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Detecting 
Sexually 
Motivated 
Asphyxiation
by Kelsey McKay

Criminal asphyxiation is a form of 
violence that is dangerous and deadly. 
Asphyxiation is used as a method 
of homicide and is disproportion-
ately present in sexually motivated 
crimes. Depriving a person of oxygen, 
whether causing unconsciousness or 
death, is associated with rape, sexual 
sadism, domestic abuse, and other 
interpersonal crimes.

Tactics, like strangulation or 
drowning, are often used by sexual 
predators to fulfill motivations within 
the framework of their psychopathol-
ogy, ranging from coercion to control 
and power to sexual gratification.

Strangulation specifically is 
prevalent in gender-based violence, 
especially cases driven by sexual 
motivations. Research, however, is 
limited in this area and has primarily 
focused on the occurrence of strangu-
lation in nonsexual aspects of domes-
tic abuse. As a result, legislation, 
funding, and research has excluded 
one of the most significant intersec-
tions that could provide powerful 
information in the prevention of serial 
rape and sexually motivated killers. 
An understanding of this intersec-
tion provides a path for overcoming 
some of the most common defenses 
in sexual violence and sexually moti-
vated killings of women.

When a victim survives asphyxia-
tion, the impact can be multifaceted 
with psychological, physical, neu-
rological, and behavioral outcomes 
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An Integrated Approach to Treating 
Sexual Offenders
by Jeffrey Abracen, Jan Looman, Kristina Shatokhina, 
Emma Collie, and Janice Picheca

Assessment and Treatment System Model 
(IRATS) developed by our group (e.g., Abra-
cen, Looman, & Ferguson, 2017).

Re-entering Communities With Sex 
Offender Conviction and Mental Illness

Perhaps the most logical place to begin 
is by stating that the vast majority of sexual 
offenders who are incarcerated or who are 
before the courts will be released to the 
community (if they have been incarcerated 
at all). Many of these individuals will strug-
gle to initiate and maintain healthy rela-
tionships with consenting adults. Further, 
many of the clients with whom we work 
suffer from the dual stigma of having both 
mental illness and being a convicted sexual 
offender. Helping such clients navigate 
issues associated with healthy relationships 
therefore becomes a focus of treatment.

In order to help the clients with whom 
we work, accurate assessment is critical. 
To treat our clients, we need to possess 
accurate information regarding the range of 
difficulties with which they present. One of 
the most critical areas to understand in any 
forensic assessment is the client’s potential 
risk of future offending (be that general, 
violent, or sexual). As this area of assess-
ment is unique to forensic populations, we 
will turn our attention to this matter first.

The purpose of this article is to provide 
the reader with some knowledge regard-
ing work with individuals who have been 
charged or convicted of sexual crimes. 
Although our work has focused primarily 
on incarcerated populations who have been 
convicted of one or more sexual crimes, the 
principles described in this article have been 
applied to those living in the community 
and/or who represent lower risk groups of 
offenders. The information contained in 
this article is based, at least in part, on the 
text published by Abracen and Looman 
(2016) related to the treatment of high-risk 
sexual offenders. Readers interested in more 
detailed information than included below 
are encouraged to consult this text. Some 
newer material, not included in our book 
will also be summarized below.

The present article is intended for a vari-
ety of professionals working with individu-
als adjudicated for sexual crimes including 
mental health professionals as well as those 
involved in the criminal justice system. The 
present article will discuss contemporary 
approaches to the management of sexual 
offenders in institutional and community 
settings. Several well-known models of 
treatment will be explained, including the 
Risk-Need-Responsivity Model (Andrews & 
Bonta, 1998, 2010) as well as the Good Lives 
Model (GLM) (e.g., Ward & Maruna, 2007). 
The article also discusses the Integrated Risk See INTEGRATED APPROACH, next page
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(Bichard et al., 2021). Yet, despite the 
seriousness of this crime and the potentially 
lethal consequences, offenders often escape 
accountability due to minimal external signs 
that the act occurred. Without significant 
visible external injury, asphyxiation can 
be easy to miss, even in an autopsy. In both 
fatal and nonfatal cases, law enforcement 
lacks adequate training to overcome typical 
defenses, and as a result, this hidden crime 
goes uncounted. This leaves significant gaps 
throughout the system and results in missed 
opportunities to recognize offenders, iden-
tify significant patterns for prevention, and 
make informed policy decisions.

