradict past findings on a subject. Since studying the true 

crime genre as a phenomenon of obsession in the early days of academic interest, it goes 

without saying that the results and outcomes of being obsessed with this genre will change 

over time. Nevertheless, when researching the outcomes of having true crime as a hobby, 

many of the results are negative.  

Even the most regularly returning fans of the genre will most likely have adverse effects to 

deal with from engaging with the true crime genre. It is similar to genres such as horror or 

psychological thrillers. Professor Jooyoung Lee (cited in Hensley, 2019) stated that any time 

an audience exposes themselves to extreme violence, they are always running the risk of 

potentially traumatising themselves. It is no secret that professionals who deal with true crime 

as a career (forensic experts, police officers, firefighters, detectives, paramedics) have post-

traumatic stress disorder on a higher level than others (Shaw, 2019). Therefore, the general 

public who consumes this genre must also deal with some level of this effect. However, the 

disconnection between real life and the internet/television helps to decrease this. Also, the 

more the audience consumes the genre, the more desensitised they become. This runs the risk 

of normalising crime, especially against women (Hensley, 2019). Much like professionals in 

the industry, some audience members can better compartmentalise than others. The people 

who struggle to compartmentalise are the ones who run a higher risk of possibly becoming a 

criminal themselves (Honeywell, 2018).  
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Not only is there a risk of violence breeding violence, but mental illness has become a 

possible outcome. Obsession can quickly turn to addiction, as seen in the example of 

hoarders. In some cases, a victim of crime consuming true crime can sometimes skew their 

perception of therapy - revisiting a traumatic event can decrease the intensity of the event 

(Johnson, cited in Semigran, 2019). In Why We Love Serial Killers by Bonn and Dimond 

(2014), the authors state that the possible addiction outcome is due to a lack of understanding. 

If the audience cannot understand why killers do what they do, their fear is never abated, and 

therefore it begins a cycle.  

Outcomes for the victims, or the victims' families, are often not discussed. Many YouTube 

videos, Netflix documentaries, sometimes even true story-based fictional dramas tend to 

ignore the wishes of the victim's family members. This seems incongruous with earlier results 

that conclude the audience is highly interested in the victimology, and consequently, the 

victims' families and friends. Whether on social media or mainstream streaming services, 

content creators ignoring victims' surviving voices greatly impacts those voices. Murder 

victim Robert Mast's story was part of a Netflix series. The family did  not want this series to 

air, as it gave airtime to his killer, and they could not control the light in which the killer 

would be portrayed. Mast's stepsister stated that when series like these are released, "real 

people living real lives keep getting re-traumatised every time" (Chan, 2020).  

By and large, the outcomes of being obsessed with true crimes are minimal. It is unlikely that 

one audience member reading Reddit posts in their bedroom about a serial killer from the 

1960s will influence their mental health or the mental health of anyone involved in that 

crime. However, there is a line that sometimes can get crossed. It is down to the personal 

responsibility of audience members to keep track of how much true crime they are consuming 

and how their body and mind react to that level of the genre. There is also the argument that 
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anyone contributing to the true crime genre by clicking, reading, watching, or buying media 

concerning it contributes to the issue of exploitation. 

On the other hand of the genre, creating copycat criminals from reporting on crimes will 

always occur. Narcissistic killers or other criminals will always aim to gain notoriety for what 

they have accomplished – and that notoriety came from the news media long before it came 

from other forms of true crime media (Dams, 2020). There is no conclusive outcome of an 

obsession with true crime because all audience members are obsessed with it for varying 

reasons. It is also difficult to measure due to the incorporation of other environmental and 

biological factors. Possible future research could cover the long-term effects of the hobby and 

how it affects young people, particularly their education and career choices.  

 

Conclusion  

The overall findings from the primary and secondary research suggest that the demographic 

of true crime changes entirely depending on gender and age. Female interest in the genre is 

solely rooted in an innate need to protect themselves from future crime or understand the 

reasons behind crime that has happened to them in the past. In contrast, male interest comes 

from enjoyment, and in the older age demographics of males, mostly enjoyment or curiosity 

in the news and current affairs. It would be invaluable to the study if there were studies 

concerning the demographics of the true crime audience in earlier centuries to compare this 

data to. This study aimed to understand the history, evolution, impact, and future of the true 

crime genre and how it can aid, or break, society. The history is extensive and full of 

comparative nature to modern-day practices. While the reasons behind the interest in the 

genre have changed over time, it is noteworthy that the genre has stayed at a somewhat 

stagnant level of interest over the last three hundred to four hundred years. The evolution can 



