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Homicidal Ideation in Adolescents After 
Viewing Jeffrey Dahmer Netflix Drama
Tyler J. Thompson, MD; Brandon Chen, MD; Tanner Mabry, DO; and Sahil Munjal, MD

True crime has been steadily 
rising in popularity. In a poll 
performed in 2022, half of 

Americans reported that they enjoyed 
true crime, and 13% reported it was 
their favorite genre.1 Within 28 days 
of its release, the series Dahmer—
Monster: The Jeffrey Dahmer Story 
became the second highest viewed 
English-language show on Netflix.2 
With growing interest in true crime 
and the accessibility of media via 
streaming services, adolescents are 
increasingly exposed to dramatizations 
of criminal violence. There remains 
uncertainty and nuance within the 
literature; however, there appears 
to be a causal relationship between 
media violence and aggression among 
youth.3 Prior research has also shown 
a relationship between consuming 
media containing suicide and 
increased risk of suicidal ideation.4 
Consumption of violent media by 
at-risk individuals could result 
in distressing intrusive thoughts 
of violence and lead to increased 
psychiatric emergency department 
(ED) presentations with what initially 
appears to be “homicidal ideation” 
but in fact represents increased risk 
of self-harm and suicide. We will 
discuss 2 cases of adolescents with 
no prior psychiatric history who 
presented with suicidal and homicidal 
ideation after watching Dahmer—
Monster: The Jeffrey Dahmer Story.

Case 1
A 15-year-old girl with no formal 

psychiatric history or history of 

aggressive behavior presented to the 
ED for intrusive thoughts including 
suicidal and homicidal ideation. 
She reported that these thoughts 
began after she viewed Dahmer—
Monster: The Jeffrey Dahmer Story 
5 days prior to her presentation to 
the ED. The patient had thoughts 
about harming her mother and 
herself. She reportedly did not wish 
to act on these thoughts but was 
afraid about the possibility of losing 
control. This incongruence resulted 
in significant anxiety with worry, 
insomnia, shaking, poor appetite, 
and tearfulness. Her obsessive 
thoughts were exclusively related to 
harming herself or her family or the 
consequences for doing so with no 
symptoms of compulsive behavior. 

The patient’s presentation was 
consistent with an acute stress 
disorder (ICD-10 code F43.0) 
after consuming violent media, 
and she was discharged after 
engaging in safety planning. The 
following day, she presented again 
to the ED for persistence of her 
previous complaints of intrusive 
violent thoughts and insomnia, 
though she had not consumed 
any additional violent media. Her 
presentation was consistent with her 
previously diagnosed acute stress 
reaction, and she was discharged 
with outpatient resources. 

In the outpatient setting, the 
patient’s symptoms persisted, and she 
was diagnosed with major depressive 
disorder, moderate (ICD-10 code 
F33.1), unspecified anxiety disorder 

(ICD-10 code F41.9) with obsessive-
compulsive disorder (OCD) features. 
She reported improvement in her 
anxiety and obsessive thoughts with 
psychotherapy and initiation of 
fluoxetine 20 mg/d and gabapentin 
300 mg twice/d as needed; however, 
she continued to endorse fear of 
recurrence of these intrusive violent 
thoughts and acting on them.

Case 2
A 15-year-old boy with no formal 

psychiatric history or history of 
aggressive behavior presented to the 
ED for active suicidal ideation with 
a plan to cut himself from his wrist 
to his elbow. He described suicidal 
ideation in the context of several weeks 
of worsening depressive symptoms, 
poor sleep due to racing thoughts, 
and conflict with his girlfriend. 
During further assessment, the 
patient endorsed homicidal ideation 
with thoughts of cutting people up, 
decomposing their body parts, and 
engaging in cannibalism. Both the 
patient and his mother reported that 
these thoughts began after he stayed 
up all night and watched Dahmer—
Monster: The Jeffrey Dahmer Story. 
He denied intention or desire to act 
on these thoughts and stated that they 
were worse at night and impaired 
his sleep. On the inpatient unit, 
this patient continued to endorse 
intrusive thoughts of violence and 
cannibalism being worse at night. He 
was diagnosed with major depressive 
disorder and unspecified anxiety 
disorder. Fluoxetine was initiated for 
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depressive symptoms and titrated to 
20 mg/d with melatonin 6 mg nightly 
for sleep. These intrusive thoughts and 
his distress improved at discharge.

Discussion
These cases highlight the 

association between consumption of 
violent media, distressing ruminative 
thoughts of homicide, and suicidality. 
In both cases, the patients had watched 
a dramatization of Jeffrey Dahmer’s 
gruesome murders and cannibalism 
and subsequently experienced 
intrusive thoughts of the portrayed 
violent acts as if they themselves 
were going to carry them out.

In risk assessment of aggressive 
intrusive thoughts, anger rumination, 
support of violence, and frequency of 
aggressive script rehearsal have been 
found to be predictive of aggressive 
behaviors.5 It has been noted that 
when evaluating for the primary risk 
for violence or aggression, “there are 
no recorded cases of a person with 
OCD carrying out their obsession.”6(p333) 
This is further supported by evidence 
that intrusive violent thoughts 
are typically ego-dystonic, and 
patients are motivated to seek help 
and will avoid violent triggers.6

During our assessment, it became 
evident that these thoughts were 
unwanted and did not align with the 
patients’ internal desires. This finding 
parallels the dissonance associated 
with the obsessions in OCD.7 Research 
among college students with OCD 

found that violent obsessions played 
a unique role in suicidality, whereas 
sexual or religious obsessions did not.8 
Therefore, assessment should not focus 
primarily on the risk of the patient 
carrying out the intrusive thoughts 
but rather on the risk of the patient’s 
efforts to relieve the associated distress 
(Figure 1).6 In both cases, the patients 
were disquieted by the possibility that 
they may lose control and act on these 
intrusive homicidal thoughts, which 
resulted in insomnia, hopelessness, 
and ultimately suicidal ideation.

Conclusion
When evaluating for the chief 

complaint of homicidal ideation, 
physicians should assess for recent 
consumption of violent media and 
determine whether their ideation 
represents true intent to harm or 
distress over unwanted thoughts. A 
thorough risk assessment for suicidal 
ideation is crucial for patients who 
are distressed by violent intrusive 
thoughts. We should additionally 
counsel our patients who struggle 
with obsessive or intrusive 
thoughts to be wary of consuming 
violent media due to the possible 
distress caused by rumination.
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Figure 1. 
Risk Assessment for Homicidal Ideation
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