Asphyxiation as Part of Sexual Arousal, 
Assault, and Homicide

As a weapon, asphyxiation may seem 
less prevalent or less of an immediate threat 
when compared to guns or other weapons. 
Overall homicides rates in the United States 
reflect very low rates of killing by asphyxi-
ation. Even in intimate partner homicide, 
where gender plays a role, reports consis-
tently show the rate of strangulation as the 
cause of death in approximately 10% of 
these murders (TCFV, 2021). But existing 
data underestimate the rates at which offend-
ers use asphyxiation in violent offenses.

In sexually motivated homicides, stran-
gulation has been identified as the cause of 
death in 67% of cases (Warren et al., 1996). 
Additionally, strangulation was the cause of 
death in 63% of sexually motivated homi-
cides of elderly females, and 61% of sexu-
ally sadistic homicides (Warren et al., 1996).

Another study identified 133 homicide 
cases in which death was attributed to 
asphyxiation. Among those cases, sexual 
assault was the primary motivation against 
female victims in cases of both ligature 
strangulation (66%) and manual strangula-
tion (52%) (DiMaio, 2000).

Godlike Control Over Victim’s Life. 
Research on sexually sadistic serial mur-
derers highlights that those killings often 
included painful sexual acts, intentional 
torture, and death primarily by means of 
strangulation (Warren et al., 1996). This 
highlights the value offenders draw from 
using strangulation, as the murderers con-
sistently reported seeking and/or feeling 
“sexual arousal to the pain, fear, and panic 
of their victims” (id.). Specifically:

One of the men, who murdered vic-
tims by manual strangulation, told of 
breathing air into his dying victim so 
that he could watch more closely her 

dawning realization that he was, in 
fact, going to kill her. This sense of 
being Godlike and in control of the 
life and death of another human being 
is reported by some of the men as one 
of the most exhilarating aspects of 
their sexual experiences and of their 
crimes (id.).

Sexual Gratification From Asphyxia-
tion. Some offenders use asphyxiation itself 
to achieve sexual gratification. Offenders 
may feel sexual arousal by instilling fear, 
the act of torture, or the power and control 
they gain over the victim using asphyxi-
ation. This is a significant consideration 
within the context of serial sexual offenders 
and serial killers, who often have a history 
of being sexually gratified in this manner.

For some offenders, sexual gratification 
can be achieved without a sexual assault. 
If an offender is sexually aroused or grati-
fied by pain, torture, helplessness, death 
or corpse control, a god complex, or has 
a hero-saving complex, asphyxiation pro-
vides them an avenue to enact these sexual 
desires. Some offenders specifically derive 

sexual pleasure from the act of torture 
(sexual sadism), the act of killing, or both. 
In 2019, Samuel Little confessed to the 
Texas Rangers that he had murdered 93 
women. Little strangled most of his victims 
and drowned at least one, reportedly often 
masturbating while strangling his victims 
(Chaudhary, 2021).

Sexually Posed Homicides. Fatal 
asphyxiation is also commonly present in 
sexually posed homicides. Sexual posing 
involves intentionally positioning the body 
of a victim in a sexual manner, for example, 
exposing the victim’s breasts or spread-
ing the victim’s legs (Geberth, 2010b). 
One study found that, among sexually 
posed homicides, the most common modal-
ity of death was by strangulation (manual 
and ligature), present in 71% of the cases 
(Geberth, 2010a).

Most of these offenders used the combi-
nation of strangulation and sexual posing 
to further their sexual fantasy or arousal 
(id.). So, even in cases that do not appear 
to be explicitly sexual in nature, we must 
consider whether an offender was sexually 
motivated. Some states, like Washington 

and Maryland, have a special enhancement 
for crimes that involve sexual motivation 
or sexual gratification, highlighting the 
significance of this overlap.

Targeting Marginalized Victims. A 
recent review of cases in Chicago, between 
2001 and 2017, identified 75 women who 
were killed by asphyxiation—specifically 
strangled or smothered. Of those cases, 
at least 55 of them remained unsolved 
(Sweeney, 2019). Many of those victims 
were members of marginalized communi-
ties, particularly victims of sex traffick-
ing or women who engaged in sex work. 
These populations may be targeted by 
serial offenders because their deaths often 
go unnoticed or misdiagnosed, as was the 
case with the Green River Killer, Samuel 
Little, Darren Vann, and many other sexual 
serial killers.

Power and Control Reinforced When 
Strangulation Goes Undetected

Professionals also need to be aware of 
many tactics commonly used by these types 
of offenders to misdirect an investigation. 
Serial offenders of gender-based violence 

use tactics including violence that lacks 
obvious trauma, scene staging, claiming 
“consensual rough sex,” and targeting 
marginalized and vulnerable populations. 
These tactics shift the blame to victims, 
exploit investigators’ lack of understand-
ing around the dynamics of consent, and 
ultimately highlight the inherent biases 
within the criminal legal system. When 
successful, these tactics allow offenders to 
skirt accountability and avoid detection for 
their crimes, reinforcing their own sense of 
entitlement, power, and control.