33 
 

be seen through globalisation and the introduction of technology into the genre, causing it to 

ripple throughout various demographics. Technology has allowed audiences to become 

interested in a topic that they otherwise may not have and encourages them to continue their 

true crime-related hobbies for long periods. The impact of this genre goes further than web-

sleuths or pure enjoyment. It can turn into an unhealthy obsession, causing mental illness or 

violence. It may also affect victims and victim's families more than many people realise or 

care about. In terms of the future, it is unclear whether the genre is a phase of society or 

whether it will become of genuine criminological, sociological, and psychological academic 

interest. Studies that include a more significant number of participants and focus on the long-

term effects of being interested in the genre will allow academics to understand the genre 

further. Studies need to question whether the genre is unhealthy, like studies regarding the 

effects of video games on adolescents. There also needs to be further studies into the 

psychological effects of victimhood in relation to the true crime genre, such as PTSD in 

victims or victims' families and how the genre may contribute to that.  

In conclusion, the true crime genre is more complex than many initially think, and the 

criminological significance to many areas of society is underrated.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: List of questions 

1. Gender 

- Female 

- Male 

- Non-binary or ungendered 

- Prefer not to say 

 

2. Age 

- Under 18 

- 18 to 24 

- 25 to 34 

- 35 to 44 

- 45 to 54 

- 55 to 64 
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- 65 and over 

 

3. Area of residence 

(This is where you live or reside at the time of completing the survey, not your birth 

country) 

- England 

- Wales 

- Ireland 

- Scotland 

- International (any countries outside of the United Kingdom) 

 

4. Do you consume true crime media?  

This question means: do you read, watch, listen to or are you interested in true crime 

as a subject of interest, to the point of consuming information about this topic 

willingly? 

 

- Yes 

- No 

 

5.  In your opinion, why do/don’t you consume true crime media? Tick all statements 

that apply.  

This question means: Why do YOU think you are interested in true crime? Some of 

these answers can be ticked whether you are interested in true crime or not. 

 

I am interested in the psychology behind criminality and victimology. 
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I am interested in the news, current affairs, and keeping up to date on crime in my 

community.  

I am interested in gore, crime scenes, forensics.  

I want to solve cold cases, I want to feel as though I am investigating a case, I enjoy 

being a web-sleuth. 

I am aspiring to go into a crime related career (police, detective, forensics, law, social 

services), or I am an aspiring crime related educational student. 

I am currently in a crime related career or educational course 

I am interested in victim support, social justice, victim rights. 

True crime stories make me sad, angry, or feel uncomfortable. 

I am a victim of crime and I want to help others like me by learning about true crime 

I am a victim of crime therefore I get triggered by true crime media 

I am scared of becoming a victim of crime and therefore I want to learn more about it  

Other: please fill in 

 

6. Estimate how much time you consume true crime media per week. 

This question means: How often do you read, watch, listen to, investigate, or learn 

about true crime in a week? This does not have to be conscious, it may include 

watching the news about a true crime story, for example.  

 

- I do not consume true crime / I avoid consuming true crime 

- Between 30 minutes and 2 hours per week 

- Between 2.5 hours and 5 hours per week 

- Between 5 hours and 10 hours per week 
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- 10 hours or more 

 

7. Where do you feel you consume most of your true crime media? Tick all that apply 

YouTube 

Reddit 

Facebook and/or Twitter 

Other social media 

TV (News, factual shows, documentaries) 

TV (Fiction shows) 

Newspapers or magazines 

Books (Non-fiction) 

Books (Fiction) 

Other (specify) 

I do not consume true crime at all 

 

8. I would declare that one of my main interests/hobbies is true crime 

This question means: When talking about your interests, you would be willing to 

announce true crime as one of them.  

- Yes 

- No 

 

9. What types of crime are you particularly interested in consuming media about? Tick 

any that apply. 

Note: you may be interested in these topics for a variety of reasons, remember your 

answers are anonymous. 
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I am not interested in consuming media about true crime. 

Sexual assault 

Mass murders 

Missing persons cases 

Murder (single) 

Murder (serial, 3 or more killings) 

Child abuse 

Community crime (burglary, damage, petty crimes) 

Cybercrime 

Cult or religious based crime 

Fraud or financial crime 

Unsolved mysteries involving crime 

I am interested in all true crime stories 

 

10. I would be willing to attend events related to true crime, such as a crime-based 

convention or event, or a talk or presentation by a criminologist or related academic 

person.  

 

- Yes, I am very interested in this 

- Yes, I am somewhat interested in this 

- Not sure 

- No, I am not interested in this 

 