Despite the known patterns related to 
fatal asphyxiation, data related to sexual 
homicides is not consistently collected 
or published. And nonfatal acts of sexual 
violence that include the use of strangula-
tion are not tracked by any database. A 
sexual offender’s use of asphyxiation should 
always raise a red flag, regardless of if the 
offender is a known or unknown party 
(acquaintance or otherwise) and regardless 
of whether it occurs within the context of a 
homicide (a fatal event) or an assault (a non-

Among sexually-posed homicides, the most common 
modality of death was by strangulation (71%).

See ASPHYXIATION, next page
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fatal event). Understanding these patterns 
allows the criminal legal system to better 
identify serial offenders and to catch them 
before they become killers.
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Politician Doxxed Women Who Reported Sexual Assault 
by Colleague

Idaho State Representative Aaron von 
Ehlinger resigned after being accused 
of sexual assault by an intern, referred 
to as Jane Doe, for which he will stand 
trial in Spring 2022. Von Ehlinger denied 
any wrongdoing. The intern, who had 
been working for another Representative, 
reported to the police and the House ethics 
committee that, after a dinner out with von 
Ehlinger, the Representative did not drive 
her back to her car but instead too her to his 
apartment and sexually assaulted her.

After the victim went to the police, 
Rep. Priscilla Giddings, made disparaging 
comments about the victim in Facebook 
posts and shared the personal informa-
tion of the 19-year-old student intern who 
made the accusations on Facebook and in a 
newsletter disseminated to her supporters, 
including her photo, full name, address, and 
other identifying information in the posts. 

This practice, known as doxxing (shar-
ing a person’s information online without 
their consent), has often been used against 
women speaking out about sexual abuse and 
is unlawful in some states. Fearing for her 
and her family’s safety, the former intern 
brought a lawsuit against the Idaho Legisla-
ture. The victim also alleged extreme emo-
tional distress including suicidal ideation, 
depression, anxiety and panic attacks as a 
result of the doxxing.

Giddings, a Republican from White Bird, 
Idaho, who sought her party’s nomination 
for lieutenant governor, initially denied post-
ing anything about the intern, but when con-
fronted with the evidence, insisted her intent 
in releasing the information was “pure.” She 
was formally censured in a unanimous vote 
by the bipartisan House Ethics and Policy 
Committee in August 2021 for “conduct 
unbecoming of a representative.” Giddings 

later called the censure hearing corrupt 
because it was led by Representative Scott 
Bedke, the speaker of the House, who is 
also Giddings’ opponent in the lieutenant 
governor primary race. (Amanda Hol-
puch, Idaho Lawmaker Is Censured for 
Doxxing Intern Who Reported Rape, The 
N.Y. Times, Nov. 17, 2021, available at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/17/
us/priscilla-giddings-idaho-doxxing.
html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-sur-
faces-time-cutoff-5&block=trending_
r e c i r c & f e l l b a c k = f a l s e & i m p _
i d = 4 2 3 5 7 8 5 2 3 & i m p r e s s i o n _
id=0ef9c758-4bbf-11ec-8c3d-bde527
970ebf&index=7&pgtype=Article&po
ol=pool%2F91fcf81c-4fb0-49ff-bd57-
a24647c85ea1&region=footer&req_
id=300661319&surface=eos-most-popular-
story&variant=1_bandit-all-surfaces-time-
cutoff-5.) 

states, it is a criminal offense, punishable 
with fines and even jail sentences.

Sex trafficking is nonconsensual, and it 
is generally treated as a more severe crime.

Most sex workers’ groups acknowl-
edge that sex work is not inherently sex 
trafficking but that sex workers can face 
force, fraud, and coercion because they 
work in a criminalized, stigmatized pro-
fession. Sex workers whose experiences 

meet the legal standards of trafficking 
may nonetheless fear disclosing that to 
police and risking arrest for prostitution.

Conversely, sex workers can be mis-
takenly labeled by police and advocates 
as “trafficked” and find themselves in 
the custody of law enforcement or social 
service agencies.

What Can Be Done?
Based on my research, reducing sex 

trafficking requires changes that might 

prevent it from occurring in the first 
place. That means rebuilding a stron-
ger, supportive U.S. social safety net 
to buffer against poverty and housing 
insecurity.

In the meantime, trafficking victims 
would benefit from efforts by frontline 
workers to combat the racism, sexism 
and transphobia that stigmatizes and 
criminalizes victims who do not look 
as people expect—and are struggling to 
survive. 
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